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 Chapter One 
 
    From my cold, dead hands 
 
      
 
    With no thought of the actions that had just been committed and wiping the blade of his sword off, Reaper looked around at all the dismembered bodies. He was inside a home south of Cleveland, Ohio. The small neighborhood was chosen at random, just like the houses they entered. Sin Eaters were moving through the neighborhood in the dead of night, killing everyone they found in the selected houses. Shifting the sword, Reaper glanced at his wrist and saw he didn’t have time to go to another house, since he still had to arrange and pose some of the sins he’d consumed to entertain Marshall.  
 
    After heading back to Hades for a refit and five days of training, he’d led the Sin Eaters out again. They’d started off south into Tennessee and then came up through Kentucky where they’d hit four different police departments. Like the last month, they had slipped in a few sins that hadn’t involved killing anyone, and to keep Marshall on his toes, they hadn’t left any cards. Outside of Cincinnati, they’d hit a food distribution center during the middle of the day.  
 
    The line to get inside stretched for blocks and gave them many sins to be consumed. Hitting fast and hard with belt fed machine guns and explosives, they had then used the drainage system to move away. They’d been miles away when the first troops arrived at the distribution center, and nobody had even registered the other sins were actually attacks. 
 
    Holding his sword out to Pain, “Sheath it for me please,” Reaper told her. 
 
    Taking the sword, Pain moved around and shoved it into the scabbard on the side of Reaper’s small pack. “What is it with you and this sword? Use a machete, you can hang it on your hip,” she told him. 
 
    Reaper whipped his gaze to her. “You will drop that line of questions now, do you understand?!” he barked, and Pain took a step back feeling a boiling hate from Reaper.  
 
    Holding up both hands, “I didn’t mean anything, Reaper, I swear,” she actually pleaded. “But, I don’t know if you know it, umm, that sword looks just like a Star Wars light saber. It’s been a while since I’ve seen the movies, but I think it looks like Luke Skywalker’s. The one he got from Obi Wan, from what I can remember. I don’t think anyone in the feds deserves to get killed by it.” She paused for a minute dropping her hands, “Well, Gifford, yeah. I can see President Gifford being worth it.” 
 
    Realizing Pain was referring to the uniqueness and rarity of the well-made sword, like it was a luxury none here deserved to die by and not its tie to his past, Reaper calmed down. “No. In that, you’re wrong. It’s perfect for what I want and let’s leave it at that,” he told her and Pain nodded. “As of tonight, that sword has killed six hundred and eighteen. I want to triple that before this is over.” 
 
    The others in his group all made mental notes to never mention the sword. This was the only time they had ever seen anger from Reaper directed at one of them. Unless it was a Sin Eater who had broken the canon, but thankfully there hadn’t been but two so far. “Damn, I’m on my third meat cleaver,” Pain admitted.  
 
    Not liking the fact her sister had pissed off Reaper, Misery eased over to stand beside her. “Well, I have to get another machete. I broke my new one.”  
 
    “Sisters,” Reaper chuckled. “When we get back to Hades, I’ll get Grinder to make you some meat cleavers and machetes. I can assure you, what he makes for you will last much longer.”  
 
    Shrugging, “That’s okay. I want the pieces of shit to see I’m killing them with crappy knives, just to show they aren’t worth the effort,” Pain told him, confirming what Reaper had suspected.  
 
    “No. You need to be proud of your work and to do good work, you need quality gear,” he reminded them. 
 
    “Hey, we still go contractor hunting,” Misery shot back. “Man, I love the shit we get off them.”  
 
    Pain was about to respond when their earbuds went off. “Havoc to Reaper.”  
 
    Tapping his phone, “Reaper,” he called out. 
 
    “Oracle just sent a message, Water Well has been postponed,” Havoc reported, and Reaper started spewing curses.  
 
    Pausing his rant, “Pull out to rally!” Reaper shouted, then started cursing again.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, they were climbing in rides. “Havoc,” Reaper called out while climbing into his Flyer as Havoc climbed into his parked ride beside them. “Move us to South Carolina.”  
 
    “Boss, you said that attack was two weeks away,” Havoc reminded him.  
 
    “Well, since the feds are pussies and not attacking, I have to push them into a corner,” Reaper snapped.  
 
    Climbing out and walking over to stand outside Reaper’s Flyer, Havoc lowered his voice. “Reaper, I’m not going to argue and will do what you order, as always, but please listen. Fern doesn’t need Water Well to launch against China. He can back the feds into the corner and if they don’t, then we can head to Georgia. Hell, the Kraken is out for eighty days. They can drive home to pick up supplies and head right back out. We have time,” Havoc explained, then added, “And I’m not in the mood to sit with your ass on a boat in the ocean for longer than I have to.”  
 
    Even though she had pissed Reaper off, Pain let go of the steering wheel and grabbed Reaper’s arm. “I’m not in the mood to sit on the water waiting longer than we have to, either,” she informed him. 
 
    Finally nodding, “Okay. I didn’t take having to chase them down into account,” Reaper admitted.  
 
    “So, can we continue with our original plan?” Havoc asked.  
 
    Letting out a long sigh, “Yes, let’s go,” Reaper replied in a very somber tone. It was only then, Havoc realized Reaper didn’t want to stick to the attack plan. For the first time, they knew Sin Eaters were going to die and even who they were, because they had volunteered.  
 
    When the plan had been announced and volunteers asked for, half had immediately shouted to go. Many more would have joined, but Reaper had stopped the shouting. He’d told everyone who wanted to volunteer to write their name down and place it in a bucket he would put in front of Tartarus. 
 
    Unknown to all the Sin Eaters, captains included, Reaper had gone through the names and selected six who were good fighters but they could afford to lose. Lo and behold, those were the six names he’d selected from the bucket. In the end, the only name that hadn’t been in the bucket was Reaper’s because he had to lead, but he’d wanted to volunteer. 
 
    “I’ll take one of their places if you’re worried about the team,” Pain told him for the thousandth time.  
 
    “I’m not worried,” Reaper said and felt Zeus rest his head on him. Reaching back and rubbing Zeus’ head, “Let’s go, Havoc,” Reaper said, then turned back toward the subdivision, “Sin Consumed.”        
 
    *** 
 
    In Dallas, Fern yawned as he walked into the secure room in the basement. He saw all his military brass there, including General Thompson over the Air Force. “Your plane broke?” Fern asked with the yawn.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, Mr. President,” Thompson chuckled. “I got my thirty kills, so I can let the youngsters handle it for now.”  
 
    Realizing he was the only one wearing pajamas, “Do all of you sleep in your damn uniforms?” Fern asked, moving around the table to his chair.  
 
    All of them watched Fern drop into his chair. “No, sir, I don’t,” Wagner told him, but had a very serious expression. “I got a message from our little bird an hour ago.” 
 
    “That bird’s messages are usually very good,” Thompson said, since he had been there that night when the Sin Eaters showed up. 
 
    Just hearing that Reaper sent a message, Fern felt a headache starting and the familiar burning in his belly. “What did the bird say?” 
 
    Clearing his throat, “He says we need to deal with China now and not wait for Water Well because it was postponed again,” Wagner said, and everyone got a look of panic. “Before you ask me, yes, I did ask how in the fuck he found out about our plan because only nine people and the pilots know the plan. Reaper replied, he didn’t know the plan, but for some reason, I don’t believe him,” Wagner confessed. 
 
    “Anyway,” Wagner continued. “He said if we didn’t have a plan already, then he’d made a mistake to trust us to end this war. He told us to limit activity in the eastern theater only. Well, when he sent that back I felt like a jackass and informed him that yes, we did have a plan and it was a good one. He then replied,” Wagner paused and held up a sheet of paper.  
 
    “I quote, ‘We have shit to do and the feds are holding Water Well like it’s a genie that’ll grant them the wish to win the war. Get those fucks off our soil, so the troops can move over here to scare the shit out of the feds and they’ll be easier for us to kill. The sooner, the better. I don’t like the fact they think they still have  a chance. When we kill them, I want them to already know they don’t have a chance and just die’, end quote,” Wagner recited.  
 
    “You have to admire his confidence in this struggle,” Thompson chuckled.  
 
    “He wants us to push them,” Reynolds stated. “Well, since he’s pushed so much, I guess it’s our turn.”  
 
    “So you’ve got confirmation the Sin Eaters really did use chemical weapons?” Fern asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir, and the reports we got said the Sin Eaters used enough VX to wipe out a large city and didn’t need that much on the Air Force base,” Reynolds answered, and Fern turned to one of the Rangers telling him to find some Motrin.  
 
    When the Ranger pulled a bottle from his own pocket, even Fern chuckled while taking the pills. “You think none of the Sin Eaters know how to use chemical weapons? Because I find that hard to believe,” Fern stated and tossed the pills in his mouth.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, sir. I’m certain they know how, and Reaper does too. I think he was sending a message to Gifford, ‘I have so much I’m going to waste it’. In the message, he told Gifford if he stopped using chemical weapons, the Sin Eaters would stop as well,” Reynolds replied. 
 
    “You found out what the message was? I thought we couldn’t get it,” Fern said.  
 
    “Our Cyber Warfare got a copy,” Reynolds said and saw Fern take a breath to ask, and he held up his hand to stop him. “Sir, you told me to never mention ‘that person’,” he stressed. “But holy fuck, that person is good,” Reynolds informed him. 
 
    Knowing very well he was talking about Nancy, “I understand,” he nodded, “give that person whatever they need to keep up the work and take the secret to your grave, only telling the one who replaces you. I gave you the presidential order so you’re excused,” Fern told him, not wanting to know anything else about Nancy.  
 
    Of course Nancy had the message, she’s the one who sent it to Gifford and she was the one who edited all the videos. But, if any in the room ever knew that, most would have a heart attack and die on the spot to realize a Sin Eater was that close to the inner circle. Nancy was now second-in-command over the Cyber Warfare department. 
 
    “Recommendations?” Fern asked. 
 
    “Army says launch,” Reynolds responded. “We need those Chinese off our backs and our troops off the West Coast over here. If Reaper advises us to get more troops over here, ‘the sooner, the better’, I think yesterday was too late. I don’t know what he’s going to do, but I want more bodies here to deal with it.”  
 
    “Navy says launch,” Wagner called out. “This will free up some assets that we can move to deal with Mexico.” 
 
    “Air Force says launch,” Thompson agreed. “With those ground troops here, I can bring back those fighter wings we have covering them, and more fighters means more losses for the feds. Besides, the Chinese have killed several million of our people. I say, it’s time to return the favor.” 
 
    Staring at Thompson, “Surprised you haven’t asked to fly the mission,” Fern stated in a drone. 
 
    “I’m not qualified on the YFA-33 Storm. Hell, until you gave me this job I didn’t even know it existed, and now I know I was stationed at Groom Lake when it was being tested,” Thompson confessed.  
 
    “And we have to use a plane that’s never been in combat and is still a prototype?” Fern asked. 
 
    “First, Mr. President, that plane will never go into production. Hell, I’m Air Force and love jets, but when one plane has the projected price tag of four point nine Billion! dollars each, even I think that’s a bit much,” Thompson told him.  
 
    Looking off, “Now I know where all our money went besides handouts,” Fern mumbled. “The House of Representatives wasn’t minding the store.” 
 
    “Sir,” Thompson called out and Fern turned back to the table. “The plane can do it and the pilots are excellent. We can’t send in the B-2s and B-21 Raiders without assistance.” 
 
    “Have the odds improved?” Fern asked. 
 
    “If both Storms arrive, the targets will get hit. Normally, on an operation like this we would send two flights, four planes, but we only have two. I’m not worried about them getting shot down. I’m worried about malfunctions and they happen, that’s part of flying,” Thompson stated. “It’s the B-2s and Raiders getting out that will be the problem. Yes, they are stealth and the B-2s have been upgraded four times since they were built, but when shit blows up on the ground, everyone knows something’s in the air and stealth doesn’t protect against eyesight. They get enough fighters in the air, in the right spot and time, they can see the B-2s and Raiders. Anything that can be seen can be shot down.” 
 
    Thinking it over, Fern finally nodded. “Launch it,” he told them, and the brass stood up and headed for the door. “I fucking hate being in charge,” Fern admitted feeling the familiar burning in his belly, and just laid his head down on the table. 
 
    *** 
 
    Michelle climbed off her four-wheeler in the predawn darkness at the Governor’s office in Jack Fork while the Sin Eaters headed east. Many representatives of the state assembly had asked Brandy to move the governor’s office back to Jefferson City since much of it was intact. Brandy, being Brandy, had told them to ‘fuck off’. Jefferson City structures were mostly intact, but the city was damn near vacant with no power or running water. To move there would take resources the state wouldn’t and couldn’t afford to use. 
 
    Understanding very well Brandy’s reasons why, Michelle just wished Brandy would’ve used more tact. Telling the full state assembly to ‘fuck off’ wasn’t doing that, but it also let the assembly know she was for the people. The assembly met in Springfield for the most part, but Brandy had called several meetings here in Mountain View using the basketball gym as the assembly hall.   
 
    The national guardsman standing guard at the door waved at her and then opened the door. “Is she in?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant Governor,” he answered.  
 
    Pausing mid-step, “When it’s just me, Michelle, please,” she told him, again. He just smiled and gave a nod. Not in the mood, Michelle headed inside and wasn’t surprised to see people already here. Normally, staff didn’t get here until eight, but Michelle and Brandy were flying to Dallas this afternoon to meet with Fern and sit in on a military briefing.  
 
    Oh, when Fern had told Brandy that, she’d bitched and screamed so hard and loud Fern had hung up on her, and Brandy promptly called him back to continue. And after talking to the man who answered the phone and he’d transferred the call, Brandy had waited until Fern picked up and continued the torrent. When she’d paused to take a breath, Fern had told her it was important and Brandy was to bring Michelle.  
 
    In all reality, Michelle understood Brandy’s point. Crops were in and being distributed now, they were adding other farms further out from Mountain View to make subassemblies for the refit centers, and this wasn’t a good time for them to take off. But both understood commanding orders and of course, neither liked them. Unlike when they were in the service, now they could bitch at those who ordered them, and since only one person could, Fern, he alone got to reap the whirlwind. 
 
    What very few realized, Brandy held her tongue, for the most part, on all matters, from what she really thought about the feds, being interrupted with meetings, and life in general. Only those close to her or on her staff got to hear Brandy in the raw. Michelle was one of those and in that regard, she was very proud of Brandy. Case in point, Brandy had wanted to cut the dicks off all male feds captured, just so they couldn’t reproduce. Female feds that were captured, Brandy had wanted to have a hysterectomy done in the field with a pocket knife. If they survived, Brandy had said they could have a dose of Tylenol for the pain. Brandy’s plan was simple, don’t let stupid breed.  
 
    That was just one suggestion of many that those close to Brandy got to hear but thankfully, Brandy didn’t push forth those ideas. Michelle was thankful because she would’ve backed the ‘Breeding Reform’ as Brandy had called it. 
 
    When the assembly wanted to repass Missouri’s original state constitution, Brandy balked. Her reasoning, that’s what got them here in the first place. So, her solution, pass the same constitution the Republic did. Only where it referred to country, state was placed in and where states were mentioned, counties were replaced. Then, jobs like governor for president and so on and so forth. The assembly had loved it and passed it. Brandy had signed it last week.   
 
    Spotting Brandy heading to the coffee pot, “You packed?” Michelle called out.  
 
    “I shouldn’t have to ‘pack’ to go see Fern,” she shot back, filling her mug up.  
 
    As an aide came out of her office, “It has to be important so please, control your tongue,” Michelle advised, grabbing a coffee cup the aide brought to her.  
 
    “Ooooohhhh,” Brandy crooned, “I do control my tongue with Fern,” she replied. “I know he has a shit job, but I just want him to leave me alone so I can get my shit job done too. We can video conference, that’s almost like us being there.”  
 
    “Some things you don’t want to have on video,” Michelle replied, grabbing the sugar.  
 
    “Shit,” Brandy spat. “I’d televise all my meetings just to let the feds know; those of us they left alive in Missouri want to gut each person in the federal states.” 
 
    Fighting not to roll her eyes, “Brandy, I agree on many levels with you, but if we push them to where they feel they don’t have a choice to surrender, this war will go on for decades,” Michelle told her and tested her coffee with a sip. Realizing Brandy had made this pot, Michelle grabbed the milk. The coffee Brandy made, Michelle was certain if she put it in her four-wheeler it would run, the coffee was beyond stout. Every time she drank it, Michelle would look down her shirt at her chest, expecting to see hair sprouting.  
 
    Knocking down the instant crack she was about to make about the coffee, Michelle glanced up at Brandy and found her studying her. “What?” Michelle asked.  
 
    “If you want to stay here, I’ll tell Fern to fuck off,” Brandy told her.  
 
    Not wanting to go but feeling the need to go just to keep Brandy’s mouth in line, “No, he asked for both of us. I’ll go,” Michelle told her.  
 
    Brandy wasn’t stupid and knew why Michelle was going and honestly, wanted her to go. All in all, Michelle could do what few others could; get Brandy to tone down her retorts, to a certain degree. If someone acted stupid or asked a stupid question, only God himself could curb Brandy’s tongue and so far, God had never felt that restraint. Not as bad as Brandy, even Michelle was guilty of just popping off to stupid. Neither cared what others thought or if they hurt feelings, they were there to do a job and would do it to the best of their abilities.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be away from the kids that long,” Brandy told her, but Michelle shook her head.  
 
    “No, we all have to sacrifice for this war and in time they’ll understand,” Michelle replied as an aide came over, handing her a clipboard of scheduled tasks. “Is this the current inventory of destroyed tanks awaiting rebuild?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I completed it last night,” the aide nodded.  
 
    “What?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “The armor refit centers will be moving to production centers by January,” Michelle answered. “I wasn’t expecting them to turn around the tanks so fast. My first projections put them rebuilding until March and then going to production.”  
 
    Shrugging and taking a sip, “We’ll be going to battle again soon and we can rebuild what’s hurt,” Brandy countered. “What about the helicopter and light armor centers?”  
 
    “Those are going to be rebuilding damaged units for a bit,” Michelle answered. “I was wrong when I thought it would be easier to rebuild a helicopter than a tank.”  Brandy understood and had said something because a helicopter was more delicate than a tank, it flew after all, but didn’t push the issue because Michelle wanted eight armor refit centers to every aerial refit/rebuild site. After reading the proposal Brandy had wanted it to be four to one but in the end, reasoned they needed armor more.   
 
    “How’s Tasha holding up?” Brandy asked. The day Tasha had returned, Michelle had pulled Brandy aside telling Brandy, and only Brandy, who Tasha really was and she had escaped from a camp the Sin Eaters had hit. Only a few at the house knew what had occurred at the camp where Tasha worked because even now, they still got reports from the feds that they were looking for all those who had been working in the camp.  
 
    Nearly draining her mug, Michelle moved to refill it as she answered. “She’s actually doing very good, considering. When Tasha found out Nancy was in Cyber Warfare, as well as her own daughter, Tasha begged to help since that was her MOS (Military Occupational System code) in the Army. Her first enlistment, Tasha was 17C Cyber Operations Specialist and then when she reenlisted, she was trained as a warrant officer with dual qualification as 170A Cyber Warfare Technician and 170B Electronic Warfare Technician. Nancy told me Ariel inherited her mother’s genes for computers.”  
 
    Watching Michelle add some coffee to the cream and sugar in her mug, “Surprised the feds even let her live,” Brandy admitted.  
 
    Grabbing a spoon, “Trust me, they never planned on Tasha living,” Michelle assured Brandy, stirring the stout coffee and hoping she’d added enough to take the sharp bite off. In all reality, Michelle loved coffee and compared to many at the farm, she liked it strong. Compared to what Brandy made, Michelle drank it mild and everyone else drank coffee-flavored water.  
 
    Watching Michelle give a test sip, Brandy couldn’t help but grin as Michelle grabbed more milk. “Nancy has taken care of that, I trust?” Brandy asked and Michelle nodded, taking another sip after adding more milk. Unlike the feds, the Republic was now receiving imports from the world, and coffee was a huge one. In the fed states, coffee was starting to get scarce because stockpiles were getting depleted. 
 
    Supplies were getting in by blockade runners from the Caribbean, but the only country the feds bought coffee from directly was Ethiopia. Most of the plantations in Ethiopia were now owned by corporations, and those corporations had large numbers of contractors there to protect their assets. While the rest of the continent of Africa was in turmoil, those plantations weren’t. All the other major suppliers had cut ties or were in active combat. The world’s second largest supplier, Vietnam, had huge plantations, but China had nearly wiped out the population. Those not killed had left, and China was just now getting the fields producing after moving some of its own population.    
 
    Just out of reflex Michelle pulled her shirt out, glancing at her chest to see if hair had sprouted after the coffee. Not spotting any, she let her shirt go. “I’m going to set up what I need my team to do, then head back to grab my suitcase and tell the kids bye,” Michelle told her.  
 
    Reaching over and patting the M4 slung across Michelle’s back, “You’d better not leave your arms,” Brandy more warned than stated.  
 
    Scoffing, “Please,” Michelle said. “It’ll be a cold day in hell before I’m ever without a weapon. I’ll never let the feds take it, and nobody else will either.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Two 
 
    A perfect angel for Heaven 
 
      
 
    When the truck came to a stop, Sergeant Eason opened his door as troops in the back jumped out. Grabbing his rifle off the dashboard, Eason looked at the house nestled among a few trees and a nice barn behind it. Off to the side of the house he saw a figure on a ladder stapling clear plastic on one side of a hundred and fifty feet wide and three hundred feet long greenhouse. “What the hell is she doing?” Eason groaned. 
 
    The driver climbed out, slamming his door closed and circled the truck to stop beside Eason. “Sarge, the sergeant major sees her doing that, he’ll crucify us,” Specialist Fourth Class Akin said.   
 
    “She’s over sixty. How in the hell can she move and work that long?” Eason mumbled, but was in total agreement about the sergeant major, the Command Sergeant Major over the base around Camelot. Despite being enlisted and outranked by all officers, E-9s held a lot of power and were respected by all.  
 
    Ms. Ethel had only been there a month, but Eason was certain everyone in Camelot knew of her. The fact Ethel was living in one of the older houses on the peninsula spoke volumes to anyone with a brain. That first week she’d arrived, Ethel had assigned herself to the second division’s mess hall and officer dining area. After that first day, troops and officers alike would’ve rioted if Ms. Ethel had been removed. Holy shit, that woman could cook.      
 
    Then Ms. Ethel had gone to see Major General McMahon who was over Camelot. She didn’t have an appointment and had just gone to see him. The next day, Ms. Ethel was setting up in the house she now occupied. Only six others lived in houses that weren’t in a designated area. Three were generals, and the other three were Homeland supervisors.  
 
    That was when Command Sergeant Major Huber had become affiliated with Ms. Ethel. Despite the house having sat vacant for nearly three years, within days Ms. Ethel had it cleaned up and power was run from the new grid to the house. Before she’d even been there a week, Ms. Ethel had started her morning rounds and that was now where everyone knew her from. Ms. Ethel always brought cookies, muffins, or other treats to different areas around Camelot. There were movie stars, singers, and other famous people living in Heaven but after that second week, Ms. Ethel outshined them all.  
 
    Waving a hand toward Ethel up on the ladder, “Akin, get some of the others and go… Just go do what she says,” Eason finally said. Turning around, Akin pointed at some others who had climbed out of the truck, and all took off running.    
 
    The house was on the far north side of the peninsula, over two miles from the housing projects and city of Camelot. Yet Ms. Ethel was not only allowed to move there, but got power run and other amenities like propane delivered to huge tanks near the barn. Almost like magic, chickens had shown up and then three milk cows that first week there. The greenhouse frame had already been there but also in that first week, Ethel had it wrapped in clear plastic and with plants inside.  
 
    Major Blevins, who was over the military police in Camelot, did stop by a lot because he was wondering just where the supplies were coming from. Blevins, like many others, soon found out Ethel knew how to network and trade, seemingly always getting what she wanted or needed. Eason himself had seen some of the drivers who hauled supplies into Camelot, stopping at the house. Because he’d been told long ago to report such things Eason did, only to have Sergeant Major Huber bring the report Eason had sent in and hand it back. “What she does isn’t to be reported, Eason. Understood?” Huber had told him, and Eason got the message loud and clear.  
 
    Not that Eason minded because his platoon had been assigned to check on Ethel every day and see if she needed anything, and help if asked or told by Ethel. Thing was, Ethel never asked or wanted help. She always said it was her duty to help as much as she could. Even the report Eason had sent in had been sugar-coated, not saying just how much he had seen dropped off at the house. His platoon was the luckiest because Ethel fed them treats every day while they escorted her on rounds and then to the mess halls so Ethel could help with lunch and dinner.  
 
    It was the fact Ethel never seemed to sleep at all that blew Eason away. Patrols drove by the house at night and always reported lights on and work being done. Last week, two industrial ovens had been installed in the carports and now, Ethel hauled around hundreds of pounds of treats for some lucky area of Camelot.  
 
    It was listening to Huber and Blevins talking just a few days ago when Eason had finally understood. Ms. Ethel raised morale more than anything the brass or suits had ever done. The movie stars and singers had all tried to raise morale, but nobody in Camelot was impressed with them anymore. Ms. Ethel brought treats and a warm smile, telling everyone they were doing a good job.  
 
    Even Eason knew Camelot was only supposed to be a protected housing area for some, but the feds had expanded on that the first days of the project. There were oil tanks and a refinery now near the main entrance. Coming further in, a new munition plant had come on line three months ago and beside it was a textile plant that made gear for the military. This had bothered Eason because they were military targets, but the Republic never hit areas near civilians. The only problem Camelot had to worry about was Sin Eaters.  
 
    Not even Eason thought the Sin Eaters were bad enough to hit Camelot. Yeah, there were only twelve thousand troops stationed here now, but Homeland had five thousand agents and there were four thousand national police stationed here. All police departments were now under Homeland and formed a national police force.  
 
    If that wasn’t enough, the technology in Camelot just overwhelmed Eason. The IDs everyone wore had an active RFID transmitter and there were antennas covering large parts of the peninsula, but there were a few dead spots. Along with the transmitters, there was a network of ground radar stations so any human body approaching an occupied area was immediately spotted half a mile away. If that body didn’t have an RFID, troops were coming to kill it. No country before had ever had such a large population under such tight control.  
 
    At any time, a person’s activity and location could be displayed on a computer screen. None were allowed to move about without their ID, not even the generals. There was a dusk-to-dawn curfew and only those who had business or a job could be outside, unless you were Ms. Ethel.  
 
    On the sixth day in her new house, the watch center that monitored the entire peninsula saw Ms. Ethel leave her house. Like others, they saw the upper ranks gave her leeway and didn’t raise any alarms. Just from the speed she was moving they could tell Ethel was in an electric golf cart that had been assigned to her. None in the watch center, not even the supervisors had a cart assigned to them. 
 
    Four miles from her house Ethel had stopped and then started moving really slow, and this did start to worry the supervisor on duty that night. When Ethel stopped near one of the main cell towers that relayed nodes of scanners, they finally called the Military Police to investigate. The supervisor didn’t want to send members of the police force because some were complete assholes and if they insulted Ms. Ethel, the supervisor was sure he would get blamed.  
 
    The MPs arrived to find Ms. Ethel beside the cell tower, sitting on a lawn wagon loaded with cookies. She’d wanted to deliver some to the night crews that worked at the ammunition plant and tell them she appreciated all their hard work, but her golf cart’s batteries had died. Instead of going home, Ms. Ethel loaded the cookies in the wagon and started walking to make sure the night crew knew they were doing a good job.  
 
    Knowing who she was, the captain who arrived with the MPs loaded up Ethel’s wagon and drove her to the munition factory. Pulling her wagon along, Ms. Ethel handed out cookies with a warm smile and patted many cheeks, telling them they were doing a great job. 
 
    When Eason had arrived that next morning, he’d dropped off another golf cart so that wouldn’t happen again. To make sure Ethel wasn’t left on the road again, she was given a radio and cellphone to call for assistance. The brass, at first, tried to rotate another platoon out with Eason’s, but it seemed Ms. Ethel for some reason didn’t, for a lack of a better term, bond with them. Now only Eason’s platoon was assigned to Ethel and he or his troops didn’t care in the least. They all looked at Ethel like a long, lost grandmother that they adored. 
 
    As far as Eason knew, there had only been one person who had treated Ms. Ethel harshly and that was a Homeland agent. One morning, Eason and his troops were helping load muffins up for Ethel’s delivery to a random spot and a senior Homeland agent arrived in a SUV. Jumping out, he’d started screaming and demanding to know where Ethel was getting sugar because it was a rationed item now and even he knew what she was making required a lot of sugar.  
 
    Eason had to stop three of his troops from opening fire on the agent while he’d called the sergeant major. Just the fact the sergeant major showed up in ten minutes with three dozen MPs blew Eason away. The agent soon discovered E-9s have power. Placed in handcuffs, the agent was tossed in a truck and hauled off. It was that night Eason had found out the agent was transferred to Chicago to monitor a camp. Two days later, the agent’s family who lived in Camelot was transferred to a housing project in Atlanta.  
 
    If Ms. Ethel wasn’t so nice, many would’ve been terrified of her but the truth was, his troops believed the agent should’ve been shot and told the sergeant major as much. The next morning, Huber gave Eason a written order from Major General McMahon that gave Eason permission to detain anyone who interfered with his duty on his assignment to Ms. Ethel. He was allowed to use any means necessary, including deadly force.  
 
    Never liking the fact that death sentences could just be handed out without a court proceeding, Eason took the order and vowed to follow it. It was Major Blevins who clarified the why, and Eason then discovered how much of a morale boost Ms. Ethel was to Camelot. The night she took treats to the munition factory, production increased by ten percent, just with her showing up with cookies and telling the workers they were doing a great job.  
 
    Finally walking over to the greenhouse as his troops coaxed Ethel off the ladder, Eason stopped as he reached out to help her down. “Ms. Ethel, what are you doing? You should wait for us and let some of my young troops do this,” Eason told her.  
 
    Wiping sweat off her brow despite the biting cold air, “Oh, Sergeant,” she smiled, then reached over to pat his cheek. “You boys are doing more than I ever will and so much depends on you, let me do what I can. That’s the only way we’re going to get those rabble rousers in the Republic to listen, if we all work together.”  
 
    For several seconds, Eason just stared at Ethel. When this had started, Eason thought he was doing right because he was following orders set down by the president. Now with all that had happened, if Eason had to do it over, he would’ve somehow gotten his family to the Republic. But he had tied his fate to the feds and was stuck with his choice. “Ms. Ethel, me and the boys here couldn’t stand it if you got hurt doing something we could do, so please, stuff like this, wait for us?” Eason nearly begged but didn’t offer his insight to the current choice he had made in this war.  
 
    “Sergeant,” Ethel cackled. “I was doing work like this on the farm before you were even a twinkle in your daddy’s eye.”  
 
    On that, Eason had no doubt. It seemed there wasn’t anything Ethel couldn’t do or accomplish. Just a few days ago, she had Eason, his platoon, and some kids from one of the schools out on the beach collecting clams. Eason had eaten clams before but had never known how one went about collecting them. When Ethel had told Eason to find rakes and buckets, he’d been flabbergasted, but did as he was asked.  
 
    They didn’t get buckets of clams. They’d filled beds of trucks with clams. Those who helped Ethel cooked up a batch right there on the beach and the rest were delivered to the officer’s mess hall to be cooked the next day. Major General McMahon ate at the first division’s officer’s hall instead of the senior officer’s club, at least for one meal a day when Ethel cooked. 
 
    It was nearly every day Eason and his troops learned something new from Ethel. When four pigs showed up at Ethel’s, Eason was wondering how she would feed them along with all the other animals. Ethel showed them the pigs ate what the mess halls threw out. When Eason reported that to Huber, the sergeant major started scouring the land for pigs since there was food for them already and now, there were several hundred pigs in Camelot. 
 
    Waving at the greenhouse, “Ms. Ethel, we helped you put up some plastic, why more?” Eason asked.  
 
    “I’m only putting it on the north side for insulation and leaving only one sheet on the south side so the sun can heat the inside easier,” Ethel explained, giving a wince as she moved her left hip. To Eason, Ethel was a farming savant. He had never seen plants grow in November like they were inside the greenhouse. It took Ethel a bit to explain to him and his troops why there was a beehive inside. To them, bees were bad and when spotted, find some spray to kill them. 
 
    Turning to the greenhouse Eason understood, seeing the long south-facing side bathed in sunlight. “Please, Ms. Ethel, if you get hurt, I’ll get in trouble, so let us do stuff like this,” Eason did beg this time.  
 
    Shaking her head, “I’ll talk to McMahon and tell him to leave you alone,” she snapped. “You young men and women are fighting a war. My Bud would turn over in his grave if I didn’t do everything I could to help you fine people.”  
 
    Eason really wanted to tell her the Republic was the better choice, but figured Ethel was just like everyone else here in Camelot. They had chosen the wrong horse and were going to be stuck with the results no matter how bad they were. But not wanting his name even mentioned to the general, “Ms. Ethel, just please… Let us help a bit more and don’t say anything to the general or he’ll come down on us,” Eason offered. He liked it in Camelot, as did his family. Compared to the rest of the federal area, they were in paradise. The only area that could’ve been better was Keyton, but the Sin Eaters had destroyed it. Eason still had a hard time believing it’d really existed at all and wasn’t just a studio. Just the fact Keyton hadn’t had a huge military presence was what convinced Eason.  
 
    “Oh, fine then, dear,” Ethel smiled then went to move, grabbing Eason’s arm. “I do need you to do something,” she told him, and Eason nearly started jumping up and down for joy as she led him over to the large chicken coop.  
 
    When they reached it, Eason shook his head because he knew for a fact there hadn’t been that many chickens in that big coop three days ago. When Ethel stopped, he heard a hiss and jumped back, grabbing for the pistol at his waist since his rifle was slung over his shoulder. Looking down, he saw gray fur and a big-ass mouth with lots of teeth. “Shit!” he gasped, finally getting his pistol out and leveling it at the creature.  
 
    “It’s just an opossum,” Ethel chuckled. “Him and his buddy were trying to get in the coop last night.”  
 
    It was only then Eason realized the critter was in a heavy wire cage, then ‘buddy’ filtered into his brain causing Eason to glance about. Eleven feet away was another opossum also in a cage and it looked just as pissed off. “I can’t pick them up like I could the others,” Ethel admitted. 
 
    Hearing ‘pick up’, Eason was ready to resign from the army and volunteer to get sent to a detention camp before ‘picking up’ the evil-looking things. “You still have your hands?” Eason gasped, aiming his pistol at the opossums. He had seen them on the roads before but never up close, and he really didn’t want to see them any closer.  
 
    Laughing, “You don’t touch them, dear,” Ethel told him. “The trap has a long handle on top. I just threw the trap in the pond to let the others I caught drown. So, can you take the cages down to the pond?”  
 
    Despite thinking drowning was one of the worst deaths for anything, Eason still thought it was too good for the evil vermin he was looking at. “Can I just shoot ‘em?” Eason asked because he really didn’t want to get closer to those gaping mouths that looked really massive.  
 
    “Dear, you might get in trouble,” Ethel chided him.  
 
    “I have orders that I can use deadly force here,” Eason responded, but did grab his radio. It was just this week that sensors had been put out this far. Now with the sensors, readers, and radar, they could pinpoint gunshots. The only reason there were even sensors in the area was because of Ms. Ethel. Those up top wanted to make sure she was all right and never bothered.  
 
    Talking to command on the radio, Eason finally gave up trying to explain what an opossum was. “It’s a huge fucking animal with teeth that’s trying to kill Ms. Ethel’s chickens!” he screamed. “I’m fucking killing it before it chews out of the cage! I just notified you as a courtesy!”  
 
    Letting the radio go, “Ms. Ethel, cover your ears,” he told her as his troops came running over with rifles out after hearing Eason yell.  
 
    “What the hell is that?!” Akin shouted as Ethel covered her ears with a small grin. Not taking any chances, Eason shot each one six times. As the torrent of gunfire sounded, the chickens in the coop went insane.  
 
    Looking at the dying animals, “I thought those lived near roads!” Akin cried out. “You mean those things are inside Camelot?!”  
 
    Shuffling over and favoring her left hip, Ethel patted Akin on his cheek. “Oh, young man, it’s just an opossum. Compared to the stuff you men face, it ain’t nothin’,” Ethel told him as Akin and the other troops all looked hard at the animals. “Haven’t you seen one up close before?”  
 
    Shaking his head, “They didn’t have those evil-looking things at the zoos I’ve been to,” Akin replied, and the others agreed with nods. “I’ve seen two bears here on patrol, but never one of those.”  
 
    “Yes, I saw a bear yesterday evening when I was gathering mushrooms,” Ethel admitted and they all turned to her. “It wasn’t big, but I spotted some cougar tracks a few days back and it looked to be a big un.”  
 
    “Cougar? Like the tan cats at the zoo?” Akin gasped in shock. “Those are only out west.”  
 
    “No, dear,” Ethel chuckled. “They’re here in Virginia and since this war started, the population of cougars has grown.”  
 
    Glancing around nervously, “I haven’t seen one around here and I lived in Pittsburg,” Akin told her.  
 
    “Honey, you don’t usually see a big cat unless they want you to. The only other time you see them is when they sneak up on you,” Ethel embellished and saw all the troops and Eason were glancing around.  
 
    “You dealt with some before?” Eason asked changing magazines in his pistol.  
 
    “Never around here,” Ethel said, and they all heard her story about how she lived on a farm along the coast in South Carolina. “But I had to deal with them after I married Bud and moved to his farm.”  
 
    “I see one, I’m not calling for permission to fire,” Akin informed Eason, and he agreed with a nod. 
 
    “Akin, dear,” Ethel said, making him look at her. “Don’t shoot a cat with the little bullet in those guns,” she told him, pointing at his M4. “The last one I shot, I hit twice with a twelve-gauge before he died.”  
 
    “Akin,” Eason barked. “Take the truck and go to the armory. Sign out four shotguns and a hundred rounds.” Akin was in a sprint before Eason even finished, and Ethel fought hard not to laugh. “How do you open this trap so I can throw the corpse out?” Before Ethel could protest, “I really don’t want you to get close,” Eason informed her. “You can tell the chickens I’m sorry for scaring them.” 
 
    After Ethel told him how, Eason looked at four privates, “Do it,” he told them and all four gasped. “Rank has its privileges, and one of them is I don’t have to get close to the evil-looking things.”   
 
    As the four carried the traps away, Eason holstered his pistol. “Where are we heading this morning?” he asked Ethel.  
 
    “The textile factory. The section where they make the helmets. I made muffins for them,” Ethel smiled. “Sergeant, can I ask you a favor?”  
 
    Nearly falling down after hearing that from Ms. Ethel again, “Name it,” he gasped. He really liked this elderly lady. This past weekend he had brought his wife and two kids out, spending a day helping Ethel or more appropriately, watching and learning. When Ethel showed his kids how to hook up the milk machine to the cows, they’d nearly flipped out. They had learned milk came from cows, but not how. 
 
    Reaching in her pocket, Ethel pulled out folded bank notes and Easton sucked in a breath. One roll was green and blue hundred credit federal notes. The other roll was yellow and blue hundred credit UN notes. He had never seen actual notes. They weren’t outlawed, but only the rich had tangible assets like cash. Regular people had credits on accounts that were accessed by electronics. Even for private debts, one only needed to use their cellphone to pay someone because that’s all they could really use it for.  
 
    Watching Ethel just hand over both rolls, Eason actually took a step back. “Holy shit,” he gasped. On the federal notes, he could see Gifford’s portrait. He didn’t even make a hundred credits a month and Ethel had a roll of the damn things.  
 
    “I need cigarettes,” Ethel told him, and Eason jerked his eyes up to hers.  
 
    “How many, all of them?” he asked in shock.  
 
    “No, I need eight cartons, I have a man coming in tomorrow who’s willing to trade six hundred pounds of strawberries for eight cartons of cigarettes,” she told him. “I tried at one of the stores in Camelot but they wouldn’t sell me but one carton, and I would have to wait a month to get another.”  
 
    Eason and the others understood. Any vice you had to pay, and even then you weren’t allowed to indulge, unless you were rich. One carton a month was the ration but last Eason checked, one carton in the store was eighteen credits and on the black market twenty-five credits. In Camelot and other cities, black market stores were set up like real stores just without the storefront. Hell, everyone including the cops and Homeland knew where they were, but left them alone so people could get some of what they wanted. Even the black market shops had to pay taxes and only those who didn’t were the ones who got closed down.  
 
    There were two stores located in apartments in Eason’s housing area. He didn’t think either would have eight cartons, but both might. The fact Ethel was spending her money on those in Camelot just blew Eason and his troops away. “Ms. Ethel, if you want I’ll get them for you,” Eason finally offered, but didn’t take the rolls. Taking the federal roll only, he pulled off three bills just in case it was more. 
 
    “Thank you, dear,” Ethel smiled as she just shoved the rolls back in her pocket.  
 
    Still trying to get the sight of that much money from his mind, “Ms. Ethel, just how much do you have? You really need to put it in the bank,” he told her looking at the three bills in his hand. Comparing it to old money, each note was worth over two thousand dollars.  
 
    “Oh posh,” Ethel huffed. “I like some of my money where I can see it and not inside some computer. There’s some inside my badge.” Hearing Ethel say, ‘inside her badge’, Eason couldn’t help but grin because the ID badge was linked to your account. The ID was your everything with active and passive RFID.  
 
    Next week, the kids in Camelot would all start getting implanted chips in their shoulders. Eason didn’t like it, but his own ten-year-old son had lost his ID once and ten years old was right at the age when the consequences started hitting. Each day when you got home, you put your ID on a pad inside your apartment that charged the battery inside for the transmitter. That way, the scanners around Camelot could tell who you were a quarter of a mile away. The passive scan only worked within two hundred yards, if you were lucky.   
 
    “I just brought some in my suitcase,” Ethel said as the chickens finally quieted down. Remembering the rolling suitcase Ethel had arrived with, Eason realized he had only seen Ethel wear three different outfits and said a prayer that the rest of the suitcase wasn’t money.  
 
    The troops carried the eggs from the coop and the milk from the milking machine inside, then helped Ethel load up a trailer they had found with the muffins. Before they left, Akin had returned with the shotguns and Eason assigned them out and again, Ethel tried not to laugh. Later that night, other soldiers in the company who did hunt would confirm cougars were in this area and the little 5.56 wasn’t the greatest round to shoot them with. Word quickly spread across Camelot that cougars were around. Shotguns disappeared from all armories fast. When patrols went out on the peninsula after that day, they weren’t looking for Republic troops or Sin Eaters. They were scanning trees and bushes for cougars the size of trucks waiting to kill them. 
 
    As they loaded up, Eason almost asked if Ms. Ethel would go to Heaven, the rich enclave of Camelot. That was one area Ethel didn’t go and Eason knew she didn’t like it. But the sergeant major had asked Eason to suggest it a few times because there were money men there and they were feeling left out by this new celebrity. Eason couldn’t care less if Ethel went to visit the rich assholes. He hated the fuckers, too.  

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Three 
 
    Looking for fun and left in charge 
 
      
 
    Leaving the tanker at thirty thousand feet, Colonel Eddy ‘Scoop’ Wiberman eased his plane back down to the earth. Scoop wasn’t worried about the tanker getting pinged by radar because it was a B2 bomber that had been converted to a tanker just for this operation, along with three others. His wingman ‘Cowboy’ was half a mile west also leaving a tanker and dropping back down to earth.  
 
    The planes they were flying were the YFA-33 Storm, the most technical aircraft ever conceived, built, and flown in the history of mankind. The first had been built over a decade ago to test concepts for the eighth generation fighters and it just got carried away. Being a hundred and twenty feet long with a wingspan of a hundred and ten feet, the Storm was just a bit smaller than a B-1 bomber but was a fighter attack plane. All the upgrades Raptors had received came from the YFA-33 Storm. 
 
    There had only been four built and only two were left. In a quirk of fate, the same three-person team that had formulated the silica ceramic titanium skin was the same team that had formulated the metal for Kraken, but it would be centuries later before any would discover this. All three were now dead. Two had died in Florida when the hurricane hit during the collapse and the last had died in a car wreck before the collapse. 
 
    Each plane had been built at Groom Lake and in the beginning, there were actual plans to develop a wing of twenty but as the price tag kept climbing, it soon became apparent the Storm would never see production on any level. Looking at the plane, one would be amazed it even flew because it looked like a rounded wedge with stubby wings, but the Storm was the first true hyper sonic jet able to reach Mach 10. The plane was a marvel on many levels, but the main aim from the beginning was for the Storm to be unmanned and in this, the Storm was a failure.  
 
    On the first test flight, the ground team nearly lost the aircraft and quickly put a pilot station in so a human would have the chance to bring the expensive plane home if the computers went haywire again. There was no cockpit glass, and the pilot was seated in a reclined position. The spot the pilot occupied was designed to house the secondary oxygen storage because the Storm could reach two hundred thousand feet above sea level, nearly forty miles straight up. 
 
    Like many modern aircraft the Storm could kill its pilot, but the Storm was never supposed to have one. In linear flight at thirty thousand feet, the plane could accelerate fast enough to kill the human inside. If there ever was a widow-maker aircraft, it was the Storm and because a human wasn’t supposed to be inside, an ejector seat had never been designed.  
 
    What many would consider foolish, the few men who got to fly the Storm had jumped at the chance, and Scoop had flown it the most. He had completed a circumnavigation of the planet in three hours and fifty-two minutes with only one refueling. His wingman Cowboy had circumnavigated without refueling, but with a time of four hours twenty-one minutes. 
 
    The helmet Scoop wore projected everything he needed in a heads-up display and wherever he turned his head, what he would’ve seen outside was displayed in real time in his helmet. This was always part of the Storm’s design because the pilot was supposed to be on the ground far away from the plane.  
 
    When his plane was a thousand feet over the dark East China Sea, Scoop hit his toggle. “Cowboy,” he called out.  
 
    “Here, Scoop.”  
 
    “Ready?” Scoop asked.  
 
    After a second, “Everything’s in the green, let’s get some,” Cowboy called back. 
 
    “Countdown, three, two, one, mark,” Scoop counted out, flipping a switch to start a countdown clock in his display. Pushing the throttle hard until his air speed hit twenty-two hundred miles per hour, Scoop settled in. He could see the coastline of China coming fast, but wasn’t worried about being picked up by radar of any kind. Storm was true stealth. Whatever frequency hit the skin was absorbed and released on the opposite side, like the wave just passed through the aircraft like a light shining through a window.  
 
    He knew as soon as he crossed the coast those on the ground would damn sure know something was overhead, and that was part of the plan. There were more aircraft high overhead, but they wanted all attention focused low.  
 
    In the blink of an eye he was over and past Shanghai, diving deeper into the country. Blinking in his right eye let Scoop know those on the ground knew something was above as radars started scanning hard, trying to find what caused the thunder overhead racing west.  
 
    Tapping a button on the left joystick, Storm’s radar scanned and like the plane, Scoop wasn’t worried about it being used against him. The radar, like the plane, was generations ahead of anything deployed. The only reason it wasn’t currently in the Raptor was the Raptor wasn’t big enough to house it. To the north, he spotted three Chinese stealth fighters. “I hope you’re up when I leave,” Scoop snickered.  
 
    The Storm was a fighter and despite its size, the plane could maneuver very well, but if the pilot wasn’t careful, the maneuvering could kill him. Unlike other planes, the Storm’s frame could handle very high g turns that would rip the wings off other planes. One thing they had found out about the Storm, the frame could handle the high g maneuvers but the computers couldn’t. Scoop didn’t care because if the computers shut down on a high g maneuver, he would already be dead.  
 
    This low, Scoop was near the top speed unless he kicked in the ‘screamers’. From the back, one could see two exceptionally large, vectored exhaust outlets for the main engines. Inside of those were two smaller exhaust outlets from the ramjets. Those engines couldn’t even function until the plane reached Mach 3, but they used serious fuel and this low, where the atmosphere was much thicker, they wouldn’t give thrust to equal the fuel expenditure. But above thirty thousand feet they could shove the Storm to Mach 10, over seven thousand miles an hour.  
 
    Unlike other planes he’d flown, neither he nor any of the other pilots had named any of the planes. They were just called one, two, three, and four. Storm three had crashed four years ago and Scoop had been in the control room when the plane locked and wouldn’t respond. The pilot had been at sixty thousand feet and everyone had to listen for ten minutes as he tried to regain control. Because there wasn’t an ejection seat, plane and pilot fates were sealed together after takeoff and until landing. Everyone got to hear the scream before the plane hit the Pacific Ocean. What made the whole incident worse was right before takeoff, the pilot had named the plane ‘Hot Rod’.  
 
    After that, none of the others had wanted to name the planes because test pilots are very superstitious and figured the planes didn’t want names. 
 
    Plane one was lost after the collapse and it was Scoop who’d crashed it. Before the war started, Scoop was ordered to fly Storm One to Edwards Airforce Base to demonstrate it for allies in the UN. Oh, that order pissed everyone in Groom Lake off. The asshats in DC were just going to show one of America’s secret creations to potential adversaries.  
 
    When Scoop had arrived, a cargo plane landed behind him that carried the ground link cockpit. On demonstration day, Scoop got to do something he had never done in the program, take a Storm up without a human in the cockpit. He’d known what could make the plane’s computer go crazy and he had done it. Sixteen minutes after takeoff, Storm One had slammed into the Atlantic at Mach 8.    
 
    Since the Second Civil War had started, Scoop had begged and pleaded to take the Storm up for the Republic but was never granted permission. There were Raptors at Groom Lake and he had flown many sorties in them and was already a double ace, but he’d wanted to take the Storm up. It was one plane he knew had the edge over a Raptor but because of what the Storm cost, nobody wanted to risk the loss.  
 
    When General Thompson had laid out the plan, Scoop had been lucky enough to be there and had said he had the planes that could do it. When Scoop told Thompson about the Storm, the general called ‘bullshit’ because he had been over Groom Lake for a year and had never heard of the YFA-33 Storm. Only when he’d seen it had Thompson believed. After Thompson found out Scoop had crashed one that the asshats in DC had wanted to share with allies, Thompson had promoted Scoop from lieutenant colonel to colonel.      
 
    Keeping the plane one thousand feet off the deck, Scoop glanced at the countdown timer and then the map in his display to see he was right on course and time. Six hundred and forty miles inland lay their primary target, the Three Gorges Dam. Compared to other high value targets, the dam was behind a veil that seemed impenetrable. Jamming was commonplace of GPS and radar of targets, but jamming started two hundred miles out from the dam.  
 
    Not even China’s own aircraft flew over it because they would have to fly blind. In a marvel of engineering, China kept a permanent cloud cover over ten square miles that hung five thousand feet above the dam. Not even radar from satellites could penetrate the jamming or cloud cover. But as low as Scoop and Cowboy were coming in, visual locks on terrain kept them on course and they would fly in under the cloud.     
 
    Twenty-nine minutes after crossing the coast, Scoop reached his target flipping a switch to open the forward bomb bay doors and kept his thumb over the release button. When the indicator blinked on his display, Scoop hit the button and pulled the stick back as anti-aircraft fire lit up the night sky around him. Because of the jamming around the dam they were firing blind, and Scoop hit the cloud bank for a brief second then headed south. Two miles away, Cowboy dropped at the same time and then sped southeast. 
 
    At fifty thousand feet, a B-2 and three B-21 Raiders finished releasing their payloads as Scoop had dropped his.  
 
    Two objects ejected out of Scoop’s Storm into the night. Each weighed five hundred pounds with a ten-foot rod out the end, but held no explosive. When they dropped, large, metal air brakes popped out from the rods on the objects, slowing them over a thousand miles an hour before impact. Each had to hit within a three-hundred-foot projected point of aim. Scoop would learn later, one hit dead center and the other missed dead center by twenty feet.   
 
    Despite the violent impact, both bombs buried into the dirt, but the rods with air brakes stuck out like metal umbrellas in the ground. One second after impact, the bombs released one of the most powerful radio signals mankind had ever broadcast. It was only a steady tone, but that’s all that was needed as the bombs streaking from above picked up the tone. The tone was more than powerful enough to burn through the jamming. One of Cowboy’s bombs he’d dropped didn’t transmit, but the coming rain only needed two. With two, they could tell where they were and where to steer their fall.  
 
    The first five-thousand-pound deep penetrator missed the dam by two hundred yards, the next seventeen didn’t.    
 
    A hundred yards apart, four penetrators struck the top of the dam with each driving sixteen feet into the reinforced concrete before detonating. As the explosion cracked the dam and was forced upward, then the next five hit. The first struck the top of the dam, burrowing into the concrete since the one it was supposed to follow missed. Along the line, the next four punched through the explosive cloud left by its predecessor, striking concrete sixty feet lower. Each punched nearly thirty feet into the weakened concrete before detonating.  
 
    The next five that struck nearly reached the base before they detonated while the last two buried into bedrock at the very center before blowing up.  
 
    In two minutes and twenty seconds, the radio tone from the bombs quit as the batteries were drained. The explosions were done and Scoop was already over a hundred miles away, heading for his next target. Water was gushing out of gaps blown into the dam as the loud pop and groan of stressed concrete shook the ground as much as the previous explosions. Like it was designed to, one kilometer of the dam vanished to release a two-hundred-foot-tall wall of water.  
 
    Scoop looked out across the land and it seemed the ground itself was shooting into the air, there were so many red streaks coming up. Unlike the Three Gorges Dam, his next targets didn’t have the same level of jamming. Three Gorges was their primary and that’s why both Storms had dropped the radio beacons because with the smoke screen and jamming, it needed at least two beacons for the bombs to find their way. Both Scoop and Cowboy had two more targets each and both were dams. Since they didn’t have the countermeasures they only needed one beacon, but each was dropping two.  
 
    Seeing the landmarks, Scoop opened the bomb bay doors and released two more beacons. Both struck where they were supposed to, half a mile from the Ankang Dam. Above him this time, there was only one B-2 and it only released two bombs, MOPs. Thirty-thousand-pound Massive Ordnance Penetrators. These weren’t used on Three Gorges because the Republic wanted to make sure it was hit and went for eighteen five-thousand-pounders instead of a few MOPs.  
 
    Only one beacon turned on, but it guided both in on target. Striking one after another at the base on the dry side, when the bombs detonated the dam just cracked and then dissolved as water was released from its prison.  
 
    Scoop’s next target was the Baiyun Dam, and it was hit with four MOPs from four B-21 Raiders. Even though he had ‘lit the spotlight’ for the bombs, Scoop was far away before any exploded so he didn’t get to witness the destruction.     
 
    Turning east to leave China, Scoop grinned because his next drop was near the coast but he was now cleared to engage air targets. Sixty miles to the north, his radar located two of China’s fifth generation fighters. Pressing a button, doors opened on the left side of his aircraft and two twelve feet long rockets with the circumference of a telephone pole dropped away and then ignited before streaking off. Like the craft that released them, the rockets were hypersonic and they were also stealth. With all the radar from the ground, neither rocket needed its own. Traveling five thousand miles an hour, each hit a jet to turn it into a flaming ball racing to the ground.  
 
    Before reaching the coast Scoop used his other four, downing four more top-of-the-line fighters. “My drop is away,” Cowboy called over the air.  
 
    Opening the rear bay doors to drop his last payload, Scoop saw columns of fire ahead coming from a field of oil tanks. This was China’s largest refinery and the tanks were spread out in lines two miles long and a mile wide. Cowboy had already dropped his two cluster bombs. Set up in a long rectangle, Cowboy had flown from the upper corner on the right of the tank farm to the lower corner on the left. Scoop flew from the left to the right dropping his two cluster bombs. This way, they hit as many tanks as they could.  
 
    Cowboy’s bombs did set fires, but it mainly ripped open the metal skin of the large cauldrons. With the thick oil pouring out, Scoop’s bombs ignited the fluid. Streaking away, Scoop noticed the world got real bright for a second before he left the area and started a gentle climb, slowing down.  Already hurting for oil, China watched as nearly a hundred million barrels of oil were lighting up the night sky. Nearing Okinawa, Scoop met up with Cowboy and two KC-135s, real tankers. 
 
    Because the Storms had to turn on transmitters to be found, it let friends know they weren’t the enemy. “What the hell kind of plane are you flying?” one of the KC-135 pilots called out.  
 
    “There isn’t anything here. You don’t see us, but we need some gas,” Scoop laughed out. 
 
    After taking on fuel, Scoop and Cowboy formed up. “If we make it back in an hour, the steaks I took out should be thawed,” Cowboy called out.  
 
    “See ya there,” Scoop laughed and hit the throttle. Reaching Mach 3, Scoop hit the ‘screamers’ and was pinned back for several seconds until the Storm reached Mach 10. Fifty-six minutes later, both jets were touching down at Area 51, Groom Lake.    
 
    *** 
 
     Sitting in the basement with Fern, Brandy and Michelle were both gawking at the large screen on the wall. A live satellite image of the area below Three Gorges was on the screen. They didn’t see the explosions that took out the dam because of the smoke screen, but they damn sure saw the torrent of water rushing downstream. Not since Noah had the Earth seen a flood like this, and it was only the beginning.  
 
    When the screen clicked off, both turned to see Fern looked pale as he put the remote down and rubbed his belly. Reaching over, Brandy patted his hand tenderly. “You did good, so let it go,” she told him.  
 
    “Huh,” Fern grunted. “Three hundred million people are downstream. It used to be four hundred million but after the famine, that’s what’s left. Projections are up to two hundred million could die.”  
 
    “They started it and still have troops over here,” Brandy reminded him and Fern nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Oh, there are three nuclear power plants that are going to meltdown because they’ll be underwater soon, and China is going to lose eleven large factories that produce war material and their major ship building yard. That doesn’t even include the other four we hit,” Fern told her and dug in his pocket, pulling out a bottle of pills. Dumping some on the table, Fern put the bottle away and then tossed the pills in his mouth.  
 
    “This is what you wanted me to see?” Brandy asked.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, but I need you to fill in three days for me,” Fern said and Michelle nearly fainted, praying Brandy didn’t pull out her pistol. 
 
    “I have enough shit in Missouri to do,” Brandy popped off, but it was the way she’d said it that took Michelle off-guard.  
 
    “Brandy, I’m going into surgery tomorrow morning. I have three bleeding ulcers and nothing is slowing them down. The doctors say they may be removing up to three feet of gut but don’t think I’ll need a colostomy. You’re the number two I chose to sit for me when I assigned you as interim governor of Missouri.” All of a sudden, Michelle’s face turned beet red as her mind replayed all the times Brandy had said, ‘I hate my job, but would hate Fern’s more’. It finally dawned on her, Brandy had said that for a reason and never told her.  
 
    Never looking away from Fern, “Why can’t you choose someone else?” Brandy groaned.  
 
    “You want the real reason?” Fern asked, and Brandy nodded. “If I got one of the other governors to fill in, I’m not sure they wouldn’t try to open peace talks with the feds. They would have the authority and when I return, I would be bound to follow it through. We do that, and this shit will kick back up years from now. Given time, the rest of the world could outproduce us in everything and drown us. The only way this ends is if it’s seen through now.”  
 
    “They can’t be that stupid,” Brandy scoffed, but Fern’s expression told her otherwise.  
 
    “Brandy, all but two governors have asked me to try for peace already. You’re the only one I’m certain wouldn’t.”  
 
    Nodding, “You’re damn right about that,” Brandy snapped.  
 
    “Please, Brandy. I’m tired of shitting blood and feeling like my belly’s on fire. The doctors tell me if I don’t do this soon, I could die suddenly and painfully,” Fern told her with a sigh. “I wanted to end this and retire. Then just sit and fish until I die.”  
 
    Arching an eyebrow, “Why did you ask for Michelle to come down?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “So she could hear the why and not load up, haul ass down here, and kick my ass on the operating table,” Fern answered bluntly. “I’m sorry, Brandy, but if I don’t get this done now, you’ll be the president by default. Just let me get this done, recover, and return, and then you can head back to Missouri in a week or so.”  
 
    Now it was suddenly clear why Brandy had appointed a lieutenant governor so fast when most of the other governors still hadn’t. “Why in the fuck didn’t you tell me you were the next in line of succession?” Michelle barked.  
 
    Still not turning away from Fern, “Because I didn’t know if I could’ve convinced you,” Brandy answered honestly. “You’re the only one I trust to continue on and frankly, you’ll do a better job than I do, but it won’t be for long.”  
 
    Fern gave a thankful smile to Brandy, then turned his tired eyes to Michelle. “When all of the governors met the first time, we set up just the basics needed and they chose me, but I was elected later. The new constitution doesn’t engage offices until the next election and I chose Brandy to be my replacement the day I appointed her. I knew then, she wouldn’t stop the war until we won or died. Yes, congress had passed a declaration of war, but read it carefully. It doesn’t say, ‘until unconditional surrender’. It says, ‘until the President accepts terms to present to congress’. To be honest, if you had come down to join my staff, Michelle, I would’ve chosen you for my successor.”  
 
    Finally, Brandy turned to Michelle. “Now you understand why I refused to let you even think about coming down here or let Fern’s staff pester you,” Brandy told her. “Like you tell the staff, ‘We all must sacrifice’. Michelle, I think you’ve sacrificed enough but if we don’t end this now, just think about what could happen in five to ten years after the feds and UN regroup.”  
 
    Knowing Brandy and Fern were right but not wanting to get that much more into the spotlight, Michelle slowly nodded. “I know, but I…” Michelle stopped, but Brandy understood why Michelle didn’t want to. “I’ll do my best,” Michelle sighed.   
 
    Leaning back in his chair like the weight of the world had been taken from his shoulders, “Brandy, right now our embassy in Israel is passing an offer to China,” Fern told her. “If China agrees to pull all troops off the West Coast and from Hawaii, the Republic will stop all attacks against China and begin work on a ceasefire, but only recognizing China and not the other UN countries.” 
 
    “There are still Chinese troops in the east,” Brandy told him, like Fern didn’t know.  
 
    “Yes, and if they join in any attack at a later date, we go back to a shooting war with them, but we are also granting China safe passage to pull those troops across the Atlantic. But,” Fern paused, “the troops on the West Coast and Hawaii must start leaving within seven days and leave all heavy equipment behind. Our sources inside China predict they will go for it since India has two million troops on their border ready to invade and China is now really stressed for oil. China needs bodies back because Russia’s just chomping at the bit to invade from the north.” 
 
    For several minutes Brandy didn’t respond, but finally took a deep breath. “If it comes to a nuclear exchange, I’ll go one for one against the aggressor no matter how many we knock out of the sky,” Brandy said.  
 
    Not surprised that Brandy knew the gravity of the situation, “The military is coming in to brief you,” Fern replied, and Michelle felt sick just with the mention of nuclear exchange but was glad she wasn’t over it. Pushing back from the table, “They are coming down to swear you in and then I’m getting a detail of Rangers to take me to the hospital later this afternoon. With you here, I’m going to bed early and I’ll be able to get a good night’s sleep before tomorrow. It will be the first in over two years.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll fly back tonight,” Michelle said. “I’ll get them to swear me in tomorrow. I really don’t want to sit in on a strategic military briefing.”  
 
    “You should because if something happens to me, Fern has you as number three and Bernard is my number three,” Brandy told her, and Michelle wanted to puke at just the thought of having to run this war from the top down.  
 
    Not saying anything but goodbye, Michelle hugged Brandy and Fern before leaving and sending the others down. “Brandy, the staff is going to brief you on our ‘little bird’,” Fern told her, making Brandy arch both eyebrows. “The ‘little bird’ is Reaper and he’s feeding us good information, but please, don’t encourage him to do more.”  
 
    For some reason, Brandy wasn’t surprised but nodded. “I’m worried he’s doing too much as it is,” Brandy replied as the others came down to swear her in as acting president of the Republic. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Four 
 
    Making a difference 
 
      
 
    As Brandy was getting sworn-in, President Gifford was walking into the West Wing conference room. All the intelligence services, along with the joint chiefs and his cabinet were there, as was Marshall. It was just this morning everyone had been notified to be at this meeting and if they weren’t, they had better be dead. Marshall was still dealing with loose ends over the death camp and there were some here he needed to talk with. He was the only one Gifford didn’t ask to come, Marshall asked if he could so those he needed to talk to couldn’t vanish into their buildings.  
 
    Usually Gifford was cocky and cheerful when he strolled in, but today there was a scowl on his face, making many nervous. Following Gifford in were soldiers Marshall had assigned to Gifford, and those who’d felt nervous were gripped with panic.  
 
    Tossing his padfolio to the head of the long table where he sat, Gifford stopped and looked at many of those seated with narrowed eyes. “Why in the hell did I watch the Republic news this morning to see them launching an aircraft carrier?!” Gifford nearly shouted. “I know damn well I wasn’t informed beforehand!”  
 
    Director Greene of the FBI and Hollow, Director of the CIA, both moved like they were going to speak, but Gifford jerked his cold eyes to them and both stopped before speaking. “The only motherfucker here who’s even mentioned ‘Republic aircraft carrier’ in his reports is General Schmidt, and he’s over the fucking army!” Gifford shouted.  
 
    “Mr. President,” Schmidt called out, getting Gifford to face him. “I’m sorry, but that’s all any of my sources ever found out four months ago, a rumor, that an aircraft carrier was nearing completion in Houston.” 
 
    Relaxing his hard gaze, “General, are you not running an entire ground war? Are you not overseeing several projects at my command?” Gifford asked. 
 
    Unsure of the line of questions, “Yes, sir,” Schmidt answered. 
 
    “When the Republic started making new tanks and opening new plants to make equipment for ground warfare, you told me months before. I didn’t have to see it on the fucking TV!” Gifford shouted, jerking his eyes down the table at the others. As Gifford finally headed to his chair, Schmidt made a mental note to give thanks to Marshall for turning over the assets he’d used inside the Republic because that was how he had found out.  
 
    Dropping into his chair, Gifford opened his padfolio. “Since none of my intelligence agencies gave me a heads-up, I compared what I learned from their news broadcast at the launch of the United Republic Sailing Ship Texas,” Gifford said then looked at his notes. “The Texas is twenty thousand long tons heavier, sixty feet longer, and a hundred feet wider than a Nimitz class. It carries ninety-four fixed wing and helicopters, and it only took the fucking Republic thirteen months to build a fucking steel ship the size of the Empire State building!” Hearing the dissertation, Marshall had to give an impressed nod because he didn’t know Gifford knew how to look up anything.  
 
    “Homeland?” Gifford barked, turning to Hubbard.  
 
    Holding up his hands like he was warding off a blow, “Mr. President, we never got solid intelligence on an aircraft carrier. I gave reports on the two cruisers and the destroyer the Republic launched this year before they were put on TV,” Hubbard blabbered out. 
 
    “Yes, you did do that,” Gifford nodded, “but you have never informed me how in the fuck they built them so fast! I’m still waiting on the three destroyers we have in our yards and working on for two years to launch!”  
 
    “Sorry, sir. That’s Navy, and I don’t know boats unless it’s a cruise liner,” Hubbard said quickly.  
 
    Turning to Dunning, “Navy?” Gifford barked.  
 
    “Mr. President, we have no idea how they built the aircraft carrier or the other ships that fast. The last time ships were built that fast in the states was during World War Two, and those carriers were tiny compared to what we launch now,” Dunning stammered out. 
 
    Glancing at his notes, “Yes, the Essex class displaced twenty-seven thousand long tons and was built in thirteen months,” Gifford said, and Marshall fought the desire to get up and pat Gifford on the back. “Using that for reference, the Republic built a carrier four times larger in the same amount of time.”  
 
    Not able to help it, Marshall cleared his throat to get Gifford’s attention. “Sir, you have to also take into account, the shipyards in Houston weren’t designed to build carriers. The workers had to build the yard first,” Marshall pointed out.  
 
    Turning his gaze down the table, “Oh, you stupid fuckers,” Gifford growled after hearing that. “CIA, intelligence is your forte.”  
 
    Hollow swallowed nervously. “Mr. President, the shipyard has huge enclosures over the docks that were built. Satellites can’t see inside and any reconnaissance craft are shot down long before they get near Houston.” 
 
    “Oh, you can get your people to run around collecting gold and wealth for your personal gain, but doing your job seems a bit much?” Gifford snapped. 
 
    Suddenly, the fear left Hollow’s eyes as he took a breath to maintain composure. “Mr. President, don’t threaten me, sir, because I have insurance, as you know. I do my job,” Hollow warned. Gifford shifted his eyes from Hollow to the soldiers at the end of the room. Both pulled pistols with suppressors out and shot the three aides that had come in with Hollow.  
 
    Hollow started panting as one soldier stepped up before placing the hot suppressor at the back of Hollow’s head. Gifford never took his eyes off Hollow as he lifted up his right hand and held it open. A secret service agent stepped up to the phone on the table and dialed a number as he handed the receiver to Gifford.  
 
    Bringing the receiver to his mouth, “Hollow,” Gifford spat out, then hung up the phone. “You were saying, Meryl?” Gifford chided.  
 
    “Mr. President,” Marshall coughed and Gifford turned to him. “Um, I really need to talk to him regarding items we need to know about that were used on a project.” 
 
    Nodding, Gifford turned back to Hollow. “Your wife, daughters, grand-daughters, and grandsons are being picked up now and taken to a visitation center. If you don’t answer the questions Marshall asks, I’ll pay the troops to gangbang them all until they die. Your son, I’m just going to throw in a hardcore prison to be beaten daily,” Gifford retorted. “Did you like my threat that time?” 
 
    Hollow was panting and never moved a muscle as the soldier kept the pistol aimed at his head. “No, you don’t have anything on me but as you now know, I don’t need anything on you,” Gifford told him. When Gifford turned to the others, he saw many pale and sweating. “Can anyone give me any information about surprises like a fucking aircraft carrier being put to sea?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President,” Schmidt said and Gifford turned. “In five months, another carrier, Liberty, will be launched. It’s the same size as the Texas. After the broadcast this morning, I got word to our contacts and that’s what they reported.” 
 
    Turning to Dunning, “Are we going to get ships any time soon?” Gifford sang out in a tense voice. “England, Germany, France, and Italy all had ships under construction, but somehow, someway, the Republic is blowing them up.”  
 
    “Those were missiles launched from submarines!” Dunning nearly shouted. “We think most were fired by the Sea Wolf.” 
 
    “Do we get a submarine any time soon then?” Gifford asked with his voice getting tense.  
 
    “Mr. President, I reported the air wing from the Enterprise destroyed our submarine yards in Connecticut this summer,” Dunning stuttered. 
 
    “So, I don’t get any ships or submarines?” the president asked. “Can we buy some from somebody?” 
 
    One of the few who was completely relaxed as he leaned back in his chair, “Sorry, you won’t find any,” Hearst sighed. “Russia had four that I got some investors to buy. They were Foxtrot Class and retired in the eighties. All four were sunk in the Bearing Sea leaving Murmansk. They were old but we were going to use them to get supplies here, running the blockade. Right now, we’re in talks with a cartel to see if we can buy one of theirs. The two they are offering were only used to smuggle cocaine and don’t have offensive capabilities. But since all of South and Central America are fighting us, I’m not confident we’ll close the deal.”  
 
    Turning back down the table, “A civilian knew to buy submarines, but others didn’t?” Gifford grumbled. There was a knock at the door and one of the secret service agents cracked it open, then let in an aide who fast walked to Gifford. Dropping down, the aide started whispering to Gifford. Before the agent could close the door other aides tried to come in, but he stopped them. Knowing something was up, Marshall turned around and just looked at Major Bolton. Giving a nod, Bolton stood up and left the room.   
 
    “Do what?!” Gifford screamed, and three people peed in their chairs as the aide continued to whisper.  
 
    Looking down the table at the soldier still holding a gun to Hollow’s head, “Tie his ass up and throw him on the floor,” Gifford ordered and the soldier complied. “Who informed us?” Gifford asked the aide and the aide answered in a whisper. “He’s sending more information I trust?” Gifford asked and the aide nodded.  
 
    When Gifford turned, he locked eyes with Marshall and before Marshall got up to go to the president, Gifford stopped him. “No, but don’t run off,” Gifford sighed and Marshall thought Gifford aged three years in the space of that whispered conversation.   
 
    Turning to look among those at the table, “This isn’t done. If I have to ever tell one of my intelligence services how to do their job again, I’m going to cut you open on this very table,” Gifford warned as he patted the table. He waved the aide away, “It seems the Republic bombed China six hours ago in a night raid, destroying five dams and their largest oil refinery storage,” Gifford informed the room and gasps sounded from nearly everyone, including Marshall.  
 
    Holding up his hands to quiet the room down, “It seems the Republic sent terms to China offering them and only them a ceasefire,” Gifford continued. “China is to pull the troops from the West Coast and Hawaii starting immediately, leaving all heavy weapons behind. Those troops leaving won’t be targeted by the Republic Navy. The troops China has on this coast will be granted safe passage across the Atlantic to return home, but only after those troops in the west are back in China.”      
 
    Marshall and Schmidt both jumped to their feet shouting, “Mr. President!” 
 
    Looking from one to the other, “Yeah, I assume now would be a good time to launch,” Gifford sighed. 
 
    “With your permission, I can launch it in forty-eight hours,” Schmidt said and Gifford nodded. Stepping back to the wall Schmidt snatched a phone up, punching numbers.  
 
    “Where did we get the information?” Marshall asked. 
 
    “Our ambassador Tony Irwin,” Gifford answered. “He’s faxing over what he’s put together and the aide is bringing it. They have learned to come tell me information when they find out. I’ll tell them if I want more.”           
 
    For the first time, Marshall had the notion they might just lose this war. Stepping over to Hearst, “Eugene, I don’t know how, but you need to inform everyone to pony up as much money as they can. If by some miracle the Republic wins, they can kiss all their fortunes and influence gone,” Marshall told him.  
 
    “Believe me, they understand very well,” Hearst assured him. “That’s why we bought the subs. I wanted to have them leave one at a time, but the others wanted them loaded and getting supplies here.” Gifford shouted for silence and then told everyone but military staff and his cabinet to leave, but Hollow could stay on the floor tied-up. As the others nearly ran out of the room, the aide came back carrying stacks of paper.  
 
    He handed one to Gifford and then the others in the room. As Marshall scanned the pages, Bolton returned and handed Marshall several pages of handwritten notes. “My god,” Marshall gasped, seeing the projected casualties and lost infrastructure. “General, how long until you can launch the ground campaign?” Marshall asked.             
 
    Looking up from his own copy, “Whew,” Schmidt said. “As of right now, the soonest with any chance of success would be mid-December. The Republic is dug in on this side of the Mississippi River, it’s going to take a lot to push through. The future forecast put intermittent snowfall and then a hard freeze around Christmas lasting until the middle of January, then another cold spell until the beginning of March. Winter campaigns are hard and costly, but we have the equipment to establish a crossing and punch into Arkansas near Lake Village. I had my staff draw up plans with available stockpiles and we should be able to establish a thirty-mile deep crossing, then drive south to cut an army group off on the east side of the river before they can retreat across. That’s when our stockpiles are exhausted, eighty-three days of combat.”  
 
    Impressed with the number, “Yeah, winter combat,” Marshall agreed.  
 
    “Colonel,” Schmidt said. “Can I ask when you are going back out to hunt the Sin Eaters?” Schmidt hated even asking, but there was a definite increase in intensity and volume of attacks since Marshall had been on this project for the president.  
 
    “I should be done soon,” Marshall replied, glad that someone noticed he’d been making a difference with the Sin Eaters.  
 
    Hearst looked up from his pages in shock. “I never thought the Republic would do something like this,” he mumbled. “Death projections are already at three hundred million.”  
 
    “Oh, it gets better,” Marshall said, holding up the handwritten notes Bolton gave him. “India invaded an hour after the attack. In India’s defense, China started shooting first. It seemed some generals that were deployed along the border thought India was responsible for the attack and just started lobbing artillery shells over. India didn’t like that so they invaded. China is finding out India had more on the border than they did.”  
 
    “I’m so sick of fuckers from Asia,” Gifford groaned. “Marshall, you think China will agree to Fern’s terms?” 
 
    Nodding, “I would be more shocked if they didn’t,” Marshall replied. “Now they have an army that’s bigger than their own invading, millions drowning, and no fuel to fight a war. I only hope that they change their mind after Water Well kicks off. We can play the revenge card but I don’t see it happening, the homeland is under threat. If the party doesn’t deal with the catastrophe fast, they will find a revolt on their hands.”  
 
    “Anyone got any ideas?” Hearst asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Marshall answered. “We need to get everyone in the UN and our ambassador to offer India whatever they want to stop. We get them to stop, then China can concentrate on responding to this disaster. We need to keep China from descending into a civil war. The Republic has already proven they can ship massive quantities to anyone fighting a UN member. I’m stating now, England is a lost cause.” 
 
    “There will be a delegation landing in Delhi tomorrow,” Hearst stated. “You think India will stop their attack?” 
 
    “Yes. They really don’t want to wage a war but when pushed, India fights. I mean, look how long it took them to overrun Pakistan when this started. Now they have a huge army and China really wants to stop the shooting. I wouldn’t be surprised if the generals who ordered the attack on India haven’t already been pulled to the rear and shot,” Marshall answered.  
 
    Getting up, Gifford looked at Hollow tied-up on the floor. “Do I want to know what you’re asking him?”  
 
    Turning to look at Hollow, “Oh, if he confirms what I suspect was used for a power source, I’m going to have to tell you,” Marshall answered and Gifford clearly didn’t like that, but didn’t ask more.  
 
    Having seen Marshall question someone, Schmidt gathered his stuff up. “Colonel, you need anything, let me know,” Schmidt offered as he and everyone else left, leaving Bolton and Hollow in the room with Marshall.  
 
    “I hope for your sake, you just answer my questions because I’m not in the mood to haul your ass down to Troy,” Marshall warned as he walked over and sat down over Hollow as he started to cry. Not one time did Marshall have to threaten or cause Hollow pain. Like Schmidt, Hollow had seen Marshall work before and didn’t want any part of it.  
 
    *** 
 
    Two miles outside of D.C., Reaper watched the six Sin Eaters return from their mission. No sooner than the sun went down, the six had taken off. When they left, all were prime examples of Sin Eaters. By the time they returned, one was already dead and the other five looked near death. Their hair was falling out, skin was breaking down, and blood was streaming from their eyes and noses.  
 
    Over a dozen Sin Eaters moved up to help them, but all were wearing heavy lead suits. Other Sin Eaters came up in teams of six each carrying coffins, lead coffins that weighed seven hundred pounds each. One of the figures near the six Sin Eaters was drawing up medicine in a syringe. Reaper pulled on the hood to his lead suit and gazed out the small window in the suit. Before he moved, a hand blocked his path.  
 
    “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Havoc asked.  
 
    “To see my Sin Eaters,” Reaper answered.  
 
    “Reaper, they’re hot! I don’t know how they even made it back without the follow team having to help them back,” Havoc answered.  
 
    “They practiced and kept the exposure down enough to give them time to return,” Reaper said pushing Havoc’s hand away and walking over.  
 
    Leaning over a man, Ivy eased the needle in his arm. “Relax, you done your duty, Sin Eater. All the pain is going to leave,” Ivy smiled behind the small window in her lead suit.  
 
    “Thank you,” the man sighed as other Sin Eaters helped lay him in the coffin. Before his head was down, he gave a final exhale and was gone.  
 
    Wearing a lead suit and helping the others with the return team, “Screw my vest, I want that,” Pain told Ivy. Ivy didn’t respond as she drew up another syringe and Reaper moved to the others on the away team who were already in their coffins.  
 
    He told each one they had done their duty and were the very definition of a Sin Eater. When Ivy came over, Reaper told them goodbye and stayed with them as they died. Coming to the last one, Reaper had to get his emotions under control. Scorn hadn’t known anything when she had joined with Havoc, but she’d been a good Sin Eater. The reason Reaper felt so close to her was Scorn had listened to Reaper on that first day he recruited Sin Eaters and despite not knowing anything, had been willing to become a Sin Eater. Before this war Scorn had been a pretty college girl, but now she looked sixty years old and blood was leaking out from her gums, causing Scorn to wheeze.  
 
    “Thank you for choosing me, Reaper. Not only to lead the attack, but allowing me to become a Sin Eater,” Scorn wheezed. “Everyone will know Sin Eaters are forever when this war ends.”  
 
    Putting his left hand on her chest and holding her hand with his right, “You were one of the first to join and will always live in Sin Eater legend, Scorn. I knew you could lead this attack and do what was needed. It is and always will be, my honor to have you under my command. Now, my last order to you: relax, your battles are done, and you have consumed enough sin. You have earned your rest, Sin Eater,” Reaper told her as Ivy eased the needle into Scorn’s arm.  
 
    “No, I’m the one that was lucky,” Scorn smiled with bloody lips. “I got to be a Sin Eater and make a difference.”  
 
    “Yes, we all need to live by your example, Sin Eater,” Reaper told her and the smile grew on Scorn’s face, and then Scorn’s entire body relaxed as the last breath escaped her body. Standing up and fighting the emotion that wanted to be released, Reaper stepped back from the coffins. “Seal ‘em!” he barked.  
 
    Others carried the heavy lids as one used bolts and an impact wrench to secure the lid on. Engraved on each lid was the Sin Eater’s face in the lead coating, but under the gaping mouth filled with needle teeth was the universal marking for radiation. Their best guess was the coffin would have to stay sealed for a thousand years. 
 
    Forcing the hurt from his mind, Reaper strolled over to the decontamination area as Sin Eaters hosed his lead suit down with water. After he was done Reaper shucked his lead suit off, dropping it on the ground. “Someone pack it, please,” he called over his shoulder as he walked off.  
 
    Before going far, he felt Zeus fall in beside him. “Yeah, Nelson is trying to get out today despite the mask,” Reaper told Zeus. He had never ordered anyone to die in a blatant suicide attack. The other section captains and assistants reminded Reaper he hadn’t, he’d only drawn names, but they didn’t know. “If Mantis would’ve been here, I probably would’ve sent her just because Scorn was one of the first,” Reaper told Zeus as he came to a stop, looking off the small hill they were set up on.  
 
    Zeus just leaned over, resting his body on Reaper’s thigh. “Even though Mantis is one of the best at remaining motionless, not to mention the fact she can stay in a dark hole in the ground for over a day. Shit, I don’t know if I could do that,” Reaper admitted to Zeus, but Zeus gave a groan and Reaper took that as Zeus saying he could.  
 
    “You could’ve sent me,” Pain said coming up behind him.  
 
    Shaking his head, “If you die, it will be in a hail of gunfire. You and your sister are too well known to just disappear,” Reaper told her.  
 
    Looking out over the field below, “Scorn was a good kid,” Pain admitted, causing Reaper to chuckle.  
 
    “You’re not much older than she was,” Reaper told her, but Pain just shook her head.  
 
    “I was a thousand years old the day I put this mask on,” Pain said softly. “One thing I can say about the mask, I only feel five hundred years old now. I hope when enough sins are consumed and the feds are gone, I might once again feel young.”  
 
    Turning away, “You won’t,” Reaper assured her. “For the rest of your life you’re going to have to wear a mask, even when that one comes off. We can never let those around us know. We will always be Sin Eaters.”  
 
    Giving a long, heavy sigh, “Yeah, I kinda figured that out, but I like to think otherwise until then. Pain can be a bitch at times,” she admitted and Reaper gave a knowing nod.  
 
    “And Reaper can be a major asshole,” he admitted.  
 
    Spinning around on her heel and walking off, “We couldn’t care less, but keep Reaper from eating that fucking cheese,” Pain popped off.  
 
    Looking down at Zeus, “I guess she hasn’t discovered I took those packets she’s been collecting from everyone so I wouldn’t get them,” Reaper grinned and Zeus started panting. “No, I don’t even want to be in the same state if you take a cheese shit.”  
 
    As Reaper patted Zeus, Havoc walked over. “You good, boss?” he asked, stopping.  
 
    “Yeah, long war, many sins still to consume,” Reaper answered. “Send a team back with the fallen. The rest of us are heading down to that air force base near the Virginia state line.”  
 
    Havoc knew the base well because they had made withdrawals twice already. The base was an ordnance storage area that transported planes used to supply other bases, mainly bombs. There were stacks of bombs everywhere and the only Sin Eater who got giddy going there was Reaper. All the other Sin Eaters were scared to fart, including their demo experts Nitro and Pyro. “Really?” Havoc sighed. “We have enough to blow up the world, even with our own Water Well attack.”  
 
    “No, we need more, much more,” Reaper corrected. “We can get another fifty of the thousand pounders.”  
 
    “I hate driving around with a bomb on my trailer,” Havoc admitted.  
 
    “It’s not armed,” Reaper shot back.  
 
    “It’s full of explosives, that’s armed enough,” Havoc replied as Reaper pulled out the text pager. 
 
    Opening up the small screen, “It wasn’t a false alarm, the feds are launching Water Well,” Reaper said, sounding very relieved. “Let’s get moving,” he ordered. Repeating over and over in his mind that he was Reaper as he headed back to the others, Reaper stopped and looked at the six coffins in trailers. Fighting to not let his moist eyes leak, “Sin Consumed,” he nodded and climbed in his Flyer.               
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Five 
 
    Awkward name and a new job? 
 
      
 
    In Dallas that morning, Brandy was leaning back in the chair as the military staff outlined how they were dealing with Water Well. Brandy had to admit, Operation Water Well would’ve really hurt the Republic. It was the fact the Republic had over two hundred thousand prisoners in one desert valley in two camps that disturbed Brandy. Holding that many prisoners together in such close proximity just seemed dangerous to Brandy, but she wasn’t asked. Being military, Brandy understood the concept. The prisoners were in the desert and would have to walk for days to escape, and without food and water as Reynolds pointed out, an escapee only had a three percent chance to make it out on foot. It only took forty troops to guard the camp. Most were in towers outside the barbed wire fences, and those towers had mini guns and there was enough ammo on hand if the prisoners tried to storm the wire, three quarters could be shot. But the prisoners were in the desert and knew escaping on foot was impossible.  
 
    Well, with the feds dropping forty pounds of gear for each of the two hundred thousand, they would be able to get out of the desert. It was November and cold instead of hot, but it was still the desert. If the feds had pulled Water Well off, the Republic would’ve had to accept a ceasefire. The Chinese were still on the coast, so those troops had to stay there until they left. To handle the escapees, the Republic would’ve had to pull an entire army group off the line. 
 
    Brandy was certain the civilian population could’ve and would’ve mobilized against the threat, but that would still leave two hundred thousand troops moving behind their lines. With the front weakened, the feds could launch an attack on the front. If they hadn’t found out about Water Well, Fern would’ve had to sue for a ceasefire. One thing everyone who had fought understood, if the war was stopped before the feds were defeated, the war would crank back up in five to ten years and the feds would be able to drown the Republic, with Europe and the rest of the UN funneling them supplies.      
 
    Looking at the map, “Okay, you’re sure we have enough in place to knock those transports out of the sky if they don’t land?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “With ease,” Thompson grinned. “Between ground and air assets, we can kill each one three times if they don’t land.”  
 
    Looking at the route the planes were flying, Brandy felt faint that Reaper had sent so much detail. No one would ever know that Reaper didn’t send the finer details, except Oracle because she’s the one who had sent the battle plans. The Republic even knew the names of the pilots. “I always knew that man was dangerous, but shit,” Brandy mumbled as Nelson’s image filled her mind, not Reaper. 
 
    “Ma’am?” Thompson said hearing the mumble.  
 
    “Oh, just thinking. You’ll find out as you get older, the more you think, the more you talk to yourself,” Brandy told him.  
 
    “I’ve been there awhile then, Madam President. It started when my first daughter became a teenager,” Admiral Wagner chuckled.  
 
    One thing Brandy didn’t like was the feds had assigned ten Raptors and thirty other fighters dedicated for air support, in case the transports were attacked en route. As General Thompson pointed out, transports were big fat targets and fighters liked taking those out. It wasn’t as sexy as taking a fighter or bomber, but pilots knew transports fed those fighters and bombers, so pilots still loved to knock them out of the sky.  
 
    The Republic was down to thirty-one Raptors and seven were down for maintenance. Best estimates from intelligence put twenty-eight Raptors in the feds’ inventory and nobody could find out how many could take to the air. Despite being the most expensive production fighter after the last round of upgrades, the Republic had started a plant in San Antonio to start building Raptors. Despite the fact for each Raptor they built, the Republic could manufacture three other jets when manhours and supplies were accounted for.  
 
    The feds were also building a factory to start manufacturing Raptors. Yes, they were building one. Despite over half the population being dead and empty buildings being everywhere, the feds were building a new plant in New Jersey to manufacture Raptors. Current projections put the plant being completed the first part of February. The Republic had taken over a plant and just brought in equipment. The first Republic Raptor wouldn’t come off the line until March at the soonest, but they were already making other jets in other factories. 
 
    For eight hours, the military sat and briefed Brandy on the war yesterday. One thing General Thompson stressed, Raptors killed everything and only a Raptor could kill a Raptor. He proudly confirmed he had three federal Raptors in his tally count. When Raptors faced off, it was old school dogfighting. They had to close in and work for their kill. Other planes they could get radar lock forty miles out, push a button to launch a missile, and get a kill. 
 
    Brandy didn’t like the fact that because they knew the feds had ten Raptors assigned, Thompson had moved fifteen Raptors to counter. If this went wrong, the Republic could stop Water Well but could lose more Raptors than the feds, thereby giving the feds air superiority.  
 
    “What about that plane you sent to China? The Storm, right?” Brandy asked, looking up at Thompson. 
 
    “What about the Storm?” Thompson replied.  
 
    “It’s designation is FA, that means fighter and attack. Can those damn things fight a Raptor?” Brandy asked.  
 
    Going pale, “Madam President, each one cost nearly five billion dollars,” Thompson stressed hard. “And that cost analysis was over a decade ago, nobody wants to know how much they cost now.” 
 
    “They don’t do any fucking good sittin’ in a hanger collecting dust,” Brandy shot back. “Can the Storm fight a Raptor? Does the Storm have any advantage?” she asked bluntly. 
 
    Going pale, Thompson nodded. “Yes, ma’am. The Storm has superior radar, stealth, and engines, but it costs more than an aircraft carrier.” 
 
    “We’re already building those,” Brandy reminded him. “Call who you need to. I want… How many do we have?” 
 
    “Two, and only two,” Thompson answered, hoping that would change her mind.  
 
    “I want both in the air. If at all possible, I want them to knock out as many Raptors as they can when we tell the transports to land.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re down for maintenance. They did just fly halfway around the world for an attack and returned,” Thompson reminded her.  
 
    “Then go grab a wrench and help the ground crews put the damn things back together before ten o’clock tonight,” Brandy snapped.  
 
    Leaning forward and picking up one of the phones on the conference table, “Yes, ma’am,” Thompson said, dialing a number.  
 
    Satisfied with air, Brandy turned to Reynolds. “I’ve only met Major Bureno once or twice. Are you confident he will and can do what Reaper instructed?” Brandy asked. 
 
    Nodding with no doubt, “Yes, Elias will get the job done,” Reynolds answered.  
 
    “He was able to find enough Texas Rangers he trusts to do this job?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Reynolds answered. “I assigned my son Captain Reynolds to assist and gather what was needed.” Hearing that, Brandy arched an eyebrow. Like he was embarrassed, “My son is Special Forces and assigned to ‘The Unit’, Delta Force. Or, he was before the war started. We’re still setting ours up, but they have the same function.” 
 
    Looking at the four stars on Reynolds’ jacket, “Your son was in ‘The Unit’ and is only a captain?” Brandy asked, wondering if his son belonged where he was.  
 
    Realizing what Brandy was getting at, “I didn’t pull strings to get his stupid ass there,” Reynolds huffed. “I tried getting him assigned elsewhere, but he’s really good at what they do. JSOC (Joint Special Operations Command) and First Group kept my boy. I assure you, my son won’t leave that desert unless the mission is completed. The last briefing, he was very happy with Major Bureno’s selection and the limited practice runs they’ve been able to do.” 
 
    One of the Texas Rangers assigned to guard Brandy stepped up to the table and cleared his throat. “I was here that night and only know Elias volunteered to Reaper himself. If Elias is assigned a task, the task always gets done. Madam President, you need not worry about the resolve of your Rangers.”  
 
    Brandy gave the man a warm smile. “The fact you spoke up like you did does put me at ease,” Brandy told him. “But I’ve fought these slimy cocksuckers and I would really love to be there and mow the little bastards down.”  
 
    “Whoa,” Wagner gasped. “Never had that problem from Fern,” he muttered.  
 
    Hearing that, “Fern is a good man,” Brandy said straightening up from leaning over the table. “He was the one we needed to go against the feds. He knew we needed to fight, but to pace ourselves. Unlike most politicians, he listens and knows what a good idea is and what garbage is. Thankfully, I won’t be here long because I want to wade in blood and I must remind myself to keep the pace set by Fern…” Brandy paused, “and the Sin Eaters.”     
 
    Seeing Thompson take a breath, Brandy threw up a hand. “You say one more word about not sending those planes and I’m spanking your butt,” she warned. “Yes, they’re expensive but if those Storms can even manage to shoot down two Raptors, that has the potential to save thousands of lives in a ground assault. If the feds have fewer Raptors, we can send more air to back up a ground assault. I’m not stupid, but I don’t put money over lives. We have them, use ‘em.”  
 
    “You’re definitely different from Fern,” Thompson smirked.  
 
    “How many other POWs do we have who aren’t in those super camps?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “Three hundred and sixty some odd thousand scattered about in smaller camps,” Reynolds answered. “In case you’re wondering, the feds are holding less than five thousand of ours. Our troops don’t surrender after Kansas. Fern got Gifford to vow the feds wouldn’t shoot those who surrendered and Fern introduced a bill to open talks with the feds, but the bill didn’t make it out of committee. Gifford also agreed to treat all those in fed camps with compassion until a ceasefire. But our troops won’t take the chance to surrender, and die to the last man.” 
 
    Turning to Reynolds, “You do know when Fern came to Missouri to appoint me interim governor, he had to wait because I was out on patrol chasing down a UN recon team, right?” Brandy asked but didn’t wait for an answer. “I’ve seen up close what those fuckers do to those who surrender. I carried a .357 snub nose, just so I couldn’t be taken alive.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Madam President,” Reynolds told her. “I know that and didn’t mean anything by my statement. I just put it out there in case you’re worried the feds would retaliate against our POWs or those in the camps.”  
 
    “If they do, we’ll collect on that bill also when they surrender,” Brandy told him. “Their troops are trying to escape and it just so happens Sin Eaters will be there. I’m almost certain the feds don’t want the Sin Eaters to collect more than they already are.”  
 
    Brandy turned to see a Texas Ranger coming down the stairs and rush over to her. “A doctor is here, wanting to talk to you about President Fern,” she whispered.  
 
    “Send him in,” Brandy replied and the Ranger rushed off. She looked around the table at the alarmed faces. “I left instructions that as soon as Fern was out of surgery to update me. Gentlemen, I don’t want this fucking job and as soon as Fern is able, I’m going back to Missouri,” she informed them, and that got everyone to relax and give chuckles.  
 
    The Ranger led a man in his late fifties over to Brandy. He held out his hand, “Madam President, I’m Doctor Arnold Copeland,” he introduced himself. 
 
    Shaking his hand, “Tell me how much longer I have to be here until Fern gets his ass back,” Brandy grinned, but the grin froze as did her handshake after noticing panic in Copeland’s eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but President Fern is in a coma,” Arnold told her and Brandy’s legs gave out. Arnold, two Rangers, and Reynolds caught her and eased Brandy into her chair. “Madam President, to be honest, I don’t know how Fern even lived as long as he had. We had to give him blood before surgery and when we opened him up, it was worse than what the CT and MRI showed. Fern was bleeding into his abdominal cavity. It wasn’t a large amount, but the ulcers had dissolved through his stomach and small intestine. The president had a stroke on the operating table, but preliminary studies say it was mild. We weaned him off sedation, but Fern is in a coma. Three neurologists are assessing him and are confident Fern will regain consciousness, but when we don’t know or how much damage was done from the stroke.”     
 
    “You fly any doctor in the Republic you need here. If you want one from the feds, tell me who. I’ll send someone to snatch his ass,” Brandy panted.  
 
    “We already have the best caring for President Fern,” Arnold assured her.  
 
    Pushing the worry from her mind, “How many know at the hospital?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “Just the staff caring for Fern,” Arnold answered.  
 
    “Tell them to keep their mouths shut. I’ll announce it tomorrow. We’re getting reports of troop movement and I don’t want the feds to attack, thinking to cause panic.”  
 
    Nodding, “Everyone in the staff understands completely, Madam President,” Arnold told her.  
 
    “Too bad we don’t use doubles like the feds,” Brandy mumbled, turning to the Texas Ranger who had escorted Arnold in. “You find a secure cellphone and give it to Arnold. You make sure it has the number here so he can contact me with any changes and he doesn’t have to run over here,” Brandy told her and the Ranger led Arnold out.    
 
    “Madam President, we need to brief you further,” Wagner said and Brandy shook her head.  
 
    “No, wait until we take care of Water Well,” Brandy replied. “We take care of that, then all of you can lay out further plans.” 
 
    Still feeling lightheaded, Brandy leaned back in her chair. “I told that man to take better care of himself,” Brandy sighed. “I’m not surprised Fern didn’t die. He knows what needs to be done and is going to hold on long enough to stomp Gifford and those asswipes into the dirt.” 
 
    Leaning against the table, Reynolds stared at Brandy. “We’ve all told Fern he needed to take better care of himself. The only reason he saw a doctor was we,” Reynolds paused, motioning around at the military staff in the room. “We told Fern he was going to get checked out or we were going to tie him up and take him to see a doctor. I was fine with going to prison for tying up the president and hauling him to the doctor.” 
 
    “I had already secured the helicopter,” Thompson nodded.  
 
    “Gentlemen, deliver your orders, get some rest and eat. We’ll meet back here at twenty hundred hours and see how Water Well turns out,” Brandy told them with a heavy burden on her she didn’t want. “I’ve got to call Michelle and tell her the job of governor is hers a little longer.” 
 
    “Madam President, you have meetings with the economic house committee, senate labor committee, speaker of the house, and the ambassador of Israel,” an aide reminded her.   
 
    Nodding, “I know. Let me say a prayer for Fern and then ask forgiveness because I’m going to kick his ass when he gets better,” Brandy told her. “What’s your name? I’m sorry, I forgot.” 
 
    “Andrea,” the aide answered with a forced smile.  
 
    “Andrea, we’re eating first and then you can lead me to these meetings,” Brandy told her, reaching for a phone. “If Michelle takes off to come here and kick my ass, don’t hurt her,” Brandy told everyone as she started dialing to relay the news.  
 
    *** 
 
    Sixty miles southwest of the POWs’ camps in Arizona, Elias Bureno watched the sun slowly sink to the west. In all truth, he was beginning to doubt this day was ever going to come. The night he got his orders from Havoc, Elias started making plans and considering just who he should ask to join him. It was the next day that Elias started wondering how in the hell he was supposed to kill two hundred thousand POWs when Havoc told Elias to only gather a hundred and twenty but no more than two hundred attackers.  
 
    Playing it out in his mind, Elias just didn’t think it was even feasible. That was until two days later when Reynolds handed Elias an envelope of instructions sent from ‘the little bird’. It was also the day Reynolds assigned Captain Reynolds to assist Elias. At first, Elias was worried but soon came to realize the captain may be Reynolds’ son, but he was also Delta Force.  
 
    The captain and Elias moved off to a secure spot and went over the instructions. It included everything from how to make a Sin Eater mask to the design of the weapons Reaper wanted used. Just looking at the schematic drawing of the main weapons, Elias finally understood how they were going to kill the POWs and felt a little sick.  
 
    The next day, Elias met the rest of Captain Reynolds’ team and that only confirmed who the captain really was. Captain Reynolds brought a seven-man team and one platoon of Army Rangers. It took a week, but Elias gathered up one hundred and four Texas Rangers who were willing to do the attack and never mention it again. Not one Elias asked even hesitated on the attack, but some did hesitate on the fact they were impersonating a Sin Eater. More than once, Reaper had said in broadcasts that anyone who tried got to spend a day with the sisters, and no sane person on the planet wanted that.  
 
    Elias finally convinced them it was Reaper who asked but if someone ever talked, a Sin Eater was coming for them. The Sin Eaters were needed in the east and had asked for help that none could ever find out about. When Elias showed them the calling cards all had seen on TV left after a Sin Eater attack they understood, and many said they felt honored to help the Sin Eaters.  
 
    It was a day later when Elias was talking to the captain about Reaper and found out the captain had already met Reaper. The next thing Elias saw was the captain holding a photograph of him and his team with Reaper in some woods. “He’s a man of his word. We do this for the Sin Eaters, and Reaper will do everything he can to end this war sooner,” Captain Reynolds told him. 
 
    With only a tiny sliver of sun over the mountains in the west, Elias felt a little nervous and reached up to rub the Sin Eater mask he now wore. The instructions not only included how to make them, but also the reason for the needle teeth. Elias and many others always suspected the needle teeth were signs of rank, but now they knew. What irritated Elias, his mask was full of needle teeth. He had really expected Captain Reynolds to wear the ‘Reaper’ mask because he looked more like Reaper than Elias did.  
 
    The captain had calmly looked at Elias and said, “Fuck… you.”  
 
    Everyone who could started growing beards because even with masks, they could see most male Sin Eaters had beards. There was a problem, Elias couldn’t grow a thick beard. On this, Captain Reynolds had come to the rescue again. He’d brought a studio quality fake beard the same color as Reaper’s and showed Elias how to glue it on.  
 
    Watching the sun finally disappear, Elias felt the jitters in his belly increase and started thinking about the POW camps. They were in the middle of a desert valley with one on each side of a two-lane highway. They were identical in every way, stretching three miles along each side of the highway. The first half of the camp contained rows of barracks, lots of them. Twenty rows in neat lines with a hundred and twenty barracks in each row.  The second half contained a work yard and rows of buildings that housed showers because every prisoner got two showers a week.  
 
    That did piss Elias off because all water had to be hauled in. Nearly a million gallons a day was used by the camps and was housed in massive silver metal tanks. The prisoners ate well and meals were served at dawn and dusk. Even though water was brought in, it was rationed. Each prisoner was allotted five gallons and in the summer, Elias knew they were drinking all of that.   
 
    All the barracks were identical and housed fifty, or were supposed to. Some held sixty and none held less than fifty. The Republic treated their prisoners well, but the guards didn’t put up with shit of any kind. If a prisoner, in any way, destroyed any property like his barracks, punishment wasn’t nice. Elias had read a report where a prisoner tried to rip one of the two sinks in his barracks off the wall one night, just to cause water damage.  
 
    The other forty-nine were pulled out, put in chains, and beaten with whips. Mr. Barracks’ Improvement was staked out in the July sun on the sand. After the group was beaten for just watching Mr. Improvement, guards came over with a bucket filled with water. They pulled soaking wet leather straps out and tied one around each extremity above the knees and elbows. Then left him to enjoy the sunshine. 
 
    At sunset, the area below the strap on all extremities was nearly black as the leather dried out and shrunk, cutting off the blood supply. Not even trying to take the straps off, the guards told the prisoners to take Mr. Improvement into the barracks. Just after the door was locked for the night, they’d smothered him.  
 
    Another group of prisoners had started fighting in their barracks. What did the guards do? One swung the mini gun in his tower and dumped two thousand rounds into the barracks to break up the fight. The next day, the prisoners hauled out the riddled bodies. Instead of the prisoners rebuilding the building, the guards did the next day. Instead of having to worry about the prisoners, the guards left them all inside their barracks. For some reason, none even shouted because they weren’t getting to eat. The prisoners learned, they acted appropriately, the guards left them alone, made sure they got fed and the water was on.  
 
    There was only one door on each barrack and no windows. Under the eaves of the roof there were a series of six-inch-wide, two-foot-long vents for airflow. The door was steel and opened out. It could be opened manually with a key or electronically from the main control house. After the night count, the prisoners filed inside their barrack and the door was shut. Guards on the day shift then went by all two thousand, four hundred barracks, swinging down a steel bar to block the door.   
 
    During the day, there were a hundred and ten guards in each camp. At night, only forty were assigned. There were no vehicles parked at either camp. Guards were brought in from Flagstaff seventy-eight miles to the south in trucks, just like deliveries. Even if one escaped, they would have to walk.  
 
    “You need to relax,” Captain Reynolds chuckled, walking up behind Elias.  
 
    “Just going over the plan,” Elias said, turning to see the six teeth on Reynolds’ mask. “Since we’re about to fight together, what the hell is your name?” 
 
    Giving a long groan, “Shannon,” Reynolds answered.  
 
    “Why don’t you like it? My brother’s name is Shannon,” Elias told him. 
 
    Shaking his head, “I have a niece named Shannon and my number two’s wife is named Shannon,” he answered. “I can’t believe Dad let Mom hang that on his only son.”  
 
    “I told my wife she carried them and birthed ‘em, she could name the kids anything she wanted,” Elias replied.  
 
    “Try going to West Point and through the Army with this name.”  
 
    “You look like you can handle yourself,” Elias chuckled.  
 
    “Hard to beat the ones who outrank you,” Shannon countered. 
 
    Shrugging, “I’ve found they can take an ass-whoopin’ just like any other person,” Elias grinned. He had come to really like the captain. Without Shannon, Elias wasn’t sure if he would’ve been able to gather everything needed, just because he didn’t know where to look and damn sure didn’t want to ask. Asking would leave traces and they didn’t need anyone trying to connect the dots after this.  
 
    They both continued doing their jobs along with the others and still got ready. The equipment and everything was done months ago, so they just practiced as best they could. Sometimes Shannon and his team would just vanish and then return a few days later. None in Elias’s group asked questions, knowing they had been called away to fight the war.  
 
    Glancing at Shannon, “You have any idea how the Sin Eaters knew just how many teams the feds had out here to launch this attack?” Elias asked. Other tier one Republic teams had moved out last night, killing sixty-two that had been assigned to free the camps. They’d reported some were Polish, Russian, French, and even SEALs and one Special Forces team that was still with the feds. It was the fact Elias knew if they hadn’t been warned, those teams would’ve freed the prisoners. The ten towers with mini guns around each camp were just going to be hit with rockets. After they were gone, that only left eighteen guards in each camp. Then the teams were just going to blow gaps in the hundred-yard minefield around the camp and open the barracks. The reaction force was in Flagstaff and wouldn’t have reached the camp for two hours. 
 
    Shannon looked to his right, then his left. “You’re really asking that?” he huffed. “There ain’t that many places to hide out here, dude.”  
 
    Turning to face Shannon, “They sent coordinates for the teams we, well, you sent to take the feds out,” Elias said.  
 
    “Elias,” Shannon said in a low voice. “The Sin Eaters aren’t around here. Even if they hadn’t sent the coordinates, my brothers knew where the feds had set up three days ago. After the feds parachuted into Utah, my boys shadowed them the entire way.”  
 
    Only hearing, ‘Sin Eaters aren’t around here’, Elias breathed a sigh of relief. “I don’t want a Sin Eater visiting me because we fucked up,” he admitted.  
 
    “The only way you can ‘Fuck UP’,” Shannon stressed, “is running your mouth later. They’re warriors and know when the first shot is fired, you can only do your best and hope your training will carry you through.”  
 
    It was a month ago when one of those under Elias had come up to him, wondering if all the prisoners really deserved to die. They weren’t fighting anymore. Elias said they had fought and were a threat, therefore they needed to die. Shannon had overheard and asked Elias to gather his group up. After everyone was together, Shannon said well over ninety percent, if not all, of those in the camps knew of Operation Water Well. The feds had gotten teams inside months ago to spread the word.       
 
    The prisoners had worked out plans and drilled in secret. Each barracks would operate together and those inside were assigned rank. Every prisoner was excited they were getting out. It didn’t shock Elias when Shannon told everyone he had men among the guards.  
 
    After hearing that, nobody had any problem with what they were going to do, because not one prisoner had come forward to warn the guards.  
 
    “You’re sure the ones you have among the guards can get them to do what we need?” Elias asked again. He didn’t want to hurt the guards but if someone shot at him, Elias was shooting back regardless of who it was. Elias had wanted to talk to the day and night commanders over the guards, but Shannon told him no. Shannon’s reasoning was the commanders might start acting differently or order changes that could put the plan at risk. 
 
    “By the time we get there, the guards will all be at the front gate to let us inside,” Shannon chuckled. “They’re telling the others, Sin Eaters visited them with a warning. Don’t fight us and we won’t kill you, then they’re telling them why we’re attacking and they aren’t to interfere. My guys are going to point out, Sin Eaters can’t get in trouble for wiping out the prisoners, the guards can.”  
 
    Throwing up his hands, “Why can’t you wear the goddamned ‘Reaper’ mask?” Elias cried out. “You’re white!”  
 
    “You’re an American. What ethnicity you are after that doesn’t matter,” Shannon said. “Yes, your complexion is darker than Reaper’s, but you volunteered and he accepted you. To be honest, all anyone is going to be looking at is the mask. Your hair is black, Reaper’s is a darker brown but you let it grow out like his. Just act like he did the night you saw him, an American who’s fighting for freedom and you’re going to do everything you can to win.”  
 
    Watching Elias really thinking about what he’d said, Shannon continued. “I talked to Reaper alone for twenty minutes because I was in awe at how he led his Sin Eaters. He told me there were no males or females. There weren’t any whites, blacks, browns or yellows, even though I could see there was. Reaper told me there were only Sin Eaters there, just like Americans. Next, he said it doesn’t matter what skin covers your body when you got yanked from your momma and it didn’t matter what was between your legs. What matters to Americans is what’s in your heart and mind for the love of freedom. For Sin Eaters, he said, they had to have the fire to consume the sins so those Americans behind the Sin Eaters could fight for that freedom.”  
 
    For nearly five minutes, Elias didn’t say anything or blink. Finally he blinked his dry eyes, looking away. “Never thought about it that way, but I can see it and understand it,” he admitted.  
 
    “Only those who want to rule bring up race, sex, and other things to divide us. Anyone who spouts dissent against others because of what they look like, while saying because they look like this they’re right, those are the ones who are filled with evil. The evil of indifference. I’m an American. I may not agree with what you say, but I’ll die for your right to say it. Those who spout their righteousness never want to hear anything else, and those aren’t Americans.”  
 
    “I’ve read or heard that,” Elias mumbled, then snapped his fingers. “Someone called Voltaire.”  
 
    Nodding, “Close, but it was Evelyn Beatrice Hall who wrote it in a book about Voltaire,” Shannon told him. “The actual quote is ‘I do not agree with what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it’.”  
 
    Giving a long sigh, “I wasn’t being racist. I just don’t want to wear the Reaper mask,” Elias groaned.  
 
    “I’m not being racist when I tell you I’m not wearing the Reaper mask,” Shannon responded, lifting his wrist up to look at his watch. “Let’s gather the Sin Eaters and do this.” Since he had to wear the damn thing, Elias tightened the mask and then put on his helmet, following Shannon to the group.              
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Six 
 
    Let’s play pretend! 
 
      
 
    Riding in the gun mount of his Flyer, Elias turned to look at the line following him in the night. The sky was clear so he didn’t need to put on night vision. This was the main area Shannon had come through on, the vehicles and weapons. The hundred and forty plus faux Sin Eaters were riding in forty-six vehicles, thirty-two Flyers, and fourteen dune buggies that could carry four with a gunner manning a mounted gun on the roof.  
 
    Thirty of the Flyers had two weapons mounted tandem in the same mount on the roof and all were the same. One was an M249 that had a two-thousand-round ammo box mounted. The other weapon was fed by two hoses and the pipe barrel was seven feet long. It was a flamethrower. There was an air compressor and two drums of fuel mounted on the rear of the special Flyers. 
 
    When the group was building the flamethrowers, because they damn sure weren’t going to get others to do it, Elias wondered why in the hell the pipe barrel was so long. On the first test fire, he quickly found out. When you stopped shooting the jellied fuel, it dripped from the end. Not much, but just a little fire hurts and the shit was very hard to put out. With the barrel being so long, it didn’t drip on the windshield or those inside.  
 
    There were some burnt spots on the hood already from the practice runs, but the barrel wasn’t long enough to let the fire drip on the fenders or tires. Even though it wasn’t on the list to bring, Elias made damn sure each vehicle had three fire extinguishers.  
 
    “Crews are moving to planes in Canada,” Shannon called over the radio, and Elias knew it was on the command frequency so only those in charge heard it.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Elias keyed his radio to the group channel. “Listen up,” he called out. “We screw up and the Republic could lose this war. Don’t think, just do what we practiced. We are giving the Sin Eaters a break, so let’s do this and be proud.”       
 
    The wind was biting cold and Elias pulled down his goggles. These he was keeping, they were the electronic or E-goggles that darkened and lightened automatically. He had seen them before but more importantly, many had seen the Sin Eaters with E-goggles and E-glasses. These were another thing that Shannon had acquired for the group, and they weren’t on the list either.  
 
    It wasn’t long until Elias saw the lights ahead from the camps and said another prayer that they had gotten all the fed teams. He was in one of the Flyers loaded with two hundred gallons of jellied fuel and damn sure didn’t want anyone shooting at him. “Compressors on,” he called out and turned his air compressor on to pressurize the gun.  
 
    When his Flyer reached the far end of camp, Elias saw figures standing in the road two miles ahead. Getting closer, he realized they were in military formation. “Shannon wasn’t kidding about the guards,” Elias chuckled as his driver slowed.  
 
    Another Flyer pulled up beside Elias and he knew it was Shannon. When his ride stopped, Elias fought to keep his voice steady and recited what Shannon had made him memorize.  
 
    “You chose wisely, and I thank you for not forcing our hand by becoming sins that needed to be consumed,” Elias said and realized the entire group was staring at him with gaping mouths. “The feds were going to kill you all and free those here to move about the land, killing the patriots of the Republic. You may tell your superiors you chose not to become a sin because you love freedom and want to protect friends and family. If your superiors punish you for doing this, tell them a Sin Eater will be coming to visit to consume the sin they became. Assure them, they won’t have to wait long for a Sin Eater to visit.”  
 
    An older man in front of the group on the right nodded and spoke. “We won’t get in your way and haven’t called the reaction force. I know you had a Sin Eater tell Johnny to get us to call, but we don’t want them making a mistake and becoming a sin. So, we’ll wait until you’re done.” 
 
    Not having a script for that, “See? You chose friends and family, that is American,” Elias ad-libbed. “Please wait here so no one gets hurt, and thank you for your effort in our struggle for freedom.”  
 
    The entire group smiled with gaping mouths hearing that as Elias turned to Shannon. “Death, lead them in,” Elias called out, then his driver drove in the open gate to the camp on the left as Shannon led the others to the right.   
 
    One thing Elias could say, the Flyers and dune buggies were quiet. The fourteen other Flyers in his group with flamethrowers moved with Elias as two buggies pulled near the main control building. Gripping the handle of the flamethrower with his right as his driver pulled through another gate that led inside the enclosure that housed the barracks, Elias waved his left hand. The other fourteen Flyers moved out, forming a line until fifteen Flyers were at the start of the fifteen rows of barracks.  
 
    Pushing the idea of what he was about to do from his mind, Elias glanced to his right at the line of Flyers. “Water main is off,” a voice called over the radio.  
 
    “SIN EATERS!” Elias shouted, and his driver pulled off slowly as Elias swiveled the pipe to the right and squeezed the handle. Heat engulfed the night as a stream of fire shot out, hitting the first barrack in the row and coating the front.  
 
    When the fire hit the building, his driver sped up to twenty miles an hour. This was the best speed to make sure each barrack was engulfed and the gunner didn’t have to move the stream of fire back and forth. At that speed, it took over four minutes to reach the end and Elias let the handle go as his driver turned right.  
 
    The five Flyers at the end turned wider until they were lined up on the five rows not burning. The other ten lined up to coat the backsides of the ones they’d just lit and Elias felt sweat running down his body from the furnace they had created in the cold night.  
 
    “Go!” Elias called out, and the driver took off again as he sprayed the back.  
 
    He could hear the screaming and coughing inside as prisoners beat against the thick walls but before he reached the end, the screaming was ending as those inside died from the smoke. Elias was glad of the fact they wouldn’t have to burn to death.  
 
    When his Flyer reached the end, Elias kept the barrel to the right until liquid fire quit dripping from the pipe. “Pull over to the control building,” he told his driver as ten Flyers sped off to spray the backs of the ten rows that were only burning on the front.  
 
    Before his Flyer stopped, Elias climbed out and just left the pipe aimed off the right side because the end was still burning. Pulling out the Sin Eater card, Elias pulled out a knife and pinned the card to the control building. When he climbed back in the Flyer the fire was out on the barrel, so he aimed it to the front.  
 
    Turning around, he saw the ten Flyers were done and all were forming up behind him. In the prison yard twenty rows of fire, each over a mile long, roared as fire leapt high into the night sky. Burnt flesh filled the air as Elias fought not to puke. “Pull out to the road,” he told his driver.  
 
    When Elias saw the twenty rows of hellish fire on the other side, only then did he realize they had killed over two hundred thousand human beings in less than nineteen minutes. When Shannon led his group to the road, Elias knew he had a script he was supposed to go from to the guards on the road, but just didn’t trust himself to not puke from the stench of burnt flesh. So he just waved at the guards and led the faux Sin Eaters into the night.  
 
    There was no chatter on the radio and twenty miles down the road everyone was freezing again, but most didn’t even shiver. When they reached the rally point from where they’d started, everyone just climbed from vehicles in a traumatized state. “How in the hell can the Sin Eaters do that and remain sane?” Elias wondered, taking off the mask.  
 
    Turning it around and looking at the needle teeth, “I don’t have what it takes to be a Sin Eater,” Elias realized, but was thankful there were others who could.  
 
    “Don’t feel bad,” Shannon said, also holding his mask. “Not many can and even those who are… they’ll pay a price, and I hope each can afford it.”  
 
    Everyone in the group formed a circle and tossed their mask in a pit as Elias and Shannon pulled out bottles of lighter fluid. They soaked the masks and then struck books of matches, tossing them in. As one, the group stood around watching the fire melt the masks and all were thankful they got to take the masks off and didn’t have to live in it as a Sin Eater. “Everyone,” Elias said, looking up from the flames to the faces around him. “We didn’t do that attack, the Sin Eaters did, so forget about it. We all took a blood oath and it’s up to each of us to live by it. You will report to work tomorrow, just like we rehearsed, saying we helped Captain Reynolds and his team track down some of those federal teams who came to free the prisoners. Now, let’s get those flamethrowers off and buried. We got to experience something very few ever will. We now know what it takes to be a Sin Eater, but we can do something not even a Sin Eater can. We get to take the mask off and never have to wear it again.” 
 
    That was one thing they all liked as the group went to work.  
 
    *** 
 
    Coming over Minnesota at a hundred thousand feet, Scoop felt absolutely giddy. The President of the Republic had ordered the commander of the Air Force to get the Storms in the air. Well, he knew Brandy was acting president because it had been announced before Fern went in for surgery. Scoop really hoped Brandy could stay in office a month or two, and would regret feeling that tomorrow when he would learn about Fern but at the moment, Scoop loved Brandy.  
 
    As he and Cowboy were read into the attack, Scoop was shocked the feds had even come up with a plan like Water Well. Like Scoop told Cowboy as they dressed in flight gear, the Republic should pay a fortune to the spy who told them of Water Well. It didn’t take any stretch of the imagination of the destruction the plan would’ve caused if the Republic hadn’t found out.  
 
    “Scoop, are you seeing the Raptors?” Cowboy called over the radio.  
 
    “Yep, ten holding a tight pattern over Lake Michigan at forty-six thousand feet. Think that AWACS over the Lower Peninsula is going to give us problems?”  
 
    “What the hell are you smoking?” Cowboy popped off. “That’s an E-3A and only has AN/APY-1 radar. Unless the pilots see us with their eyes, you know we don’t have to worry.”  
 
    “I know,” Scoop laughed. “I thought all the Alphas (A) had been converted to Charlies (C).” 
 
    “Nope, and the way that one’s flying, I don’t even think it’s feds flying it. I know the feds lost two Golfs (G) variants in July over Mississippi.”   
 
    Scoop liked that because the E-3G had the ability to see the Storm at times, like when one of its internal bays opened. But even then, the plane appeared as the size of a small bird. It was just birds didn’t normally fly at one hundred thousand feet. Switching the radar display to zoom in to the southwest, Scoop couldn’t help but be in awe at the three long streams of one hundred and thirty-two C-130s. This shocked him because he was told the flight was going to have one hundred and sixteen. “I can’t even imagine what the thousands of transports looked like going into Normandy on D-day,” Scoop said in awe.  
 
    Yeah, he was in awe, but the fighter pilot wanted to dive down and start shooting. However, the Storm only carried six air-to-air rockets in the bays under the wings. The bomb bays only carried ordnance. One thing Scoop did want to try was his directed energy forward weapon, a laser. Yes, a few other planes were testing them, but the Storm’s worked. You just had to get in close and as big as the Storm was, the only thing it could get close to would be a transport.  
 
    As much as Scoop was tempted to try it, he didn’t want to piss the acting president off since she was the one who’d requested the two Storms in the air for this attack. “I bet she doesn’t even know we have a laser,” Scoop predicted, but still wasn’t willing to risk it.  
 
    Another thing that amazed him was how low the C-130s were flying. This high up, his radar was picking up the radar of two Republic AWACS to the south and ten Republic radar deployments from Missouri to Wisconsin. It was how those were set up that should’ve made the transport pilots suspicious. There were gaps, big gaps, and the line of planes was weaving between those gaps. Right before the flight reached Nebraska, Scoop lost them on radar as he and Cowboy stayed north of the ten Raptors. The Raptors had moved closer to Chicago, and they stayed over the middle of Lake Michigan eighty miles north. Like apex predators, the two Storms tracked the Raptors fifty thousand feet below them, awaiting the order to attack. 
 
    Nearly an hour later, Scoop’s communication link to base turned on. “Storm flight, you’re cleared to engage and return to base,” a stern voice called out.  
 
    “General Thompson needs to get laid,” Scoop huffed and flipped coms to Cowboy. “We have the green light, Cowboy. Light them up.” It was then, at that moment, that Scoop loved the fact he was the ranking officer and flight leader therefore, the MFIC (Mother Fucker In Charge).  
 
    A mile away from Scoop, Cowboy hit his radar and saw the Raptors never even registered the slight increase of electromagnetic radiation from his system. “Got lock,” Scoop called out, tagging six targets below and assigning each a missile. Bays under each wing opened up, dispelling their three missiles each and closed sixty seconds after opening and Cowboy turned his radar off.  
 
    The six missiles dropped and rockets kicked in. Like the Chinese days before, the Raptors didn’t pick up the stealth hypersonic death streaking toward them.    
 
    No sooner than his missile bays closed, Scoop turned on his radar. Since both Storms were linked, Scoop’s plane knew which six Raptors had death coming and highlighted them with a big X. Scoop tagged the other four and then grinned, highlighting the AWACS that was now over Indiana a hundred and twenty miles away. Well within the Nova missile range that only the Storm could carry because like the Storm, it too was a prototype. The design team named it the Super Nova - Advanced Standoff Self-Guided Munition. Scoop and the other pilots called the missile ASS GuM, because once fired, the damn thing stuck to the target like gum. 
 
    Five missiles streaked away from Scoop as six Raptors detonated nine miles below them. Pandemonium broke out in the sky as the other Raptors and AWACS dove and pivoted to get clear of the area, knowing something was there. It was clear they thought Republic Raptors were near as AWACS radar started sweeping with much more power, like a lighthouse in the sky trying to find what was nearby. One and half seconds after the first six died, four more Raptors exploded just as the pilots hit afterburners to clear the area. The AWACS only got to live another second before a one-ton hypersonic missile slammed into the fuselage and exploded, breaking the plane in half.    
 
    To the west over Colorado, the C-130s were still heading for their drop zone when a voice came over their radio. “To the C-130s over Colorado airspace, you are all targeted. You will proceed to the following coordinates and land now. Any deviation and you will be shot down. All crews will be treated according to Geneva mandates and the Republic Air Force guarantees your safety for those that land and turn over their aircraft. Any that don’t change course and land will be shot down and any crew that eject will be captured and turned over to the commander of the southeast sector of the Missouri Militia. He has new hogs that you will be fed to.” All the crews looked around at each other in disbelief. The Republic voice was coming over the secured encrypted channel they used to talk to federal air command.  
 
    “We have over a hundred fighters with half in the air. You stand no chance,” the voice continued. “Land with honor and you will be treated with honor. Stay in formation and turn to the following coordinates now,” the voice commanded them, reading out the numbers and minutes.  
 
    One plane near the middle of the left line broke away. Before it even finished its turn heading east, it was rocked by an explosion on its right wing. None inside were able to get clear in the time it took the plane to spiral the two thousand feet to the ground.  
 
    “This is Brigadier General Stewart, call sign ‘Yogi’, over Water Well flight. To all planes in formation, proceed to coordinates and follow instructions given from Republic controllers,” the flight commander called over the radio.       
 
    Three columns of one hundred and thirty-one C-130s turned heading toward two airports in the panhandle of Oklahoma. As they all started landing an hour later, six flights of F-15 Strike Eagles that had been pulled out of mothballs streaked over the Mississippi River near St. Louis. The group broke apart heading for the three main airports where the feds had assigned fighters to assist the cargo planes.  
 
    The planes should’ve launched when the Raptors and AWACS were shot down, but the commanders didn’t launch more air cover. All believed Republic Raptors were overhead in strength because only Raptors could kill Raptors. For this reason alone, the commanders kept their planes on the ground.  
 
    None of this mattered to the Eagles streaking in. In eight minutes, the Eagles dropped a hundred tons of ordnance on the bases, destroying the runways and forty-six aircraft. Most destroyed on the ground were fighters, but none were Raptors.    
 
    Realizing they were under attack, ground air combat units started turning on radar to provide protection to the units near them. No sooner than radars warmed up, they were hit by missiles. Twenty-one F-4E Phantom 2 Wild Weasels the Republic had pulled from mothballs and rebuilt, once again flew the sky in the Wild Weasel mission of destroying enemy radar and surface-to-air missile sites.  
 
    When nothing else blew up, many federal commanders realized the Republic wasn’t attacking, they were responding to threats. Only fighter wings that were to support Water Well were given orders to attack, and their bases and aircraft were destroyed. Not having orders, the rest of the federal and UN forces shut down, praying the Republic backed off because they were sick of this war and didn’t have orders to attack. They could only respond to an attack but turning on forward radar had already been listed by the Republic as an attack, so that was stopped. But not before nineteen ground stations and batteries were destroyed.  
 
    “Let’s head home, Cowboy,” Scoop called out. “You know, we only have fourteen more ASS GuMs, including the one you’re carrying. We won’t be able to do this many more times.”  
 
    “Scoop, we have the schematics! The Super Novas were built in Groom Lake. Let’s make some more!” Cowboy cried out, and Scoop really wished they could. It was the fact each one cost twenty-six million dollars that Scoop doubted any more would be made. Half of the cost was the outer shell that provided stealth and protection from the heat as the rocket hit five thousand miles per hour. Scoop wondered if he could set up a payment plan to make just a few. He could pass the notes on to his dependents.  
 
    It would be five decades later before anyone learned the truth about the night of Operation Water Well. Of how the feds had lost ten Raptors in four seconds, a feat that would never be equaled. The Republic would claim and list them as destroyed by its own Raptors that were deployed forward, but none were ever given credit. Scoop and Cowboy would both be long gone by the time their call signs became legend. It would be this research, that would finally declassify decades later, that the Storms were the ones that led the attack in China that had always been reported done by stealth bombers alone. But living in the dark world of black projects, they didn’t care, they got to fly the plane and knew what they had done.   
 
    When the sun rose a few hours later and the Republic still hadn’t advanced or launched sorties, all among the feds and UN breathed a sigh of relief. Even though prayer was frowned upon, many said one praying the ceasefire held.  
 
    Back at Hades and inside Tartarus at his desk, Reaper watched satellite feeds of the attack at the POW camp and then listened to the orders given to the transport planes. He was thrilled the Republic was able to get that many to land and soon be in their inventory. Standing up from his chair, Reaper turned off the monitors one by one. “Sin Consumed,” he said, then headed for the door to join in on the training and maintenance of the vehicles.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Seven 
 
    A computer isn’t supposed to have two ‘on’ buttons… 
 
      
 
    It was nine a.m. when Brandy strolled into the Presidential press room. None of the reporters were surprised that Brandy was armed. There was a pistol on her hip and another weapon slung across her back. Before she even reached the podium, one of the reporters stood up. “Madam President, where’s your M4?” she asked.    
 
    Reaching the podium, Brandy set her notes down and smiled at the reporter. “I’m so proud of you, young lady,” Brandy said, and the reporter gave a startle because she wasn’t ‘that’ young. “You knew what kind of rifle I carried and didn’t say ‘gun’.” 
 
    Pulling the weapon slung across her back forward, “I’ve learned I have to move too damn much here, filling in for Fern, and the M4 gets in my way. This is a P90 that I had them get for me. I know it can kill because I was given one to use before and it’s easier to lug around all day,” Brandy explained, then shoved the weapon to her back.   
 
    “Before I start the briefing, I’ve talked to my protection detail from the Texas Rangers. You may bring weapons in, but rifles will be unloaded and bolts locked open. Pistols will be unloaded and holstered. I’m tired of arguing with them because an unloaded gun is just a fancy club, but they reasoned anyone trying to load a weapon in my presence can be viewed as hostile,” Brandy paused, cutting her eyes at one of the Texas Rangers in the room. “If you’re not armed, you can’t protect yourself. That means you can’t protect your family thereby, you can’t protect the Republic and are useless. That is a right, but I have too many and too much to argue with here so I gave in.” 
 
    “Now,” Brandy said picking up her notes. “Last night, the feds tried to free prisoners of war we have detained in Arizona. They were going to drop them supplies of weapons so the prisoners could roam about behind the lines and kill Republic citizens. We forced all but one of the transports to land. On board were over twenty-two hundred tons of weapons and supplies for the two-hundred and thirty-six thousand POWs that were in the camp. Each POW would’ve had a rifle and forty pounds of gear to attack us.”  
 
    Looking up from her notes, Brandy saw a sea of shocked faces locked in on her. “I see you understand the feds were trying to release an army in our rear,” she told the room, genially impressed because reporters weren’t people Brandy really liked. Dropping her eyes back to her notes, “We, the military and President Fern, were warned a month ago by the Sin Eaters that this attack was in the works and began to take steps.” Brandy looked up to clarify, “I found out an hour after I took over for Fern.” 
 
    “The Republic’s main goal was always to stop the supplies and we did,” Brandy told the room. “But,” she snapped, “The Sin Eaters attacked the camp in Arizona last night. No Republic personnel were harmed in any way. The Sin Eaters went out of their way to ensure none from the Republic were hurt, but all POWs were killed. Two hundred, thirty-six thousand, four hundred and nine according to our records, but that’s being checked.”  
 
    Hearing the number all the reporters started shouting, waving their hands about. Brandy just sighed, fighting the urge to pull her pistol and wound one to get them to shut up. Holding one hand out, Brandy waited for quiet and finally got it. “People, I’m not Fern. You start acting like cock-sucking assholes again, and this press conference is over! I will send out memos and just do live broadcasts and let citizens call in with questions.” 
 
    Some were used to Brandy’s mouth as governor but most weren’t, and were shocked that the acting president would use language like that. “Now, act civil,” she told them like she was talking to small children and pointed to the reporter who’d asked about her weapon. 
 
    “Are the Sin Eaters going to be punished for attacking prisoners in the Republic area?” she asked.  
 
    “No, why would they?” Brandy asked, but didn’t wait for a reply. “None of those prisoners were Republic citizens, and they were all going to attack. But the Sin Eaters saw them as a continuing threat because if the feds tried it once, they could do it again. To stop that from happening, the Sin Eaters just killed them. The rest of our camps are too spread out and don’t hold enough prisoners to attempt this. Now, do I think the Sin Eaters went a little overboard? Maybe, just a bit, but I understand very well. As acting president I’ve already issued the pardon, so no charges can be leveled at them for this attack.”  
 
    Seeing the sea of shocked faces again Brandy shuffled her papers, moving on. “Last night, our Air Force used this attack from the feds to lure ten federal Raptors into a trap. Using our Raptors and ground based anti-air missiles we were able to destroy all ten. The next wave of our attack took out the second wave of attack planes before they could launch and protect the transports we had forced to land. When federal and UN forward radar turned on, it was viewed as an attack and dealt with.”  
 
    Brandy looked up as a few reporters raised their hands, but all kept their mouths shut. “Is the ceasefire still in effect?” Brandy stated. “Fern never accepted one, and neither have I. We are at war, but aren’t attacking just now. I swear, if one of you asks when we’re attacking, as God as my witness, I’m going to find a belt and beat you,” Brandy warned and two hands dropped down. “Yes, even as president, I’ll be charged for assault because this isn’t the federal states, it’s the Republic. But I will damn sure do the time with a smile after beating someone for a stupid ass question like that.”  
 
    “You want to know? Join the military,” Brandy told them. “This war will continue until it’s over and the feds and UN aren’t a threat and leave us to live in peace.” For the next hour Brandy took questions and for the most part, was impressed by them.  
 
    “When will President Fern be returning?” a reporter asked. 
 
    “That is the last part of my briefing. If there are no more questions about the attack, I’ll continue,” Brandy responded and none came. “While on the operating table, President Fern suffered a mild stroke,” Brandy said as gasps filled the room. “He is alive, but in critical condition. He has the best doctors to look after him, but I beg of everyone to please say a prayer for him to get better and I can go home. But until he returns to office, I’ll continue to do as he asked. That’s why the president chooses who replaces them and not congress. The people elected him and Fern knew who would continue with his vision. The same vision the people voted him in for president. I will update you on any changes I get. I thank you, but I have six meetings and four phone calls to make. God bless the Republic States of America,” Brandy said wiping a tear from her eye, then grabbed her notes and left the room.  
 
    In the living area at Hades, Reaper and the other Sin Eaters had paused training because Oracle sent a message to watch the conference. Oracle had informed them about Fern while Michelle was still on the phone and Brandy had told Michelle she was governor for a bit longer.     
 
    “Shit,” Reaper grumbled as the conference ended.  
 
    “What? Brandy will go along with us easier than Fern ever would,” Titan said.  
 
    “I know,” Reaper nodded. “That’s the problem. We need restraint from there, not prodding. I’ll have to talk with Oracle.”  
 
    “Do I need to call in the teams we have out?” Havoc asked.  
 
    “No,” Reaper scoffed. “The feds get bored if Sin Eaters don’t kill a few a day, and we have to stay on schedule for our own Water Well.”  
 
    “I don’t like it when you name our attacks. You never have before,” Havoc admitted, and many masked faces nodded in agreement. “We’ve been working on Water Well since July.”    
 
    “That’s for Marshall. I’m teaching him a lesson,” Reaper laughed, then turned to Stingray. “Squid boy, can we pull off the water raid and be done before Thanksgiving?”  
 
    Many snickered as Stingray grumbled, lifting his wrist up to see the date and running numbers in his mind. “It would all depend on where the Kraken is,” Stingray finally said.  
 
    “We havin’ Thanksgiving dinner here at Hades?” Havoc asked. 
 
    “Sure, why not?” Reaper laughed, but was looking at Stingray. “You know how to send word. Contact your idiot friends who like the liquid horror and find out where they are. If they’re close enough, tell them we’re launching.” 
 
    “That’s supposed to go down the first part of December,” Havoc reminded Reaper.  
 
    Finally turning to Havoc, “No, Oracle sent some intel. It appears that General Schmidt added another five cruise liners to the crossing after the Brits called time-out. Only five are ever out on the ocean crossing but like I said, Oracle just discovered this and I want to nip that in the bud real soon. The feds went from getting eighty tanks and twenty choppers a month to doubling that. Five are unloaded in Jersey and the other five are crossing now. When they dock, the others will head back,” Reaper explained.  
 
    “I hate to say it, but I liked Schmidt in my past life,” Havoc admitted. “The only problem I ever had with Schmidt was he really liked Marshall, and it was hate at first sight for me. I didn’t know anything about the man and I hated Marshall when I first saw him.” 
 
    “You need to make sure someone feeds Oracle,” Phantom said stepping to the front of the group.  
 
    Shaking his head, “She eats just as well as we do, Phantom,” Reaper told him. Of course he had heard all the wild theories about Oracle and at first, tried to reason them out. Some of the conjectures shocked even Reaper. Like Wizard’s claim that Oracle was part cyborg with alien DNA. Reaper didn’t even know where to begin with the reasoning process on that one. Now, he didn’t even try and just let the Sin Eaters think whatever they wanted to about Oracle.    
 
    “She doesn’t need to eat much! Oracle only needs enough food to sustain her organic parts!” Wizard shouted from the other end of the group, and the arguments began once again about Oracle and who was right.  
 
    The giant form of Titan shook his head, walking away. “I thought kids had active imaginations,” he mumbled. “They don’t have shit on Sin Eaters.”  
 
    “Shut the hell up!” Havoc shouted and the chattered arguments stopped. “Oracle is human,” he told the group, and Reaper moved over to pat Havoc on the back. “She just takes lots of experimental drugs that increase her memory and keep her from sleeping,” Havoc informed them and Reaper paused, not believing he’d heard that come out of Havoc.  
 
    “Really?” Reaper gasped because Havoc had known Nancy before he had. “From you?” 
 
    “Reaper, she never sleeps and she can find out about anything! I’m telling you, they did something to that girl.”  
 
    “Zeus!” Reaper shouted and Zeus trotted over to him. “Let’s train so maybe we can do some of the things it’s perceived that Oracle can do.” 
 
    “I’m all for that,” Havoc admitted. “WW makes some good steroids and growth hormones. I bet he could make the drugs they gave Oracle.”  
 
    Everyone followed Reaper out, with Thor and Odin bringing up the rear. “I can understand why they think that about her. She is great in the electronic world,” Thor admitted. 
 
    “I like Havoc’s reasoning,” Odin said. “I think that’s why they always kept her in the basement.” 
 
    Looking at Odin as they followed the others outside, “Just because someone can read and decipher raw programming language doesn’t make them supernatural.”  
 
    “This coming from the man who shouted at tech support for how many hours that his computer was broken, but didn’t turn the switch at the back of the computer on?” Odin shot back.  
 
    “A computer isn’t supposed to have two ‘on’ buttons!” 
 
    “Oracle would’ve known,” Odin declared, and Thor just gave a sneer as the Sin Eaters broke up into their sections.  
 
    *** 
 
    Gifford sat at the end of the table, looking around at those seated including the military command, intelligence services, his cabinet, and several from the armed services committee, including the speaker of the house. Schmidt, for the first time looked nervous and further down, Hubbard seemed ready to faint at any second. Last night, Gifford had sat up in the presidential command bunker under the White House to follow Operation Water Well. He had listened to the AWACS communication as ten Raptors were blown from the sky and then the AWACS was hit.  
 
    In the bunker last night, Gifford blew up and wanted to start launching nukes, but knew the Republic would respond in kind. The only one not present was Marshall but he was coming, and Gifford wasn’t starting until he got there. Like always, Gifford called Marshall when something went wrong, but Marshall had already known because he too was following Operation Water Well.  
 
    The doors for the conference room burst open, making several secret service startle. Marshall stormed in with a scowl of unbridled hate. In his combat uniform, Marshall was carrying an M4 but tossed it over his shoulder, and Bolton dove to catch it before it hit the floor. Almost stomping as he rounded the long table, those sitting were very nervous seeing the anger on Marshall’s red face.  
 
    When she realized it was herself Marshall had his gaze locked on, June Dawson, Speaker of the House, Senior member of the Armed Forces committee, and senator for the state of California for the last twenty-three years, pissed in her chair. “What?!” she cried as Marshall’s hand reached out.  
 
    Grabbing June by the hair, Marshall yanked her out of the chair and June let out a scream. Senator Dugan of New York got up and went to grab Marshall’s arm but Marshall’s left foot lashed out, kicking Dugan in the chest. Dugan landed on his back on the table grabbing his chest, and was sure some ribs were broken.  
 
    “You stupid fucking cunt!” Marshall screamed as he drove his fist into June’s stomach. All fight and air left June’s body when Marshall’s blow landed, making June fold over. Still holding June by her hair off the floor, Marshall yanked his fist back and drove it in again. Not hearing June cry out infuriated Marshall and he started driving his punches in rapidly, but June had no air in her lungs to cry out. Thirty seconds and twenty-three punches later, Marshall realized June was unconscious.  
 
    When Marshall let her hair go, June’s body crashed down limply. “Fucking sack of shit,” Marshall growled, glaring at the limp body at his feet and saw June regain consciousness.  
 
    Before Marshall could grab her, “Excuse me, Colonel,” Gifford called out calmly and Marshall yanked his gaze from June to Gifford. “Just wondering, what the hell did she do to make you this mad?” 
 
    Jabbing a finger in the air and then pointing down at June, “This cunt is the reason Water Well failed! Because of her, the Sin Eaters found out about it, then ran and tattled to the Republic. She couldn’t keep her fucking mouth shut!” Marshall shouted.  
 
    With his face hardening, “Oh, Colonel, please don’t kill her if that’s the case,” Gifford snarled.  
 
    “I didn’t talk,” June gasped on the floor.  
 
    Not even looking down at June, Marshall reached to where June had been sitting and snatched up her smartphone. “You sent it over your phone, dumbfuck,” Marshall growled.  
 
    “That is a secure NSA encrypted phone!” June cried out.  
 
    Swiping the screen on, “Oh, really?” Marshall said tapping the screen, then held it out to show her it was unlocked. “Then how could I do that?” Marshall asked then turned to Gifford. “Schmidt had to get committee approval to transfer so many planes, and they gave him approval to shift all he needed,” Marshall said and saw Gifford about to speak. “Sir, it’s part of posse comitatus. This is to keep the military from being able to move large amounts of troops and equipment for a coup and overthrow the government. But this bitch was sitting in the room when I said the Sin Eaters had the best hacker ever born. I know for a fucking fact, Schmidt told everyone on the committee that nothing could be mentioned via computer about Water Well because I read the transcripts of the meeting,” Marshall said then looked down at the phone, tapping the screen.  
 
    “Well, June here had to send Congressman Estes a message about Water Well and how they needed to prep for a press conference after it was launched. June here wanted to spin it off that we had no choice but to try and free those POWs,” Marshall explained, but his face was still beet red. “I like her thinking, but the bitch put it in a text! With that one text, the Sin Eaters knew what units were doing the airlift and only had to follow them. When all were sent to Canada, they fucking knew it was starting and let the Republic know. We had no surprise and the Republic used Water Well as a trap because cunt here couldn’t keep her fucking mouth shut!”   
 
    “Colonel, it usually takes your team a bit of time to track down a hack by Alexander, you’re that sure?” Gifford asked more as a formality because he believed Marshall.  
 
    “Positive. It was the news conference that acting Republic President Yassa gave that tipped me off. She said, ‘when the Sin Eaters contacted the Republic’ I had a starting point and it just so happened that I remembered the day Schmidt said he had to go dance for the committee. Schmidt doesn’t text anyone, but I checked his phone and then started on the committee. Low and behold, what did I find? Alexander even left his little calling card,” Marshall said as some of the redness eased from his face.  
 
    “I’m not much for hands-on violence, but I want to punch the bitch,” Hearst declared.  
 
    Giving a chuckle, Gifford looked over at Hearst. “We can make a game out of it this evening,” Gifford offered.  
 
    Dropping his eyes down to his feet at June curled up on the floor, “Oh, you are so lucky, bitch,” Marshall said through gritted teeth. “You cost us more with that one text conversation than the Sin Eaters have since this started. What the kicker is, if you had fucking talked over your phone and not texted, they wouldn’t have found out because the NSA isn’t recording calls anymore because they lost their site. But you texted and it stays around to be read later, bitch.” 
 
    Gifford waved an aide over. “Go type up a detention order for June, and type up a pardon for Colonel Marshall please. I don’t want anyone trying anything years down the road for how he dealt with a traitor,” Gifford told the aide. The aide gave a nod and scurried out of the room as Gifford motioned for his protection detail to remove June from the room. “Put her in the gym, near the punching bag. Hearst and I will be in this evening.”  
 
    It was only now that Dugan started moving to get off the table, only to have Marshall block him. “You ever try and touch me again, it will be the last thing you ever do on this earth. Are we clear?” Marshall warned and Dugan winced as he nodded.  
 
    Stepping to the side, Marshall let Dugan get off the table. “Your sternum is cracked and I know I broke one rib, so go see a doctor,” Marshall said shocking everyone, including Dugan. “I understand you were trying to be chivalrous but regardless of gender, age, or race, I treat all traitors the same.”       
 
    Standing up, Dugan gave a nod. “I understand, Colonel, and the fault is mine and I do apologize. I should’ve known you had your reasons.”  
 
    Watching the troops he’d assigned to Gifford dragging June from the room, “The six texts that bitch sent put the Republic on even footing with us, and I mean the entire UN. The one area we dominated was the ability to transport large volumes of supplies by air. We’ve always had more transport capabilities than the Republic, but we just handed them over a hundred C-130s and each one can carry twenty tons. Now they can move mountains of supplies by air,” Marshall said, and many in the room glared at June as she was dragged out.  
 
    “We also had to send fifteen KC-130s to refuel the group after the drop, since the Chinese wouldn’t let us refuel at the bases they hold in California,” Schmidt revealed, and Marshall nearly drew his pistol and shot June in the legs before the guards left the room with her.  
 
    “How in the hell did they take out ten Raptors?” Marshall asked moving around the table to his chair.  
 
    “Sent fifteen over, flying on the deck and attacked the Raptors from below,” Schmidt answered. “Until now, I didn’t know how the Republic knew where our Raptors were going to be. If you know where a Raptor is, another Raptor can kill it with ease. It would’ve been relatively easy. All the Republic had to do was to have jets waiting and after the transports passed, they knew the Raptors would be over southern Lake Michigan. Since they knew the where and when, they just sent Raptors in low and came up from below. Our jets never had a chance.”  
 
    Dropping in his chair, Marshall felt drained. “How is this going to hurt the battle plan?” 
 
    “It’s going to push back the launch date. We will have to move more ADA (Air Defense Artillery) sites into the area. We’ve learned if we can saturate an area with enough radar, the Raptors stay away and can’t strip our air protection from the skies. It will mean we can’t advance as fast as planned because the ADA will have to redeploy to keep the umbrella overhead,” Schmidt explained. “I’ve got to run this by the rest of the joint chiefs and see how long that’s going to take.”  
 
    “What else do you need?” Hearst asked.  
 
    “Fighter jets. Lots of fighter jets,” Schmidt answered. “We’re down to fourteen Raptors and our intelligence says the Republic has twice as many, and they have already started building more. None will be completed until next year, but they’ll have theirs in the air before we do.”  
 
    “Where is General Haamus?” Gifford asked of the general of the Federal Air Force.  
 
    “In New Jersey with troops, forcing the construction crews to work faster on the building that’s going to make our Raptors,” Schmidt answered, and Gifford liked that answer.  
 
    “General, would the F-16 be sufficient?” Hearst asked.  
 
    Nodding, “Yeah, we still have units flying them,” Schmidt answered. 
 
    Opening a notepad up, “How many would it take to make an impact?” Hearst asked.  
 
    “In a war this size, a hundred at the minimum. To date, the largest battle was Kansas, and for three days at any time during the battle, there were six hundred fighters in the air from each side. That’s just fighters, not ground attack planes, transports, and helicopters. But without fighters covering them, they can’t operate. The battle we are launching will be in the same magnitude of Kansas. Europe has been flying thirty fighters a month over, but on average only half make it, since the Republic keeps a carrier group in the Atlantic.” 
 
    Making notes, Hearst finally turned to Gifford. “It’s going to take a month, but I’ll get the group to secure three hundred fighters and bring them over,” Hearst said, and Gifford gave a startle.  
 
    “They will get reimbursed, but it may be awhile after we win. With everything they’re sending over in food and other supplies, my economist said it will take years to repay them. We are already talking hundreds of billions,” Gifford warned Hearst. 
 
    Putting his pen down and shaking his head, “No, these we are donating, and they’ll see it my way. They understand if we don’t crush the Republic, they lose everything,” Hearst responded, then turned back to Schmidt. “General, I do have to hand it to you, you added five more cruise liners to the crossing without notifying anyone.”     
 
    Shrugging, “The fewer who know, the fewer leaks you have,” Schmidt replied.  
 
    “Yes, the chancellor of Germany called me yesterday because he just found out and wanted to know if I was aware, since what they have sent was being billed,” Hearst chuckled. “I told him, just send what we ask for and put it on the tab.” 
 
    Nodding to Gifford, “The president told me to secure what I needed to win, and that’s what I did,” Schmidt said. “Since England is in full scale civil war, the liners are loading in France and Germany now. As long as only five are crossing, the Republic Navy leaves them alone. We have five inbound now and when they dock, the five that docked three days ago will be leaving. Germany will have five more liners ready next week, so that will always keep five on the ocean coming or going.”  
 
    “When did you start that?” Gifford asked, really wishing Schmidt had told him.  
 
    “As the Brits were flying home,” Schmidt answered. “We doubled the eighty tanks and forty helicopters they were sending, as well as munitions. I did tell them to stop sending fuel because they need it more than we do.” Schmidt then leaned over the table, lowering his voice, “I was going to brief you in our private briefing,” he said cutting his eyes down the table without moving his head, letting Gifford know just why he hadn’t reported the increase.  
 
    “Any here who mention this increase or how we are getting it will be joining June in the gym, are we clear?” Gifford announced and everyone nodded.  
 
    “That means you don’t put shit in any type of computer!” Marshall bellowed out.  
 
    “Does this put us on equal footing with armor against the Republic?” Gifford asked Schmidt, and Schmidt again cut his eyes down the table. “Military and cabinet only, everyone else, wait outside!” Gifford snapped, and those not needed bolted from the room.   
 
    When the door closed, Schmidt leaned back in his chair looking at Gifford. “Sorry, sir, but the Republic has a good idea of where we’re attacking and thinks we are equal in armor, but we have a two to one advantage in infantry. As of now, we will have a two to one advantage in armor and five to one in infantry,” Schmidt said, making Gifford smile. “We can’t let them find out because they can move more, weakening other areas to strengthen their numbers. I take full responsibility on not telling you about this in our last private briefing, but I didn’t think the Republic Navy would allow more crossings, but they did. By December, we’ll have brought over a thousand tanks and even with their cottage industries, the Republic won’t and can’t equal that.” 
 
    “You’re excused, General,” Gifford chuckled. “You didn’t want to get my hopes up until we had it and I completely understand, and thank you. I’ve had enough bad news to last three lifetimes. You can count this as a birthday present to me.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, sir,” Schmidt answered, stopping Gifford’s chuckle. “I’m going to give you the president of the Republic for a present, whoever it may be.”  
 
    Really loving the attitude, “You know, General, it’s time you got your fifth star,” Gifford grinned.  
 
    “No need, sir,” Schmidt answered. “I want this war over, and the only way to do that is to slaughter the other side.”  
 
    “No, you will wear that fifth star,” Gifford grinned then turned to Marshall. “I trust you’re still hunting clues to the problem?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, and I’m not reporting what I’ve found unless it’s your ears only,” Marshall said, and the grin fell off Gifford’s face. “Trust me, sir. I know what was there but not who supplied it, and we ‘REALLY’,” Marshall stressed, “need to know because they are gone. I had to pause my search to find out how the Sin Eaters were able to warn the Republic because I didn’t want that source to continue. I still have to go over her fucking phone and find out what else the stupid bitch texted about.” 
 
    “Colonel,” Schmidt called out. “If you want, I can put a team on it and feed you the report. I’m like the boss,” Schmidt nodded to Gifford, “I want you dealing with matters, not wading through information others can do.”  
 
    Not at all like himself, Marshall gave a sigh of relief. “That would help a great amount,” he admitted, then turned to the president and Gifford gave a nod. Putting June’s phone on the table, Marshall slid it over to Schmidt. “Mr. President, can you please put out a memo, on real paper, that none are to text classified information? I know the NSA still says its encryption is secure, despite the fact Alexander has penetrated every system they have.”  
 
    “I’ll have them sent out today and make sure everyone signs that they’ve received it,” Gifford said as he made a note. “I’m still getting used to all this communication by paper.”  
 
    Giving a laugh, “Sir, I have a full print shop at my base. It took a bit to find someone who could set it up and run it, but I did,” Marshall smirked. “There is only one computer at my station that has outside communication but not to any computers at my base, and it will stay that way.”  
 
    “Yes, I loved your proposal on that about Camelot. It’s a bit tedious, but well worth the risks,” Gifford admitted.  
 
    Clasping his hands and leaning on the table, “About Camelot,” Marshall said. “I just got a report that we are building three more plants inside?”  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, a helicopter, light armor, and small arms factories,” Gifford replied. It did surprise Marshall that Gifford rattled them off without looking at his notes.   
 
    “Sir, there is already manufacturing there. A munitions plant that’s bigger than the Lake City and New York factory combined, textile plants, refinery with storage, just to name some from the top of my head,” Marshall paused, “We’re turning Camelot into a military target. If we put enough there, the Republic could justify to themselves to strike it.”  
 
    “No, not even Brandy would strike there,” Gifford laughed. “I get intelligence briefings daily from all sectors and allies. I’m positive the Republic won’t attack by air. I can show you detailed reports and three bills passed on how they plan to deal with Camelot, if they get close. They are just going to seal it off and starve the people out. The only ones we ever have to worry about are the Sin Eaters. I know you said it wouldn’t be worthwhile to them, but I had to know.” 
 
    Hearing that, Marshall gave Gifford a grin as he continued. “I’ve had tier one units from all nations try to penetrate Camelot. The best so far have been thirty SEALs, but they didn’t get close enough to any structures to damage. The best estimates SOCOM has given if the Sin Eaters attack Camelot, they could only kill a few hundred people but not destroy any infrastructure. I did find that hard to believe so I had the Army,” Gifford nodded to Schmidt, “use two hundred Rangers in a simulated Sin Eater attack, and they were wiped out. But they were able to kill five hundred civilians and double that in troops.”  
 
    Leaning back in his chair with a huge grin, “You have learned very well, sir,” Marshall laughed, actually very proud of Gifford. “But I would still be hesitant on putting in more manufacturing infrastructures. We put enough in there, it could justify a Republic strike.” 
 
    “May I?” Hearst asked Gifford and he nodded.  
 
    “Colonel, I and those I represent have gotten into the intelligence business, since the idiots at the CIA think this is the time to amass fortunes,” Hearst said. “The mere fact that nearly seventy percent of the population of Camelot are women and kids, American women and kids, is what holds the Republic back from attacking. Unless we start building nuclear submarines there, it won’t become a target worth destroying for them.” 
 
    “Shame. We need some subs,” Schmidt sighed.  
 
    “Yes, we do,” Marshall agreed.  
 
    “Especially since the Republic Navy is building some in Washington and getting one delivered from Australia next month,” Gifford sighed. Everyone but Hearst gave a startled jolt. “Hearst was going to report what he’d found out next meeting.”  
 
    “Since I’ve been a bit busy, may I ask, are any of our allies building subs or boats?” Marshall asked.  
 
    “The only one that could was China but after the attack by the Republic, they are throwing in the towel on this side of the planet. The only thing they are really making are transport ships, and Indonesia is buying every one China builds,” Hearst said. “India is doing really well in the ground war and it will be months before we learn what the death toll finally is, but I think it will be years. The population is already starting to rise up in China and it won’t be much longer until China is in a civil war. As for the others in the UN, every major shipyard has been hit by the Republic. Either by air or missile attack by submarines. No sooner than they make repairs, another attack comes in and each time it takes longer to make repairs because the population is getting tired of war.”     
 
    “Colonel,” Gifford said. “Do we need to have a private meeting now?” 
 
    “If you wish, but all I can report are my speculations without definite proof. I don’t know how alarmed we need to be until I find the proof,” Marshall answered. It was the fact Marshall was alarmed at all that unnerved Gifford.  
 
    “I’ll wait until you have proof. I don’t want more worry than I already have,” Gifford answered.  
 
    “May I ask what news you have on Fern?” Schmidt asked. “I have reports that said he went in for basic surgery on bleeding ulcers and suffered complications and is in a coma, but expected to pull out.”  
 
    Nodding, “That’s about what I got,” Hearst said. “Hell, I’m willing to send a fucking doctor over and heal him,” he scoffed. “I would rather he lead the Republic than Brandy.” 
 
    “No, I think this will work for us,” Schmidt disagreed. “Brandy has small unit fighting experience, but that doesn’t translate to large battles. I think she’ll second-guess her military staff and that will give us an edge.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “No. Brandy knows how to coordinate and put the correct people in positions that are critical, just look at what she did in Missouri. I really don’t want her turning the entire Republic into a manufacturing haven like Missouri,” Hearst countered. “Like you pointed out this summer, Missouri has an electric grid that just blows the mind. The grid is supported by taxes and run at the county level. It would take decades before a utility company could take over the infrastructure. That alone is what scares those with me. The Republic is throwing out big business at all levels.” 
 
    Pushing back from the table, “With your permission, sir,” Marshall said. 
 
    “Yes, go and find out just how worried we need to be,” Gifford sighed and Marshall got up, leaving the room with Bolton following.  
 
    Marshall still couldn’t believe June actually texted the information she did, but was thankful June had. He was seventy percent sure that’s how the Sin Eaters had found out because it coincided with the slip by Brandy. Left without a positive confirmation, Marshall provided it by slipping the tag Alexander always left into June’s phone. They needed Schmidt and the other joint chiefs to win this war, and he didn’t want Gifford to start chopping off their heads.  
 
    One thing Marshall did know, if he wasn’t chasing down what had been in the death camp, he would be very close to getting the Sin Eaters now. Their attacks were scaled down to more harassment in the last forty-eight hours, but he knew they were just regrouping for another big push. “I just need to know how much Reaper got from that camp,” Marshall grumbled, walking across the lawn to a waiting helicopter.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Sacrifices for little voices 
 
      
 
    Hearing giggling, Michelle looked over in the corner of her office and saw Olivia playing with Devin. In a chair watching the two, Lucy was feeding Christian. There was no ‘Part Time’ now that she was governor, so Michelle started bringing the kids and vowed to do it a few times a week. It had been three days since the Republic had destroyed Water Well and the front was quiet, cold and quiet.  
 
    Everyone thought last year’s winter was bad but this year, winter was coming earlier and much colder. Long range forecasts already predicted this winter was going to be worse, but Michelle listened to Bernard and he agreed. Reading over the stockpiles they were putting up for the state, Michelle felt confident they would make it through the winter without decreasing rations. Many in the staff and legislature even felt they would be able to increase rations, but until she got all the information Michelle wouldn’t sign off on that. If Brandy returned she could, but Michelle knew Brandy never would either.  
 
    Most people in Missouri and the Republic grew their own food. Because of this, many only needed commodities that couldn’t be grown. The main one was salt, then flour, and sugar rounding out the top three. For the most part, people used their rations to expand their diet because they had enough staples to live off of.  
 
    When the door opened, Michelle grinned, watching the very tall form of Dallas duck his head to enter her office. Dallas was her lieutenant governor. The day she had come back and been sworn-in she had asked him, and Dallas had flat refused at first. Only when Michelle said she needed him and everyone had a job to do, Dallas finally agreed but wasn’t happy about it. It was then Michelle reminded Dallas, she wasn’t happy with her position either.  
 
    Dallas said he wasn’t qualified because he couldn’t type or use a computer. Scott, Dallas’s oldest son, volunteered his wife Alanna, and Alanna said she would be more than happy. Telling all his children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren that they all hated him, Dallas had walked out of the house.  
 
    One of the main reasons she’d chosen Dallas was he was getting over pneumonia and was still weak, but he wanted to get out and work. Michelle knew it would kill him, and she knew Dallas could do the job.  
 
    “Those idiots in Dent County aren’t putting enough corn up for storage,” Dallas grumbled. “I told representative Yoder if I had to pull stores from another county to send corn to Dent, I was coming up there and shooting his dog.” Despite being over seventy, Dallas’s seven-foot, heavy stature didn’t show it to most, but Michelle knew that bout with pneumonia had taken a lot out of the walking giant. 
 
    “You can use my pistol if you have to pay him a visit,” Michelle grinned. “Did he give a reason to why they weren’t storing what we sent out?”  
 
    Smiling at his granddaughter Lucy tending Michelle’s kids, Dallas dropped into a chair and Michelle heard the wood give a groan. “Yeah, he was trading it for concrete from Stone County in Arkansas,” Dallas answered. “I told him we could get the concrete from state storage for him. Yoder needs the concrete to repair three bridges and can’t wait until next year when the legislature has them scheduled to be repaired. He says the temporary bridges the military has up won’t hold out that long.”  
 
    Leaning back in her chair, Michelle was beginning to think it was going to take many lifetimes to repair just the basic damage to the infrastructure. This year’s goal was getting secondary roadways linked up as they pushed out with the electricity. Over seventy percent of bridges had been destroyed in Missouri, and moving troops, militia, and food was a challenge they really didn’t need.  
 
    “We have an engineer in an office here, I don’t know where or remember his name. Get him to have the militia on duty, today, take him to Dent and inspect the bridges. If he agrees they won’t last, we’ll send an engineer unit up to put in bridges now,” Michelle said.  
 
    “His name’s Jeffery,” Dallas laughed. “He was one of Curt’s friends in high school.” Michelle gave a grin because Curt was the ‘baby boy’ in Dallas’s family and the smallest, if one considered six feet, nine inches small. “The engineering team already has a full plate,” he reminded her.  
 
    “Yoder will supply the bodies for the project,” Michelle said and Dallas nodded getting up, and Michelle thought she heard the chair give a sigh of relief. “Do you know if Brandy got the package we sent?” 
 
    Nodding, “Alanna said it was given to Brandy’s aide Andrea at six this morning because Brandy was in a conference,” Dallas answered and turned to leave. “If you have to take over for Brandy, please don’t make me fill in for you,” Dallas begged.  
 
    “Okay,” Michelle replied and Dallas looked back at her with relief. “I’ll leave Olivia as governor and you can work for her.”  
 
    “Yeah!” Olivia cried out from the corner.  
 
    “I would leave Lucy in charge but she has a tough enough job helping me out as it is, so the next governor will have a full-time babysitter,” Michelle snickered and Dallas dropped his head giving a groan.  
 
    “Fine, whatever,” he mumbled, ducking his head as he walked out and shut the door. 
 
    “Pawpaw will do it,” Lucy said as Christian announced he was done eating.       
 
    “I know, baby. That’s why I chose him because I know I can count on him to do what’s right,” Michelle smiled. “I have four meetings but if you need me, come get me. Nellie brings lunch around noon and I should be able to sit down with all of you.” One thing that had become a constant, when Michelle had to go into work at the resort, Nellie always brought lunch for her and the others. The cooks tried to tell Nellie they made meals for everyone. Nellie never acknowledged them, and Michelle liked Nellie’s cooking better anyway.  
 
    “Olivia, I want you and Devin to draw me three pictures each, okay?” Michelle smiled.  
 
    With a huge smile, “Okay, Momma,” Olivia said, and Michelle couldn’t help but feel proud of her. The Sin Eaters had been operating for months and had put out nearly a hundred videos before Olivia ever saw one, because everyone filtered what the young kids saw on TV. Sin Eater videos left nothing out and were for mature audiences only. Olivia always knew Nelson had just left to fight, but she’d run into the living room one night when the adults were watching the latest video. Michelle had turned when Olivia ran in and before she said anything, Olivia had seen Reaper. Never once did Olivia say anything but Michelle could see it instantly, Olivia had known that was her daddy.  
 
    Because of that, Michelle had told her ‘others need to think daddy’s gone or they’ll find him and then hurt us to hurt him’. Despite being only seven then, Olivia had played her part perfectly. Only once, when they were alone, just a few months ago had Olivia ever said anything about Nelson. “Daddy’s trying to kill all the ones that hurt Gavin, isn’t he?” was all she’d ever asked and Michelle had answered ‘Yes’. “We can wait for as long as it takes then,” Olivia had told Michelle. That night, Michelle had held Olivia tight and cried herself to sleep.  
 
    Devin, on the other hand, Michelle had just told him, ‘Daddy’s gone right now’. Nearly five now, Devin was stopping the questions mainly because of Olivia and for that, Michelle was thankful.  
 
    “Go do the governor work,” Lucy told her, putting Christian on the floor and Michelle couldn’t help but grin watching Christian walk over to his brother and sister.  
 
    Nodding and kissing each one, including Lucy, Michelle headed for the door. “We’re all sacrificing and missing out on a lot for this war,” she sighed. “But if we don’t, we all become slaves to those in power.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Leaving the hospital after checking on Fern, Brandy climbed into the armored SUV. “Why not just drive me around in a Bradley?” she asked one of the Texas Rangers. “We’re rebuilding them in Missouri and it can shoot back!”  
 
    “This goes faster,” the Ranger replied with a grin before shutting the door.  
 
    Fern still hadn’t regained consciousness but was breathing on his own again. He was still on a ventilator because he wasn’t breathing regularly or deeply enough, the doctor had told her. Then, for ten minutes the doctor explained what they thought was going on and the damage. Never being one in the medical field, Brandy used the phone in the hospital room and called Michelle, then handed the phone to the doctor. After the doctor talked to Michelle, the doctor handed the phone back and Michelle explained what the fuck the doctor had been talking about.   
 
    Michelle had explained Fern was improving but until he woke up, they wouldn’t know what damage was done to the brain, but were certain he would have limited movement on his left side. His body was improving after the surgery, but they were worried about the damage to the brain.  
 
    “I need another Michelle,” Brandy commented as the SUV pulled out with the convoy of other SUVs and Humvees.  
 
    “I’m trying. I really am,” Andrea said beside her.  
 
    Reaching over and patting Andrea’s leg, “I know, sweetie, but they broke the mold after Michelle. She was a nurse before this and found out she had the knack to run a governing body,” Brandy told her. “You know the diplomatic side better than Michelle does, but I needed her medical knowledge because I’m still not sure that doctor was speaking English.”  
 
    “Major Elias, his wife is a nurse. I can ask him if she could come with us next time?” Andrea offered.  
 
    Laughing, “See? You know how to fix a problem,” Brandy said. “So, have you gotten word yet if he’s gotten here?”  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, ma’am. He’s waiting for us back at the current residence for the day,” Andrea answered. The protection detail moved her constantly around Dallas and Fort Worth to different houses that were all assigned to the president. Eight of them were Op/Con centers and the other three were mansions. The one they were heading to was the biggest, and Brandy hated it the most. She had only stayed in it one night and gotten lost three times. It wasn’t until her protection detail realized that Brandy didn’t know where to go that they showed her instead of following her.  
 
    “After I meet with him, who else is on the docket for today?” Brandy sighed.  
 
    “The mayor of Dallas, house committee on reconstruction, the labor board, and military staff briefing at supper,” Andrea read off. “Madam President, I’m just giving you a heads-up, the mayor of Dallas, he upset President Fern in every meeting. I’m just warning you, so you don’t shoot him.”  
 
    Nodding, “Remind me to give my pistol to my detail before we meet,” Brandy told her and wasn’t surprised to see Andrea relax. “Did you give General Reynolds the packet from Michelle?” she asked and Andrea nodded.  
 
    When the collection of vehicles reached the monstrosity called a house, Brandy saw a marine waiting at the front entrance and gave a sigh. She was out the door before the vehicle stopped and held open her arms. “Isaac,” she smiled as he came over and hugged her. 
 
    “Madam President,” Isaac replied and Brandy pushed him back.  
 
    “You call me president again, and I’ll have my entire detail hold you down while I find a switch and blister you like that time when your dad and I were stationed in Germany,” Brandy warned. “I didn’t throw a fit when you and Teddy went ‘Marines’ like your daddy, and should’ve busted your asses then.”  
 
    “Mom,” Isaac grinned, “you changed and transferred over to the Marines before you retired.”  
 
    “None of you left me a choice!” Brandy snapped. “I had two sons join the Marines, my husband was a Marine, and my oldest became a naval officer! I couldn’t stay in the Army!”   
 
    “Marines do cooler stuff,” Isaac grinned. 
 
    Looking at the captain bars on Isaac’s battle uniform, “I heard you got a battlefield promotion,” Brandy said and Isaac nodded.  
 
    “Yeah, needed someone who knew how to run an MEU company,” Isaac answered.  
 
    Holding Isaac’s hand, Brandy pulled him inside to a room and sat down on the couch with him. “Isaac, I need you,” Brandy told him. “Teddy’s wife and kids are at the house,” she said of the son she’d lost in Texas. “As is your wife and kids, Gordon’s wife and kids, along with Pam and her kids. I’m now president and can’t make sure they’re protected. Our family is on the feds’ radar and they would love nothing more than to hit us. I’m not going to order it but I’m begging you, get some troops and head home.”  
 
    Glancing around, “Mom, what about here? I see like a dozen Texas Rangers and maybe two platoons of Army protecting you,” Isaac said. “Like you said, you’re the president.”  
 
    Shaking her head, “Oh, there’re many more, but I told most to set up at the hospital because they move me around all the time and I won’t let them pull more troops from the line to protect me,” Brandy said, then patted her P90 then pistol. “I can protect me.”  
 
    “Mom, I’ll agree to do it voluntarily, but only if you let me pull some troops to protect you,” Isaac countered.  
 
    “I’m not ordering troops we need off the line to protect me,” Brandy shot back. “One thing I can say, the damn feds and UN have more bodies than we do and we need every trigger puller we can get.”   
 
    “Neither am I, I’ll ask for volunteers.” 
 
    “Come again?” Brandy muttered.  
 
    “Mom, you don’t realize, protecting you is fighting the war. I assure you, if the feds ever do strike with a team, it will be hard, fast, and very ugly. I know guided munitions are next to useless in big cities with the jamming and anti-missile batteries, but they could launch a fast strike mission. I’m really surprised they haven’t tried,” Isaac confessed.     
 
    Shrugging, “They’ve tried twice,” Brandy admitted. “One was shot down trying to slip past the lines. The Sin Eaters got the other.”  
 
    Looking off, “Mom, I hate to say this but… If Reaper runs against you, I’m voting for him,” Isaac told her and Brandy laughed. 
 
    “Son, I would leave now if he showed up wanting to be president,” Brandy informed him. “Son, I have militia forces and one army unit in Mountain View, but they’re guarding the entire county. I need you guarding our family.”  
 
    “Mom, I’ll do it if you order but if you let me ask for volunteers to protect you and the family, I’ll transfer on my own,” Isaac told her. “Why haven’t you told Gordon to get his ass back here to do this? He’s the oldest.”  
 
    Shaking her head, “Son, your brother has no equal when it comes to fighting on the ocean and in the air. If the family was on a houseboat or flying city, I would. Gordon went into the Navy for a reason, land warfare isn’t his forte,” Brandy said and Isaac slowly nodded.  
 
    “Okay, you’re right on that,” he agreed. “Has he even been back yet?” 
 
    “No,” Brandy replied. “His group’s in the South China Sea, heading back to Hawaii since the Chinese are pulling out. After securing the islands, he’s bringing his ship to Houston because it hasn’t stopped fighting since this began. His ship needs a refit and his crew really needs rest.”  
 
    Staring at his mom for several minutes, “You’re worried that I’ll be captured,” Isaac said and saw Brandy flinch. “Mom, I carried a hand grenade on a necklace before you were even made governor, just so I couldn’t be taken alive.” 
 
    Patting Isaac’s hand, “Baby, if they somehow did, I couldn’t do anything,” Brandy confessed.  
 
    “And if you did, I would spank your ass,” Isaac told her.  
 
    Shaking her head, “No, because I couldn’t do anything, but I would go on TV begging the Sin Eaters to kill everything and everyone in the UN. I would give them safe passage across the Atlantic and funnel whatever they needed to them if you or any of my kids were taken alive,” Brandy told him, and Isaac gave a startle at that revelation. “And that is something as president I should never do, encourage the Sin Eaters and offer them support and assistance.” 
 
    Even though he was a military ground-pounder, Isaac understood very well. He loved the Sin Eaters but they were a group that couldn’t be controlled and he prayed when this was over, the Sin Eaters would stand down. In this war, Isaac knew many were going to carry horrors that would be hard to live with. He just couldn’t see any of the Sin Eaters being able to do that, and especially if they went across the pond and continued the war. Because if they crossed the pond, they could never be allowed to return to the country they’d fought so hard for. There wasn’t any doubt in Isaac’s mind if that happened, they wouldn’t have any humanity left inside. 
 
    “Do you accept my offer of letting me ask for volunteers?” Isaac asked. “Mom, I’ll do what you want because you’re my mom, but I can’t leave the service because you’re my president. All the brass has asked me to transfer to a rear job just because you’re president, but I refused. For you, I’ll do it, Mom, but let me get some devil dogs and do it right. Marines have protected the leader of the free world a long time,” he reminded her.    
 
    “You better tell me you put a few of those traitors to the stake when you crossed,” Brandy said, narrowing her eyes.  
 
    Scoffing, “Hell, yeah!” Isaac sang out. “I used up three disposable lighters, I lit so many fires.”  
 
    Thinking for several seconds, “Okay, you can ask for volunteers and set up a group to assign here,” Brandy said then turned around to Andrea. “Andrea, go type up an order for my son please, so I can sign it.”  
 
    Giving a nod, Andrea scurried off and Isaac turned to his mom. “Where’s Doug?” Isaac asked about Pam’s husband who had left the Navy before the collapse to design ships.  
 
    “Houston,” Brandy answered. “He’s on the design teams building ships, and even puts in time welding.” 
 
    “I can’t believe my mom went from governor to president,” Isaac grinned.  
 
    Not seeing anything funny about it, Brandy scowled. “After Fern recovers, I’m kicking his ass. At least I know when I get out of jail, I can’t be president again.”     
 
    *** 
 
    It was the dead of night and Reaper was not a happy camper. He tensed up as the speed boat went airborne for the thousandth time. When the boat hit the water, Reaper swore he tasted his asshole at the back of his throat. Gripping the seat he was strapped into, Reaper started thinking about ways to drain the damn water from the Atlantic.  
 
    They were off the Virginia coast but even if Reaper could look west, the land was well out of eyesight now. At dusk, they had launched two of the boats they had hidden along the coast that angels were keeping under watch. There were only two power boats this time and ten Sin Eaters. Knowing damn well he would have to drug Zeus to get on the boats again, Reaper had left him with Titan.  
 
    Stingray was at the controls with the throttle wide open and the other boat was a hundred yards to his right. Watching the other boat ramp off a wave, Reaper tensed up for the referred pain he felt for those about to land. When the boat landed, Reaper still found it hard to believe the boats weren’t breaking apart. In the moment, he wouldn’t have minded because he wouldn’t have had the ocean slap him around like a little bitch.  
 
    There was no doubt that the ocean was much rougher in November than when they’d crossed in late spring. Feeling the weight of gravity hit him, Reaper tensed up as the boat left the water. Crashing back down, Reaper cringed, then felt the boat go airborne again.  
 
    Hitting the water, spray washed over them as Stingray kept the boat on course. “You don’t have to ramp every fucking wave in the ocean!” Pain screamed. Reaper wanted to agree with her but was scared to open his mouth, expecting his asshole would fall out.  
 
    Sitting beside Stingray was Ubiytsa, who looked calm and collected like this was enjoyable. On the other side of Reaper was Misery, and Reaper wouldn’t even turn to look at her because the last time he did Misery was asleep, despite the fact the boat continually tried to leave earth’s orbit. Not liking the fact other Sin Eaters didn’t find this ride gruesome, Reaper started thinking of stupid things for them to do just to appease a sense of justice to him.  
 
    When Stingray pulled back on the throttle Reaper had never been so relieved in his life, and really started thinking about letting one of the other captains lead waterborne missions from now on. It wasn’t long until Reaper saw a large dark shape bobbing in the ocean.  
 
    “That damn boat better give a superior ride than this piece of shit,” Pain grumbled.  
 
    “When we return to our old lives,” Misery said, suddenly awake, “I’m telling Daddy you’re a complete pussy on the water.”  
 
    “I’m kicking him in the nuts for riding on this shit for so long!” Pain replied.  
 
    Patting the power boat’s frame, “Boat is good and very expensive,” Ubiytsa informed Pain.  
 
    Jerking her glare to Ubiytsa, “Listen, you communist motherfucker, I don’t care what it costs, the boat is a piece of shit! Why anyone would spend that kind of money to get the hell beat out of them is beyond me! Take up MMA! You get beat to a pulp, maybe make some money, but you’re on dry land!” Pain shouted. Listening to that, Reaper was tempted to paint more teeth on Pain’s mask because she had sound reasoning powers. 
 
    “Hey, if we were doing the original attack, we would be stuck on these boats another six hours. Hit the targets, then six hours back,” Misery pointed out.  
 
    “The damn ships come to land! Why do we have to go to them?” Pain cried out, but turned to Reaper for the answer.  
 
    Swallowing his asshole that was stuck in the back of his throat, “Close to land, the feds have assets that can respond and on the ocean isn’t really an area I want to fight on, even close to shore,” Reaper answered and Pain narrowed her eyes.  
 
    “Hello! The damn ships dock! We’ve been inside the port and even on one of the ships! They park near land! We don’t have to go after them on the water!”       
 
    Striking the idea of painting teeth on Pain’s mask from his mind, “You volunteered,” Reaper reminded her.  
 
    “Duh!” Pain sang out. “You were going, and be damned if I was going to listen to the ‘Little Mermaid’ beside you talk shit about me not coming!” 
 
    “The others are still hitting targets and training,” Reaper said. “On land,” he added. “I could’ve left Zeus with you.” 
 
    A wave hit throwing spray over them, only darkening Pain’s and Reaper’s mood. “Where Reaper goes, Pain and Misery go,” Pain told him. “I better get to gut some shit-stains.” Nobody was about to point out that if the attack went the way it was planned, then the Sin Eaters would never engage in combat. 
 
    Ahead, the dark shape started to come into focus and Reaper could now make out USS Oakland, an Independence class littoral coastal ship. The Republic had done a fair job of sinking many of the ships in the reserve fleet, but concentrated on ‘deep water’ ships. Some of the Independence class were still active, but most had been put in the reserve fleet. From all Reaper could find out, the ships were good but the money men had convinced congress and admirals with bribes and kickbacks that other, newer ships were needed.      
 
    “Wonder if they had any trouble taking the ship over?” Misery asked. 
 
    “Yeah, they could’ve waited,” Pain snapped. “At the very least, it would’ve made getting my tits shoved into my knees a little worth it.”  
 
    Turning to Pain, “Water is good,” Ubiytsa told her.  
 
    “You ever see Red Dawn, fucker? Because I’m about to go Wolverine on your commie ass,” Pain warned, and Reaper was tempted to encourage her. 
 
    “America was able to remain free so long because this water,” Ubiytsa pointed out. “You should like it in very less.” 
 
    Letting out a long groan, “In the very least!” Pain cried out. “Talk American, bitch!” 
 
    Cocking his head to the right and looking off, “Less, least,” Ubiytsa mumbled, then turned to Pain. “They mean same, so you can use one or other.”  
 
    “Only a commie would say some shit like that,” Pain snapped, then Ubiytsa ripped off in Russian and Pain responded in kind. “See? I can speak your language correctly because I’m not a commie.”  
 
    Narrowing his eyes, “Water to you is like green rock is to Superman,” Ubiytsa told her.  
 
    Jerking her head back, “Damn,” Pain said as another wave sprayed them. “That was good,” she admitted. “Okay, you’re not a commie all the time, only when you say stupid shit.”  
 
    “I can call you a commie then a lot of the time,” Misery chuckled.  
 
    Snapping her eyes to the side of Reaper’s mask, “Permission to stomp my sister’s ass?” Pain begged.  
 
    Again, Reaper was teleported to his past life, driving a suburban and hearing little voices behind him. “Daddy, she’s looking at me.” “He’s touching my side!” 
 
    “Denied,” Reaper sighed.  
 
    “You can make head hurt like someone had sex with it,” Ubiytsa told Pain, only to make her groan again.  
 
    “Okay, that did sound commie,” Misery admitted. “Like someone skull-fucked you,” she offered, then she and Ubiytsa conversed in Russian as Stingray headed toward the bow of the ship. “No,” Misery finally said. “When you say it like you did, at the very least, people will think you rape dogs.”  
 
    At that, Ubiytsa turned to Reaper. “Some days I not like sisters,” he said.  
 
    Holding up his hands, “Okay, none of you are allowed to talk to each other for ten minutes,” Reaper snapped and saw all three raise hands, talking in sign. “No communication of any kind or all three of you will swim back,” he warned.  
 
    “I won’t be in a fucking boat,” Pain popped off.  
 
    “Pain,” Stingray chuckled, easing the throttle back more. “We’re eighty miles out.”  
 
    “Fuck if I care,” she responded as the bow bay door opened. The interior lights were on but very dim. Stingray shut down the engine as the boat eased up to touch the ship. Unbuckling from his chair, Ubiytsa tossed over a rope and Pain pushed him to the side and jumped into the bay door.  
 
    Before Ubiytsa could complain, Reaper passed by him, jumping into the open bay door. “Some people aren’t meant for the Navy,” Stingray chuckled.  
 
    “Keep on, Stingray, and you’ll carry an ATV on your back to the next attack,” Reaper warned, seeing a few dozen men kneeling with their hands behind their heads. Around them dressed in motley uniforms were the SEALs and Lieutenant Gomez stepped over, holding out his hand as Ubiytsa and Misery jumped aboard.   
 
    Shaking Gomez’s hand, “So, you did a maritime assault boarding?” Reaper asked with an impressed tone.  
 
    Letting Reaper’s hand go as Stingray passed bags and cases from the boat to the ship. “These guys weren’t trained by the Navy I joined,” Gomez said. “They had no roving marine patrol and none of them were armed. It was so easy, I really thought it was a trap.” 
 
    “Your boss in the spaceship?” Reaper asked, hearing the fed sailors cry out in alarm realizing Sin Eaters were there and one of the sisters was heading for them.  
 
    “No, he was on the bridge, but he’s on the way down,” Gomez answered, hearing those kneeling starting to cry. “Is she going to make a mess?” Gomez asked, nodding toward Pain.  
 
    “Not until she’s told to,” Reaper replied. “Why are they still alive? We can’t let some live that were captured by Republic troops and turned over to the vessel the Sin Eaters were in.” 
 
    Giving a long sigh, “Rules of engagement say once a combatant has surrendered, lethal force isn’t authorized,” Gomez droned.     
 
    “Only for you. That’s when the fun starts for us,” Reaper countered and was shocked to see Gomez didn’t have a problem with that.  
 
    “Glad you accepted my plan,” Captain Pearson said, coming down some stairs.  
 
    “Beats riding in those damn boats longer,” Reaper replied. “You sure you want to risk it? I’m not kidding when I tell you, you nor any of your crew better ever tell a soul we saw your spaceship.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, I told command that after I hooked up with the Sin Eaters at the death camp, you gave me a frequency to monitor and I wasn’t going to tell them what frequency because I didn’t want a Sin Eater visiting, and they understood that,” Pearson grinned. “Anyway, I monitor a frequency and if you need help and I could offer it covertly, I would. Admiral Wagner gave the go-ahead, but I couldn’t divulge the Kraken.”   
 
    Looking over as the other Sin Eaters unloaded their boat inside the bay, “Captain, I like the plan, but how in the hell are you going to get other ships here so we can leave?” Reaper asked.  
 
    “The Texas and her battle group will just happen to be in the area,” Pearson chuckled.  
 
    “Does this,” Reaper pointed at the ship he was standing in and then moved his finger to point at the power boat he’d arrived in that was floating away, “ride better than that?” he asked.  
 
    “Define ‘better’?” Person asked.  
 
    “Stingray was trying to ramp every wave on the planet!” Reaper shouted. “I tasted my asshole when it hit the back of my throat!”  
 
    “Yeah,” Pearson nodded, then went on to explain about sea states and what number the vessels could operate in comfortably.  
 
    Holding up a hand to stop the lesson, “Good, we’ll take this to ride home in,” Reaper said.  
 
    “Um, Reaper, I was going to get you a ride home. The reason we wanted to do this plan, it would look like the Sin Eaters captured this ship and handed it over to the Republic. We need ships like this to stop all the bootleggers running in the Caribbean.”  
 
    “Hold up!” Reaper shouted. “The only way I set foot on a boat that sinks itself, is the day I’m dead and someone is carrying my body on board! I don’t give a shit if your spaceship can go underwater! The Reaper doesn’t!”  
 
    “You tell him, Reaper!” Pain cheered.  
 
    “No. I was going to get the fleet to get you home,” Pearson said and Reaper nodded, liking that idea.  
 
    Since the SEALs were staying on the ship, “Gomez, Stingray has balaclavas that we wear at times and with us, your team will wear them. I don’t need some UAV or satellite getting a picture of a Republic SEAL operating with Sin Eaters,” Reaper told them, and they gave him a confused expression. “Doc said some Sin Eaters were getting sores because they weren’t taking their masks off and letting the skin breathe, so he passed an order that six hours, every day, a Sin Eater must wear the soft mask, what we call the balaclavas.”  
 
    “That son of a bitch hits just as hard as Jaws!” Misery shouted and the other Sin Eaters agreed. 
 
    “They need move each hit,” Ubiytsa stated. “Same place make one think strike and not reason strike happen.” Gomez and Pearson looked at each other, wondering if the other had understood that. 
 
    “You’re embarrassing me, Ubiytsa!” Pain shouted storming over. “Don’t talk commie shit like that! Say they don’t need to hit the same area each time because it makes you forget why you’re being punished. You say strike and the first thing that comes to my mind is you don’t want to work.”  
 
    Leaning to Pearson, “I’m going to agree with her on that,” Gomez whispered.  
 
    “Too many English words have too many meaning!” Ubiytsa shouted, then busted into Russian.  
 
    “Damn, that was good,” Reaper admitted, and saw Gomez and Pearson looking at him. “Trust me, it doesn’t translate to English well.”  
 
    “Can I kill the captured crew?” Pain asked, bouncing on her toes.  
 
    “Shoot ‘em in the head and toss ‘em out,” Reaper said, and Pain stopped bouncing in shock. “If we’re turning this boat over to the Patriots, I’m not turning it over looking like a slaughterhouse the sailors will have to clean.”  
 
    Stomping her foot, “At least they would know we were working!” Pain shouted. For several heartbeats, the two just locked eyes. “Okay,” Pain groaned and sulked away.  
 
    Walking past, “Glad you not give in all time to her,” Ubiytsa said cheerfully.  
 
    Again from his past, Reaper heard little voices. “He always gets what he wants!” “Uhah, you do!” 
 
    Pushing those thoughts away before he broke out his bamboo stick, “Gomez and the other SEALs know how to drive this thing?” Reaper asked.  
 
    Pointing at Stingray walking up, “Stingray can drive it,” Gomez scoffed.  
 
    “I’ve had enough of Stingray’s driving for a bit,” Reaper said and walked off.  
 
    Chuckling, “Let me get back to the Kraken, so you can get underway,” Pearson said. “Glad to see even Sin Eaters can make a commander crazy at times,” Pearson mumbled. 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Hot nights in the big city 
 
      
 
    Shoving the crew chief out of the way, Marshall threw the door of the Blackhawk open and jumped out. Holding his rifle across his chest Bolton followed Marshall out, landing behind him before the helicopter touched down. It didn’t take a genius to figure out Marshall was hostile from the way he was stomping across the White House lawn in the predawn light.  
 
    Unlike any time before, Bolton moved up beside Marshall as the Blackhawk took off while keeping at treetop level heading south. “Colonel, please relax,” Bolton pleaded and Marshal came to a stop, jerking his gaze to Bolton. Seeing the hard gaze, Bolton tensed for the wrath to fall down on him.       
 
    Suddenly Marshall relaxed, taking a deep breath and slinging his own rifle across his back. “Thank you, Major,” Marshall said shocking Bolton. “I know the president panics, but he’s becoming tiresome.”  
 
    “Sir, you’re the only one he can trust and to be honest, the only one he can count on to fix problems,” Bolton pointed out and Marshall nodded.    
 
    “I know, but I can’t fix problems if he keeps bringing me more problems,” Marshall said. “Let’s go because I’m sure he’s coming undone about the casualties in D.C. I just don’t know how much the Sin Eaters have.” 
 
    “Sir, I’ve been in contact with FEMA Real-Scan every hour for the last six days and no city has reported a hot reading.” 
 
    “I know, and that bothers me,” Marshall admitted as he started walking again. “I just can’t see a few thousand in D.C. as being their target.”  
 
    Bolton had to agree as he followed Marshall inside. They had gotten word yesterday evening that there were twelve hundred cases of radiation poisoning in the D.C. area. Neither was surprised as they tried to trace down just how much the Sin Eaters could’ve gotten from the death camp. After the last lead had panned out into nothing last night, Marshall was going to start questioning the radiation exposures today, just to see if he could start narrowing down how the Sin Eaters were doing it.  
 
    When an agent led them to the Oval Office, Marshall just brushed past the agent before he knocked on the door. “What the hell are we going to do, Colonel?!” Gifford shouted before Marshall was even through the door.  
 
    Coming in and shutting the door behind Bolton, “Sir, do about what?” Marshall asked.  
 
    “I know you’re trying to track down what that idiot had and I’m sorry for bothering you, but what are we going to do?!” Gifford cried out.  
 
    Holding up both hands, “Sir, I do apologize, do… about… what?” 
 
    “The cases of radiation exposure here!” Gifford screamed.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Sir, it’s not enough to get concerned about yet, that’s why I’m tracking down what was used at the camp. I suspected that’s what powered the ovens, but haven’t got a clue about how much material the Sin Eaters could’ve gotten,” Marshall explained and saw utter shock on Gifford’s face.  
 
    “Not enough to be concerned about?” Gifford mumbled because that’s all he’d heard. “How many until we can fucking panic?!”  
 
    “Sir, a thousand cases of exposure doesn’t warrant this,” Marshall told him.  
 
    “What!? How about sixty-nine thousand?!” Gifford screamed, and the door opened and Hearst walked in.  
 
    Trying to remain calm because Gifford was the president, “Sixty-nine thousand, of what?” Marshall asked.  
 
    “Radiation exposures!” Gifford bellowed, and Marshall’s face went white.  
 
    “No. As of right now, we are at eighty-six thousand, seven hundred, and thirty-two exposures,” Hearst announced, handing a stack of papers to the president. “Nine hundred and four dead.”  
 
    “Here?!” Marshall cried out and Gifford nodded numbly, not even looking at the pages Hearst handed him. “I just got word of twelve hundred yesterday and was going to interview them today.”  
 
    Hearst turned to Gifford. “He got word of the first ones from three days ago,” Hearst said. “If Marshall hasn’t gotten wind of it, our blackout is working.”  
 
    “Three days ago?” Marshall gasped and Gifford bobbed his head once. Spinning around to Bolton, “Get the teams here now! I want every trigger puller under my command in D.C. in two hours. Send another platoon here and I’ll direct insertion for the others,” Marshall commanded and Bolton was already on the phone.  
 
    Turning back to the president, “Sir, I’m not telling you what you need to do, but I strongly advise you to stay inside the White House. You have over a thousand troops, six hundred guards, and my troops that are assigned here,” Marshall told him and started moving quickly for the door. 
 
    “What’s going on, Colonel?” Hearst shouted.  
 
    Stopping at the door and glancing back, “The Sin Eaters are here,” Marshall said as Bolton hung up the phone and bolted out the door after his boss. Before the door closed Hearst heard a ‘Thump’, and whipped his head toward the noise to see Gifford passed out on the floor.  
 
    *** 
 
    Walking into a high school gym in Clarksdale, Mississippi, Isaac glanced at all the marines who had been called in off the line. He was currently assigned to the third marine division after being pulled from the tenth MEU, commissioned as a captain, and was given a company of marines to lead. In all reality, Isaac was surprised he hadn’t been pulled to lead sooner. Unlike the feds, officers in the Republic ate, slept, led, and died with their troops. Because of this, experience was in short supply.  
 
    Colonel Dobson, who Reaper had met, used to be the master sergeant of the tenth MEU when the second civil war had started. By the time the tenth had reached St. Louis, Dobson had risen to colonel and was doing an excellent job. It did make Isaac sad seeing his old unit, the tenth MEU, pulling out to load up and assist the marines in Cuba, but the marines and the Republic needed him here and here is where he stayed.  
 
    Unconsciously, Isaac reached down and rubbed the gold leaf of major that had just been pinned on him. Reporting to his commander, Isaac handed over the papers he had been given and until the day he died Isaac would swear, the general over the third division had looked relieved that Isaac was getting off the line. After reading the memo and request from Isaac, the general had taken over.  
 
    Marines could volunteer, but only those who were selected could become a volunteer. The general would only let marines who had served MSG (Marine Security Guard) program to get chosen for the option to volunteer. It was only marines who had completed MSG who were allowed to serve at embassies around the globe. Like the general had pointed out to Isaac, they know how to fight and be ambassadors. Not many marines were even selected for the training, and still fewer passed. Isaac was glad he had done his time in the MSG before transferring back to the fleet.    
 
    The gym was packed as the general motioned Isaac to a platform so he could address those assembled. “Marines,” he called out and the chatter stopped. Many were wondering what the hell they had volunteered for because ‘volunteer’ was bad in all branches but still, marines, soldiers, and sailors did it because they were needed. 
 
    “Many of you know me and yes, I’ve been promoted again,” Isaac grinned and many chuckled. “I’m Major Isaac Yassa,” he stated proudly and those who didn’t know him gave a startle. They had heard a marine among them was the son of acting President Yassa, but didn’t really believe it. “I am the son of acting President Yassa and I’ve come to ask for volunteers. She is my mother and my president, so she outranks me in every way possible,” he chuckled and that made everyone laugh.   
 
    “I reported to her as I was ordered and as my mother, she asked if I would return home and protect the family we have left in Missouri. At that point, acting President Yassa informed me I was talking to my mother and not the president. I answered that they are one in the same because she wouldn’t order me to leave the line no matter what. The president doesn’t want to order any troop off the line, even if it’s to protect herself or family. I’ve lost one brother in Texas who was a marine. My oldest brother is running a carrier battle group. All of our wives, kids, even my wife and kids are in Missouri. Make no mistake, they are all under threat of the feds who would love to kill them all just to hurt the Republic. Even with that risk, our president won’t order troops to protect them. Currently, they are being guarded by a small detachment of U.S. Army soldiers, but the president won’t let the captain assign more than five troops to guard the family. She’s relying on the family and militia to guard themselves. The soldiers there are assigned to protect the governor who is just as bad, if not worse, than my mom. They want the soldiers guarding the area so the feds can’t hurt the refit centers that are building us weapons of war.” 
 
    Isaac paused, seeing disagreement on many faces. “I’m all for the militia and can’t count how many times we’ve been helped by militia units all the way from Arizona to here. But,” Isaac snapped. “Militia are part-time fighters and have other duties, like working regular jobs to keep us supplied at the front. The First Family needs full-time fighters who’ve been in the shit,” he told the assembly and everyone nodded.  
 
    “But I still didn’t volunteer for my mother, the president, but informed her I would take off my uniform to head home if she ordered it,” Isaac told the group and got several angry glares from the crowd. He wasn’t going to volunteer for his mom and president? 
 
    “Why, you ask?” he asked raising his voice. “When I was in Dallas, with my own eyes, I saw our acting President, my mother had assigned the one company of soldiers and one company of Texas Rangers that are assigned to guard the president, to stand guard over President Fern at the hospital. She told me, he needed them more. The soldiers and Texas Rangers guarding my mother? They pulled themselves off the line and from communities to guard their president. So, I told my president, I would volunteer but only if I could get some marines to volunteer with me,” Isaac told the group, and excitement rippled through the crowd.  
 
    “What I’m about to tell you is classified,” Isaac said. “The feds have tried attacks on President Fern twice. One was shot down when it tried to cross behind the lines, and the other was stopped on the ground by Sin Eaters. We can’t take the chance we’ll get lucky like that again. Everyone here needs to understand, if you volunteer and the feds manage to get an airborne assault in, it will be very unlikely we’ll survive an assault of that magnitude. But, we will be able to hold them off until the QRF (quick reaction force) arrives and extracts the president.” 
 
    The blatant hatred for the feds on the faces in front of Isaac made him proud to be a marine. “So, I made a deal with my mother, that the president she is, agreed to. I would volunteer to protect her and the family if she allowed me to ask for volunteers from my fellow marines to assist me,” Isaac told them, then grinned. “As my mother, she liked it but as president, she didn’t but did agree to let me serve in this capacity. That is what each of you have been asked to volunteer for. I want one platoon assigned in Missouri that will rotate from a company of marines in Dallas to guard the president.”  
 
    Moving over to a board that had the design of the command, Isaac was about to start explaining their jobs when one gunnery sergeant stood up at attention. “Sir,” he called out and Isaac nodded, giving him permission to continue. “I’ve signed the papers to volunteer. Can’t we just go and you can tell us our jobs on the way? Be damned if I want to tell my fellow marines I volunteered for a presidential detail and the president got hit while we were getting our briefing. I’m not telling any officer his job, but can’t we do this ‘on the job’?” he nearly begged, and the other two hundred plus in the room murmured agreement.  
 
    Turning to the general and getting a nod, Isaac turned to his troops. “Get your gear and load up! We’re heading to Dallas. I’ll talk to officers en route and they can pass down the information,” Isaac told them as a master gunnery sergeant called the group to attention. “We have a president to protect, let’s go!” Isaac shouted, and the room took off to grab gear and load up. Six hours later, the leader of the free world was once again being guarded by marines.   
 
    *** 
 
    Stepping out of the officer’s mess hall kitchen, Ethel moved among the tables patting officers on the shoulder, talking to their families that were assigned to eat here with them, and just playing the part she had to play for the plan. Never could she have imagined the evil that the feds truly represented until she’d arrived at Camelot. There was no freedom of any kind. Even those at the top were monitored, but didn’t have the unannounced inspections of their living quarters to check for contraband.  
 
    All children had ten hours of ‘indoctrination’ every day, because it damn sure wasn’t school. Any kid over the age of seven who didn’t conform was given duty at the sewage plant. Not many kids were given a second day of punishment and just did what they were told.  
 
    Moving through the hall until she reached the main doors, Ethel stepped outside giving a sigh of relief because she wanted to cut throats and not pat shoulders, smiling at those who fought for the feds. The main surveillance center was located near the front gate and at any time, could trace an individual’s movement. Ground radar scanned over half of Camelot now and tagged everyone.   
 
    The main goal had been achieved when Ethel had left her house one night to take treats to the munition factory. Acting like her buggy had run out of electricity, Ethel had stopped by the cell tower. After practicing with Wizard and talking with Oracle, Ethel had hooked up the link that would give Oracle access to the closed system of Camelot.  
 
    Hooking it up, Ethel wasn’t even worried about dying if she were discovered. The only fear she felt was not accomplishing what she was sent to do. By the time the guards showed up and drove her to the munition plant, Oracle had penetrated the closed system but had to work slowly so as to not set off alarms.  
 
    By the time antennas were put up to monitor the area around Ethel’s house, no Sin Eater that was in Camelot could be tracked. Like the residents of Camelot, the dozen Sin Eaters inside and around Ethel’s house all had ID chips. When their badges and chips were scanned, the computer read ‘null’. Ground radar picked them up but wouldn’t tag them because nothing was there according to the chip each Sin Eater had. If the badges had read ‘zero’, the system would know something was there, but ‘null’ was nothing.  
 
    Every night, half of the Sin Eaters moved about the city and west end where the factories were, placing charges. In this the feds helped, and Ethel was sure they would find this out later. There were no natural gas lines and despite the huge oil farms and storage tanks at the end of Camelot near the mainland, none were laid to Camelot. Instead, there were thousands of propane tanks, and these were being set up to one day destroy this gilded prison. 
 
    What really tickled Ethel was the fact Sin Eaters were bringing in over a ton of food a day, so she could keep up the persona of Ethel. Some of the food was delivered by drivers that delivered supplies and transported goods out of Camelot. Two things all of the drivers had in common, none were valuable enough to live inside Camelot and all were angels. The Sin Eaters not moving around and planting explosives were at the house at night, making treats for Ethel to pass out. One would always have on her ID, so the antenna outside relayed Ethel always seemed to be awake and working, trying her best for the feds.  
 
    Getting in her electric buggy, Ethel gave a wave to Sergeant Eason. From the monitoring center, it always looked like Ethel laid down for a few hours after serving supper and then got up to work the rest of the night making treats for the good people of Camelot.  
 
    Even seeing a group of kids playing near the road, Ethel fought the desire to run off the road and hit a few. She knew the kids didn’t know better, but all of them spat out hatred for the Republic and those fighting for freedom. On more than one attack she had been on, Ethel had seen young federal kids trying to use a gun to kill Sin Eaters. The fact none knew how to operate one was the only reason more Sin Eaters weren’t dead. All Sin Eaters, when they first put on the mask, had trouble consuming the sin of what the federal kids really were, warriors-in-training against freedom.   
 
    Coming to a stop sign, Ethel stopped as dump trucks rolled past. The residential area of Camelot was being expanded to house more residents. It was already eight square miles and each unit spanned thirty acres, standing ten stories tall. It was Oracle who had supplied the answer Ethel wondered about. Why weren’t the feds building in concrete? Like Oracle had told her, concrete takes time to set and requires more labor to prepare the building site. Lumber was much cheaper and could go up much faster. Even though they were feds, Ethel felt sad for the ones who lived on the top floor in the ‘commons’ or basic apartments.  
 
    Like the early nineteenth century, the higher up you lived in the commons, the lower rank you were. Wives and families of privates occupied many of those closet-sized rooms. Each day, they had to walk up and down the ten flights of stairs multiple times. Ethel had been inside many of the common complexes getting the layouts. Waiting in line for the elevator, one could walk up to the tenth and back down in the time it took just to get on the elevator during the morning or evening rushes.  
 
    All families of lower-ranked personnel in Camelot had assigned jobs and you damn well better report for them on time or you wouldn’t be in Camelot much longer. That’s why those on the top floors never took the elevator, they couldn’t wait on it.  
 
    When a complex was finished, busses would arrive with dependents of the feds to fill the small living areas. From the talk she’d overheard from the officers, by the end of the year the population would be six million. The fact those six million would be housed in only ten square miles amazed Ethel. The feds were warehousing their people, and their people didn’t mind in the least. They were being provided for but in reality, they weren’t. If they didn’t work and do as they were told, they didn’t get to live in Camelot. Those outside Camelot, if they didn’t do as they were told and work, they were sent to a camp and got beaten to work. 
 
    Leaving the built-up area of Camelot, Ethel started relaxing as the cold wind blew against the windshield. There was a heater inside the enclosed golf cart, but Siren wouldn’t let Ethel turn it on as she drove the ten miles to her secluded house. Parking, Ethel got out and grinned when Mantis opened the door for her. “Death sent a message and I’m warning you before you read it, Siren, he’s pissed,” Mantis told her.  
 
    Like the other Sin Eaters, Mantis was just wearing a balaclava face mask. They were using Camelot’s surveillance system and would know if anyone got close. Everyone figured if someone managed to get close somehow and spotted Sin Eaters in the hard masks, it might make someone suspicious. People wearing balaclavas in the cold air weren’t given a second glance.  
 
    Taking the balaclava Mantis was holding out to her, Siren put it on. “Let me guess, it’s about Heaven?” Siren groaned and Mantis nodded. 
 
    “Yes, you’re supposed to have started the walkthrough a week ago,” Mantis reminded her.  
 
    “I hate those sacks of shit behind those locked gates!” Siren snarled. “Just because someone left them money, they think they’re better than everyone around them.”  
 
    “Siren, I know McMahon has asked Ethel to visit Heaven at least twice,” Mantis said, following Siren into the kitchen where other Sin Eaters were preparing mixes for tomorrow’s treats.  
 
    “Ethel’s a pussy and I hate the bitch,” Siren snapped and all the Sin Eaters turned to her.  
 
    “Siren,” Ghost said. “This is a sin and must be consumed. You think I like making fucking muffins, brownies, cookies, pies, or cakes for these fuck wads? I’m a member of the Opera, baby, and should be slinking about bringing death, but I volunteered to come here with you.”  
 
    Realizing Ghost was right, “Did you ask again?” Siren sighed.  
 
    “Only because you wanted me to,” Ghost popped off. “Death said none of the captains have been read into this attack yet and if I asked again, I was getting taken out of the Opera.” 
 
    Hearing that threat, Siren realized just how pissed off Death was. “We won’t ask again,” Siren told him.  
 
    “Oh, I know I’m not,” Ghost informed her.  
 
    Those moving out during the night were following plans as they wired up explosives, but none had been set anywhere near the housing units. Siren just couldn’t understand why because those fuckers were big and would take some serious time to wire up. Every explosive they had set was hidden very well and unless you were looking, one would never find them. In those housing units it would take tons and yet, they still weren’t on the schedule to wire up. They were Sin Eaters and would follow orders, but Siren knew their mission time was getting close to ending. What she worried about was Reaper just didn’t understand how big each housing unit was. Then, when he did send the order to start wiring them Sin Eaters would have to rush, and rushing your work was always bad.       
 
    Taking off a large ornate pendant, Siren handed it to Ghost. “I have the video of the last wing at the munition plant,” she told him. “I’ll go and start Heaven tomorrow and then the day after, go back to the helicopter factory,” she grumbled.  
 
    “This is a sin worth consuming,” Mantis told her and Siren nodded. “Ivy is coming over tonight to leave us some drops that will put the kids to sleep when they spend the night here.”  
 
    Siren damn sure didn’t like letting kids stay there on Saturday nights because the Sin Eaters couldn’t work, but Reaper had ordered it, so it was. “Those sniveling little shits should be shoved in a bag and tossed in the ocean,” Siren stated.  
 
    Grabbing Siren’s arm, Mantis pulled her into the living room. “Siren,” she said in a low voice. “I know you don’t like this but if you don’t get back into form, I’ll have to tell Reaper you’re losing focus. You’re the only one who can do these missions. You’re good at them, so relax. This is just a sin that needs to be consumed.”  
 
    Shaking her head, “Mantis, Camelot is the very essence of the sin we’re fighting and it just enrages me that it’s here, in Virginia,” Siren told her. “I used to fucking live in this state and the feds have built what the Nazis and commies could’ve only dreamt about. A fake utopia that the people are thankful for, but it’s a very real Orwellian, totalitarianism, dystopian society. The walking shitbags here love it! Mantis, they put up a sign today inside grade school number nine that I visited after lunch. They hung it in the cafeteria and it read, ‘The Government will do the thinking for you’. The kids and fucking teachers cheered! The UN and feds are using parts of the very works that warned us of this and it’s right here!” 
 
    Staring into Siren’s eyes, “You know, I never read George Orwell until I put this mask on,” Mantis confessed. “That was a mistake on me, and I’m guilty with a lot of others for letting it get this far. I just wanted to live, raise my beautiful children, and have the perfect home. What did that get me? I got to watch my kids get raped and then killed. My husband beaten to death with a rubber hose and let me tell you, that takes a long time. I don’t even know how many times I was raped or how I even got away. The real kicker, my husband and my past self never believed in guns, but we believed parents should raise their kids and not the state. I was on the PTA and fought the local and state school board in court seven times. My husband was a lawyer and did a lot of work for the ACLU, fighting the government. Now I realize how stupid we were for not believing in guns. That was how my family got on the government’s radar and got wiped out, so believe me when I say, ‘I understand’,” Mantis told her.    
 
    It was very rare when any Sin Eater described what had killed their former self, and Siren felt a sense of pride that Mantis had shared hers. She didn’t share it for sympathy, Mantis shared it to stress to Siren: they were Sin Eaters here to right a wrong. To consume the sins that had destroyed the Forgotten Forbidden America.        
 
    “Orwell’s works were written nearly a century ago and he did try to warn us,” Siren sighed. “I read them and others like them. Not because I was some freedom fighter. I read them because I loved to read. If I had taken them to heart in my youth and fought for what I believed, maybe this wouldn’t have happened,” she said looking away. “I’m sorry and you’re right. I don’t like being Ethel because she’s weak, but she serves a purpose and as a Sin Eater, I will make the pussy Ethel do what is needed.”   
 
    Giving a chuckle, “I like this assignment much better than the last one,” Mantis admitted. “I only had to hide in a hole in the ground for a week until you set up the penetration for Oracle. Shit, in South Carolina I was getting tired of having rats, snakes, bugs, and one raccoon crawling into that dark hole I had to live in for months.”    
 
    Unable to help it, Siren gave a violent shiver just thinking about the hole Mantis stayed in just to be close and provide help if Siren needed it. If she had been the one in the hole, Siren was certain the first time a snake crawled in with her, they could’ve just put a tombstone on the grave-like-covered hole because she would’ve died no matter if the snake was poisonous or not. The morning the raccoon had crawled in with Mantis, the military was at the house picking up sweet Ethel. Mantis never made a sound, pulling her knife and fighting the furry bandit to the death with several soldiers in the backyard getting the eggs off the patio table.  
 
    Siren had told Mantis she would’ve just pulled her pistol, shot the raccoon, then come out to kill the soldiers. But not Mantis, she was given a job and would do it, and not risk exposing Ethel for anything so sins could be consumed.  
 
    “Mantis, did Death say why Reaper wants Ethel to let the kids spend the night?” Siren asked.  
 
    Shaking her head, “Why would he?” Mantis asked, then saw Siren really didn’t know. “Siren, it’s part of the ploy to endear Ethel to everyone here. When you leave, it’s another way to give them pain, another sin we will consume. Oracle is monitoring communications here and Ethel is more famous than anyone.”  
 
    Patting the cellphone that had been issued to her on arrival, Siren understood. Unlike most areas in the Federal States, Camelot had a cell network. It wasn’t to make life convenient. It was to make tracking people and knowing what they were thinking and saying much easier to follow. The cellphone transmitted your ID a mile further than your ID card. Just like your ID card, you couldn’t be without your cellphone. The only reason Ethel went to the grade school that day was to witness the placement of ID trackers into the first large batch of kids. Ethel was asked by Major General McMahon yesterday if she could bring some treats for the kids. Not wanting to go, Ethel had said she didn’t have any prepped because she’d promised to visit the munition factory again. McMahon had told the troops to bring Ethel what she needed from the food stocks for Camelot. So the Sin Eaters had to work twice as hard to make treats for those in Camelot last night.  
 
    Everyone knew Ethel swapped and bartered the black market, to get what she needed to make the treats and special meals that she did every day. The fact that Ethel used the black market and it was illegal and a punishable offense was overlooked by all. Ethel was breaking the rules for Camelot, not for herself. 
 
    There were many chatrooms in Camelot and all were monitored by the feds and by Oracle. Ethel was the most talked about figure in Camelot. Many stars who resided in Heaven resented the fact an older, obscure lady was more popular than they were.  
 
    This was why Ethel didn’t want to go there. She secretly feared Siren would come out.  
 
    “Fine, I won’t complain about the demon spawn spending the night,” Siren finally said. “I just worry because the kids might see something, and one thing kids do is talk.”  
 
    Rolling her eyes, “If any wake up before we want them to with what Ivy brings, they’ve earned the right,” Mantis said then shrugged. “I’ll just take any kid who wakes up swimming at the beach during the night. I’ve never seen so many sharks in my life.” 
 
    Hearing ‘sharks’, Siren shivered. The other Sin Eaters constantly swam two miles to the peninsula to the north and then two miles back to bring supplies, though there were sharks. It wasn’t just in America people were noticing sharks, it was all around the world. Since the collapse, many countries just hauled barges packed with bodies out to sea and dumped them. Unlike garbage, marine life liked the free food the cadavers provided. Swimming in the ocean was actually a danger now since there was no large scale fishing done and the ocean was recovering.  
 
    Thankful she would only have to swim the crossing once to leave, Siren turned to look at Mantis. “I’m going to lay down, but come and get my badge in a few hours so they know Ethel is toiling away to make those in Camelot a little happier for doing their jobs,” Siren sassed, then patted Mantis’s arm before heading down the hall to her bedroom.  
 
    Joining the others in the kitchen, Mantis continued helping as Ghost came over. “Is Siren okay?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Mantis chuckled. “She just hates Ethel.”  
 
    “Glad she’s okay because I know I couldn’t do a male form of Ethel,” Ghost said and Mantis agreed. Being Ethel, she was starting to realize was one of the hardest Sin Eater jobs there was.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Who steals training torpedoes?! 
 
      
 
    Staring out the row of windows along the bridge with binoculars, Reaper saw the five converted cruise ships moving in single file. Lowering the binoculars, the ships were just dark dots on the predawn horizon. Turning to Stingray beside him, “From now on, we steal big boats to travel on the blue diarrhea of the planet,” Reaper informed him.  
 
    Stingray just nodded so Reaper would quit trying to think up ways to drain the ocean. “Want me to raise the flag?” he asked instead.  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Reaper laughed and turned to Gomez driving the boat as Stingray left. “Do whatever you have to and make us go that way to get closer,” Reaper told him.  
 
    Doing his best to not bust out laughing at the command, “Coming about to heading 315 degrees at full speed,” Gomez announced. “Closing on contacts at nine thousand yards.”  
 
    “When do you think they’ll be able to see us?” Reaper asked.       
 
    “If they have lookouts that are any good they should see us now, but they haven’t called out on the radio,” Gomez replied. When the Republic Navy neared the ships, the group always called out to back off or they would start shooting people and tossing them overboard. “The sun rises in sixteen minutes and those on the bridge will be able to spot us easily since we’ll be two thousand yards off their port side.” 
 
    Turning to the back of the bridge as Stingray came back in, “Have any trouble getting it up?” Reaper asked and Stingray shook his head. “Get on the gun so we can capture some ships,” Reaper sang out, and Stingray went over to the fire control for the 57mm Bofors cannon on the bow.  
 
    Turning back to look out the windows, “Kinda want a parrot sitting on my shoulder right about now,” Reaper laughed, setting down the binoculars.  
 
    Seven minutes later, a voice shouted over the radio. “Republic vessel, turn off your intercept course or we will start killing prisoners! This is your last warning!” 
 
    Snatching up the microphone, “Hey numb nuts, this is Reaper. If you can see us, I’m sure you can see the Sin Eater flag we’re flying,” he chuckled out. “I want those ships to stop now or I start shooting to destroy the engines. Then I’m launching my Sin Eaters to board those buckets. If l launch my Sin Eaters, every guard and sailor on those ships will get to spend quality time with the sisters and I should warn you, the time you spend with them will seem like forever to you because Pain doesn’t like to work on the water.”  
 
    “We will kill these prisoners!” the voice cried out in panic.  
 
    “Stingray,” Reaper called out and the cannon swiveled as Stingray used the fire control camera to aim. Hitting the button, Stingray sent five rounds through the air to hit the last ship two thousand yards away in the stern. Even though the shot was over a mile, it was point blank for the 57mm. Five holes punched into the steel hull, driving through decks to reach the engines because Stingray knew where to aim.  
 
    Keying the microphone, “I don’t give a shit if you start killing, dumb ass, because just as soon as you start, my Sin Eaters are launching,” Reaper warned. “Now, all ships stop or I continue to shoot.”  
 
    Before the voice replied, all on the bridge saw the four ships cut power to their engines. “What if we surrender?” the voice tearfully begged.  
 
    Pressing the transmit key, “Hold please,” Reaper smirked, then let the key go. He looked around rather cheerfully then brought the microphone back up, pressing the button. “Tell you what, if you surrender, I’ll turn you over to the Republic Navy and will forgo consuming the sin you are, just so I don’t have to get in a little boat and come over there with the sisters. Do you accept?”  
 
    “Yes!” five voices cried as all five captains radioed out. Dropping the microphone, Reaper turned to Gomez.  
 
    “I don’t know if I like Pearson anymore,” Reaper told him. “He called their reaction spot on.”  
 
    Cutting back on the throttle so the ship would hold a thousand yards from the middle of the line, “Reaper, you just gave them a choice. Surrender to the Republic or be consumed as sins,” Gomez said turning to him. “No fucking idiot on the planet wants to be consumed as a sin by a Sin Eater. What’s so hard to understand?” 
 
    Shaking his head at Gomez, “I trust you can talk to the spaceship,” Reaper stated.  
 
    Stepping over, Gomez took the microphone from Reaper and hung it up, then tapped the computer screen. “Now you can, Reaper,” Gomez replied and Reaper went to grab the microphone, only to have Gomez stop him. “Reaper, you don’t need that,” Gomez told him in a low voice. “They only put those on ships now because some captains like ancient technology.”  
 
    “Captain, did you catch that?” Gomez asked in a normal voice.  
 
    “Copy, Gomez, we heard,” Pearson’s voice filled the bridge. “Navy vessels will be here within the hour. Commander Ulmer is loading up on a chopper now to fly some marines and sailors to take over. Sorry, but I went ahead and called for you, Reaper.”    
 
    “You know, I could’ve just stayed on fucking land and you relayed my voice with your fucking spaceship,” Reaper popped off.  
 
    “No, because if they wouldn’t have bought it, you would’ve had to assault at least one ship to make the others fall in line,” Pearson countered.  
 
    “I hate the fucking Navy,” Pain grumbled from the back of the bridge, only to have Misery punch her arm.  
 
    “Okay, but if I have to come out on this blue shit again, I’m going to blow up France,” Reaper warned, and Pearson almost asked if Reaper could stay out a few days just so he would blow up France. Turning to Gomez, “Get your team and go swim back to your spaceship,” Reaper told him. 
 
    Gomez held out his hand, “Once again, Reaper, it was my pleasure.”  
 
    “I truly hope Reaper never sees you, your SEAL platoon, your captain, or spaceship ever again,” Reaper replied, shaking Gomez’s hand. “You’re a good troop, son, and I’m proud to know you.”  
 
    Gomez filled with pride hearing that, let Reaper’s hand go and stepped over to Stingray. “Stingray, I hope this officer has done you proud,” Gomez said in a low voice.  
 
    “Sir, you were never going to be a cake eater,” Stingray laughed, shaking Gomez’s hand. “You didn’t need much instruction, sir.” Leaving with his platoon, Gomez and the SEALs gathered below pulling on diving suits, then slipped into the water so the Republic Navy never found out the level of cooperation that had taken place.  
 
    Half an hour later Reaper was standing on the helipad on the stern of the ship, looking to the south at a dozen helicopters flying toward them. “If they don’t give us a ride on one of those, we’re taking the one in the hangar,” Pain informed everyone.  
 
    “You don’t know how to fly a helicopter,” Misery informed her.  
 
    “I don’t, but Stingray, Ubiytsa, Bandaide, and Eagle know how to fly a helicopter,” Pain shot back. “At the very least, I’ll drive this damn ship we have right up on a beach and get off. Screw riding around in boats the ocean beats you to death in!”  
 
    Knowing he should remind Pain that the Republic needed this ship to fight the feds, Reaper kept his mouth shut because if they didn’t get a lift back that didn’t involve a small boat and hours on the water, he was letting Pain drive this ship onto shore. The Republic could get another Independence class ship.  It was on the ride to intercept the cruise ships that Reaper had found out the feds were putting many of the smaller ships that the Republic didn’t destroy as picket ships. Keeping them in shallow water, well, shallow water to a Navy, the feds were trying to keep submarines and other vessels further out to sea.  
 
    Pearson predicted the feds were trying to push out their protection, so blockade runners had an easier time. For the Kraken, it was all a moot point. It killed at incredible distances and could move very close to shore without being detected. Reaper learned submarines didn’t like shallow water, shallow being a hundred feet deep. To Reaper that was deep, but he found out when the sea was calm and the sun was high, it was very easy for an aircraft to spot a big shadow creeping along the shore if the water wasn’t deeper than a hundred feet. Also in shallow water, it was easier to pick up a submarine moving with sonar.   
 
    Reaper didn’t care because he wasn’t getting on a submarine, but none of that applied to the Kraken because the Kraken could mimic the seafloor it was moving over and a school of fish made more noise than the Kraken. The problem was there was only one Kraken. The other subs the Republic had were the best in the world, but couldn’t operate shallow. That’s why the Republic wanted more littoral class ships, but couldn’t divert effort or industry space to build them. Solution: steal them from the feds since there were over forty in the reserve fleet the Republic didn’t sink.   
 
    “There has to be an MEU with that battle group,” Stingray said while watching the mass of helicopters.  
 
    “Yes, an MEU spent a month in Scotland to teach the Scots how to use weapons the Republic brought over,” Reaper said watching a Seahawk break from the flight of choppers and head for them. “The MEU is heading back to Cuba for a refit.”  
 
    Stepping away from the group, Stingray guided the chopper into the large flight deck. When it touched down, ten bodies piled out and the chopper lifted off and another came in and one of those who jumped off took over for Stingray to guide in the next helicopter.  
 
    A Republic naval officer with a silver oak leaf stopped in front of Reaper. “Commander,” Reaper shouted as the next chopper touched down and bodies jumped out.   
 
    “Commander Kline,” he said in a normal voice as the chopper took off and held out his hand. “You don’t know how happy you’ve made the Republic by stopping those ships, and then you steal a littoral class from the feds to do it?”    
 
    Nodding, “I was informed by a submarine captain we could get a ride back to the mainland if we let you have the boat,” Reaper said.  
 
    When Kline shook his head Reaper almost knocked it off, but Kline spoke before Reaper moved. “You don’t have to give us shit,” Kline clarified. “If you want, I’ll sink the damn thing and still give your crew a ride.”  
 
    “All right, the Navy isn’t all bad,” Pain stated. 
 
    “You can have the ship, but don’t think Reaper is getting on a boat that sinks itself,” Reaper stated flatly.  
 
    “I was going to get my crews to fly you in,” Kline stated and saw Reaper’s eyes narrow. “Hey, we aren’t offering Sin Eaters direct aid, even with the gift of an Independence class ship. My Special Warfare Boat Crews want to test their ability to penetrate fed waters to drop a SEAL team on the beach. I figured you could ride with ‘em as they try out the technique they want to use.”  
 
    Pushing in front of Reaper, “Hold up, what do you mean ‘boat crews’?” Pain snapped. “One thing I do know, when someone in the Navy uses the word ‘boat’, it’s fucking tiny and beats the fuck out of you.”  
 
    Knowing damn well who was glaring up at him, “The boat crews have RIBs loaded in the CH-53K King Stallions and will have them dropped out two miles, then make a run into shore. After reaching shore, they will head back out and the choppers will hover low to let the boats run up the rear ramps to be recovered inside,” Kline explained.  
 
    Reaper turned to look up in the sky at the massive King Stallions hovering a mile away as the other choppers headed toward the cruise ships floating around them. “Not to say I don’t like the idea of flying, but those things make a really big target,” Reaper pointed out. “Getting shot at in the air doesn’t give us the option of many places to duck and cover.”  
 
    “The air wing of Texas took out the radar units last night in the area we’re dropping you off,” Kline said with a grin. “I trust you want to return to the area you launched from, and we picked you up in those power boats. We didn’t know what you were doing, but didn’t want the feds to interfere.”  
 
    Nodding, “Get your chopper to land so we can get back to the war,” Reaper said, and Pain started pumping her fist in the air as she walked off. “Hope you like the ship,” Reaper said, then turned to look at the ten-by-twenty-foot Sin Eater flag blowing in the breeze. “You can keep the flag.”  
 
    “Reaper,” Kline said, then shifted his eyes to the others, “Sin Eaters, it has been our pleasure to come here and assist you in any way we can.”   
 
    After one of the King Stallions touched down and left with the Sin Eaters, Kline turned when a young ensign came up to him. “All systems on the ship check out, sir,” she reported. “Boarding parties have secured the five ships and have all guards secured. The ship the Sin Eaters engaged, the boarding party reports the engine is destroyed but damage is contained. They want to know if we are going to tow or scuttle the ship.”  
 
    “Radio and tell them to break out the lines,” Kline ordered. “The other four ships can tow that one and we should be able to reach Cuba in four days.” 
 
    “Sir,” the ensign said. “Boarding parties are requesting the guards be removed from the ships so the freed prisoners don’t have to be near them anymore.”  
 
    It was on the tip of his tongue to tell the boarding parties to toss the sacks of shit in the deep blue sea, but Kline stopped because they had surrendered. “Tell them to fly ‘em out to the destroyers and we’ll secure ‘em for the ride to Cuba. The reports were correct, right? Thirty guards per ship?”  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, sir, and boarding crews are still counting prisoners and have asked if we could fly some food in. The prisoners don’t look bad compared to others we’ve seen in fed custody, but are on the malnourished side,” the ensign reported.  
 
    “I’ll radio the fleet to have supplies waiting when they drop the guards off,” Kline told her. “Ensign, you are hereby given a ship to command to pilot back to Cuba. Treat her well because we need her.”  
 
    The fact an ensign was over a ship just blew the young officer away. Snapping her hand up to salute Kline, “I’ll bring her in safe and sound, sir,” she reported, feeling goosebumps.  
 
    It was late afternoon and Kline was standing on the bow of his cruiser Lake Erie, looking at the thirty guards taken from one of the cruise ships. All were kneeling with hands cuffed behind them as Kline and the other officers were wondering just where in the hell to store ‘em.     
 
    Petty Officer Second Class Ramone stared at the kneeling prisoners with a seething hatred. He had joined the Republic Navy a year ago because he used to work on shrimp boats. Ramone had wanted to fight on the ground but the recruiter begged Ramone to join the Navy because they were terribly short of experienced sailors, so Ramone did.  
 
    He soon came to find out naval warfare was fast, harsh, and brutal. After Ramone survived the first engagement, he understood why the Navy was so important and was finally glad of his choice to serve in the Republic Navy.  
 
    Most of his family in Louisiana had been rounded up after the collapse and sent to detention camps, but Ramone had managed to elude the feds. After Texas started fighting, Ramone had a destination.  
 
    Not able to help it any longer, Ramone spun around and walked off. Commander Kline had given strict orders that none of the fed guards were to be harmed. Reaching the flight pad, Ramone walked inside the hanger and stopped. On a weapon storage rack were five Mark 54-T, torpedoes. All were trainers, otherwise they would’ve been stored in the magazine below. Training rounds were just as big and heavy as the normal torpedoes but were useless. The only reason they were used was to balance a chopper or train pilots how a craft behaved with the weight lashed to them. Nobody on the ship knew why there were so many on board because they had a magazine full of live torpedoes.  
 
    All of a sudden, an evil grin filled Ramone’s face and he walked over to the rack with a strut. There were several bundles of half-inch rope hanging on the wall. Grabbing one of the bundles Ramone left, heading back to the bow where Kline was still talking to the officers. Moving to each fed, Ramone used the rope to tie them all together. When a first class petty officer asked what he was doing, Ramone said tying the group together that way meant one couldn’t just run off. The officers and petty officer liked the reasoning and left Ramone alone. After the thirty were lashed together, Ramone strung out the rope along the starboard side walkway, nearly reaching the flight pad.  
 
    Going back in the hanger and grabbing a rolling dolly that was used to load and move the torpedoes, Ramone went to work wrestling one of the six-hundred-pound inert torpedoes off the rack.  
 
    Standing on the other side of the hanger, Senior Chief Petty Officer Ingram watched young Ramone work and gave a chuckle, knowing damn well what the young second class petty officer was doing. After one was loaded and Ramone went to leave, Ingram walked over and slapped the back of Ramone’s head.  
 
    “Boy, it only weighs six hundred pounds,” Ingram snapped. “The average male weighs nearly two hundred. Think, Ramone!”  
 
    Standing up and indeed thinking about that, Ramone finally gave a nod. “Understood, Senior Chief,” Ramone answered before pushing the dolly back over to the rack. Ingram stepped over and even helped Ramone load up two more training torpedoes on the dolly, filling all three spots the dolly had to move munitions.  
 
    “You understand what you’re doing, correct?” Ingram asked because he damn sure wanted to do it himself. But being an E-8, he couldn’t indulge that side but would do everything he could to keep the wrath from falling down on young Second Class Petty Officer (E-5) Ramone. 
 
    With a straight face, “Yes, Senior Chief,” Ramone nodded. “I’m doing self-drills to maintain training on fast loading munitions on our rotor assets the Lake Erie has to deploy.”    
 
    Impressed with the story, Ingram gave a nod as he grinned and watched Ramone pull the dolly out onto the flight deck, then over to the starboard side. Never meant to move on the walkway, Ramone finally got the dolly over to the end of the rope. Lashing the rope to the three inert torpedoes, Ramone took the locking straps off and then used the handle like a fulcrum to tilt the back of the dolly up.  
 
    The three dummy torpedoes slid out, pulling the line taut as they plunged into the deep. Commander Kline was still talking to the officers when the fed prisoners took off, sliding along the deck and reaching the starboard walkway. Taking off, Kline heard the men start to scream and kick their legs but with their hands bound behind their backs, they couldn’t reach out to grab anything.  
 
    Seven were already over the side when Kline reached the walkway and the weight of those overboard increased the speed, pulling the others off faster. Before he reached the spot the group was being pulled toward, all thirty were gone. Kline turned to see Ramone standing next to a triple-carry dolly used to move round munitions on the flight pad, but Ramone was staring where the group had slid off the side.  
 
    Before Kline could unleash, “Did you see that shit, sir?!” Ramone cried out in faux shock. “Those motherfuckers just stole our Mark 52 training torpedoes!” Ramone shouted and finally turned to lock eyes with Kline. “Permission to go overboard and recover our training rounds from those fuckers!”  
 
    The anger left Kline so fast he felt lightheaded and he stifled a laugh, giving a snort at the gall Ramone was using. Turning to look where the thirty dove overboard stealing the training rounds, “Denied, Second Class Petty Officer Ramone,” Kline ordered, and the other officers behind him snickered because they didn’t have to look at the feds any longer.  
 
    Coming up behind Ramone, Ingram was biting the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. He had heard some good excuses in his career, but Ramone had taken it out of the park with that one. “Sir, I’m responsible for the feds stealing those training rounds. I gave permission for Ramone to do ready-drills to move munitions,” Ingram got out fast to keep from bending over laughing. 
 
    Looking off over the ocean as the cruiser headed south, Kline had to gather his composure before addressing the situation. “Senior Chief,” he finally said, turning to Ingram. “This kind of self-discipline speaks highly of this crew. For Ramone to take it upon himself to do ready-drills alone is the kind of enthusiasm that needs to be rewarded. Ingram, go find some rank so we can promote Ramone to Petty Officer First Class.”  
 
    Snapping a salute off, “Aye Aye, sir,” Ingram barked then took off. Ingram was inside the hangar when he collapsed, laughing his ass off. 
 
    Kline turned to his officers, trying not to grin. “I have to notify the admiral that our prisoners stole our Mark 52 training torpedoes and will accept the responsibility,” Kline told them.  
 
    “Sir, if you receive any disciplinary action, inform the admiral all your junior officers are just as guilty,” his XO stated.  
 
    An hour after notifying the admiral, two more calls came over the fleet of fed guards stealing Mark 52 training rounds and diving off ships. On the aircraft carrier, the admiral notified the fleet the thirty fed prisoners had also stolen the four training Mark 52s that were aboard. Only one group of guards reached Cuba because there weren’t any more Mark 52 training torpedoes for them to steal.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    In the hot seat 
 
      
 
    It was late the same afternoon when the fed guards were stealing training torpedoes that an armored SUV pulled up to the White House with Marshall and Bolton riding in the back. The level of this attack unnerved Marshall because it was well executed and planned. What troubled him was Reaper didn’t have that long to plan from the time the Sin Eaters hit the death camp. The strategy and placement of the material, Marshall was certain should’ve taken nearly a year or longer to plan such an operation, but Reaper had done it in mere months. On that level alone, Marshall was impressed because Reaper had found an item to use in an attack that he never could’ve dreamed of coming across, but still had come up with a means to use it in an attack. An attack that no one had any idea on how many casualties there would be.               
 
    “The only reason Reaper could use it was Alexander,” Marshall growled and fought the desire to tell the driver to drive them to the NSA just so he could shoot a few of the techno nerds. In all reality, the NSA was an excellent intelligence unit but was still on Marshall’s shit list and he didn’t see them coming off that list in the near future. Even before the collapse, if the average American knew just how much the NSA ‘monitored’ the population, it would’ve caused huge problems. Since 2005, the NSA recorded every cellphone transmission in the states and kept them logged for a year. By 2015, the NSA was doing it worldwide.  
 
    It wasn’t like congress could say anything because those were the first phones logged, and blackmail was an ugly word, but the officials understood to leave the NSA alone. By the mid 1990’s, all the intelligence branches were untouchable.  
 
    Marshall was certain many of the Sin Eaters used to be military and Reaper had to have served in one of the elite units. Reaper’s thinking process was just too militaristic to have just come from the population. 
 
    When the driver parked, Marshall was reaching for the door when one of his troops he had stationed at the White House opened it for him. “Any trouble here?” Marshall asked getting out.  
 
    “No, sir. We have troops setup starting half a mile out in four defensive rings,” the man answered and Marshall gave a nod, heading for the doors with Bolton hot on his heels. 
 
    Marshall wasn’t surprised to find Gifford and Hearst in the Oval Office, waiting. “What did you find out?” Gifford asked, and Marshall noticed Gifford didn’t look so good. His skin was pale and tacky.  
 
    “Sir, if I give you what I have, ‘things’ might be connected,” Marshall warned, cutting his eyes briefly at Hearst, but Gifford turned to Bolton and Marshall gave a chuckle. “Sir, Bolton figured it out long ago without anyone telling him. That’s why Bolton is in the position he’s in, because he can think, keep his mouth shut, and I don’t have to hold his hand.”  
 
    Nodding with a sigh, “I’ll fill Hearst in later, so go ahead and tell us what you’ve found,” Gifford replied.  
 
    Sitting down and opening up his padfolio, “I have teams reviewing CCTV camera footage to give us a better idea on the numbers contaminated but I should warn you, I’m putting the preliminary numbers at eighty percent of federal employees in and around the D.C. area,” Marshall said, and it looked like Gifford’s skin was turning green. “There are over six hundred thousand now and another four hundred thousand city employees that work and live in the metro area, so be prepared.”  
 
    “It’s radiation, isn’t it?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “Yes, sir. There were eight locations that the Sin Eaters set up along rail lines and terminals,” Marshall answered.  
 
    Slapping his desk, “That’s impossible!” Gifford shouted. “The best MDWMIC,” he pronounced it M-D WeMick, “in the nation is right here in D.C.!”  
 
    The Mass Destruction Weapons Monitoring Information Centers were located in every major city. Each monitored for biological, chemical, and radiation attacks, unlike the RadNet that was run by the EPA and only monitored for radiation. RadNet, to many, was worthless. MDWMIC was run by the DOD, and each was independent with dedicated lines running to detection units in that city to that city’s monitoring system. MDWMIC detection was very good and even able to register when a hospital in the city received a new X-ray machine.    
 
    Nodding because the MDWMIC center in D.C. was by far the best and that couldn’t be argued, “That it is, sir,” Marshall agreed. “But how are the detection units spaced around the area monitored?” 
 
    “At the control center near Shepherd Park,” Gifford answered very confused.  
 
    “No, sir. How?” Marshall sighed. “The units are monitored by a computer database, and just who do the Sin Eaters have?”  
 
    Starting to hyperventilate, Gifford couldn’t reply as Hearst moved over behind the desk and patted Gifford on the back. “Colonel, each database is sealed from outside contact. The monitoring units are supplied power directly from the communication lines from the center,” Hearst stated.  
 
    Looking at Hearst for the first time like he was an idiot, “You really think I don’t know how they’re set up and operated?” Marshall asked and Hearst just shrugged as Gifford slowed his breathing down.  “The thing is, if any line is cut to a monitoring unit, the center knows it and the location of the cut within thirty feet. I was in on the testing of that a decade ago.”  
 
    “Sin Eaters got inside and took over the MDWMIC?” Gifford panted because the center was hardened and a highly-guarded structure. To a person walking or driving past it looked like a brick office building, but there wasn’t a company name displayed on the building or even a parking lot. There wasn’t even a front entrance. The only entrances and paved area were behind the building at the loading dock. Around the paved area was the standard chain-link fence, but there were never any vehicles parked in the dock area. All workers were picked up and dropped off by DOD busses three times a day.   
 
    “Turns out they didn’t have to break in but I assure you, if they had wanted to the Sin Eaters could’ve gotten inside, but not without alerting the area,” Marshall answered. “All MDWMIC centers are set up similarly. Monitoring units are spread over an area with dedicated lines from the center running to each unit. For the D.C. MDWMIC, that is seven hundred and seventy-four units covering from Annapolis to Langley. Instead of running lines from each unit to the center, there are hubs that units are linked to and these hubs connect to the centers. I don’t know if you’ve seen them, but they look like telephone or communication junction boxes. But unlike those, someone sitting inside a center has to open a hub so another monitoring unit could be connected.”  
 
    Marshall stopped briefly to make sure the two were following, but only Hearst gave a nod. “The program software that runs each center was made just for MDWMIC so if any computer with another operating program is ever hooked in manually, alarms start going off. I say this to show you how our MDWMIC was penetrated,” he told them. “Because some of the MDWMIC centers are in cities controlled by the Republic, I can see how they got the program but each center had different security keys and only six here in D.C. knew the ones to the mainframe, and all six were exposed to radiation. Two are already dead.” 
 
    “Shit,” Hearst mumbled and stumbled around the desk to drop into a chair. 
 
    “Of course I went straight to the MDWMIC center but it was showing all clear, and the personnel knew there was radiation in the area, that is their job, but they couldn’t just announce it. To their credit, most thought the exposure was coming from outside the detection area but like I informed them, the units are sensitive enough to pick up on that. Not to mention the fact, many walking around in the monitored area were walking radioactive signposts,” Marshall told them.  
 
    “I called my teams in and they brought in gear to scan those who worked at the MDWMIC. Those that were hot and posed a danger to us, I sent home. It took my team two hours but they detected a ‘glitch’ six days ago at a hub near the river. Without me even asking, they searched for Alexander’s calling card and found it buried in the computer code.” 
 
    Stopping to keep his voice level, Marshall leaned back in the chair. “I took a team and headed for the hub and sure enough, found it had been breached,” he said with his face getting red. “The laptop was still hooked up but had been erased. There was another laptop there that was hooked into the CCTV network. When I was two miles from the hub, my team at the MDWMIC center reported the program online going apeshit because it was not only registering every person in the coverage area that was radioactive, but eight spots lit up like there had been an explosion.”  
 
    Again, Marshall stopped because Gifford and Hearst weren’t making the connection. “Sir, Sin Eaters were still at that hub and only left when they spotted trouble coming. When they erased the laptop that was used to hack into the mainframe, it worked as it was meant to,” Marshall explained and thought Gifford was going to puke. “Someone had to be at that laptop to keep sending instructions to the mainframe to ignore the radiation it was picking up.” 
 
    “Hold up,” Hearst said. “You mean to tell me Alexander was there?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Marshall answered. “I do know he was there five days ago when the center was hacked but once that was done, he could leave some that were computer savvy to continue the hack.”    
 
    Fighting the nausea so he wouldn’t puke, Gifford turned to Hearst. “Remind me to send some troops out to the NSA. They are to go inside and choose ten people at random to shoot in the head,” Gifford said and Hearst nodded.  
 
    “I suggest twenty,” Hearst replied. “What are we going to do about those who were exposed and pose a danger of contaminating others?”  
 
    “The damage is done but if we tell everyone to take a few days off, like, for Thanksgiving, those who aren’t dead by then will be at less of a risk of contaminating others around them,” Marshall answered. “I suggest we go with a cholera outbreak or something. Find someone over the water for the area and blame them. This time, I’m proposing we don’t acknowledge anything about this being a Sin Eater attack, no matter what Reaper puts out.” 
 
    Surprised when neither complained, Marshall continued. “I sent teams with gear to secure the eight sites. The placement of the material was well-thought-out. It was placed mid-way on escalators, in turnstiles, and other choke points where people would pass through but couldn’t stop. Each site had a pound of radioactive material and it is weapons grade,” Marshall stressed. “I had some sent to the Department of Energy to see where it came from.” 
 
    Pulling several sheets from his padfolio, “That is what I’ve been chasing since the camp. I knew the only way that kind of power was supplied it had to be nuclear, but I still can’t find where in the hell he got the small reactors or who made them,” Marshall said. 
 
    “Hold up,” Gifford snapped. “You mean to tell me Sullivan had small nuclear reactors made to run that camp?!” he cried out in shock.  
 
    Really shocked from Gifford’s reaction, “Yes, sir,” Marshall answered. “Sir, we’ve made reactors of many different sizes over the years. Hell, NASA became a specialist making small ones to power satellites and space probes. But every person or department that I know of who has access to material and the knowledge to do it, looks at me like I’m insane when I ask. We need to know just how much material the Sin Eaters have because we now know it’s weapons grade. Not high-quality material, but they could make a low yield nuke with what they used to contaminate the area. I just need to know how much they have left.” 
 
    Leaping up from his chair, “What the fuck?!” Hearst cried out. 
 
    “I’ll fill you in later, Hearst,” Gifford said but kept his eyes on Marshall. “Do you think the Sin Eaters or Reaper will make a nuke or try this kind of attack again?”  
 
    Shaking his head, “About repeating a similar attack? No,” Marshall answered confidently. “Like the VX, this is Reaper’s way of punishing us for running the death camp. If there was a way I could inform him, I would tell Reaper we didn’t know what the fuck Sullivan had up there. If I had known that idiot had VX and small nuclear reactors, I would’ve assigned eight thousand troops to guard the area. We keep those under guard for a reason.” 
 
    Feeling overwhelmed and confused, Hearst collapsed back into his chair. “What about them making a nuke?” he panted out.  
 
    “Now, that I can see,” Marshall admitted and felt the panic level skyrocket in the room. “No, not to use as a weapon,” he stated confidently. “They would use it as a failsafe, like if their headquarters was surrounded. Instead of fighting to the death, they would send up a mushroom cloud.”  
 
    “Now we know the MDWMIC centers would pick that up since the Sin Eaters set up in rundown parts of cities,” Gifford said with hope.  
 
    “Sir, they could move it in a lead box and until that box was opened, the MDWMIC would never read the material,” Marshall pointed out. “But this does hamper me a bit,” he confessed. “When my teams find them after they’ve set up a new command area, depending on the location, I can’t just launch an attack. I’ll have to watch them and hit them when they change locations.”  
 
    The conference button on the desk phone went off, startling everyone in the room. Leaning forward, Gifford stabbed it hard with his finger. “I said I don’t want to be disturbed when I’m in a conference!” he bellowed.  
 
    “Sorry, Mr. President,” Glenda said meekly. “Your security staff told me to report you’ve received a message on your private e-mail.”   
 
    Feeling woozy, Gifford saw Marshall stand up to lean over the desk, “Tell her thank you, sir, because that was worth interrupting,” Marshall clearly ordered.         
 
    Nodding and pressing the intercom button, “Thank you, Glenda. You did a good job,” Gifford told her and let go of the button before Glenda could respond. Opening up his laptop, Gifford brought up his e-mail and sure enough, saw an e-mail from Reaper with a smiling emoji.  
 
    “Open it, sir,” Marshall said, moving over to the mounted screen on the wall. When the message was opened Marshall saw an enclosed video file, but a short message was sent. ‘Your move, idiotic, fascist piglet!’ was typed in a weird font. “He’s so juvenile,” Marshall sighed.  
 
    Bolton was about to again point out Reaper was only acting juvenile to undermine Marshall’s thinking process in hunting the Sin Eaters. The childish rants and putdowns, Bolton was certain were only done to throw Marshall off. As the president opened the video file Bolton stopped again, convincing himself Marshall knew that and Bolton was slipping if he pointed out what the colonel already knew.  
 
    The screen blinked as the video started and Marshall gave a groan seeing the Washington Monument in the background. “I so hate this motherfucker,” Marshall sighed. 
 
    “Hello, dumb asses,” Reaper sang out from the video. “I’m surprised it took you that long to figure out our party trick,” he chuckled. “Wonder how many sins we’re going to claim over the years for your incompetence?  
 
    “I really figured someone would spot trouble from that MDWMIC center that first day, but Alexander was right that we could get one or two more…”  
 
    “Pause it!” Marshall barked, and the president did as Marshall turned to Bolton. “What did you just hear?” 
 
    “Reaper expected us to realize we were under attack by the third day at the latest, not the fifth,” Bolton answered hesitantly because that was admitting failure, but Marshall seemed pleased by his response.  
 
    “This was made the day before they put out the material,” Marshall said confidently. “Reaper just didn’t want to make a new video, so he’s moved and set for another large attack.” When Marshall motioned for Gifford to hit play, Gifford had to drink a glass of water first because ‘large attacks’ from Sin Eaters were always monumental problems.   
 
    “…days,” Reaper smirked as the video continued. “Again, I will offer you a choice. Provide decent care to those you have detained and I won’t use the rest of what I have, unless you leave me with no choice.”  
 
    “I knew it!” Marshall cheered out. “He’s making a failsafe with the rest!” Gifford and Hearst didn’t think that was something to cheer about, but kept watching the screen. 
 
    “If you accept, do a conference tomorrow, Samuel, and wear a blue tie to show that you accept,” Reaper offered, and Gifford didn’t even rant about the use of his first name. “Since Marshall is such a fucking imbecile, I’m leaving him a hint where he can meet me at my next attack. Of course that is, if he gets this message in time. Sin Eaters are slowly strangling the feds and you don’t know how much pleasure I get from that, so use what you have wisely because sneaking in five ships at a time is going to be so much harder after my next adventure. I’m sure when others find out just how barbaric the feds are, rules of engagement are about to change.  
 
    “On a personal note, I do have to give you kudo points on Operation Water Well. I know Marshall’s dumb ass didn’t come up with that plan. Tell June I said thank you because without her, Alexander never would’ve picked that up. I had to push back our D.C. party because the Sin Eaters had to haul ass west to stop those prisoners from escaping. What really pisses me off about that, we didn’t even grab marshmallows to roast over the fire but, maybe next time. 
 
    “I trust all of you have come to realize the level of discipline and training my Sin Eaters possess. We strike where I want, when I want, and how I want. No matter where any of you run and hide, I’ll find you. I truly hope you can escape across the pond, just so the Sin Eaters can follow and consume more sins abroad,” Reaper said. “If you figured out my message, Marshall, I should meet up with you soon.”  
 
    The video ended with a hologram of the Sin Eater skull on the screen. “What message?” Hearst asked turning to Marshall, but he was heading across the room. Stopping at a small table, Marshall snatched the phone up as he punched the keypad hard with his fingertip.  
 
    Turning to Bolton, “What message?” Hearst repeated.  
 
    Not sure if he should answer, Bolton held his tongue until the president looked at him. “Reaper was referring to the supplies that are being snuck over on the cruise ships, and we won’t be getting any more after he exposes what we’ve been doing,” Bolton said. 
 
    “There’s no way,” Gifford gasped as Marshall slammed the receiver down. 
 
    “FUCK!!!” Marshall screamed. 
 
    When Marshall turned around Hearst almost told him to leave the White House, not wanting a furious Marshall close. “What?” Gifford asked because he still had no fear of Marshall.  
 
    “The five cruise ships that were inbound should be near the coast but aren’t. We lost contact with an Independence class ship forty-six hours ago that was patrolling sixteen miles from the coast, but got no confirmation it was sunk,” Marshall growled. “A high-altitude drone was launched to look for the cruise ships and spotted them heading south being escorted by a Republic carrier battle group with the ship we lost contact with. Eleven minutes after the drone spotted the fleet, it was shot down.”  
 
    “Oh shit,” Hearst moaned.     
 
    Realizing the implications of this next attack, Gifford was right on ‘monumental’ problems the Sin Eaters caused them. “Colonel, do you think the Republic will tighten the noose on the blockade?” Gifford asked, but already knew the reply. 
 
    “Sir, if it was Fern, I’m certain the problem wouldn’t have been as bad but with Yassa, I’m positive she’ll declare unrestricted warfare on all vessels nearing our shores,” Marshall stated. “I hate to say this, but I really hope Fern recovers and returns back to office.”      
 
    “But you couldn’t have gone out across the Atlantic to fight Reaper!” Hearst cried out.  
 
    Marshall turned to Hearst and stopped the curt reply he nearly gave. It was like Hearst thought Reaper wasn’t playing fair, giving Marshall an area where Reaper was on base and couldn’t be tagged. “Hearst, I wouldn’t have gone out to sea looking for the Sin Eaters,” Marshall explained as his head started pounding. “I would’ve sent teams all along the coast and waited until the Sin Eaters returned. No matter where they came ashore, I could’ve had a team there in half an hour. At the very least, I would’ve killed some of them, if not Reaper. And if we kill Reaper, we destroy the Sin Eaters. Without him, they’re just a ragtag unit of killers that we’ll be able to hunt down and kill without his leadership.” 
 
    It was very evident Hearst was finding all that hard to believe. “Colonel, I just can’t see why any fighter would tell their opponent where to find them,” Hearst said.  
 
    “You’re thinking like an adult,” Marshall said calming down, and was thankful for this conversation. “Notice how Reaper acts like a child with his language and antics? Think of it this way, he’s acting like a kid at school telling another kid to meet him in the parking lot so they can fight. Look how he uses childish language to belittle someone. I can’t even remember how many times Reaper’s stated I have a needle dick.”  
 
    Knowing that even attempting to count up those he knew about would piss Marshall off, Hearst kept that to himself but nodded in understanding. Hearst really believed Marshall was underestimating Reaper on many levels. From the way Hearst saw the actions and antics Reaper portrayed taunting Marshall, yes, they were childish but seemed staged. Then Hearst reminded himself that Marshall had been doing this a very long time and he was just overthinking.   
 
    Finally, Marshall turned to Gifford. “Sir, I’m sorry, but I must pause trying to figure out what Sullivan had at that camp. Let me deal with the Sin Eaters and when this is over, I’ll kill anyone that Sullivan got something from,” Marshall offered and Gifford nodded. As Marshall gathered his things to leave, Hearst was pissed that Gifford had even paused Marshall’s hunt for the Sin Eaters. It was very clear now because Gifford had paused Marshall, Marshall missed a chance to kill some Sin Eaters, maybe even Reaper.  
 
    After Marshall was gone, Hearst looked across the desk to Gifford. “Samuel, don’t stop Marshall’s hunt again,” Hearst warned.  
 
    Since Hearst was ‘the money man’, Gifford didn’t mind being addressed by his first name. “I’m not, but I really needed to know what the fuck Sullivan had pulled to Maine to use,” Gifford admitted.  
 
    Leaning back in his chair and taking a deep breath, “Now, tell me what the hell Blaine Sullivan was doing in Maine,” Hearst said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    How big is the surprise? 
 
      
 
    Despite the biting cold this first week of December, Viper carefully held the reticle over the figure. From Viper’s right side, “You’re aiming where your target is going to be one point two seconds after you pull the trigger, not where he’s at now,” Odin reminded Viper in a whisper. North of Chattanooga, Tennessee on a step ridge that ran for miles, Viper kept his breathing steady and focused on the beating of his heart. Eight hundred feet below and sixteen hundred yards away in the town of Spring Valley, Viper held the crosshairs over his target as the target headed for the trap. The trap was a staircase between two buildings that led to a basement at a school.     
 
    As the target neared the top of the stairs and came to a stop looking down at the bottom of the stairs, Viper eased his finger on the trigger and slowly started pulling. When the rifle buckled Viper gave a startle, but kept his eye on the scope as he brought his hand up to cycle the bolt and feed a new round in the chamber.  
 
    Before he seated the bolt, Viper watched the target lurch as the .416 Barrett round impacted, nearly taking the left arm off. Like the other targets at the bottom of the stairs the new target toppled over, going end over end before coming to rest on the other bodies.  
 
    “You work the bolt that fast again, Viper, and you’re going to jog back to Hades,” Thor threatened from Viper’s left side.  
 
    “Sorry,” Viper breathed and heard Thor’s rifle let off a muffled thump and felt the ground shake from the concussion. Viper was learning long range shooting from the best the Sin Eaters had to offer, Odin and Thor. They had set him up a ‘baby’ gun, a .416 Barrett. Despite the fact the .416 was just a bit smaller than a 50-caliber round and kicked hard, compared to what Odin and Thor were using, it was small. They were using 20mm bolt action rifles. Before becoming a Sin Eater, the biggest gun Viper shot in his past fifteen-year-old life was a .22. 
 
    For the last three days, they had been moving around just harassing feds. Anyone not fighting against the feds were considered feds, so they had a target rich environment. Odin and Thor still only let Viper shoot at ‘close’ targets, close being under a mile. Viper had watched yesterday when Odin hit a fed at three thousand, five hundred yards, two point one miles. Watching through a spotting scope Viper had actually thought Odin missed but nearly five seconds after Odin pulled the trigger, the fed soldier’s upper body blew apart.  
 
    “You hit low, Thor,” Odin said, pulling the stock of his bolt action cannon tight to his shoulder.  
 
    “I blew the bitch in half! How is that low?” Thor hissed, slowly cycling the bolt.  
 
    Scanning his target area, Viper didn’t see anything moving toward his sniper trap. Before they’d set up this morning, Phantom had taken a group he was teaching down below to set up the traps. There were only ten in Odin’s group and they were only harassing or as Phantom put it, “Training and still consuming sins.”  
 
    Viper’s trap had a radio at the bottom of the stairs calling out in a normal volume ‘cigarettes for sale’. Thor and Odin had similar sniper traps set up, just further away on the other side of the highway in the town of Red Bank.  
 
    “Notice how they can cry out if you don’t hit ‘em in the chest?” Odin pointed out, then pulled the trigger and Viper moved his scope. Three thousand yards away, he watched a man’s upper torso explode. “Mine didn’t cry out,” Odin said working the bolt.  
 
    “Nag, nag, nag,” Thor droned and squeezed his trigger, and Viper moved his scope to the south and saw another fed explode twenty-eight hundred yards away. It amazed Viper that Odin and Thor could shoot their damn cannons as many times as they did. The projectiles they shot weighed twice as much as his entire round. Viper was one of the few allowed by Odin and Thor to shoot some of the cannons. After he’d shot his first 20mm, Viper assumed his shoulder was shattered and never wanted to shoot it again, but Odin would have none of that.  
 
    Moving his scope back to his trap, Viper just prayed they would let him stay on his ‘baby’ gun. The .416 Barrett had been set up by Odin and Thor just for Viper. It did fill him with pride, but Viper really wanted an even smaller gun because the damn thing still kicked like a mule. Like all the other Sin Eaters, Viper knew Odin and Thor had shot cannons long before the collapse. Each had a callus over their right shoulder from shooting cannons. Viper was always expecting his right arm to fall off after any shot.  
 
    Seeing a man heading toward his trap, Viper eased his breathing and rested his crosshairs at the top of the stairs. When the target reached the stairs Viper pulled the trigger, and instantly knew he’d pulled too fast. Before he moved to cycle another round in fast to shoot again, Viper heard Thor’s cannon cough. “You move fast and I’ll throw your ass down the cliff,” Thor warned, and Viper saw the man jerk his head up as the round Viper had sent hit the wall of the building. 
 
    Not taking his eye from the scope and cycling the bolt slowly, Viper watched the man’s chest blow apart and the body tumbled down the stairs. “Five more,” Odin sighed, pulling the trigger and Viper didn’t even move his scope to watch Odin’s impact, but did cringe on the inside. “I hope you understand by now why we’re only letting you shoot at close targets. Jerking the trigger that hard is more than enough to cause a miss at anything over a thousand yards,” Odin said, cycling the bolt.  
 
    Thor’s cannon coughed. Never taking his eye from the scope, he dropped the magazine and moved it to the side. Grabbing another magazine, Thor slowly eased it in and cycled the bolt. Thor’s spotter, Spite, took the empty magazine and fed in three rounds, refilling it. “What’s the count?” Thor asked.  
 
    “Odin, thirty-one. Viper, eighteen, and you have twenty-four,” Spite answered. 
 
    “I know the body count, Spite. How many lashes is Viper up to now?” Thor smirked.  
 
    “Oh,” Spite said and looked down at her notes, “twenty-five.” Hearing the number, Viper cringed again on the inside. It was nearly on the tip of his tongue to ask if Odin would use the cane because Thor was like Jaws, he kept hitting the same fucking spot.  
 
    “Bet he doesn’t make the same mistakes again,” Odin offered, pulling the trigger. As Odin put in a new magazine and his spotter Pillage reloaded the empty, Viper looked at the bolt action cannons they were using. With the three feet long, ten-pound suppressor, each 20mm rifle was eight feet long and weighed over a hundred and thirty pounds. Odin was one of the oldest Sin Eaters and could carry the cannon he used for miles. That alone, blew Viper away.  
 
    He had been told by other Sin Eaters, Odin had his right knee replaced by Doc. Odin already had an artificial knee but it was going bad. Doc had one made and operated. Odin was up the next day and back running missions in two weeks. More than once Viper had heard Odin say he loved this new knee much better.  
 
    Viper didn’t know it, and really wouldn’t believe it, but all the Sin Eaters were much gentler on him than others, and it was because he was the youngest. They all loved watching how hard he tried and overcame everything to remain a Sin Eater. Never in Viper’s life had he ever been ‘in shape’. He had always been lanky but now… he was freaking ripped. Not many could pronounce the hormones and drugs WW cooked up for the Sin Eaters, but they damn sure could tell the difference. Every week there were shots and more shots, and then when you got back to Hades, Doc was pulling labs. All Sin Eaters had to take their vital signs twice every day and record them for Doc.  
 
    WW, in Viper’s eyes, was like a mad scientist. All Sin Eaters were convinced there wasn’t anything WW couldn’t cook up in his lab.  
 
    Seeing a target nearing his trap, Viper held the crosshairs on the target as she neared the top of the stairs. When she stopped Viper gently pulled the trigger until the gun bucked, giving the suppressed cough. Taking his finger off the trigger Viper eased his hand back, dropping the magazine and watching the round hit the right chest area to spin the woman around and she toppled down the stairs.  
 
    When his magazine was seated Viper closed the bolt, seating a new round. “Why didn’t you replace your magazine after the last shot?” Odin sighed and Viper felt his sphincter clench up.  
 
    Racking his brain, “Um, I knew I only had one and that would keep me from rushing again,” Viper offered, hoping he wouldn’t reach thirty lashes before they pulled out.  
 
    Lifting his head off his rifle and scratching his beard under his mask, “You do know we’ve all used that excuse before, right?” Odin chuckled softly, and Viper gave a sigh because Odin didn’t call out ‘five more’.  
 
    “The little fucker is gettin’ good,” Phantom said softly behind them and Viper felt his pants get wet as he gave a slight startle. Even though nobody was supposed to be behind them, Odin, Thor, Spite, and Pillage didn’t even twitch. They had long ago come to realize none ever heard Phantom or any of the Opera. But Phantom, Viper was certain, Phantom could move over broken glass and never make a sound.  
 
    All Sin Eaters were beyond top level but to Viper, the Opera was the top. To practice, Phantom had the Opera creep about inside fed military camps. Not to attack, just sneak around ‘to stay sharp’ as Phantom put it. Deep inside, Viper again prayed he never had to train with the Opera because he knew he would die from all the bamboo cane lashes.  
 
    “Phantom, you have a radio. Call and let me know when you’re coming,” Odin said rather calmly, then pulled the trigger.  
 
    Giving a sigh, “Odin…” Phantom started. “Never mind,” he said. “We need to pack up and move. Demon called out saying they’re starting to notice people aren’t coming back to work areas.” 
 
    Lifting his head up and turning around to look at Phantom, “Just where the fuck is Demon?” Thor asked.  
 
    “He’s on the way back now, but he took Vampire into the command area and heard some supervisors calling over the radio about people not reporting back after breaks,” Phantom answered.  
 
    Only a few, very few, got to train with the Opera outside of Hades for a spot in the Opera. Again, Viper prayed he would never be chosen to do that. Moving about in the dark was one thing, but the Opera called that ‘child’s play’ and did it during the day.         
 
    “You get the pictures of the water towers?” Odin asked, rolling off his cannon. 
 
    Scoffing, “Really?” Phantom asked.  
 
    “Let’s go ahead and pull out,” Thor said getting to his knees slowly. “We have to wire up six water towers on the way back to Hades.” 
 
    “I tried to tell you to wire them up at the start of our little jaunt out into the wilderness,” Phantom said watching them pack up.   
 
    “Havoc said on the way back and that means Reaper wanted it done on the way back, so take it up with Reaper,” Odin offered, giving a grunt and picking his bolt action cannon up. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” Phantom replied. “You ask stupid questions and Reaper breaks out a packet of that cheese that hates his ass. Then he makes you hang around until it comes out!” Viper gave a nod at that observation. When Reaper ate a cheese packet, everyone who could, ran because when the cheese came out of Reaper, the smell was something that couldn’t even be described. 
 
    When they were ready, they all followed Phantom along the slope until they reached their rides. After breaking down the cannons and storing them in hard cases, the group mounted up on ATVs. Viper couldn’t help it and was glad the mask hid his grin. The four-wheeler he was assigned was his pride and joy. It was the fact a Sin Eater was only supposed to feel joy consuming sins was what made Viper glad for the mask.  
 
    He was learning now what Reaper had meant, but still didn’t regret his decision to become a Sin Eater. There were other times he fought to hide reactions. One of the main times was at Hades. There were no male or females, only Sin Eaters, but try telling that to a fifteen-year-old when Sin Eaters showered. Viper knew if he acted weird lashes would be involved, so he was learning to keep his mind blank in the showers.  
 
    After Reaper returned from the sea attack, he’d called all Sin Eaters to Hades to train. They all stayed for Thanksgiving and there was a supper but like always, there was no joy. Reaper did surprise many when he directed other Sin Eaters to hand out presents. Every Sin Eater got solid gold knuckle guards except Jackhammer, he got two.  
 
    Viper read comic books in his old life and was convinced Jackhammer was really Juggernaut from the X-Men. Nobody boxed with Jackhammer. All Sin Eaters trained in hand-to-hand using punching bags but Jackhammer, he used metal drums filled with sand as his punching bags. More than once, Viper had seen Jackhammer kill a fed with one punch. Viper just couldn’t figure out why Reaper gave Jackhammer the knuckle guards. Jackhammer didn’t need them.  
 
    Following the group through the trees, Viper still found it hard to believe Jackhammer had been a baker in his old life. There wasn’t any doubt Jackhammer could bake. When Jackhammer made a cake, Sin Eaters would start fighting to get a slice, even Reaper. That was all Viper had heard about Jackhammer, but still had a hard time believing it.  
 
    All the Sin Eaters talked, but very few talked about how they became a Sin Eater. One usually opened up to another and that’s how some tidbits got out. Viper was certain Oracle wasn’t even a real person but a supercomputer A.I. that Reaper and the other captains had a link with. 
 
    The captains were the only ones Viper had no idea about their pasts. The only exception was Havoc and all anyone knew was he was in the Special Forces in his past life. Viper was positive Reaper was part of a secret project that a think tank dreamed up long ago. All Sin Eaters were emotionally void but Reaper was on a scale that defied logic, even compared to the sisters. 
 
    Small groups like theirs were spread out all over the east, just consuming sins and causing trouble. Not at all attacks did Sin Eaters leave a card and Viper didn’t even waste time wondering why. Reaper knew, and that’s all that mattered to Viper. Even though he wouldn’t turn sixteen until the day after Christmas, Viper could tell Reaper had a plan and everything they were doing was according to that plan.  
 
    In his old life Viper had never read an entire book, but he damn sure had as a Sin Eater. There was a very large library at Hades and all Sin Eaters were encouraged to read. Encouraged meant if you weren’t reading on your downtime, someone would find you something to read. One thing Viper could admit, reading chemistry or botany books was boring as hell, but he had read them.  
 
    Ivy had mixed up jugs of powder for every Sin Eater. Six scoops, three times a day, were put in a glass of water and drank. The only thing Viper knew was there was protein powder in the mix but had no idea what else he was drinking. If Ivy told him to drink it Viper would, and just pray Ivy didn’t ask him to name plants and mushrooms.  
 
    Feeling proud of what he had become, Viper grinned again under his mask. “I’m paying them back, Momma,” he said softly, following the others. 
 
    *** 
 
    Colonel Woods drifted down under his canopy. When he hit the ground, Woods rolled like he had done countless times, absorbing the impact. Woods was with the 82nd Airborne and this was their first combat jump in the Second Civil War. Woods just hoped it wasn’t a real combat jump since he was landing in Hawaii.  
 
    The 82nd had been sent to confirm the Chinese were leaving. Yesterday, the first drops had landed and the rest of the division had come in this morning. When Fern had announced Texas was leaving the union, Woods with the entire 82nd Airborne, loaded up gear, munitions, families, and drove across the country to Texas. They had to fight three battles but got through.  
 
    The division didn’t have the transports to do any airborne drops until the Republic took some from the feds in Operation Water Well. He and many others were a bit peeved that their first drop was in Hawaii but they had fought the feds and UN all over the states, so one more wouldn’t make much of a difference. Woods just hoped they wouldn’t have to get in a slugging match because getting resupplied was going to suck.  
 
    Tossing his parachute harness off, Woods patted his gear and was thankful for the nice temperature. It had been near zero when they’d loaded up in Dallas. Hearing running feet, Woods turned to see a young lieutenant running over. “Sir!” the lieutenant barked, skidding to a halt. “Lieutenant Colonel Picker needs to see you ASAP!”  
 
    “The Chinese not leaving?” Woods asked.  
 
    “The Chinese are leaving and should be completely loaded by tonight,” the lieutenant answered. “I’m not allowed to say why you’re needed.”  
 
    “Fine,” Woods sighed and followed the lieutenant out of the drop zone, which was just a large field a few miles from Pearl Harbor. Getting in a Humvee, Woods was thrown back when the lieutenant hit the accelerator. “Are the death projections confirmed?” Woods asked because the lieutenant was clearly excited about something.  
 
    The question took much of the excitement from the lieutenant. “Yes, sir,” he mumbled. “We have teams on two islands but it looks like projections were correct, no more than fifty thousand citizens left.” 
 
    Even with the somber mood, the lieutenant was still hauling ass. “Can you give me a hint?” Woods asked and the lieutenant gave a grin.  
 
    “The Missouri,” was all the lieutenant said.  
 
    “The battleship?” Woods asked and the lieutenant nodded. “Did the fucking Chinese sink it?” he snapped. The ship had been a tourist attraction since the nineties. It was a part of the history of America.     
 
    “Oh, they didn’t sink it,” the lieutenant grinned.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Stormy skies leave watermarks 
 
      
 
    Looking around the conference table as she sat down, “Thank you for not jumping up,” Brandy told the military staff.  
 
    “Like I’m going to jump up again after you threatened to take my plane away, Madam President,” General Thompson replied. 
 
    Getting comfortable in her chair and glancing at the stack of papers beside her, “Thompson, where did they build the YFA-33 Storm?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “At Groom Lake,” Thompson answered. “The F-23 that was started to replace the Raptor, it was cancelled because we found out we could upgrade the Raptors to sixth generation. I flew the Raptor when it first came out and the new upgrades made it a completely different plane.” 
 
    Looking down the table at Thompson, “Do you have the right people at Groom Lake to start production of more Storms?” Brandy asked. Thompson and all the other military staff got lightheaded.  
 
    “Madam President, you do realize what each one costs, right?” Thompson gasped. “I love planes and the Storm is any pilot’s dream, but we could put out a carrier for each one.”  
 
    Shaking her head, “No, they’re expensive, but I’ve had some numbers run. If we make them and not some company, we can control the costs,” Brandy told him. “So, can they make more at Groom Lake?”  
 
    Grabbing a glass of water, Thompson drained it. “Ma-,” he started but saw Brandy jerk her hand up. “Brandy,” Thompson said and Brandy lowered her hand. “The materials that make up the Storm are some of the most rationed resources we have. We are talking about tons of titanium that will have to be specially forged and…” he droned off seeing Brandy just staring at him. “Yes, Brandy. They can build some,” he answered.  
 
    Nodding, “I want them to build four more,” Brandy said, picking up a pen and making notes on a pad. “Get a list of what they need and have it hand-delivered to Michelle in Missouri. She’ll call you when it’s ready to pick up.”  
 
    When she was done writing, Brandy looked up at the shocked faces. “Yes, the damn plane’s expensive, but it can deliver strikes across the globe and I don’t have to send entire carrier groups,” Brandy told them.  
 
    “Ahem,” Reynolds cleared his throat. “Brandy, don’t you need to get approval from congress?” he asked.  
 
    “Nope,” Brandy answered. “The Republic isn’t going to have to pay for the materials. Missouri is going to supply them off the books. I want the Storm to remain above top secret,” she told them and cut her eyes at Wagner. “NO,” she told him flatly, reminding Wagner there would only be one Kraken, ever. How they’d built the first one and kept it secret still dumbfounded Brandy. 
 
    “What’s the word from Hawaii?” she asked.  
 
    “Chinese are loaded and should be pulling out by now,” Wagner answered then gave a grin. “It seems the Chinese have been busy doing other things in Pearl besides killing Americans.”  
 
    Holding up her hand, “As many Chinese as we’ve killed and who’re going to die from our attack, we’ll call it even,” Brandy told him.  
 
    “No, they were working on The Missouri,” Wagner grinned.  
 
    Cocking her head to the side, “The battleship?” Brandy asked, and Wagner nodded.  
 
    “The Mighty Mo has been refitted and is ready to go out for trials,” Wagner told her and Brandy just blinked. “It seems Gifford gave the Chinese The Missouri, and for the last year they’ve been refitting it. The old girl is a centurion, but she’s been refitted and upgraded with all our current hardware. The Chinese had plans already drawn up and used our armaments because they were at Pearl already. Get this, the Mighty Mo is nuclear-powered now.”   
 
    “The battleship?” Brandy asked again.  
 
    “The one and only,” Wagner chuckled. “We still have teams going over it and the projections from the nuclear power plants are that the Mighty Mo will be able to hit fifty knots.” 
 
    “Um, why did the Chinese refit a World War Two battleship?” Reynolds asked.  
 
    Shrugging, “It was sitting there and they didn’t have to build it,” Wagner answered. “From what we’ve gathered, they were going to use it as a commerce raider against Japan and fire support for amphibious assaults since they haven’t dealt with Taiwan yet. But get this,” he chuckled. “The Chinese were prepping the Missouri to leave with them. There was some general there with a slip of paper that said it belonged to China as a gift from Gifford. The 82nd Airborne showed him the error in that thinking. Like those troops on the West Coast, only small arms may be taken, and only transports we designate.” 
 
    “You think China is going to launch against Taiwan anytime soon?” Thompson asked.    
 
    “No,” Reynolds laughed. “China is in a shitstorm now. India has penetrated sixty miles, but has taken some serious losses. Dealing with the aftermath of our attack China is getting stretched for resources, not to mention protests are starting to break out all over the country. Hitting those dams took out six nuclear power plants downstream which overloaded eleven other power plants, so China has lost thirty percent of its electric power supply. Downstream, they also lost half of their food stores and sixty percent of their manufacturing capability. That’s why China wants the troops from the West Coast and Hawaii back home fast; they don’t want to pull more from the central Asia countries they’ve taken. Between holding off India, rescue operations, putting down protests, and holding the ground they’ve taken, it’s hard to believe but China is running out of bodies.” 
 
    Reaching back, Brandy pulled out a map of China and spread it out on the table. “Just how is India doing?” Brandy asked. 
 
    Standing up to point at the map, “India has taken Nepal and continued the attack north,” Reynolds answered then moved his finger. “The border here between India and China, India has pushed sixty miles and that’s amazing when you figure they are fighting in the Himalayan Mountains. Since India is keeping nearly a million troops in Pakistan so Iran and Afghanistan can’t launch attacks, our intelligence thinks India’s attack into China is going to stall soon. Like China, India is running out of bodies.” 
 
    Just imagining the battle in the mountains, Brandy shook her head. “We have any idea on casualties?”  
 
    All elation left Reynolds as he looked up at Brandy. “The battle has only been going for two weeks and we know India lost over one million troops in the first week. Our intelligence says China lost one and a half million that first week. We do know from satellite passes there are over three thousand tanks destroyed in that area. So far, the armor losses look about equal,” Reynolds answered. “The fighting is so hard, fast, and brutal now, it will be months before either side can really get accurate counts. The team I have over that, estimates double to triple casualties from the first week.”  
 
    “And China started it?” Brandy asked, feeling nauseous trying to imagine fifteen thousand people on both sides dying every hour in a ground battle. 
 
    Giving a nod and shrug, “Not the government, but two Chinese generals at the border,” Reynolds answered. “After our attack, those generals took it upon themselves to launch attacks into India, blaming them for the attack,” Reynolds continued. “One thing we do know for a fact, China killed the generals and their entire staffs on national television. We think it was done publicly to let India know, China didn’t attack, it was rogue generals.”  
 
    “Is there any chance either side will start popping mushrooms?” Brandy asked. 
 
    “Unless India can threaten a large-scale breakout, China won’t use nukes because they know India will, since India’s already proven they will when Pakistan attacked them,” Reynolds explained. “Unless China has a large-scale military collapse, India is going to pay dearly for more land, and so will China in defending it.”  
 
    Leaning back and turning to look over her shoulder, “Andrea,” Brandy called out and her aide moved up beside Brandy. “I want a letter drafted to India’s Prime Minister to please accept a ceasefire from China, but not to turn over any land they’ve captured. I want it stressed, we can’t assist in any way until we knock out the feds and UN troops here. Explain to India, we are sending word to Israel to tell China to approach with a ceasefire. I’m not telling anyone what to do, but we need to limit the fighting until we can focus more on each front. Stress in the letter, India has already shown China that they can’t be conquered.” 
 
    Making notes as Brandy talked, Andrea nodded., “Yes, ma’am,” Andrea said then stepped back behind Brandy.  
 
    Turning back to the table, “Reynolds, do we have any idea on how the Sin Eaters exposed so many in D.C. without a dirty bomb?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “Oh, we know how they did it,” Reynolds stated confidently and explained the very report Marshall had given to Gifford before Thanksgiving. Everyone at the table was amazed and somewhat terrified that the Sin Eaters could use a weapon like that with such precision.  
 
    “I know this sounds sick,” Wagner said. “But why haven’t the Sin Eaters broadcasted anything about that attack?” 
 
    Reynolds looked around the room at the others who weren’t part of the senior staff and chose his words carefully. “The Sin Eaters have realized they made a mistake,” Reynolds said bluntly, and startled everyone. “I know it sounds stupid because our intelligence says over a quarter of million fed workers are going to die in the next twenty days from that attack and another two hundred thousand will show debilitating effects but not die outright. The mistake,” Reynolds paused, “is the Sin Eaters helped the feds with that attack and nobody could’ve guessed that.”  
 
    Everyone in the room looked at Reynolds like he was insane. “Let me explain,” Reynolds told them. “Many of those the Sin Eaters took out were mid-level paper pushers and analysts. Taking them out was like removing a log jam. Information is now traveling up and down the chain of command much faster, and we’ve already confirmed that. That Sin Eater attack trimmed the fat off the feds’ command and control. In any department you had thirty people doing the same job, with each one reporting to different supervisors. Now, the information and work has been streamlined. Granted, if the Sin Eaters did an attack like that now it would decimate the command and control, but the feds have taken steps. We have word Reaper gave his word that if the feds keep caring for the detainees as Gifford agreed to with Fern, they won’t use another radiation attack.”  
 
    Able to see it very easily Brandy just groaned, but there was no way Reaper could’ve foreseen that. “Do we know where the Sin Eaters got the material?” she asked.  
 
    Nodding and speaking up, “From the death camp,” Wagner answered. “There were two small, thirty-kilowatt nuclear reactors there. He took the ten kilograms of material from the reactor he let us bring back with the prisoners they rescued. The Sin Eaters kept the other reactor and we have no idea where it’s at, but it also has ten kilograms of material.”  
 
    Not able to help it, Brandy gave a shiver. “Let me guess, it’s weapons grade?”  
 
    With a grave expression, “Oh, yeah,” Wagner answered. “We’re certain the Sin Eaters could build a sixty-kiloton weapon with what they have and we’re certain they have the knowhow and means to do it.”  
 
    “If Reaper uses it he has reasons, so let’s just pray the feds and UN give him no reasons,” Brandy said. “We know the UN voted unanimously to never use any chemical or biological agents even against their own populations, just because the Sin Eaters might travel across the pond and respond in kind.”  
 
    Nodding emphatically, “I pray every night the UN and feds don’t give Reaper a reason, but to be honest,” Wagner sighed, “Reaper can see a reason we won’t.”  
 
    Brandy held up her hand, “Don’t you even suggest we start hunting the Sin Eaters because they have nuclear and chemical arsenals,” Brandy warned. “I trust the Sin Eaters with their small stockpiles more than I trust the feds and UN with their large stockpiles.”  
 
    “I know, Madam President,” Wagner said. “I just don’t like the fact one person has that option with no counter controls.”             
 
    Brandy nodded and pulled out a stack of papers, sliding them across the table to Wagner. “This is an order for open warfare on all vessels of the feds and UN, regardless of location,” Brandy told him. “Congress is passing the legislation to replace that executive order, but we need to start right now and they understand. The bill should be on my desk in two days so until then, use the executive order.” 
 
    With a shocked face, Wagner leaned forward to take the stack as everyone in the room stared in shock at the papers. Fern never would commit to open warfare on all vessels without congress, and nobody in congress would even introduce the bill. “I’ll notify the fleet when this meeting is over,” Wagner said. He was glad for the order because the feds were skirting the blockade. Wagner knew this order was going to kill thousands of blockade runners who weren’t really fighters, but they were supplying the enemy. And that was just in the Atlantic. Brandy had removed the restriction across the globe.  
 
    Putting the papers down, “I’ll go over it with my staff, but just how inclusive is this order?” Wagner asked.  
 
    Feeling very tired, “If our Navy sees two kids in a rowboat off the East Coast fishing, they’ll sink it so any fish caught can’t be used to feed our enemies,” Brandy answered. “I love Fern, but we need this war over. No matter what predictions anyone brings, I hate to tell you, the longer it goes on, the better the odds get for the feds. They have numbers. Yes, we can equal and even surpass them in some areas of production, but they have more bodies.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Wagner nodded, very glad it was Brandy that Fern had chosen.  
 
    “Brandy,” Reynolds called out. “Are we still giving all the equipment the Chinese left behind on the West Coast to Mexico?” 
 
    Nodding, “Just as soon as President Ortiz of Mexico gives me a signed irrevocable declaration that gives every citizen of Mexico the right to keep and bear arms for eternity,” Brandy responded.  
 
    “I agree,” Reynolds assured her. “With that armor, Mexico will keep the Indonesians tied up in the north. We know they don’t want the Republic to deploy units, especially since China has pulled off the West Coast.”  
 
    Taking the map of China off the table, Brandy held it back and Andrea took it, folding it back up as Brandy spread another map of North America out on the table. All the military were shocked to see Brandy had drawn in battle lines. “What are the assholes doing?” Brandy sighed, sitting back down. The military loved to use the screens and digital displays, but Brandy needed to see the entire picture laid out. 
 
    Standing up and using an ink pen as a pointer, “The feds are prepping to launch an attack,” Reynolds said, and saw Brandy’s map was very up-to-date. “We have units across the Mississippi all the way down to Louisiana. The feds and UN have amassed two army groups north of Jackson, Mississippi to the Tennessee border east of Interstate 55, extending back to Birmingham.” 
 
    “What are the numbers of those army groups?” Thompson asked.  
 
    “Two and half to three million troops, four thousand tanks, sixteen thousand light armored vehicles, and close to three thousand helicopters,” Reynolds answered. “They are going to launch three different thrusts to reach the Mississippi River. The southern thrust is going for Vicksburg, center thrust is aiming for Greenville, and the northern thrust is heading for Helena.” 
 
    Reynolds stopped and looked up at Brandy, “They will have everything in place to launch by the twentieth, and we have intelligence they are launching on Christmas Eve,” Reynolds told her.  
 
    “We have enough across the river to hold?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “Equipment, yes,” Reynolds answered. “We can’t pull that many bodies without weakening our lines to the north and south. We can match the feds and UN tank for tank, chopper to chopper and so forth, but for every troop we can put on the line, they can put three.”  
 
    Looking up at Reynolds, “We really have that much armor in position on the east bank?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “Yes, and half of it is hidden from surveillance,” Reynolds answered. “We have taken extreme precautions because we wanted to prepare for a spring offensive in this area.” 
 
    Casting her eyes back to the map, “Senior staff only in the room, please,” Brandy called out. She studied the map as others left, leaving only senior staff. “I know the feds get weather reports,” Brandy said running her finger along the map. “The weather reports I’m getting are a massive storm is building in the northwest. The projections I’ve gotten said there could be snow all the way to the Gulf next week. The cold front following the system isn’t projected to break until after Christmas. The feds are really going to attack on that scale in a storm? That would be giving us a huge advantage.” 
 
    All the military staff couldn’t help but be impressed. “Yes, ma’am,” Reynolds grinned. “They get the same reports. Our intelligence says they are attacking to get us to the peace table for a formal ceasefire. They are willing to have massive losses because they know we can’t take massive losses.”  
 
    Feeling a headache coming on, “Have we gotten word from the little bird?” Brandy asked. “The bird very explicitly said to stay out of his way, but we can’t let a force that size attack without launching our own attacks.”  
 
    “The little bird said the attack won’t happen,” Reynolds answered, but it was clear he didn’t believe it. “Madam…,” he stopped as Brandy gave him a scowl. “Brandy,” Reynolds corrected. “Yes, the Sin Eaters have done amazing things, but we are talking about two army groups. Not divisions, brigades, or even corps, army groups of millions. I’m sorry, but they’re still a small unit and if they try to influence a theater of war this size… the Sin Eaters will get wiped out.”  
 
    Studying the map, “What have the Sin Eaters been doing?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “Since they hit those ships and turned them over to us, they’ve only been reported to be doing small scale harassment attacks,” Reynolds answered. “Granted, they’re everywhere, I mean, from Maine all the way into Florida, but they are small scale attacks.”  
 
    A grin filled Brandy’s face as she continued to study the map. “Reynolds, if you give your enemy a thousand tiny cuts, he dies,” Brandy told him.  
 
    “Brandy, yes, the Sin Eaters have been reported by the feds to be killing around a thousand a day for the last two and a half weeks. In theater warfare, that’s small when you’re talking about the two army groups that are massed to attack,” Reynolds said. “Brandy, you’ve seen the numbers. The feds and UN have over seven million troops under arms to the east. Then you have to take in the one and half million contractors and four million Homeland National Police force. That’s a lot of bodies.” 
 
    “You said it correctly. Bodies,” Brandy told him, looking up from the map. “Our troops are better trained and much more motivated. If you want to talk about troops under arms, that’s our entire population.” 
 
    Holding up his hands palms out, “Brandy, I know, and that’s our saving grace,” Reynolds told her. “I’m just stressing not to put too much hope on the Sin Eaters being able to influence a theater this size,” Reynolds said then cringed, “unless they use weapons of mass destruction.” 
 
    As Reynolds lowered his hands, Brandy nodded in agreement. “Reynolds, I don’t put my faith in anyone or any group to deliver,” Brandy informed him. “If the feds attack, we will reply how we need to. I can assure you, if we didn’t, Reaper would be coming to visit because we were being stupid. But let me remind you of some things. The Sin Eaters have influenced this theater many times.” 
 
    When Brandy said it, Reynolds gave a skeptical look. “Reynolds, the Sin Eaters wiped out the feds’ oil stockpile, cutting them to a one-hundred-day supply. Because of that, we pushed them out of Wisconsin and they had to stop all attacks everywhere else. The Sin Eaters destroyed an entire armored battalion. Yes, I know the Republic bombed the site the next day, but that was after the Sin Eater attack. Then the Sin Eaters went across the pond, launched an attack, and started a rebellion in England. Because of that, Britain pulled an army and we took over a fifty-mile front on the east bank of the Mississippi. How much more influence do you need to see?”   
 
    Hearing it like that left Reynolds stumped. “Ah, Brandy?” Thompson said, noticing Reynolds was still pondering. “I’ve noticed you’ve brought Andrea into your confidence circle. Just how far in have you brought her? We know for a fact we still have one spy close who’s reporting to the feds.”  
 
    “I’ve read Andrea into a lot,” Brandy admitted. “But she doesn’t know about Kraken or who the little bird is. But Andrea has a really good idea on the little bird.”  
 
    Scoffing, “I’ve been read into Kraken and I still don’t believe it,” Thompson said and Reynolds nodded in agreement.  
 
    Turning to Wagner, “What do you think of my proposal, since we’re on Kraken?” Brandy asked Wagner. 
 
    Nodding, “We are only going to have one crew,” Wagner answered. “The risk with two crews is just too much of a risk for now. The Kraken will be coming in tomorrow for two weeks. I’ve also increased production of all special armaments but unless we expand the facilities, we aren’t going to match the rate the Kraken uses ‘em.”  
 
    “That’s good,” Brandy nodded, then turned back to Reynolds. “I’ve gone over everything we have on the Sin Eaters, and Reaper is following a plan only he knows. Why? So no one can interfere and no one can let the other side know. In truth, I don’t want to know,” Brandy admitted, which did shock a few.  
 
    Then she turned to Thompson, “Yes, I know of the spy,” Brandy said then smiled. “It’s Pamela Glassten. She’s the presidential receptionist down at the capitol building.” 
 
    Gasps sounded around the room, “How did you find that out?” Reynolds asked.      
 
    Slowly moving her gaze to each person in the room, “Guys, I learned in Mountain View to have intelligence set up,” Brandy told them. She wasn’t about to tell them it was Nancy who’d found out about Pamela a week ago and sent word via Michelle to Brandy. 
 
    “Has she been arrested?” Reynolds asked.  
 
    “Hell no!” Brandy snapped. “We don’t know who Pamela is talking to, but we will.” Not used to this level of intrigue and skill from Fern, everyone gained more respect for Brandy. “Reynolds,” Brandy said pointing at the map. “I want you to tell the Marines to come up with a plan for an amphibious assault here, west of Panama City. I want to know how long it will take them to get a full division on shore.”  
 
    Hearing the actual order of troop movement shocked the room cold. “Um, may I ask why?” Reynolds gulped.  
 
    “I hoped you would,” Brandy scoffed. “I want a plan in place to remove the feds from the Gulf. If they attack, we could use a landing there to pause their attack since they’ll have to respond,” Brandy said moving her finger back to the toe of Louisiana. “When the Marines land, I want a thrust from us here to link up with them. The area the battle is going to be in won’t be able to grow food, that’s central Mississippi and Alabama. We take away the southern half of those states all the way to Florida, and we hit the feds in the pantry. They’re already hurting for food, so let’s take away the land they need to grow more in the spring.”  
 
    All of them looked at Brandy like she was make-believe. “Guys, I’ve served but I learned tactics running Mountain View and let me tell you, not having food is a deal breaker for anyone,” Brandy informed them. “Intelligence reports are saying the deep state money men are spending billions to supply the feds with food, along with munitions. The funny thing is, I know of two shipments of rice we sold to Madagascar that were bought and shipped back to the East Coast. The money men paid ten times what we sold the rice for.” 
 
    “We have to stop that!” Thompson cried out.  
 
    Nodding, “Oh, we’ll stop it from reaching the feds, but I’ve arranged through a middleman in Madagascar to sell the feds another six shipments, but we get the difference in price paid in gold and not Madagascar,” Brandy told them with a grin. “That one transaction alone will almost cover the cost of the carrier we just launched.”  
 
    “Whoa,” Wagner mumbled, realizing Brandy was going to take the deep state’s money and sink the food the Republic sold them. “Can I vote for you again?” he asked and the smile dropped off Brandy’s face. 
 
    “Hell, no,” Brandy snapped. “When this shit’s over, I’m done with politics,” she informed everyone.  
 
    “Madam President,” Reynolds addressed her purposefully. “You have the gift and if more like you don’t step in, then we run the risk of ending up in the same place in the future.” 
 
    Gathering up her papers, “Gentlemen,” Brandy said. “I hate talking to world leaders in a give-and-take. If most of those leaders were out among their population more, we would’ve never ended up here. If the need arises, I pray someone else will take the helm because I’m done when this war ends, no matter if I’m here or in Missouri.”  
 
    Leaving the room, Brandy was thankful she was staying at this residence today and didn’t have to trek off across Dallas to another house. This Op/Con house was Fern’s main residence. Instead of heading to her bedroom, Brandy told Andrea to get some rest as she headed into the office.  
 
    Putting her papers on the desk, Brandy went over to the safe on the wall and paused until the combination Fern had given her filtered into her brain. Opening the safe, Brandy moved folders around until she reached a thick black binder that held the original constitution Fern had drawn up.  
 
    Closing the safe, Brandy moved over to the desk and sat down. She had read the constitution several times, but wanted to make sure Fern hadn’t left a good idea out. Getting comfortable, she opened the binder and started reading. There were hand-written notes on each page and Brandy noticed it was only Fern’s handwriting. “Shit, he didn’t let someone go over his raw thoughts,” she mumbled.  
 
    The language was much simpler in this draft but it was still the same, Brandy realized on the third page. When she went to turn the page, she stopped. There was a very slight change of color in the center of the page. Flipping it back and forth, Brandy at first thought Fern had spilled something, but the page didn’t look like it had ever had liquid on it. Going to the previous page, Brandy again noticed the minute color difference, but only on the back of the page.  
 
    Pressing the tabs to open the three metal rings, Brandy lifted out the third page and held it up to the light. “Holy fuck,” she gasped. Right there in the center of the page, clear as day, was a watermark. The watermark was a Sin Eater skull.      

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Cheese packets make my tummy hurt 
 
      
 
    Fog eased out from under Reaper’s mask as he ran his eyes over the snow-covered streets. It was the tenth of December and the snow had started coming down hard at noon. It was nearly sixteen hundred and there were two inches of snow on the ground in Eufaula, Alabama and Oracle relayed it was forecasted for six inches before morning. Snow was being reported all the way to Mobile, but that far south they were only projected to get two inches.  
 
    What Reaper didn’t like was the cold front coming behind the snowstorm and another storm was already building out west to follow this one. Snow was expected to remain on the ground until the New Year even this far south. Reaper didn’t like snow because it made moving harder but not impossible. There were things he did like, troops headed inside when it snowed and drones stayed on the ground.  
 
    Standing along the bank of the Walter F. George Reservoir near Governor’s Park, Reaper kept watch on the motel the military had taken over. There were twenty troops and a thirty-four Homeland Police force assigned to the area. Their job was to man a checkpoint at the main crossroads to monitor movement. Since very few serfs, ‘federal citizens’, Reaper corrected in his mind, were authorized to use cars, everyone who stayed was given new residences closer to the intersection. The only ones who lived in the country were farmers. The feds had shut electricity to any area not deemed important, so half the town was dark and those farmers were just SOL (Shit out of Luck). Reaper had to admit, it was a great way to lighten the burden of the power plants by shutting so much down.   
 
    Before the collapse, Eufaula had an estimated population of nearly fifteen thousand. Now, there were barely five thousand in town. The feds had several businesses running, like the lumber mill and a lighting company. There were others, and that’s where those left behind were working.  
 
    Like all towns and small cities under fed control, those who had weapons, voted for the elephant party, spoke out or went to church were all removed. The lucky ones were moved to a large city and placed in a ‘job’. Unlucky ones were sent to camps. Reaper was actually surprised there were nearly five thousand people left. He’d always thought everyone in Alabama had at least one gun.  
 
    “We have shit to do, can we just go kill the fuckers?” Pain whispered beside him. Letting his rifle go, Reaper shoved a hand under the white snowsuit he was wearing and pulled out a cheese packet. Ripping one end off, he shoved it under his mask and sucked the thick paste out.  
 
    “Oh, come on!” Pain groaned quietly, and her eyes got wide watching Reaper dig under his snowsuit and pull another jalapeno cheese packet out and suck it down. “Okay, I’m sorry,” she panted out. “I’ll stay here until the next ice age. Just stop eating that toxic crap.”    
 
    Shoving the empty packet in his suit, Reaper tapped his phone. “Phantom, it’s Reaper. Are you able to get to the guard house at the intersection?”  
 
    “Reaper, it’s Phantom. I’ve already taken out the five here.”  
 
    “Damn it! How come he can just attack and we have to wait?” Misery grumbled from Reaper’s other side. “Oh, shit,” she moaned, watching Reaper dig under his snowsuit to pull out another cheese packet and suck it down.  
 
    “Sisters, you need shut your asses high,” Ubiytsa said behind Reaper.  
 
    “You commie fucker,” Pain sighed and turned back to Ubiytsa. “You say, shut your asses up. Not high. What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    Narrowing his eyes at Pain, “High means up, same thing,” Ubiytsa popped off. All three turned to see Reaper ripping open another cheese pack. Tilting his head to Reaper in a slight bow, Ubiytsa spoke Russian and then turned his eyes back to the hotel.  
 
    “And you call me a kisser of ass,” Pain scoffed. When Reaper shoved his hand under his snowsuit yet again, Pain reached over and grabbed his hand. “Reaper, you’ve eaten like ten of those toxic, rotten, monkey ass packets since we left our rides. Chill out, please,” Pain begged.  
 
    Finally, Reaper turned, locking his eyes on Pain. “They’re good,” he told her, pulling out another. 
 
    Watching Reaper lift the packet to rip off one end, “Reaper, Misery and I are just excited to use our new tools you had made for us,” Pain got out fast and watched as Reaper held the packet with both hands but didn’t tear the top off. “This is the first time you promised us we could make ‘em ‘Ride the Rod’ and Cyclops is going to film it so, I’m sorry for both of us being excited.”  
 
    Even though Reaper was looking at her, Pain kept her eyes on the cheese packet. Turning away from Pain, Reaper shoved the unopened packet back under his snowsuit and Pain felt lightheaded with relief. “Either of you act stupid, and you’ll hold my hand every time I take a dump for the next week,” Reaper warned.  
 
    Stepping closer to Reaper and lowering her voice so the rest of the team didn’t hear, “Define ‘act stupid’, so we can avoid that at all costs,” Misery breathed. Reaper turned around and just looked into Misery’s eyes, never blinking. “We’ll figure it out,” Misery nodded as Ubiytsa whispered in Russian.  
 
    “Keep on, commie,” Pain warned.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Sisters, you ‘keep on’ and both of you will be wiping my ass after holding my hands after every dump I take,” Reaper warned.  
 
    “I try tell them,” Ubiytsa smirked.  
 
    “Ubiytsa, you’ll hold me up when I squat to take my dumps,” Reaper warned. Hearing the threat, Pain and Misery looked around with joy that Ubiytsa was in trouble also.  
 
    Behind the four with the others, Odin just shook his head. He knew what the sisters and Ubiytsa were doing, as did many others. Trying to lighten the emotional load Reaper was carrying. Everyone could see it, but only a few would attempt it. The relentless slaughter was wearing on all of them, not to mention the training and constant combat stress, but it was all starting to pile up on Reaper faster than it had been.  
 
    Like the other Sin Eaters, Odin was thankful for the sisters, Ubiytsa, Phantom for his dancing, Havoc for his enabling, and the few others, but Reaper was a big boy. Unless Odin had no choice, he wasn’t offering himself up to be near a Reaper cheese shit. When this was over, Odin was seriously considering sponsoring a bill in the Republic congress to outlaw MRE jalapeno cheese. But those who were taunting Reaper were also doing it to lighten the load on themselves as well.   
 
    Odin had smelled some funk in his life, but nothing even came close to a Reaper cheese dump.  
 
    Reaper reached up and tapped his phone, “Havoc, it’s Reaper.” 
 
    “Havoc here, and we’re ready,” he answered.  
 
    “You have any cheese packets?” Reaper asked, and all joy of Ubiytsa being in trouble left the sisters. 
 
    “I have twenty with me and another fifty in my ride,” Havoc answered rather cheerfully.   
 
    “Shit,” Thor mumbled, shaking his head.  
 
    Turning to Thor, “Act like a little girl and I’ll volunteer you to hold the toilet paper till Reaper needs it,” Odin cautioned.  
 
    Shaking his head, “I’ll roll my balls up in a vice till they’re flat as a pancake instead of standing close to a cheese dump,” Thor replied as Reaper tapped his phone. 
 
    “All units, it’s Reaper. Go,” he called out. Shoving his AR to his back, Reaper pulled a KRISS Vector from his side. Aiming at the motel, he led the group across the parking lot as three other groups of Sin Eaters converged from every direction. The thing that the feds made so easy, this was the only group in town that had guns.  
 
    Half his group stopped when they reached the parking lot, and covered the doors to the rooms as Reaper headed to the main office and restaurant. Falling snow seemed to put a hush over the world, but he could hear music from the restaurant. Unlike other fed places, the visitation area was where the feds were shacked up in the motel.  
 
    Moving around the pool, Reaper was able to see inside the restaurant windows and made a quick guess of two dozen feds inside with about that many visitation women. “Zeus, heel up,” Reaper said while aiming at the double entrance doors.  
 
    When he reached the doors, Reaper threw one open and moved inside. As Odin reached the other door, he threw it open before going in and Reaper was already pulling the trigger. Two were down before the group even registered Sin Eaters were pouring into the room.  
 
    “Zeus, attack!” Reaper barked and Zeus lunged past at a man getting to his feet and reaching for his holster. Seeing a big ass dog coming, he forgot the gun and threw up his hands to ward off the gaping mouth flying at him.  
 
    Other feds dove to the floor, forgetting to even go for a gun as the visitation girls started screaming. Swinging his submachine gun around and lining up the red dot on one of the screaming girls, Reaper pulled the trigger. Her scream cut off as the back of her head blew out, covering the other screaming women. “Shut the fuck up!” Reaper shouted and shot another one as Pain and Misery darted around Reaper.  
 
    Both had their Tasers out and dove on those feds cowering on the floor. It only took one pulse to knock someone out, then they crawled to the next as other Sin Eaters yanked Tasers off their forearms and joined the sisters. In thirty seconds it was over and Reaper was changing his magazine.  
 
    He turned to see Odin at the desk grabbing master key cards to open the hotel rooms. “Don’t take long,” Reaper said letting his submachine gun hang at his side, and Odin took off with Thor. 
 
    Reaper turned to notice all but one of the visitation women had backed into the far corner and were staring at the Sin Eaters like they were spawns of hell. Hearing tables moving, Reaper glanced over to see those feds that were tased being restrained and Ubiytsa was moving the tables end to end. Pulling the submachine sling over his head Reaper held it out, hitting Viper in the chest.  
 
    Without being told, Viper let his submachine hang and took Reaper’s. Reaching back, Reaper pulled his sword out and one of the visitation girls fainted. Casually walking over to a fed rolling around on the floor and holding her chest where she got shot, “Reaper has come for you,” he chuckled then slashed out, taking one of the woman’s hands off. Reversing the swing, Reaper chopped the other off. “Reaper said die, so stop trying to slow it down,” he told the woman as she screamed and jets of blood pumped from her stumps.  
 
    “He could’ve given her to us,” Misery mumbled to Pain as they took off their backpacks.  
 
    “Misery,” Pain said shaking her head. “I have to hold Reaper’s hand while he shits because you piss him off? Oh, we’ll fight, sister. I don’t know how he can eat that cheese because it hates his ass.”  
 
    The snowsuits everyone wore was just white cloth sewn into a baggy coat with a hood and pants. Their vests had white cloth glued on over the magazine holders to break up the multicam. When their vests were off, the sisters pulled their snow tops off and then reached for the packs. At the bottom of each one, it looked like a large bed roll when they pulled them out. Setting them on two of the tables Ubiytsa had shoved end to end, the sisters unwound the rolls. When the rolls were unfurled, everyone could see the brand-new, shiny, well-made tools of the sisters’ trade.  
 
    Both put on their white rubber aprons while other Sin Eaters started nailing the surviving feds onto tables. All of the feds were now struggling hard since the effects of the stun guns had worn off and they saw where they were heading. “Aw, don’t be like that,” Pain chuckled as she lifted up an electric impact drill. Attached to the drill was a glossy three-foot-long and one-inch-thick smooth metal rod.     
 
    Pulling the trigger on the impact drill, everyone in the room turned to the hum. The long metal rod opened out like a cylindrical fan in the center. When the drill stopped humming, the middle of the rod had opened up ten inches. Laughing, Pain hit reverse and pulled the trigger again to close the cylindrical fan until it was once again a smooth rod. “You get to be the first to ‘Ride the Rod’!” Pain cheered, moving to the closest table. “I’m just trying it out,” she told the other prisoners as the front door opened. “Can you guess where this is going to go?” Pain taunted the man strapped to the tables.  
 
    Walking in the front door, “Up the poop chute,” Phantom laughed as more bound prisoners were hauled in. “All feds that’re listed here are accounted for, Reaper.”  
 
    Giving a nod to Phantom as he eased up to Cyclops filming, “You puke again while the sisters’ work and you’ll become my bitch for life,” Reaper warned and Cyclops nodded. Inside, Cyclops vowed to never puke again.  
 
    Phantom ran over to the table Pain was at and started dancing. “Ride the rod, baby!” he sang out, busting a move. The prisoner started to thrash, but that didn’t stop or hinder Pain in the least.  
 
    Crying out against the gag as the rod was shoved in, the prisoner never heard Pain say, “Don’t worry, I cleaned it off.” When Pain pressed the trigger on the drill, the man let out a scream as the rod opened up. The whine changed to a lower pitch as the expansion met resistance. Even Ubiytsa gave a wince hearing the man’s pelvis give a loud, wet, tearing snap as he screamed into his gag. Three other prisoners already strapped or nailed to tables just passed out. 
 
    Reversing the drill, Pain retracted the rod as the man fainted. “Yeah, that’s what it feels like to have a kid,” she huffed.  
 
    “One the size of an elephant,” Phantom sang out, then moonwalked around the table. He stopped and put his gloved fingers on the prisoner’s neck. “He’s dead,” Phantom noted, then turned to Pain. “You lost!” he cheered.  
 
    “What was the bet?” Reaper sighed.  
 
    “Pain said it would take hours for them to die if the rod was opened all the way out, I told her it would be minutes,” Phantom explained. “Shattering the pelvis like that, the person bleeds to death internally rapidly. I warned her to just open it halfway but oh noooo, what does Phantom know?!”     
 
    Nodding, “It shows Phantom listens to Doc’s lessons,” Reaper admitted turning to Pain. “What did you lose?”  
 
    Rolling her eyes, “Phantom gets to use my tools to make a group ride the rod next time,” Pain groaned and Phantom started dancing again, cheering at his victory.    
 
    Twirling his sword, Reaper turned to all the visitation women. “None of you even fought when we entered,” he announced and all the Sin Eaters turned to him. None in any visitation center had ever fought those who raped them. “That means you’re here willingly and are aiding my enemy,” Reaper told them.  
 
    One at the front opened her mouth to speak but let out a scream as Reaper charged at the group backed into a corner. Like he was chopping his way through a jungle, Reaper slashed left and right rapidly, wading through the group. Cyclops held the camera steady, watching the sword pass through two to three women at a time. As bodies fell and blood flew Reaper just advanced forward, keeping his swings wide and fast so none could escape. In mere seconds, eighteen bodies had been chopped nearly in half as those who could, moaned weakly before dying.  
 
    A lone visitation woman that hadn’t made it to the corner stared from the other side of the room in abstract horror. Her eyes left the mutilated bodies as Reaper turned to her. His white snowsuit was now soaked in blood as he twirled the blade, slinging blood off while walking over to her. “Are you my enemy?” Reaper asked, and the woman shook her head numbly. “You didn’t fight when you could have. When we came in you could’ve fought, but none of you did. Do you see why I don’t believe you?”  
 
    Shifting her eyes from the bright red blade of the sword Reaper was holding to the bloody mask on his face, “I’m sorry. We should have,” the woman managed to get out in a warbling voice.  
 
    “If I grant you life, will you fight because as of now, you should be dead? Every day forth would be a gift that you shouldn’t have, so if you die fighting, then at the very least you accomplished something,” Reaper told her.  
 
    Nodding and never taking her eyes off the mask as blood dripped off it, “I swear I’ll fight,” she vowed. 
 
    Picking up a shirt from a table Reaper used it to clean his sword and the woman realized the blade was bright red without the blood. “Then maybe your life might mean something to this world,” Reaper said cleaning the blood off the handle. “It is better to die on your feet than live on your knees.”  
 
    “I’ll fight,” the woman mumbled in disbelief.  
 
    “If you’re lying, I promise no matter where you run, we will find you,” Reaper warned. “For a lie of this magnitude, you’ll be kept alive for weeks before we consume the sin you are.”  
 
    Not wanting any part of that, “I’ll kill them. I don’t know how yet, but I will fight,” the woman pledged.  
 
    Nodding, “Then we shall see,” Reaper replied. “Sit and watch so you may tell others, you witnessed sins being consumed and weren’t one yourself.” Spinning around, Reaper noticed everyone staring at him. “I never said stop, there are sins here,” he said flatly. Pain and Misery leapt towards the tables with knives and went to work as the other Sin Eaters prepared the rest of the troops for their quality time with the sisters.  
 
    Walking over to Viper, Reaper held out his sword. “Sheath it,” he commanded. Putting Reaper’s submachine gun down and taking the sword, Viper slid it in the scabbard on Reaper’s back. “Viper,” Reaper said pointing at a man strapped to a table. “Cut him open and show him what his liver looks like, but he’d better be alive when one of the sisters gets to him.”  
 
    Swallowing nervously as he nodded, “Yes, sir,” Viper said and pulled out his knife. He wasn’t squeamish about the task, just about keeping the man alive until the sisters got there.  
 
    When Viper walked off, Reaper grabbed his submachine gun and headed for the door. Before he reached the door, Ubiytsa moved to block his path. “You could let me kill those useless sins,” Ubiytsa huffed nodding at the visitation women, then held out his hand. Glancing down, Reaper saw a cheese packet in Ubiytsa’s hand. “You not have to do all ball crushing!” 
 
    “All right!” Pain sang out as she was sawing an arm off. “That sounded like an American!”  
 
    Looking at the cheese packet Reaper fought not to throw up, he was getting so sick of the damn things. “Ubiytsa, I’m not in the mood,” Reaper replied.  
 
    There were times when others suspected but now looking into Reaper’s eyes, Ubiytsa could see it. Reaper was nearing his threshold of sins. Already three Sin Eaters had taken their own lives because they couldn’t consume any more sins. All sins that were consumed were consumed on Reaper’s orders. At times, the bantering with the sisters and others shook Reaper out of the gloom hanging over him but when Reaper had turned around after cutting through the visitation girls, Ubiytsa had seen it. 
 
    “Mood have nothing to do,” Ubiytsa huffed. “You let sisters play to consume. Phantom polka to consume, but others be left out!”  
 
    “Bitch! I don’t polka!” Phantom shouted, then stormed over. “I can do everything from breakdance to the cabbage patch, but I have never fucking polkaed!”  
 
    In the back of Reaper’s mind, he heard little voices from his past once again. ‘Daddy you let her do it, why can’t I?’ Snatching the cheese packet from Ubiytsa’s hand and ripping the top off, Reaper shoved it under his mask and sucked the cheese out. Shoving the empty packet in his pocket and fighting not to throw up, “You will guard me when I have to take a shit,” Reaper declared.  
 
    “Fine,” Ubiytsa snapped, then pulled out his Kukri knife Reaper had given him as a present. “I have not to use my gift!”  
 
    Rolling his eyes, “Then cut the hands off every dead body for me so I can leave a message for Marshall,” Reaper offered. “The sisters have twenty minutes, then you can start cutting of the hands of those still alive.”  
 
    With a giddy spin, “Spasibo,” Ubiytsa called out, running across the room.  
 
    Giving a nod, “You’re welcome,” Reaper sighed patting his leg. He looked down at a blood-covered Zeus. “Really?” Reaper groaned. “What the fuck did you do, roll around on the floor?” With his tongue hanging out as he panted, Zeus sat down looking up at Reaper like he was totally innocent. About to complain more about having to bathe Zeus, Reaper stopped and leaned down to look in Zeus’s mouth as he panted. “When the fuck did Jaws put a gold cap in your fucking mouth?!” Reaper shouted, but Zeus just panted away looking up at him.  
 
    “Yesterday before we left Hades,” Titan answered walking over. When Reaper looked up at him, Titan held up both hands. “Hey, I didn’t do it,” he said quickly. “Feel good because the german shepard Butcher has broke two of his canine teeth, and Jaws replaced them with titanium fangs. Let me tell you, Sin Eater or not, seeing a dog growling with metal teeth gets anyone nervous.”          
 
    Somewhat startled by that, Reaper turned to look away. “Glad Butcher’s in Death’s section,” he mumbled, not really wanting to see a dog with metal teeth. Before he grabbed his bamboo cane and started beating, Reaper just walked outside.  
 
    Moving over to a SUV the soldiers here had used, Reaper started unbuckling his vest as Titan and Havoc came outside and stood behind him. Neither said anything as Reaper took off his small backpack and then stripped his bloody snowsuit off. Both were a bit surprised when Reaper pulled out a new one and put it on. Both couldn’t help but think, ‘He knew he would need one’.  
 
    “Want me to take some of my group and hit a few houses?” Havoc asked. It wasn’t on the plan, but neither was killing all the visitation girls.  
 
    “No,” Reaper answered pulling his vest and backpack back on over his clean snowsuit. Glancing at his watch, “We break in eleven minutes to our objectives, then head north to the rally for the next attack.”  
 
    “Got it, boss,” Havoc said and headed inside to make sure everyone stayed with the timeline.  
 
    Standing behind Reaper, Titan found it hard to believe he knew the man before Reaper. “All vehicles are disabled and all supplies we can use have been gathered,” he reported and Reaper gave a slight nod that he’d heard.  
 
    Knowing what was coming, Reaper turned to Titan. “Start collecting the cheese from those in your section who don’t eat it,” Reaper told him, and Titan couldn’t help but groan loudly.  
 
    “That shit hates you!” he whined. “You farted in Tartarus yesterday and I swear, my mask was starting to melt when I ran outside!” Reaper just kept his eyes locked with Titan until Titan finally nodded. “Okay, but I’m a captain, I’m not holding your fucking hand when you take a shit!”  
 
    Nodding as other Sin Eaters were pulling up in the rides they had left outside of town, “That’s true, but I’ll pass a directive that none can leave a briefing until I’m finished,” Reaper threatened and Titan could imagine the funk if Reaper started farting during a briefing.  
 
    “I’ll collect all the cheese from my section,” Titan vowed, then headed off to find something to do.   
 
    Looking down at Zeus and giving a sigh, “Follow,” Reaper said heading toward the office. When the other Sin Eaters filed out of the restaurant, they found Reaper kneeling beside a freshly-washed Zeus, drying him off.         
 
    “I have hands,” Ubiytsa stated with pride, motioning to several duffel bags they were carrying.  
 
    Getting up, Reaper tossed the towel he was using to Pain. “Sisters, finish drying Zeus,” Reaper ordered then motioned Ubiytsa and those with the duffel bags to follow. “My team, stay. Everyone else, head to your objectives.” Since they were all supposed to leave at the same time Havoc and Titan didn’t like it, but they motioned to their sections. 
 
    Watching Reaper work, Phantom couldn’t help but chuckle, “That’s some cold shit.”  
 
    Working under an awning to the side of the restaurant, Reaper was molding the dead hands into different poses and then standing them up on the ground in neat rows. “That not Sin Eater sign,” Ubiytsa said, trying to figure it out.  
 
    Stopping his chuckle, Phantom turned to Ubiytsa. “Reaper’s not sending a message to us, commie!” Phantom snapped. “That’s American Sign Language or technically, just the letters.” 
 
    “Surprised you knew that,” Reaper said, taping some fingers down that didn’t want to cooperate on a hand he was working on.  
 
    “My mom was deaf,” Phantom admitted. “How do you know it, if you don’t mind?”  
 
    “In my old life, I had three deaf employees,” Reaper answered.  
 
    Ten minutes later, Reaper stepped back to look at the rows of hands standing up on the ground. “Now I know why you wanted Havoc gone,” Phantom admitted staring at the message. “Marshall’s going to blow a gasket.”  
 
    “Hope so,” Reaper answered in a dead voice. “Load up,” he told everyone, heading to his Flyer. He found Pain already behind the steering wheel, Misery in the cupola on the mini gun and Zeus sitting in the backseat with his head out the window, ready to roll. “You get bloody again, and I’m letting it freeze,” he warned Zeus, but it seemed Zeus didn’t care as he tried to catch snowflakes with his tongue.  
 
    Climbing in, Reaper just nodded at Pain who pulled out heading south out of town. Even though it was dark now, with the snow on the ground it was easy to see. They didn’t even travel a mile before Pain stopped the convoy and Reaper glanced around and didn’t see any houses near with lights on. There were other targets here he really wanted to hit but he couldn’t risk it. To his right was their first objective standing tall, a water tower.  
 
    Four people moved from the convoy toward the water tower with arms loaded, then six more followed. “Give me the memory cards from Cyclops and Troll,” he said holding his hand out to Pain.  
 
    Handing them over, “Cyclops didn’t gag,” Pain told him as she got out grabbing a duffel bag.  
 
    “I talked to him,” Reaper said pulling the communication laptop to his lap. “Don’t take long,” he said downloading the video from the cards onto the computer.  
 
    “Shit, we can do this in our sleep now,” Misery huffed, climbing out as Reaper started typing. Before the sisters had reached the fence surrounding the water tower, Reaper was setting up the small satellite dish on the hood of the Flyer. It took a minute but he finally got signal and gave a sigh of relief, then hit download to send the message and video to Oracle.  
 
    He turned to the water tower. A person was at each leg marking a spot and at the closest leg, a Sin Eater was covered up with a heavy tarp as others held pre-bent angle iron on the round leg. A small generator was cranked up and even this close, Reaper couldn’t hear it. If there hadn’t been a canvas tarp thrown over the Sin Eater, he would be seeing the arc of welding as the three-inch, V-shaped iron was tack welded on the leg. The welder tacked the iron at a forty-five degree slant onto the leg and then moved to the next one.  
 
    Then Pain and Misery started painting the dark iron the same color as the water tower. Granted, in the cold and snow wasn’t the best weather to paint, but it would do. When they were done and moving to the next leg, the iron looked like it had always been there. Reaper wasn’t that worried about it being spotted. It wouldn’t be there for very long.  
 
    He glanced over to see Sin Eaters coming out of the pump house that fed the water tower and relocking the door. Reaper had started this task the first month they had moved into Hades. Granted, back then it was hard to match paint colors, but WW and Ivy had taught everyone how to make colors by the third month in Hades. It wasn’t just for Reaper’s pants.  
 
    Inside the angle iron was an explosive cutting charge with two clocks. Two, in case one malfunctioned, but all the charges for this sin were set to go off at a designated hour in just four days. They had reached his original goal of fifteen hundred towers on Halloween so Reaper had set a new goal, but knew they wouldn’t reach it now with the snow coming down.  
 
    On missions, Sin Eaters got photos of water towers and then metal was pre-bent back at Hades for the cutting charges and paint was mixed for each site. In every attack Reaper wanted to destroy more infrastructure, but didn’t want the feds snooping around too hard. There were water towers near all the oil tank farms that had been wired up. Granted, back then they had really taken their time at each site to make sure the paint was near perfect and then painted other areas around the bottom so the new additions didn’t stand out. Looking at the metal on the leg, it just looked like reinforcing near the bottom.  
 
    What was left in the pump house wouldn’t be found unless the feds had to work on the electric motor and pump. One thing that was in very short supply in the federal area were bomb-sniffing dogs, Sin Eaters killed all dogs just for this sin. They had hit bases with kennels, just to kill the bomb-sniffing dogs. In truth, Reaper was shocked Marshall hadn’t put that together, but Sin Eaters killed all dogs at every base. All except one Great Dane, but Marshall had that one killed.  
 
    Even if the Sin Eaters were wiped out, this attack would still go forth because it was running down. Hearing a very subtle beep, Reaper glanced down to see the message had been sent. Putting the laptop and dish back in the carrier, he glanced out to see the Sin Eaters returning. Glancing at his watch, “Fourteen minutes,” he noted very impressed. “If it wasn’t for this damn snow, we could meet our new goal.”  
 
    “What was our new goal?” Phantom said beside him. Like many of the others, Reaper was now used to Phantom ‘appearing’ and like the others, Reaper didn’t get startled anymore, but Zeus damn sure did as he gave a small yelp. “Zeus, you saw me coming over,” Phantom chuckled, reaching over and patting Zeus’s pumpkin-sized head.  
 
    “He may have been looking that way,” Reaper corrected as the sisters stowed their bags and climbed in.  
 
    “So, what was our goal?” Phantom asked turning to Reaper.  
 
    “Three thousand,” Reaper answered and Phantom gave a groan as he dropped his hand from Zeus and just looked around at the snow falling.  
 
    “Damn, we could’ve done that if the snow would’ve held off,” Phantom moaned, turning around and heading for his ride. 
 
    “I like doing the substation yards,” Pain admitted, cranking up the Flyer. “We’re in and out in five minutes.” Giving everyone a minute to load up, Pain then slowly drove on.  
 
    From the cupola, “I like the water towers more than digging up a damn pipeline,” Misery grumbled and was very glad she wasn’t in War’s section; they had three pipelines tonight for their objective.   
 
    Turning around and looking back at the motel, “Sin Consumed,” Reaper said.  
 
    “And many more to go,” Pain sang out and Reaper just nodded.  
 
    *** 
 
    In her recliner, half asleep, Siren felt a light touch on her arm and opened her eyes. The room was nearly pitch black but Siren felt Mantis easing back into a corner beside the couch, staying in the deep darkness. Shifting her eyes to the hallway leading into the living room, Siren saw a small form walk out of the guest room. The light from the bathroom further down the hallway silhouetted the small figure holding a teddy bear with one arm and the other on her belly. 
 
    Reminding herself she was ‘Ethel’, Siren got up as the nine-year-old girl slowly walked toward her. Raking her still sleepy brain for the kid’s name, “What’s wrong, dear?” Siren asked moving up to the little girl.  
 
    “My tummy hurts,” she said looking up at Ethel.  
 
    Knowing it wasn’t from the concoction Ivy had put in the milk for the kids staying the night, Siren reasoned it had to be the mountain of cookies that had gone missing before putting the kids to bed. Noticing it was nearly midnight, the girl’s name popped into her mind. “Let me get you something, Emily,” Ethel smiled as Emily leaned to the side, looking past Siren. 
 
    Behind Siren on the other side of the living room was the door that led into the garage where all the industrial ovens were. Light was coming from under the door and she could see shadows from movement behind the door. “Who’s in the super kitchen?” Emily asked. 
 
    Gently moving Emily back in front of her to block the door with her body, “My helpers,” Siren smiled, “elves.” 
 
    Emily’s eyes grew huge as she gasped, “I want to see ‘em,” she begged and tried to move, but Siren held her in place.  
 
    “Sweetie, if you see them they will leave, and I won’t have any help making all the treats I do for everyone,” Siren told her, and the excitement dropped off Emily’s face. But it suddenly made sense, even in her small mind. Everyone talked about Ms. Ethel and wondered how she cooked so much and it tasted so good and now Emily knew, but was still sad. 
 
    “Please?” she moaned as Siren shooshed her to lower her voice.  
 
    “Don’t wake the others, dear,” Siren smiled and looked at Emily pouting. For a brief second, Siren wanted to say ‘elves don’t like evil fed kids’ but held her tongue. “I will have to ask the elf king, dear. If he says so, then you can see the elves.” 
 
    Emily’s small jaw fell open, “Elf king,” she gasped.  
 
    Spinning Emily around and steering her down the hall, “Yes, Emily, if the elf king says so, then you may see them, but you can never tell anyone about them or they will always hide from you forever,” Siren explained, leading Emily into the bathroom.  
 
    “I won’t. I super promise, Ms. Ethel,” Emily said bouncing on her toes.  
 
    Opening the medicine cabinet, Siren took out a small silver box. “Then I will ask,” Siren said opening the small silver box and pulled out a white wafer, then closed the box. Turning to Emily and holding the wafer out, “Open your mouth and take this. It will make your tummy feel better.” Looking at the wafer, Emily was reminded of the few times she’d gone to church with one of her friends, but didn’t think she could swallow it. “Just hold it in your mouth, dear. This is elf medicine and it will dissolve and make you feel better.”  
 
    Just hearing ‘elf’, Emily gaped her mouth open and Siren placed the wafer in and Emily snapped her mouth closed, happy she got elf medicine. It didn’t take long and the medicine was gone and unlike the medicine her momma gave her, this tasted really good.  
 
    Holding her gentle, fake smile, Siren turned to the sink and grabbed a small paper cup from the dispenser and filled it with water. “Drink this, dear,” Siren said and Emily drained the cup. “I’m going to call the guards so they can take you home.”  
 
    The empty cup fell from Emily’s hand, “Noooo,” she gasped. The elves were here! 
 
    “Emily,” Siren said with the smile wavering just a bit, “your tummy was hurting, but I’ll tell you what,” Siren paused as her smile evened out. “If you feel better tomorrow, you can spend the night again and it will be only you. If the elf king gives permission, then you can sit up and help them cook but remember, never ever say anything about them.”  
 
    Shock hit Emily’s small system, nobody got to spend the night alone. Ms. Ethel always had seven kids three nights a week and no kid had ever gotten to spend the night twice. In school they told Emily nobody was special, but she felt special and wondered if that was bad but pushed that thought away. Lunging forward and dropping her teddy bear, Emily wrapped her arms around Siren. “I’ll feel better and I won’t ever tell anyone,” Emily vowed.  
 
    Patting Emily on the head tenderly, “I know, dear,” Siren said, then pulled out her cellphone and called the guard house down the road. Telling them to send a car to take one of the kids home, Siren hung up and felt Mantis was out in the hall and moving to the garage.  
 
    Gently pushing Emily back and lifting her chin up, “I will come get you tomorrow to spend the night, okay?” Siren grinned and Emily nodded rapidly with a gaping smile. Bending down and getting the teddy bear, Siren handed it back before leading Emily out of the bathroom. She stopped outside the guest room and saw the other six kids sleeping hard with gaping mouths. Grabbing Emily’s bag, Siren left the room and led Emily into the living room.  
 
    Light filled the room from the open door into the garage and Emily sucked in a breath as Siren led her into the garage. Walking in the bright room, Emily blinked her eyes from the bright light but was sad it was empty. “See? The elves knew someone was coming and they left. I think they want to see you because they didn’t leave when you first woke up,” Siren said, and Emily was happier than she had ever been.       
 
    Hearing a ding, Siren left Emily and opened one of the huge ovens, pulling out pans of cookies and setting them on tables. Emily just stood holding her teddy bear watching Ms. Ethel work. It wasn’t long and a knock sounded on the walk-in door at the garage.  
 
    After Siren called out to come in, a sergeant opened the door and rushed inside, covered in snowflakes. As he brushed the snow off his jacket, Siren walked over with Emily and told the sergeant that Emily had a tummy ache and needed to go back to her momma, so momma could take her to the hospital. The sergeant looked from Ethel to the smiling little girl, wondering why she needed to go to the hospital.  
 
    Only after Siren repeated her instructions did the sergeant nod. He would tell the mother that Ethel had said to take her to the hospital. Like everyone, he didn’t want to upset Ms. Ethel. She didn’t do anything to you, but those up high damn sure did. Picking Emily up, the sergeant vowed he would tell the mother and he would but if it was his kid, he wouldn’t go take her to the hospital.  
 
    Giving the sergeant a bag of cookies, Siren patted his cheek and let Emily hug her one more time, then told them goodbye. Closing the door after they left, Siren stared out the small window watching the SUV back out of the driveway.  
 
    “You read the script better than I would have,” Mantis said coming in the back door.  
 
    It was that Reaper had given a ‘script’ for if a child woke up that made Siren realize, Reaper had known one eventually would. When the SUV was gone Siren didn’t leave the window, but stared out at the snow falling down as Ivy and Mantis moved to either side of her. “It is only a sin,” Ivy told Siren.  
 
    For several minutes Siren said nothing, just looking out the window as the other Sin Eaters came in and went back to cooking. “Why do these kids get to live?” Siren grumbled. “I had to listen to my great-grandkids screaming as they were raped and then killed. That was after my kids and grandkids,” she spat.  
 
    Slowly, because Siren was deadly and Ivy didn’t want to startle her, Ivy laid her hand on Siren’s shoulder. “I know, and we’re dealing with it, so don’t lose focus,” Ivy told her. Like Mantis and nearly all the Sin Eaters, Ivy knew she couldn’t perform at the ‘Ethel’ level, no matter how hard she tried.  
 
    Mantis moved up on the other side and held a bandana over Siren’s shoulder. Taking it, Siren tied it on to cover her lower face as she continued to stare out at the falling snow. “Sin consumed,” she growled, then went to help cook.     
 
    *** 
 
    Eighty miles north of Eufaula, near LaGrange, Georgia, Reaper crept along with the other Sin Eaters. Meeting back up with Havoc and Titan’s section, they set off. He had started out near the front, but others kept moving past him and no matter how many threats he gave or tried to move up, Sin Eaters kept positioning him in the center of the group. After a mile of trudging through the three inches of snow, Reaper just stayed in the center. He knew why they were doing it, but Reaper didn’t want their protection. He needed to consume sins.  
 
    It didn’t take them long to find the group they were after. West of town, a company-sized element from Qatar was set up. Last night they had hit a platoon of French soldiers, all but three guards were asleep and none woke up on this Earth. Thanks to the Sin Eaters and groups of fallen angels, no fed or UN troops moved around in squad-sized elements anymore. Reaper was certain the only reason the French troops didn’t seem afraid was because it was a tank platoon.  
 
    The platoon had parked their tanks and taken over a farmhouse. After killing the platoon, Sin Eaters used thermite grenades on the six tanks. Sin Eaters were now experts on rendering armor unusable with just two thermite grenades.  
 
    Phantom had found this unit during his scouting trip during the day. Like the French, this unit was part of the massive contingent of massed troops from Alabama to Mississippi that were prepping to attack the Republic. They were at the back as follow-on forces, and Reaper wanted to send a message to the troops, Sin Eaters were always near.  
 
    As the group came to a stop and everyone took a knee, Reaper couldn’t help but grin because now there were six fallen angels leading attacks behind fed lines. After Havoc threw a fit, Reaper had notified Oracle to get Republic Special Forces to send teams to assist and train the fallen angels and their followers. Only after the teams joined up and Oracle gave permission, the fallen angels informed the leader of the team they were fallen angels of the Sin Eaters. Reaper had wanted the teams to know because he didn’t want the fallen angels to get in his way, but wanted them doing small hits of harassment.  
 
    From what Reaper was getting, the fallen angels were doing that really well.  
 
    Reaching down to pat Zeus, Reaper heard his ear bud go off. “This is Phantom. Sixty are in the barn and about that many are in the first large tent. Guards at barn, two at door, none outside. One guard on east side near the oak tree, he’s asleep. Second large tent is command tent and four inside awake, monitoring radio. Over.” 
 
    Thinking for a second, Reaper reached up and tapped his phone. “This is Reaper. My section will take barn from rear. Titan, you will lead yours to the first tent. Havoc, roll to the center to assist if needed. Phantom, take the sentry sleeping, over.”  
 
    “I already did. He’s SLEEPING,” Phantom answered.  
 
    Reaper turned to the sisters and Ubiytsa around him, expecting some kind of comment but they didn’t say a word. Because they weren’t saying anything, Reaper felt just a little bad for making them stay close as his bowels tried to poison the Earth.  
 
    “This is Reaper. Havoc, when I call, take out the sentries at the barn as we come in the back,” Reaper ordered, then moved out. He wasn’t at all surprised as Ubiytsa moved in front of him to lead the way. Creeping along, Reaper nearly stopped and asked if the sisters wanted a piggyback ride since they were staying so close to him.  
 
    When they reached the back of the barn, Reaper used a Sin Eater sign to inform the sisters if they didn’t give him room, he was going to shove their heads up his ass before the next cheese shit. Both took a step back as Reaper glared at them while he pulled out his knife. Looking over his thirty strong section, Reaper pointed at five random Sin Eaters to stay on gun, then motioned the rest to get on steel. Watching knives getting pulled out, Reaper tapped his phone. “This is Reaper. Take ‘em, Havoc.”  
 
    Havoc motioned to his shooters and both sent a round out from their suppressed KRISS Vectors. Unlike the rifle rounds, a .45 didn’t break the sound barrier so there was no sonic crack as the bullet streaked away. Nearly at the same time, both sentries gained a third eye when a .45 slug punched into their foreheads.  
 
    Both bodies dropped to the ground as Reaper led his section inside and he headed to the closest sleeping form. When the five on gun were in the middle of the barn, Reaper dropped down to cover the man’s mouth and shoved his knife into the skull. He felt the body tense up as the eyes snapped open when the blade drove into the skull. With six inches of steel buried, Reaper twisted the handle with a wet crunch and the panicked eyes became vacant.  
 
    Yanking his knife out, he moved to another sleeping form as twenty-four more sleeping figures were sent away. Dropping on the next figure, Reaper repeated by covering the mouth and shoving the knife in. Before he twisted, he heard suppressed coughs of submachine guns. Quickly twisting the knife to ‘scramble the brain’, Reaper let his knife go and grabbed his KRISS submachine gun hanging at his side. Turning around, he saw the five Sin Eaters on gun had shot six near the door who had woken up before they got a steel headache.  
 
    “Glad I got two,” Reaper huffed, letting his KRISS go to dangle and snatched his knife out. Getting to his feet, he watched Pain stomp over to one of the ones who had been shot. Rearing her foot back, she kicked the skull that had nearly exploded from the gunshot.  
 
    “You just had to wake up, bitch,” Pain hissed.  
 
    “Camp down,” Havoc called over the radio.  
 
    “See if there’s anything we need,” Reaper ordered as he headed for the door, purposely stepping on one of the dead sentries.  
 
    “Reaper,” he heard Havoc call out softly and turned to see him walking up. “This was an engineering unit. Two of those trucks are loaded with Semtex. Another is loaded with twenty cratering charges and get this, two more are packed full of Bangalore torpedoes.”   
 
    Cocking his head to the side, “Never got to play with a Bangalore,” Reaper mumbled. “Get our rides here and load up the explosives,” he told Havoc and looked over at the two APCs. “Thermite the BMPs.”  
 
    “Ahh,” Havoc stammered. “Reaper, we have shit already loaded on the trailers. There’s four tons of Semtex alone and each cratering charge is sixty pounds. Hell, I can’t even guess the weight on the Bangalores.”  
 
    Feeling a pocket on his vest vibrate, because there was no hearing it vibrate, Reaper opened the pocket but never took his eyes from Havoc. “Right,” Havoc nodded. “Load it and if we break shit, we can fix it.” Spinning around, Havoc trotted off as he tapped the phone to radio out for those at the rides to pull them up.  
 
    Pulling his texting pager out, Reaper opened it up and saw it was from Oracle. The message was so long, he scrolled down as he read.  
 
    ‘You need to break down in smaller groups. There was a break in clouds at Eufaula and I could see where all vehicles pulled into town. Snow has covered up now but it was very easy to pick up from Republic drone overhead. Weather update, it’s snowing from Arkansas to the East Coast and from Tennessee to the Gulf. System is stalling but another is projected to roll in behind it. Forecast is snow until Christmas then ten days of ‘warm’ that is fifties then an arctic blast is predicted to roll in from the north. No snow but ‘high’ for Mobile is going to be 0 degrees. Hades will have a high of -8. Arctic blast expected to stay for most of January. Just my opinion but may need to hunker down. Your playmate is back on the hunt and snow makes it very easy to track even with two army groups near. Let more tracks get laid down then head back out.’  
 
    “Just kiss my ass,” Reaper grumbled, looking away and fighting the urge to throw the damn pager.  
 
    “Nobody be kisser of ass for you, not what come out of you ass,” Ubiytsa noted walking past.  
 
    “YOUR ass,” Pain sang out. “You ass means you called that person an ass, commie!”  
 
    Skidding to a stop and turning around to glare at Pain, “You, your, it is same,” Ubiytsa snapped. Then Pain barked back in Russian and Ubiytsa cocked his head to the side, thinking about what she’d said. “Oh,” he mumbled and turned to Reaper. “I not say you are of ass, I mean what come out of your ass is death.”  
 
    Giving a nod as she stopped beside Reaper, “That sounded very American,” she informed him.  
 
    Both fought the urge to take off running when Reaper drove his hand under his snowsuit and pulled a packet of cheese out. “You do know, feces to be formed?” Ubiytsa stammered, watching Reaper shove the packet under his mask and empty it. “It come out of you like jet, that not be good for you.”  
 
    “You remember I didn’t say a motherfuckin’ thing,” Misery said walking past and Titan stopped beside Reaper, looking at Pain and Ubiytsa.  
 
    “I would shut the fuck up, if I were you,” Titan advised.  
 
    They nodded and gave a sigh of relief when Reaper didn’t pull out another packet. Looking at the pager, Reaper told them how he wanted the bodies displayed and everyone just gaped at him. Reaper had always done the displays. Sure, others helped, but he always did it. To give the others the hint to start moving, Titan went to work.  
 
    As the others started working, Reaper sent a reply.      
 
    ‘Let other sections know to start back to Hades and only hit objectives that are on route. All sections need to report to Hades by 2200 tomorrow night. Get word to Siren, I want operation done and Death will be there to pull them out the twenty-fourth at 0200.’ 
 
    It was 0500 when the Sin Eaters pulled out, heading back to Hades. Looking at the displayed bodies as the group left, “Sin Consumed,” Reaper said feeling better.   
 
    Back in Camelot, the sergeant had taken little Emily back to her housing unit. Having called ahead, Emily’s mom was waiting at the front desk. Nobody knew why each unit had a front desk, but every unit did. When the mom saw Emily smiling, she was a bit peeved because she had to work, but the sergeant told her what Ms. Ethel had said, ‘that Emily should be taken to the hospital’. Mom said she was fine and was just scared and the sergeant told the mom again, though he personally agreed with her. Not in the mood, the mom carried Emily to the elevator and she was just glad she could take the elevator to the ninth floor. Her husband was only a specialist, so they didn’t have to live on the tenth.  
 
    Eight o’clock that morning, the mom went to wake Emily and found her cold and blue. EMS was called, but Emily had long since passed. Homeland Police showed up and the desk clerk informed them the sergeant who had brought the girl from Ms. Ethel’s had told the mom that Ms. Ethel said the girl needed to be seen at the hospital. The investigators confirmed that with the sergeant, then caught up to Ms. Ethel at one of the chicken farms and confirmed. By noon, the mom was arrested for ‘the death of a federal youth’. Her three-year-old was removed from her custody as the mom was hauled out of Camelot and sent to a work camp.  
 
    Late that evening near the front line in Mississippi, the dad was notified the government had removed his sole-surviving child from his custody and his wife had been sentenced to a work camp for twenty years. With his world crashing down, the young specialist stumbled out of his captain’s tent.  
 
    He had done what he was told. He had fought like he was supposed to. His little girl was dead, his wife locked up, his son taken from him, and he had done what his government told him to do. Taking his M16 off his shoulder as he stood in front of his captain’s tent, the dad put the barrel in his mouth and pulled the trigger. Another sin had been consumed and word spread why the young specialist had taken his own life in front of the captain’s tent.    
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    First Family is fun times! 
 
      
 
    It was December thirteenth and riding in the back of her SUV, Brandy looked out the window at the snow-covered Texas countryside. Dallas only got three inches from the front, but Missouri and Arkansas, all the way to the coast, got six and another front moved in right behind it. Projected to run right through the middle of the country dumping another four inches, Brandy couldn’t help but think it was ironic.  
 
    It seemed even God was against the feds because the storms had centered on the projected battlefield. Latest intelligence said the feds were still planning to attack on or near Christmas Eve after the last front moved through. The skies would be clear but forecasts still said a warm front would roll in after Christmas and much of the snow would melt, turning the projected battlefield into a mud quagmire.  
 
    These weren’t plains the battlefield was going to be waged on, but huge swaths of farmland that had been farmed for generations. Brandy had learned in Missouri when land that had been plowed repeatedly for years got wet, the mud got deep. With her own eyes, she had seen tanks rolling over a field and nearly sink from sight. Some had to be left in place because nothing could get close enough to pull them out until the ground dried out some.  
 
    Hell, she had watched tanks in defensive positions sink a foot into the ground, just sitting in place when the ground soaked up water. She couldn’t help but hope the feds did this because it would make their stuck tanks easy targets for air and small mobile teams with anti-tank rockets.   
 
    Reynolds had already advised that they not advance even after they’d stopped the first wave so their armor didn’t get stuck and Brandy wholeheartedly agreed. But near the New Year, a cold front was projected to come in and freeze the ground and that would let tanks move, but troops would be exposed to biting cold. Brandy was expecting the attack to come then. 
 
    Across from her, Reynolds and Wagner couldn’t help but grin at the excitement Brandy was showing as they rode with her. They’d been in their nine o’clock briefing and her military staff had just informed her that Indonesia was attempting to invade Australia, when word had come in that Fern had woken up. Jumping up, Brandy told them she was heading to the hospital and offered them a ride. “Madam President, even though he’s awake, the doctors said it would be a month at the soonest before Fern could retake the office,” Reynolds reminded her.  
 
    “I know, but this means I don’t have to stay,” Brandy responded with a grin. “I’m sick of talking to other leaders and heads of this collection or that. Just do your damn job for the citizens you work for.”  
 
    Even though he loved Fern, Reynolds really wanted Brandy to stay on a bit longer. Unlike Fern, Brandy made the tough decisions and felt no remorse in them. The only thing that made Brandy feel bad was losing troops but she knew this was war and just made sure the other side lost more.  
 
    When they reached the hospital, Brandy barely waited for the SUV to come to a stop before she jumped out and headed for the doors. “Mom… Madam President!” Isaac shouted, jumping out of his LAV and running after Brandy. Brandy wasn’t running, but she damn sure was walking fast.  
 
    Catching up to Brandy, Isaac fell into step with her and glanced around the entrance at the Texas Rangers and troops already at the hospital guarding Fern. “Let your detail get set up before you just jump out,” Isaac whispered harshly at her.  
 
    “You see how many are already here?” Brandy snapped, waving her hand out as she headed for the elevators. Rangers were waiting, holding the doors open as Reynolds and Wagner jogged to catch up.  
 
    “Mom!” Isaac grunted in a low voice. “You’re the acting president. Let your detail get set up and stop this ‘I have a fucking gun’ routine. If you have to shoot, it means we’ve failed.”  
 
    Falling in behind the two, Reynolds fought the desire to grab Isaac and kiss him. Brandy outranked him in every way possible, but Isaac was going to tell his mom, or president, what he thought because she was his mother.   
 
    Stepping in the elevator, Brandy turned to Isaac with a scowl as the others filed in. “You’re treading on dangerous ground, young man,” Brandy warned. “We still haven’t talked about  ‘YOU’,” she stressed hard, “Pulling six LAVs off the line to use guarding me! Not to mention six helicopters!”  
 
    As the doors closed, Isaac put his hands on his hips and stared right back at Brandy. “The Governor of Missouri sent my old unit ten Abrams tanks, fifteen Bradleys, and seven helicopters! General Walls has called me twice asking if he could send another company to assist if he was going to get exchanges like that!” Isaac popped back.  
 
    Brandy knew the front had equipment but like all commanders, the more you had the better, so everyone wanted more but there had to be a limit. Michelle had just pulled from Missouri’s stores to send to the Marines. It wasn’t like Brandy could tell her ‘no’ because as president, the Republic was still in debt to Missouri.  
 
    Staring at her son with narrowed eyes, Brandy shifted her gaze to Reynolds and Wagner. “We signed orders last week. Major Yassa is outside of our chain of commands and reports directly to you,” Wagner informed her, and Reynolds nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Andrea!” Brandy barked.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Andrea yelped from the corner of the elevator.  
 
    “Remind me I don’t like my military staff or protection detail for the rest of the day,” Brandy ordered.  
 
    Shaking his head, “You sound just like your daughter when she was ten and if I remember correctly, you spanked her butt when she said that,” Isaac stated.  
 
    Holding her chin high, “I have standing,” Brandy informed him as the doors opened and she walked out.  
 
    Watching his mom walk out, Isaac wore a huge grin. “Man, Dad would be so proud of her,” he declared and followed.  
 
    Grabbing Reynolds’ arm, “I’ll have the order typed up and we’ll sign it when we get back,” Wagner whispered and Reynolds again nodded while Andrea stifled a snicker but would never say anything about it unless forced to.  
 
    The staff parted as Brandy led the group into the intensive care unit and found a group of doctors waiting. “Andrea,” Brandy called over her shoulder and Andrea ran up beside her. “Get Michelle on the phone so they can tell her and she can explain to me,” Brandy ordered.  
 
    “Sorry, Bureno’s wife worked last night and I knew you wouldn’t want to have her get up, find a babysitter, and run down here,” Andrea said, pushing past the doctors and grabbing a phone.  
 
    “Isaac, take lessons from Andrea,” Brandy said.  
 
    Scoffing, “Yeah, right,” Isaac responded. “You told me the same thing about Kandice but every time I took my baby sister’s lead, I got in trouble and she didn’t.” 
 
    Not even replying, Brandy walked in the room and saw Fern sitting up in the bed. He was smiling but looked slap worn down. The left side of his face had a slight droop, giving him a lopsided grin. “Sorry, I can’t take over yet,” he said as Brandy moved to his bedside.  
 
    “Oh, hush,” she said, reaching out and patting his right cheek. “You get better. I have this until you get better. With you up, I know if something happens to me Michelle won’t be pushed into this spot.”  
 
    Fern’s smile wavered a bit because he clearly heard the emphasis on ‘pushed’. He would try to bring that back up later. “They are preparing a room so I can receive briefings to keep updated,” Fern told her, then his smile fell all the way off. “You know, all I wanted to do was end this war and just fish. I’ve only been fishing three times in my life, but I loved it and never got back around to it.”   
 
    Reaching down and resting her hand on Fern’s, “You need rest, but let me tell you something,” Brandy said. “On my land in Mountain View, I have a fifteen-acre lake stocked with bass and crappie. I have a two-acre pond stocked with catfish and two large streams running through my property that’re loaded with trout. Why don’t you go there to rehab and recover?” 
 
    Hearing the dream, Fern was speechless for a bit. “Are you serious?” Fern managed to get out. “I mean, on the fishing first and rehabbing second?” 
 
    “Isaac!” Brandy snapped, startling Fern. He turned to the door to see a marine in full combat gear stop just inside the door. Then his eyes dropped to the name tag and saw Yassa.   
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Isaac reported.  
 
    “How’s the fishing at the land?” Brandy asked out but kept her eyes on Fern.  
 
    “On the land it’s called catching, Mom, not fishing,” Isaac informed her. “Because of that lake, I can’t take my kids fishing anywhere else because they expect to always catch like that.” 
 
    With wide eyes locked on Brandy, “You have a lot of family there already, I can’t burden them,” Fern panted out.  
 
    “Isaac, tell Andrea to relay to Michelle to have a team build a guesthouse between the house and barn so Fern can rehab there. I’ll leave it to Michelle how big it needs to be,” Brandy ordered. Isaac gave a nod and stepped out.  
 
    As Isaac left, Reynolds and Wagner stepped to the other side of the bed. “You look better, sir,” Wagner grinned.  
 
    “Liar,” Fern chuckled, then turned his attention back to Brandy to protest but really wanted to head to Mountain View right now. 
 
    Knowing what was coming, Brandy held up her hands. “Fern, another house was going to get built, you’re just giving me the excuse. I hate to say it, but some of my daughters-in-law and I butt heads,” Brandy stated and was glad Isaac wasn’t in the room because his wife was the main one. Brandy denied it, but everyone else said they acted just alike.  
 
    “I swear, I’ll try to recover fast,” Fern told her, still feeling guilty.  
 
    Shaking her head Brandy could see it, Fern was going to die when he returned to the office. The job and war had aged him decades, and Fern knew it was going to kill him but was willing to do what he had to do. In his mid-forties Fern was a bachelor of politics and his career, but looked near sixty. “I’ll tell you what, Fern, you get better and when you feel you can return in good health, I’ll head back home. I’ll stay here for you and the Republic as long as I’m needed but I want your word, if something happens to me, you will come back and not force Michelle to take the office. If it’s until the election or end of the war, I’ll stay here if I’m needed,” Brandy told him, then dropped the smile. “I won’t like it, but I’ll do it. This war has already claimed too much and it doesn’t need to claim you as well.”  
 
    Not believing what he’d just heard, Fern nodded. “I’ll take it,” he mumbled as Wagner and Reynolds cheered on the inside. They could take the tongue lashings because Brandy never hesitated on the hard decisions, then moved on.   
 
    “You aren’t to go fishing until you’re cleared to,” Brandy smirked and Fern laughed. “My daughter can teach you and trust me, she’s good. You can receive briefings there to stay up-to-date, in case you have to return sooner.”     
 
    Reaching out and taking Brandy’s hand, “I really am sorry, Brandy. I tried putting it off until this was over,” Fern admitted.  
 
    “I should kick your ass for waiting as long as you did,” Brandy replied.  
 
    Leaning to Wagner, “What do we do if they fight? Technically, we can’t break them up,” Reynolds whispered loudly.  
 
    “I have ten on Brandy,” Wagner responded, and everyone busted out laughing.  
 
    “Put ten on Brandy for me,” Fern laughed out, making the group laugh harder.  
 
    When they were done, Brandy patted Fern’s cheek. “You get rest, call if you need anything,” Brandy told him and stepped out of the room. She found Andrea on the phone. “They talk to her?” Brandy asked nodding to the doctors and Andrea nodded, holding the phone out.  
 
    “I was just relaying what Major Yassa told me,” Andrea replied.  
 
    Taking the receiver, “Andrea, you’re allowed to call him Isaac and if he pisses off his momma, you’re allowed to call him Asshole,” Brandy declared as Isaac gasped behind her. Michelle relayed in layman’s terms what the doctors said only confirming what Brandy knew, it would be six months at the earliest before Fern could return to his duties but even then, the doctors said the stress would kill him before the next election. His cognitive functions were recovering, but Fern was having trouble with short-term memory that the doctors were certain would pass in time.   
 
    “How many bedrooms you want this house to have?” Michelle asked.  
 
    “Three or four,” Brandy answered. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll have Dallas get his group together and start when they can but Brandy, I’m also building a barracks for the marine detachment there,” Michelle told her. “They’re sleeping in tents. I’m tired of having some campers hauled up there, but I so forgot what it’s like dealing with hard-headed marines.”  
 
    Brandy nearly responded, ‘Try having to deal with one that’s your son’ but held her tongue, not sure how Michelle would handle that. “You do what you want and if they give you shit, call me. I have two goddamned helicopters that’re so big, I could use one as a house,” Brandy said. “I’ll fly up there and set them straight.” 
 
    Scoffing, “Brandy,” Michelle chuckled, and Brandy could tell it was a real chuckle and not forced. “I was an MP. Trust me, I can deal with marines.”  
 
    “Call if you need anything,” Brandy said.  
 
    “You do the same,” Michelle replied as they hung up.  
 
    When Brandy turned around, she saw Isaac moving forward and knew he was going to defend his troops’ actions. Holding up her hand, “Isaac, I’m not in the mood,” Brandy warned. “I’m dealing with enough stubbornness as it is. I told you the day you got married, I will still spank your butt, and I meant it.”  
 
    Puffing his chest out, “You can use my belt,” he stated proudly.  
 
    Shaking her head as she walked past, “That’s why I always got your dad to spank you. It’s real hard not to get mad when your son yells out- ‘Was that a fly?’ when you spank him,” Brandy grumbled. “I should’ve grabbed a bat. Thank God you were mostly a good kid and the only spankings you got were for backtalk.”  
 
    Following his mom to the elevators, “Dad told you to get a bat,” Isaac reminded her, then gave a long sigh as they reached the elevator. “Mom, I’ve told you I was sorry like a hundred times for that,” he mumbled. 
 
    Shaking her head as the others joined them, “I hate to admit it, but I did the same for my momma,” Brandy admitted. “I just shouted out, ‘That didn’t hurt’.”  
 
    Chuckling, “I know, Granny told me. Where do you think I got the idea from?” Isaac told her.  
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad your kids are at the house,” Brandy smirked and Isaac gasped.  
 
    “You wouldn’t dare!”  
 
    Only when the elevator dinged and came to a stop did Brandy glance over at Isaac. “Never know,” she said, then walked out.  
 
    Glancing over at Wagner, “Talk about a First Family that’s fun to be around,” Reynolds chuckled.  
 
    Nodding, “To be honest, I think it’s just what the country needs,” Wagner said. “To show the Republic, nobody’s trying to be perfect. We’re all human and the same, just doing our best.”  
 
    *** 
 
    It was after midnight when Reaper walked out of Tartarus carrying a laptop under his arm. The netting overhead was covered in snow and it wouldn’t be long before some would have to be knocked off again. Anywhere outside of Hades where Sin Eaters moved was covered by nets and even among the trees, but those were taken down during the summer because there were leaves. Now they were back up and Oracle checked the view from above quite often, but had never been able to spot signs the Sin Eaters were there.  
 
    UAVs were constant with the feds, but mainly stayed near major bases or cities. Not that the feds had an abundance of them now, but they did have a few. Bases that housed long-ranged UAVs were hit by the Republic and those bases the Republic wouldn’t hit, the Sin Eaters did. One thing the feds did have were satellites, but they were predictable and could be avoided. It still amazed Reaper just how detailed an image from space was in taking a picture on the ground. Oracle had proven it. On a satellite pass overhead when they were in Ohio, Reaper had stood out in a field when a Republic satellite passed overhead. He’d held out a quarter, heads side up. Ten minutes later, Oracle had informed him the year on the quarter was 1994 and she’d been right. 
 
    After that, Reaper started taking satellites into account whenever he moved and attacked. Sometimes he wanted to be seen, but mostly he didn’t. Oracle was a big reason in that, but he still took the precautions.  
 
    Glancing at his watch, Reaper felt the stress leaving the closer the time got and was thankful. This attack was a lot of effort and would be a huge sin consumed. It was the fact it had been worked on for so long and could’ve been easily discovered was what got him stressed. The reason he didn’t like stress was Nelson came out more, and now was definitely not the time for Nelson to ease up on Reaper.   
 
    True, some of the stress Reaper had brought on himself in this game he’d set up with Marshall, but that game was also a sin. That was something he couldn’t get Havoc to understand. Marshall had Gifford’s and many other high-ranking officials’ ears in the feds hierarchy. Rattling Marshall rattled those he reported to and undermined Marshall for not closing the deal. Nobody Marshall had ever gone after had taunted him. Few even knew they had been targeted when Marshall hunted them. Now, here was someone Marshall was hunting, but they were communicating to Marshall and didn’t seem worried.  
 
    Using Marshall, Reaper felt would end this conflict much sooner than doing it on his original plan. Now he had an inside man to harass among the top crew.  
 
    Hearing the whine of the grinder, he looked across Styx to Remembrance Rock. He didn’t know who was adding the name but he knew the name of the Sin Eater. Demon, one of the Opera. Three hours ago, Demon had been found hanging from a limb with a note pinned to his vest. He apologized for his leaving but just couldn’t consume any more sins, his limit was reached.  
 
    Like the others, Demon was added to the list of fallen and was looked at in honor. Instead of putting others at risk, Demon had taken his own life so he wouldn’t endanger those who depended on him. Reaper had suggested to the captains that those feeling that way could be left at Hades, but all the captains went against him. Everyone was a Sin Eater, and nothing but Sin Eaters were here. At any time, one could be called on to consume and there couldn’t be any doubt from that Sin Eater. With nearly three hundred and fifty Sin Eaters now, nearly a hundred were always at Hades when all seven sections were out.   
 
    Of course Reaper agreed, but it had felt good to hear it from the captains.   
 
    Phantom was working on his final selections to join the Opera and only to himself would Reaper ever admit, he wasn’t good enough to be in the Opera. Havoc had voiced his opinion because Nightmare was still in the running, and Nightmare had been Phantom’s wife in the past life. Only the captains and sisters knew and Reaper had kept his eye on them. Watching them, Phantom and Nightmare acted like two Sin Eaters. When they talked, it wasn’t like they even knew each other.  
 
    One thing Reaper pointed out, Nightmare was fucking good at sneaking around and that’s why Phantom had allowed her in the final selections. Havoc was certain they were having sex and Reaper didn’t give a shit, as long as masks were on and it was consensual. On Nightmare and Phantom, Reaper really doubted they were having sex but there were others he knew of and others he suspected, but they followed the rules. They were Sin Eaters but they were also human, and that was one part of humanity Reaper wasn’t going to drive out of the Sin Eaters because he was certain that would remain after the mask was taken off.  
 
    All captains had certain hang-ups. Titan came unglued when they were setting up Hades and the bathroom. Nobody got privacy because there were only Sin Eaters and anyone trying to be modest, Reaper ran for his stick. As Titan brought up in every meeting for a week, ‘some of those here have been raped so we need to lighten up on that, men and women raped’. Then Reaper would point out, ‘The Sin Eater has never been raped because the Sin Eater was born only when the mask went on. The old self may have been raped, but not the Sin Eater and there are only Sin Eaters here’.  
 
    The reason Havoc was worried about the sex was offspring. He didn’t want a Sin Eater to become pregnant because that was a liability they didn’t need. If a Sin Eater were to have offspring, then it would be detrimental to the female because the Sin Eater had it, not the person. On that, Reaper could agree but a month after putting the mask on, women stopped having cycles because of the brutal training. Not to mention the shit WW and Ivy were pumping into them. Each Sin Eater concoction was different and though she’d never said it, Reaper was certain Ivy was adding something to Sin Eaters who were female to make sure there were no offspring while the mask was on.  
 
    Most Sin Eaters were scared of the sisters, others were unnerved by WW because he could make chemicals like it was magic. Reaper, he was scared of Ivy. He was certain if he told Ivy he wanted to give Gifford something to make only his toenails fall off, Ivy would grab a flower, bit of fungus and a mushroom, and make it happen.  
 
    There were no mirrors near Hades, but Reaper couldn’t help but look at his body when he showered. Never could he remember his body having muscles like he had now. He could bench four hundred pounds and run a mile in under four minutes, with his gear on. But even Reaper knew, this enhancement would have to be paid for later. The human body wasn’t designed to live with this kind of constant punishment and stress.  
 
    Just thinking about ‘stress’, he lifted his arm to see it was getting close to 0200, judgement time. Even if one setup was spotted now, there wasn’t anything the feds could do. Opening the laptop, he powered it on. The screen was divided into six sections, each in a different area of the country from the view of a traffic or security camera. On each section was a water tower.  
 
    Closing the laptop, “I’m not watching,” Reaper declared, and felt his heartrate increase. “Back off, Nelson,” he said, fighting the anxiety from increasing. “Nothing can be changed even if some are discovered now and this sin needed to be consumed.” 
 
    The door to Tartarus opened up and the sisters stepped out. “Aren’t you going to watch?” Misery asked.  
 
    “I have my laptop,” Reaper countered and Pain just shook her head.  
 
    “We’ve been working on this sin for nearly a year. Come and watch it on the big screens.”     
 
    The sisters just stared and waited on Reaper as he looked out over Styx. Both knew Reaper was nervous, and they also knew he didn’t want others to know it. He was Reaper and Reaper trusted his Sin Eaters’ commitment and skill, but this sin was spread out with thousands of moving parts.  
 
    “Are you coming?” Misery finally blurted out, but it was really, ‘get your ass inside, if it doesn’t work then so be it’.  
 
    Not even in the mood to grab a cheese packet, Reaper sighed and headed toward Tartarus. “This is going to be so cool,” Pain giggled as Reaper walked past her.  
 
    “I damn sure hope so,” Reaper mumbled walking inside. All the other captains were inside staring at screens on their desks and monitors on the wall. Heading for his desk, Reaper just dropped into his chair and set the laptop on the desk.  
 
    “Email just got sent to Gifford,” Death called out rather cheerfully.  
 
    Reaching up, Reaper tapped his computer to turn on one of the fed broadcast stations. In his mind, he could almost picture Gifford getting woken up by an aide because of the Sin Eater email. Once it was opened, it just said, ‘Turn on TV’.  
 
    “Gifford read the email,” War chuckled and Reaper knew Gifford was turning on a TV as he called Marshall.  
 
    Finally coming to terms with the stress, “Even if it doesn’t all work, they’ll know fear,” Reaper mumbled. “Granted, if it doesn’t all work they’ll think we’re incompetent and that’s worse than anything because we lose the fear.”  
 
    The fed program playing on his computer blinked and Reaper was looking at an image of himself that started to speak. “Hello, Samuel,” the screen sang out. “Tis the season and the Sin Eaters have gotten you and those that follow you a present. I hope you like our ‘Water Well’ as much as you wanted to like yours. I must say, I’m disappointed Marshall isn’t playing the game anymore because I left clues just to see if any of you had a brain. Too bad. I’m sure he could’ve given you warning, but decided to try to find his little dick. To the federal states from the Sin Eaters, Merry Christmas and wait till you see what comes for the New Year,” Reaper heard himself on the screen and then the screen went blank for a second before returning back to another reality show run by the feds.    
 
    “Damn, that was cold,” Havoc chuckled, looking at a line of cheap clocks on his desk. All were identical and were in every event they had set up for ‘Water Well’. The clocks were two-inch square and half-an-inch thick. They were just cheap alarm clocks that were made by the thousands to be given away as promotional items for advertisement, but they had an alarm function and that’s what they’d needed. Havoc had a line set up on his desk to see how close they stayed synced. There were more outside set up for the same reason and they had found out the cheap clocks didn’t stay synchronized very well, with some running twenty minutes behind those inside, but they were working and that’s all Havoc cared about.  
 
    Five minutes before 0200, everyone’s’ computer beeped as Oracle sent a message, ‘First explosion off in Maine’. “Shit,” Conquest spat. “I would rather them go late than early.”  
 
    “The clocks cost ten cents each so as long as they work, I don’t care,” Famine said, then let out a cheer as one of the divided screens on his computer showed an explosion cutting through one of the legs of the water tower. Over a minute later, the opposite leg charge went off cutting another leg, then another went off. With only three legs supporting, the tower started leaning and everyone could imagine the loud groan of steel as the stress of gravity worked to bring the steel tower down. When the last charge went off, the tower dropped hard and fast, crushing a house a hundred feet away. The holding tank hit and ruptured, sending half a million gallons into the cold night running down the streets. Almost unnoticed, the small pump house beside the tower blew apart.   
 
    Now on the screens more charges were going off, but in haphazard times. Some towers fell with only two legs cut and the other charges went off after the tower was on the ground. Everyone watched as one tower dropped after one cutting charge took out a single leg.  
 
    From Maine to Florida across to Illinois to Mississippi, water towers started falling. Along with the pump houses, pumping stations and over a hundred water plants were hit. The explosions weren’t big and many of the buildings remained intact, but the motors and pumps inside were destroyed.  
 
    Even though all the charges had been set for 0200 on the fourteenth, very few went off at exactly the same time. At 0230, as the feds were just realizing what had happened and the towers had stopped falling, more explosions started sounding off in the federal states. 
 
    Thousands of more explosions started rocking substation electrical yards all over the fed. These charges were small but when they blew apart the huge transformers, great balls of plasma were released and other transformers that weren’t even rigged to explode detonated.  
 
    On the main screen in Tartarus was a live satellite image of the federal states. There weren’t as many lights as before the collapse, but it was still illuminated. Because the feds had pulled people into the main cities, it had made this very easy for the Sin Eaters to hurt.  
 
    The screen showed large sections of the fed going dark as substations were taken out all over the occupied zone. Like the water towers, they didn’t all go off together but they went off. Other explosions also were going off but neither the Sin Eaters nor the feds could see them, but the feds would soon feel the implications of these explosions. Less than a hundred explosions cut gas pipelines that fed cities, and all heat stopped as the lights went out and the water stopped.       
 
    By 0302 it was over, and on the main screen there was only one area of light in the fed, D.C. After killing the middle management and helping the feds Reaper was a bit worried to do anything there again, in case he helped the feds even more.  
 
    When Reaper stood up, he felt relief on so many levels it was hard to imagine. Seeing Reaper stand, the others stopped cheering and stood up at their desks. “Sin consumed,” they all said with Reaper. Once again, the Sin Eaters had impacted the theater of war.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    I have shit to do, so give me some warning! 
 
      
 
    Uncharacteristically, Colonel Marshal was already in the White House West Wing conference room before anyone else. Unlike other meetings, this one was scheduled at 2100 instead of during the day. Since he had been moving nonstop, Marshall was taking the time to get caught up on happenings other than the Sin Eaters. It had been ten days since Reaper had launched his own ‘Water Well’, and Marshall was still trying to comprehend the commitment and training to pull that off and still maintain the Sin Eater attacks.  
 
    For the past ten days he had flown to many sites, finding out how in the hell the Sin Eaters had fucked the feds in the ass so hard. Marshall’s appearance spoke volumes because he was filthy and had three days of stubble on his face, something he never reported to the White House with. As always, Bolton was near, sitting along the wall after politely refusing to sit at the ‘grown-ups table’ until the meeting started. Bolton was typing away on his laptop and reviewing field notes.   
 
    Pushing the Sin Eaters from his mind because he was going to report on them, Marshall scanned over intelligence reports, briefings, security, troop placement, and many other things that someone of his rank shouldn’t even be reading, much less be responsible for. But that was why Marshall was who he was, not just a creature of the swamp, a controller of the swamp.  
 
    Scanning a report, Marshall couldn’t help but grunt. The royal family and all high-level politicians had vacated England. Well, those who could get away because it seemed the revolting citizens had captured a few. The royal family had tried to use Crown Law and force Australia to allow them entry to which the Aussies politely replied, ‘Fuck Off’.  The Australian Parliament and Prime Minister informed the royal family and all politicians that any plane seen advancing toward the country would be shot down and no rescue efforts would be made. It seemed no one even entertained the idea of flying across the pond to Canada, so they all dispersed among the countries of Europe.  
 
    As of last week, the shooting war in England had ended and the people were banding together, expecting Europe to invade any day. On that, Marshall couldn’t help but grin. The EU wouldn’t do anything like that until America was dealt with. Scotland, Ireland, and England had formed into a loose alliance similar to the Republic states. Each would rule how they wanted, but would be held to a declaration of rights. Because all had agreed to pass a law that every person could own weapons for the purpose of self-defense, the Republic was sending aid, lots of aid. This aid was going to make taking the isles rather costly for the EU when the time came but Marshall knew even if everything went well, the EU wouldn’t be able to mount an assault for five years after the war was wrapped up here in America.  
 
    Since the Chinese forces in the east had been granted safe passage across the pond and ordered home, they’d loaded up on transports and headed home with the last pulling out this week. On the West Coast and Hawaii, the Republic had refused to allow the Chinese to take heavy weapons. In the east, it was the feds and UN. They wouldn’t let China take home equipment that they sorely needed here. About to put the report down, Marshall paused reading eighty percent of the transports from the West Coast and Hawaii had been sunk.  
 
    They were granted safe passage by the Republic, but it seemed Japan and the Philippines hadn’t signed on to that. And since China had sunk some of their ships, they returned the favor. China protested to the Republic, but Brandy sent word the agreement only meant the Republic Navy wouldn’t engage unless fired upon. Brandy did say if China didn’t like that, she could order the Navy to start hostilities again and China had dropped all protest. Then Brandy informed China to approach Japan and Philippines for a ceasefire. As of now, talks were underway and there was information.  
 
    China had just ended the clash with India and was now in a state of near civil war at home, so the government was doing anything to stop fighting elsewhere to keep assets at home.  
 
    Filing that information away, Marshall picked up a report on supplies and couldn’t help but be impressed. Hearst had come through on the F-16 fighters, but also two hundred ground attack planes. What really impressed Marshall, Hearst had gotten sixty Su-57s, Russia’s sixth generation fighter. There were some already here but compared to the Raptor, the Su-57 was just a target. But with the Republic having so few Raptors now, the Su-57 was dangerous to other planes. It was the fact Russia had refused to send any more, wanting to keep them close because of China mainly, not to mention India and the EU, Marshall knew the only way those had been sent over was the money men had bought them. Four billion dollars from the private money men who really ran the world was paid out to send the Su-57s over. Even though he didn’t have the latest cost, Marshall was sure the other five hundred planes together cost what those sixty had.  
 
    Supplies were coming in from the Caribbean and Bermuda but losses were more than Marshall suspected, with less than half making it through. Scanning the report, Marshall was surprised the Republic hadn’t widened their war and just cut off the Caribbean. Then he saw many islands in the Caribbean had formidable air defenses and long-range anti-ship missiles. Marshall was surprised the respective islands even allowed the risk of irritating the Republic, but knew the money men were behind that as well.  
 
    Just reading about the supplies coming in, Marshall was impressed and blown away because the money men had to be throwing hundreds of billions into just supplies. Food was getting in but since November, the fed citizens were once again on starvation rations but this was tightly controlled by all. So far, there hadn’t even been Republic reports on the food shortage in the fed states. That was good because many in the fed watched Republic TV, even though it was against the law. Just like it was against the law to visit sympathetic Republic websites, but many still did. Well, they used to, Marshall corrected because since the Sin Eater attack, very few had power to watch TV or turn on a computer.  
 
    Pushing that thought away because he would report on it, Marshall grabbed the next report and just shook his head. Indonesia had managed to land troops on Australia in the Northern Territory near Goulburn Island about a hundred and fifty miles east of Darwin, but were bottled up on the coast and the Aussies seemed content to just sit there and starve them out, sinking ships that tried to resupply them. Another invasion force that was heading for Seisia in far North Queensland had been sunk. Two million troops on four hundred transports and five hundred supply ships were all sunk one hundred miles off the north coast.  
 
    Both operations were on the scale of Normandy, and Marshall just couldn’t figure out why Indonesia had tried to pull off two at the same time. Just the fact Australia had sunk an entire invasion force should’ve told Indonesia to back off, but they’d continued and were still trying to break out of their beachhead. Reading the report, Marshall knew the Republic had lent a hand because the Aussies didn’t have that many subs, and over five hundred ships were being reported sunk by submarines. The rest were sunk by land-based aircraft.  
 
    Shaking his head, Marshall couldn’t believe Indonesia would even try to invade one, much less two invasion forces at the same time since they were in a stalemate in Mexico. But, Marshall reasoned, Mexico didn’t need supplies because they had factories in Mexico to supply that war.  
 
    Not wanting any part of that, Marshall put the report down and picked up the next one. There were still over a quarter of a million British troops here under UN control, even though the Brit’s had fallen to rebellion. Schmidt and others had shifted all British troops from anywhere close to the front down into Florida. The reasoning was sound, nobody wanted the Brits to surrender en masse giving more equipment to the Republic. Reading the report, Marshall scoffed when others in the UN had suggested to strip the British units of war fighting material, but Schmidt had overruled them. The last thing they needed was to be fighting a battle behind their lines, and Marshall was in total agreement with Schmidt.  
 
    Now the Brits were in charge of maintaining order in south Florida from Orlando to the tip. This, the Brits had to do or the population would riot and just wipe them out. In all truth, the Brits liked it because they weren’t on the front line and the population of the state was cowed down now. The thing Marshall didn’t like was Florida was where ninety percent of their supplies were being smuggled in. To Marshall, this gave the Brits a means to hurt the feds but not coming up with an answer, he just let that go.  
 
    The door opened behind him and Marshall never moved as others started arriving for the meeting. Not used to seeing Marshall as the first to arrive, many did a double-take. Coming in with his staff, Schmidt gave a stutter step seeing Marshall, then glanced at his watch to make sure he wasn’t late. “Last I talked to you, Marshall, you were heading for Ohio. You’re already back?”  
 
    Putting down the next report, “No,” Marshall answered as he stretched. “I stopped here before heading to Ohio because my adjutant advised if I went to Ohio, I would get involved in the investigation and miss most of the meeting.”  
 
    Turning to Bolton, Schmidt gave him a wink. “Colonel, he looks out for you,” Schmidt chuckled. Then turned back to Marshall and pushed Hollow of the CIA, who had taken one of the seats near Marshall, out of his chair. “Move!” Schmidt barked and sat down as Hollow stomped off, dropping into a chair further down the table.  
 
    “That one’s dangerous. Be careful when you deal with him,” Marshall mumbled, tilting his head toward Hollow.    
 
    Scoffing, “Shit,” Schmidt sang out. “He’s lucky I haven’t fucking bombed Langley. Those fuckers had another piggy bank operation going. You believe that shit?! They were told to stop and we found another one.”  
 
    Rolling his eyes, “Is that why the president has called me three times today to make sure I was coming?” Marshall groaned. He had just gotten back on the hunt for the Sin Eaters after trying to track down what had been at the death camp.  
 
    “Don’t know,” Schmidt shrugged. “Hearst and the president ordered me to have detachments ready to deal with Hollow and his top staff if they gave the word.”  
 
    It was the way Schmidt put Hearst before the president that made Marshall do a double-take at Schmidt. Never before had the general put anyone over the president. As Schmidt constantly said, ‘Generals report and work for the president’, he knew who he had to obey. But it seemed Schmidt was realizing Gifford was the puppet at long last, and Marshall was glad because he really liked Schmidt.  
 
    “You need some of my boys?” Marshall asked in a hushed tone.  
 
    Smirking, “I have three companies of contractors that all have time in tier one units,” Schmidt replied. “Let that fucker try and Langley will just be a pile of rubble.” 
 
    “The CIA has over a hundred thousand contractors,” Marshall pointed out and Schmidt shook his head.  
 
    “Nope. They’ve all been taken away and assigned to the military by the president.”  
 
    Really wanting to pause the hunt because he couldn’t stand Hollow, Marshall just sighed because in the nearly two months he’d been sidelined from the hunt, the Sin Eaters had done one hundred and sixteen attacks. Most were small, but he had to investigate each one to get back on the trail. A lot of the Sin Eater attacks didn’t make sense. Oh, Marshall knew war, but it was how the Sin Eaters attacked. In the dozens of attacks he had reviewed so far, the Sin Eaters attacked from areas that gave them a disadvantage.  
 
    In Tennessee, the Sin Eaters had crawled across an open field to close in on a platoon of UN troops when they could’ve come in through the trees. Marshall went over the site and the troops didn’t have sentries in the trees, so why in the hell did the Sin Eaters sneak across a field when they could’ve just walked through the trees? There were others and Marshall just couldn’t find rhyme or reason to those attacks. That was only one of dozens where the Sin Eaters took risks they didn’t need to and that bothered Marshall.  
 
    Bringing his mind back, “You need help and I can, I’ll come,” Marshall offered.  
 
    “No, you deal with those fucking psycho Sin Eaters,” Schmidt told him. “I begged the president to put you back on the Sin Eaters when he had you running around. I don’t want to know, but nothing is so important as stopping the Sin Eaters.” Realizing what had happened and just what he had learned already, Marshall had to agree but looking back, it was always easy to catch mistakes.    
 
    Holding up the report he’d just started reading, “I was just getting to the attack force,” Marshall said. “I take it the attack will be pushed back?”  
 
    “Marshall,” Schmidt said leaning close, “I had to disperse the attacking force in the middle of a snowstorm. There wasn’t enough potable water for the troops to drink. I can’t believe it, here in America, I had to disperse troops because I can’t get enough fucking water.” 
 
    Knowing more would be in Schmidt’s briefing, Marshall didn’t want to hear it twice so he changed the subject. “Well, Hearst did come through on air assets,” Marshall pointed out.   
 
    Leaning back in his chair, “Marshall, I ask and that man delivers,” Schmidt declared. “Have you seen the amounts of food and supplies being brought into Florida? We are still getting supplies delivered via air to Canada but they have to get past carrier groups. If it wasn’t for Hearst and those shipments of food, we would already be done for.” 
 
    As others came in Schmidt got up and gave Marshall a nod, then headed around the table to his place and Marshall looked down the table at Hollow. “Don’t even think of moving back up here near me,” Marshall warned and Hollow gave a nod. Yes, Hollow was dangerous but Marshall was more so, and both knew it.  
 
    Gifford and Hearst walked in and paused for a second, seeing Marshall already there and reading a report. “Thank you for coming in so fast, Colonel,” Gifford said heading to the head of the table, but stopped when Marshall glanced back and Gifford saw the thick stubble on Marshall’s face. Truth be told, Gifford didn’t think Marshall could even grow a beard because he had never seen any stubble on Marshall before. Glad that someone was working long and hard, Gifford continued to his spot.  
 
    Before Gifford sat down, “Samuel,” Hearst said turning to Marshall. “I want the colonel to give his briefing first.” 
 
    Startled that Hearst said his name, Gifford nodded. “Are you ready, Colonel?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Marshall said tapping his computer and the main monitor blinked, then showed a map of the fed area. “We are still going over sites and gathering information, but this is what I’ve learned so far.”  
 
    Turning to the president, “The smallest of the Sin Eater attacks was on natural gas and heating oil supplies. There were one hundred and eleven explosive charges destroying seventy pumping stations, main pipelines, and fuel oil storage. The fuel oil was actually the smallest, only hurting Manhattan and Jersey. Current estimates put seventy percent of our population, who depend on gas for heat, is shit out of luck. I’ve asked four engineers and they said it will be a month before they can even answer how long it will take to repair what was destroyed.”   
 
    Across the table making notes, Weaver answered. “Eight months at the soonest.” For some reason, Marshall wasn’t even surprised that Weaver from Gifford’s cabinet was taking more of an interactive role. He was a money man, but not a super heavyweight like Hearst.  
 
    “Damn,” Marshall sighed, leaning over to make a note of that. “Next, we have the attack on the power. No, the Sin Eaters didn’t hit any power plants. They hit four thousand, two hundred, and thirty-three substation yards. Now, some of those yards were very close to power plants and some of the plants suffered damage from backfeed, but the Sin Eaters weren’t after the plants.”  
 
    “How do you know?” Director Greene of the FBI asked.  
 
    Looking at Greene with a flat expression, “Because they are still up,” Marshall snapped. “The power plants were being protected. Granted, every one was only guarded by ten to fifteen, but hitting one would’ve given the game away for the Sin Eaters.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck me,” Hearst groaned leaning back in his chair. 
 
    Glancing around at Hearst, “Exactly,” Marshall sang out.  
 
    Looking from Hearst to Marshall, “What?” Gifford asked.    
 
    “They are hitting soft targets that we weren’t guarding, sir,” Marshall answered. “We can only guard so much, and taking out one substation yard wouldn’t do much. Hell, even taking a hundred yards out, we could reroute power. A thousand would’ve caused us some discomfort, but we could’ve rerouted and dealt with it. But hitting four thousand plus, that fucking hurt.” Marshall was looking at Gifford when the light bulb went off that he understood. Hitting targets that were guarded, the Sin Eaters couldn’t have hurt them so bad and Gifford realized he had no idea how many targets fit that category, but felt it was a bunch.    
 
    “Um, can you give me an idea on the number of targets that represents?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “Thousands, sir, and they are everywhere,” Marshall answered and Gifford looked sick. After holding his hand back to Bolton, Marshall laid a three-inch pipe end cap on the table. “This is what they used on most of the transformers,” Marshall said, and everyone except Schmidt scooted away from the table. “There aren’t any explosives, we used clay to represent the explosive,” Marshall told them and all gave a sigh.  
 
    “That’s a small shape charge with only eight ounces of explosive. We’ve found some charges that didn’t go off but compared to how many the Sin Eaters set off, it’s not that many. So far, their detonation rate is well over ninety-nine percent,” Marshall told them. “Now when that charge went off, it was exploding into a live transformer and let me tell you, that sends off a huge plasma discharge. Charges like you see here were put on small transformers. Small being the size of a compact car, the larger transformers the size of a truck and bigger ones got bigger charges. These charges were just laid on the transformer and as you can see, they are gray like the transformers and on transformers that weren’t gray, the charges were painted the same color. Those charges not placed on, were placed under transformers. You’ve all seen substation yards and some hold a few transformers and others hold a lot. Every yard the Sin Eaters hit, every transformer in the yard got a charge.”  
 
    Marshall paused and tapped the computer to show a charge sitting on a small transformer and it actually looked like it was part of the transformer. Then he showed another that was under the transformer. “Those charges were still live so I haven’t learned if they were disarmed yet,” Marshall told them before locking eyes with the president. “As of right now, D.C. and Camelot are the only population centers to have full power. I can’t even get anyone to offer a guess when the system will be up.”  
 
    Snatching up his pen to make notes, “We won’t get an answer until April at the soonest, but more than likely won’t find out until May when power will be restored,” Hearst answered, and everyone gasped at that. 
 
    Making a note on his notepad, Marshall looked back at Gifford and Hearst. “The main attack was on our water. The Sin Eaters blew up two thousand, two hundred, and sixty-four water towers. Like the other attacks, they ranged from Maine to Florida and all the way to the front line. At every water tower, the pump and motor that are used to fill the towers were taken out. Along with those, the Sin Eaters hit nine treatment plants, but only those that weren’t heavily guarded. They just hit the pumping stations outside the treatment plants and we are still getting numbers, but we know for sure they hit more pumping stations than water towers.”  
 
    “Yes, they destroyed water towers, but how does that knock out all the water?” Acting NSA Secretary Prim asked.       
 
    Still having a sore spot with the NSA, Marshall fought the desire to just shoot Prim as he locked eyes with him. “Eighty percent of all water in the states was gravity-fed, idiot. The smallest towers I’ve found the Sin Eaters destroyed were two hundred thousand gallons, but they destroyed some that held millions like the one in German Town, Maryland. The Sin Eaters, using conservative numbers, destroyed half a billion gallons of holding tanks that fed our population. Another thing they destroyed is the aqueduct that feeds Manhattan Island, and I still have a team there figuring that one out. They also destroyed the pumps but guess what, dumbass? It’s cold outside. Do you know what happens when water gets cold? It freezes, and guess what? There isn’t any power to even pump water to keep it from freezing in the pipes. I found a pumping station in Georgia that only the charge on the large electric motor went off and not the pump and pipes. Well, that didn’t help us any. The water froze and busted the pump housing so the pump was still destroyed.” Realizing he was still on Marshall’s shit list, Prim just nodded and mumbled thank you.  
 
    Turning back to the president and Hearst, “As of now, only D.C. and Camelot have water,” Marshall sighed. Fuel was about to be hit hard as the feds hauled water to the population. “Like everything else, they are assessing damage before they can give a repair time. I talked to a city water worker in Cleveland and he said if they had everything already there, it would take them a year to get the water back on just there.”  
 
    Tapping his keyboard, Marshall turned to the screen with the others. A mass of steel that used to be a water tower was sprawled through a neighborhood. “If you look at the one leg on the right, you will see it’s just bent,” Marshall said. “Six feet off the ground, you can see a band of three-inch angle iron welded on the leg at a slant. Looks like it has always been there, right?” he asked, finally looking around the table and seeing nods. “That is the explosive cutting charge. The Sin Eaters welded them to the legs and then painted them the same color as the tower.” 
 
    “Nobody noticed?” Greene asked in amazement.  
 
    “Undoubtedly not,” Marshall spat. “It looks like reinforcement to the leg. But the worker I talked to in Cleveland never worked near that tower until a year ago. When I heard that, I had others in my team ask at each location we have investigated and it was the same answer. We have moved those who worked in their home locations. If we had left them alone, workers who had worked on their sites for years would’ve noticed a new welded addition on their water tower.”  
 
    “Okay,” Gifford said. “Who was responsible for that because even I know you don’t move that many workers from their primary area.”  
 
    “Sir, that will take time and digging through mountains of paper,” Marshall informed him. “To let everyone know, we have built twelve water towers since the collapse. They are all in Camelot and it took two years to build them. On the flip side, the Republic has built some as well, but we don’t know how many. I’ve got a news report they put up a half million gallon water tower in Kansas in three weeks. I say this because the Republic is building faster than we are at everything. We must get our population to produce like the Republic.”  
 
    “Colonel,” Hearst called out, clearing his throat. “I agree with you on that and I’m starting to deal with that now but…Just how much explosive did the Sin Eaters use?”  
 
    Not even pausing to think, “My estimates are around forty thousand pounds,” Marshall answered and heard many suck in a breath. “Before you ask, they made some but got most from us,” he told them. “Much of the residue is the same explosive we use in our Mark 80 series of bombs. Since we’ve had a lull in the battle, I went and checked on ammo holding areas we use behind the line to feed the front. I visited two that held bombs. At one, they were missing over a hundred thousand-pound bombs. I’m sure it was more but they had just received a large shipment and had very few sent out. Now before anyone says anything, I never would’ve suspected Sin Eaters stealing thousand-pound bombs. The bomb may weigh a thousand pounds, but there’s only four hundred and forty-five pounds of explosive inside. When the battle is going and the front needs ordnance, they just load and send and worry about the count later. You really don’t want people counting when planes need bombs to stop tanks from rolling over your lines.”  
 
    Everyone nodded at that. “There were five-hundred-pound bombs missing as well, but it will take a bit to get a count and I’m not doing it. We found a source the Sin Eaters are using to secure supplies and have taken steps.” Glaring around the room, “I swear, if anyone here texts that, I’ll kill your kids with their own shoelaces,” Marshall warned. When he turned back to Gifford, the president was looking at Marshall like missing an attack of this magnitude was his fault.  
 
    “Oh, don’t you even dare,” Marshall snapped, startling Gifford. “Because I was sent off on errands and not hunting, I could’ve warned us about this attack.”  
 
    Hearing it put that bluntly, Gifford cringed and everyone else got excited as Marshall typed on his keyboard. Everyone turned to the screen and as one, cocked their heads. “This was an attack three weeks ago in Crawford, Florida. It was just a work camp and a small attack, but I just started going over all the information my team had gathered from attacks while I was busy. As you see on the screen, the Sin Eater card is on a kitchen counter. The water faucet is running, one burner on the stove is on, and to the right is a lamp that’s turned on. No, this isn’t what I would’ve used to figure it out, but…” Marshall paused, tapping his keyboard.  
 
    “This is an attack in Cataula, Georgia on the tenth,” Marshall said, and many gasped seeing the line of headless bodies with asses in the air and the decapitated heads on the rumps. “Not this. This is just Reaper being juvenile,” Marshall said, tapping the keyboard and changing the image. “This was in the command tent.” 
 
    The entire room sucked in a breath looking at the screen. Six dead men were posed in chairs and each held a bottle of water. Beside them were six dead men posed watching a TV and finally there were three dead men around a small propane stove with both burners on. “If I had been on the hunt,” Marshall said turning to Gifford, “I would’ve realized what Reaper was warning me about. He was advertising his targets to see if I could figure it out. Before you ask, no, I wouldn’t have given us much warning, at most we would’ve had a day to figure out just what he was hitting for water, electricity, and gas. I feel we might have saved a few towers, a dozen or so gas pumping stations and even a dozen or so transformer yards. There were too many charges set to find them all in that amount of time, but we could’ve shut down the power plants thereby saving those that did overload and with the plants down, the transformers wouldn’t have detonated into plasma balls.” 
 
    “That fucker is toying with you,” Hearst grumbled.  
 
    “Oh, it gets better,” Marshall said, tapping the keyboard and everyone became squeamish seeing lines of severed hands posed. “This is a message to me from Reaper using sign language. He’s mad that I haven’t been chasing them.”  
 
    “Holy shit,” Schmidt gasped, thinking Reaper was fucking insane ‘wanting’ Marshall’s undivided attention. 
 
    “Samuel,” Hearst sighed. “Take out a sheet of paper,” he said and Gifford just looked at him, then realized Hearst was serious and took out a sheet of paper. “Write an executive order that no one, not even you or I, can pull Marshall off the Sin Eaters until he kills the fuckers.” Holding a pen but still just staring at Hearst, Gifford didn’t start writing. “Samuel, the group has already put out over one trillion dollars of their own money, so start writing,” Hearst clearly warned and Gifford started writing. “The way this war is going, we will surpass doling out two trillion by March,” Hearst sighed, then turned to Marshall.  
 
    Hearst found Marshall staring, with his mouth hanging open in shock hearing the amount of money involved from people, not governments. “Colonel, whatever you need, let me know. You don’t worry about this here, Weaver and I will handle this with Schmidt,” Hearst told him.  
 
    Leaning to the side until he could see Hollow further down the table, also in shock at the money, “Don’t worry, Hollow. Your accounts in Switzerland and the Bahamas have been emptied. As of right now, the only money you have is what is in your home. I swear, if you try to set up another piggy bank, I’ll kill everyone that knows you till you aren’t even a memory,” Hearst vowed and Hollow just nodded. “How certain are you that we wouldn’t have been able to stop more of the ‘Water Well’ attack?” Hearst asked Marshall.  
 
    “Positive,” Marshall answered. “I’ve discovered something since this attack that I know Reaper hasn’t even realized. Just like he realized the attack in D.C. helped us, he hasn’t realized we are at a disadvantage right now on this.” Hearst understood and so did Gifford, as well as everyone at the top. The information was flowing up the chain with so many middle managers taken out.   
 
    “Can you elaborate?” Hearst asked. 
 
    “There are only thirty-eight bomb-sniffing canines in fed control,” Marshall answered, and that did shock Hearst. “Reaper doesn’t realize this and please kill any who text it because if he does, we are really screwed.” Marshall said, then explained. “Since the start, Sin Eaters have killed every dog they find, be it on a base or house. They kill them to take away pets to hurt, but what they have done is taken out many of our trained canines. Yes, they know they’ve killed some in kennels on bases they’ve hit but Sin Eaters have killed every dog except one, as you should remember.”  
 
    Knowing just what dog Marshall was referring to, Hearst nodded and Marshall continued. “If Reaper finds out we are limited in that capability, he will exploit it. Most of those dogs are here in D.C. and here is where I want them to stay, so Sin Eaters can’t start placing IEDs everywhere. I’ve been to Camelot and set up a training program there, but it will be spring before they can get set up and start training.”  
 
    “I can have some flown in,” Hearst offered.  
 
    Throwing out both hands, “No!” Marshall cried out. “If we do that, Reaper has a good chance of finding out. I’ve been to Camelot and it is isolated from the outside. Only those inside could find out and they rarely venture out.”  
 
    Realizing Marshall knew his prey, Hearst nodded then turned to Weaver. “You get teams in Ohio and Pennsylvania and start on a plan to get power to production plants. All critical plants now are running on generators and I want power to them first. I don’t care who you kill, but I want power to those plants now. I’ll set up teams for other areas. Same goes for water, those plants are the priority, and use manual labor to save fuel where you can.”  
 
    The other in the room who was supposed to be doing that job just stared at Hearst in shock, until he looked down the table at them. Then as one, they all looked off. “When I call any of you, you’d better answer the phone. If I get sent to voice mail, I’m sending people to discuss that with you,” Hearst warned, and Marshall really liked the idea of the money men taking a much more direct hand in this.  
 
    When none spoke, Hearst turned to Marshall. “Anything else, Colonel?” he asked.  
 
    For a brief second, Marshall almost started into the second half of his briefing on the expected losses, even though this wasn’t part of what he was supposed to do. He just did it because Gifford always asked for his report instead of listening to others. In Gifford’s defense, Marshall’s estimate was always the closest.  
 
    “Just tactical information and probable targets the Sin Eaters might hit in the future,” Marshall answered.  
 
    Hearst held out his hand, “Let me have the list because I’m going to make sure those are guarded.”  
 
    After Marshall handed over the list, he sat down as Schmidt started his briefing. “We are still dispersing our troops that were going to attack because it’s labor intensive to haul water in for dispersal. It also makes very tempting targets. By the end of the month, we will be set up in depth behind the line so any attack from the Republic will be ground down.” 
 
    “Um, why not attack? I know water is important, but the Republic has water,” Prim asked. 
 
    Turning to look down the table, “I’m sure you’re good on computer war games and probably Risk but in real war, it’s a bit more difficult,” Schmidt replied. “Supplying water in those quantities is very labor intensive. Hauling water to the front means some trucks aren’t hauling bullets. We never took into account being short of water. This is America, where there are wells everywhere. The military has filtration units but they were left in the rear because this is America, and we just had to hook up a water tank to a small town’s water, fill it up, and disperse it to the troops.” 
 
    Never taking his eyes off of Prim, “The military put out a memo that the Sin Eaters destroyed ninety percent of those filtration units we left at bases in the rear,” Schmidt said. “They knew just where to look because the NSA let the best hacker in history live.” When Schmidt said that, Prim became pale and started sweating. “The units we have left, have been set up to supply the population, Mr. NSA. Unlike food, water is really important. We don’t supply it, there won’t be anyone to man the factories or supply our troops.” It was only when Schmidt turned away that Prim slumped in his chair and started panting.     
 
    Turning to Marshall who was sitting across the table, “It was luck, but one of my junior officers worked at Mt. Weather. In one of the supply tunnels there, he remembered seeing fifty water units stored there after the First Gulf War. We got them and despite being older than most of our troops, the things are working,” Schmidt said, but Marshall felt like Schmidt was getting at something else and made a note to talk with him in private.  
 
    “Will it be enough?” Weaver asked, still making notes.  
 
    “Enough to supply our population?!” Schmidt asked in alarm, and that caused Weaver to stop writing and look up. Very slowly, Weaver nodded. “Hell, no,” Schmidt scoffed. “With what the military units are able to produce, we could only supply each citizen one ounce of water a day. I have units deploying near water plants with generators and even with what water we are getting from D.C. and Camelot, we are going to be pushed hard to supply each citizen with the basic need of water for consumption only. It will be months before any of the citizens will have enough water to shower, much less bathe.” 
 
    From his own projections, Marshall knew that was a fact. Cholera, dysentery, and other diseases were already breaking out, and it had only been ten days. The main reason Marshall didn’t want to give his assessments were, if they were correct, by June the Republic would have more people than the federal states because the death toll was about to go insane. With the money men taking a very direct approach Marshall was hopeful they could come up with a plan, but he wasn’t going to state his projections unless asked. 
 
    As the meeting continued, Marshall made notes to what affected him and his unit but didn’t ask any questions because after Schmidt, none of the others told him anything he didn’t already know. One part he did laugh out loud at. When the Labor Secretary stated for some reason, visitation centers had seen a dramatic decline in customers. It was the thirteenth when Reaper had released a video of troops ‘Riding the Rod’ and informed every fed who went to a visitation center or raped, the ‘Rod’ was in their future. Marshall knew damn well why none were going to the forced whore houses.  
 
    Even as the others debated what to do about that, Marshall kept quiet until the meeting was over. Gathering his stuff and passing it to Bolton, Marshall was about to follow Schmidt out but was stopped by Hearst.     
 
    “Could you stay for a second, Colonel?” Hearst asked, and it was a genuine request that startled Marshall. He had watched Hearst, more than once, show the president who was really the boss.  
 
    “Of course,” Marshall responded and waved Bolton to wait outside as the room emptied.  
 
    Only when they were left in the room alone did Hearst speak. “First, you won’t be bothered by Gifford, so get back on the hunt. Unless you hear from me to head back here, don’t,” Hearst said and Marshall arched an eyebrow. “Don’t worry. That’s why I had Gifford write up this order,” Hearst said holding up the folded page.  
 
    “You have my number. If you get word to come for a meeting or such and I didn’t call you, let me know. If it’s important, I’ll tell you to come in,” Hearst told him.  
 
    “The president asks for my council,” Marshall blurted out because he had never had anything like this happen before.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, and that is one thing that Gifford shows intelligence on, but you are doing something far more valuable,” Hearst responded. “You aren’t being seditious, Colonel. We don’t like working directly in the open, but this war has gotten way out of control and decisions have been made. If we don’t get this taken care of here in the states, everything we’ve worked for, for the last hundred years, is wasted.” 
 
    There were many theories floating around, but none were even close. Marshall knew Hearst was just with the richest families and they wanted to rule because they could. He had watched the families bring down governments just because they wanted to.  
 
    “Colonel,” Hearst said. “I know Gifford uses you like a security blanket but you are needed elsewhere, hunting the Sin Eaters. I’ll turn Gifford’s nightlight on until you take care of this. We all know if it wasn’t for Gifford calling you back to give updates, the Sin Eaters would already be dealt with. I will handle Gifford and get this cluster running faster than those idiots who were in this meeting.”  
 
    Nodding because he had no doubt about that, Marshall was glad to hear the confidence in Hearst’s voice on his abilities. “The president just likes updates to assure him that something is being done,” Marshall said.  
 
    “Those assurances have put us in a bind,” Hearst replied flatly. “I’m not Gifford or those dumbasses in this room and no, I don’t classify Schmidt in the dumbass category. A dumbass would’ve gone forward with the attack, knowing it was doomed. Schmidt pulled back to save his force,” Hearst paused, and Marshall was beginning to realize Hearst knew a lot and wasn’t just another suit. “Colonel, I know and those with me know, the Sin Eaters have thrown too many monkey wrenches into this equation. Most of us, including me, think that if the Sin Eaters had been taken down earlier, this war in the states would be nearly over. The Sin Eaters are good but they are just men, so take them down. With them gone, our citizens will see nothing can stand against us, just as the Republic will.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “Sir, I will get them, but don’t think I’ll run out to my chopper, find them, have a gun battle, and wipe them out. It will take time,” Marshall stated.  
 
    “Didn’t you hear me? I’m not Gifford or these other stupid fucks. I know you’ve been close several times but had to fly back to brief Gifford. Your troops are good, but they aren’t you. We know it will take time and we know, like always, you’ll win but now, you won’t be interrupted. I’ll keep Gifford entertained until you are done.” 
 
    Really liking the praise, Marshall gave a slight bow with his head and Hearst stepped closer and spoke very low, even though there were no recordings in this room. “I want your honest answer, just between us. How has this Sin Eater attack affected us?”  
 
    Giving a long sigh before speaking, “This attack just extended our war here by, at the very least, five years. Schmidt can hold the Republic off and make any advance very costly but until we get this infrastructure back up, we aren’t attacking. Because of this attack, the shoe is on the other foot now. The longer this goes on, the stronger the Republic gets because of the blockade. We can’t attack and force a ceasefire to open up that blockade. But this attack is going to hurt us worse in the spring because it’s going to devastate the harvest. Not to mention the fact we are about to use massive amounts of fuel to move water to supply the population. Fuel we need to fight with and without that fuel, there isn’t going to be an attack. I’m sure you noticed Schmidt omitted speaking about it but put it in his typed report.”  
 
    Nodding, “I know. I’m the one who told him to leave the fuel out. All any of those idiots would’ve done is run out and tell someone and word would get out much faster. Yes, water was a huge factor, but we couldn’t attack AND supply water to troops along with the population. I’m not a fool and the Republic will find out, but I would prefer it to be in the spring,” Hearst told him.  
 
    “One thing,” Marshall said. “There will be times when I can’t take your call, Hearst. Answering a phone while you’re preparing to ambush someone isn’t the brightest idea.”  
 
    Laughing, “Marshall, you don’t have to answer, just return my calls. I know you are a fighter and that’s why we’ve kept you here and helped you along. We need people like you. In fact, we need more people like you,” Hearst replied. “If I really need you, I can get in touch with you but like I said, I’m not Gifford so I won’t need you to hold my hand.” 
 
    Marshall knew the money men ran the show, but he was getting schooled on just how much they ran the show. “I do thank you for the confidence,” Marshall said.  
 
    “You know, there are bets going on against you and Reaper among the group. You should know, not one person has bet on Reaper. We know you will get it done, that’s why I’m taking more of a direct action.”  
 
    Holding out his hand, “I hate to say it, but I’m glad you are, Hearst. I’ve felt like I was chasing someone with my ankles tied together. Now I can sprint,” Marshall sang out.  
 
    Shaking Marshall’s hand, “You let me know if you need anything,” Hearst said, then let Marshall’s hand go.  
 
    As he was leaving the White House, Marshall played the conversation over in his head and wondered just who was over the group of families, but finally decided he didn’t want to know. His family had hundreds of millions of dollars, but that was pocket change to the families like Hearst came from. One day Marshall hoped he would get in that group.  
 
    *** 
 
    Feeling worn out, Brandy descended the stairs into the basement briefing room with Andrea right behind her. “I know we always go over who I’m meeting tomorrow before I go to sleep, but not tonight,” Brandy told her. “Just let me be surprised.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Andrea smirked. It wasn’t like Brandy hadn’t prepared already for each meeting. Andrea liked working for Fern and thought a great deal of him. But Brandy, Andrea loved working for her. Brandy didn’t have a political bone in her body, so she didn’t play politics. Brandy’s philosophy was simple, ‘do what’s right and don’t settle for less’. Giving in to a wrong was evil in Brandy’s eyes, so she didn’t even attempt it.  
 
    Before the collapse, Andrea had worked for Fern and others in politics and the common theme was ‘want me to work with you, give me what I want’. Compared to politics before the collapse, there wasn’t as much of that in the Republic, but it was still there. Representatives wanted something for their backing. It didn’t matter if they were elected or appointed. Fern could play the game rather well, but Brandy didn’t even play.  
 
    If the representative wanted something for those under him, Brandy would consider it and how it affected everyone. If what the rep wanted was for themselves, Brandy didn’t even try to reason and flat-out refused. That was what endeared her to the people, and was making Brandy some enemies. It wasn’t like those enemies would actually try anything, everyone knew Brandy would and could fight, so many just sulked like spoiled kids. The others were starting to work with her and Andrea was glad because she understood Brandy. If you worked for the Republic you were subservient to the people, and if you realized and demonstrated that, Brandy would listen to your request with a much more open mind.    
 
    Pausing as she reached the end of the stairs, Brandy turned to Andrea. “Why do I have to do the one-on-one interview tomorrow with the network reporter?”  
 
    For a second, Andrea had to stifle a laugh. Brandy didn’t do anything she didn’t want to do, so there was no ‘Have to’. But Andrea had arranged this interview. “The people want to know you, Brandy,” Andrea told her. “You get more fan mail than Fern and like I told you, this is for the people. They just want to know you.” 
 
    “Surprised I don’t get more hate mail,” Brandy scoffed. Even though the passed constitution wouldn’t take effect until the next election, congress was working off it now. Like the original, mail was put as a priority. Mail was already set up in most cities, but was now being pushed out to smaller towns. One thing that had been set up fairly fast was mail for the troops. Even before people could mail messages to others in the same city, families and friends could send mail to those fighting. 
 
    “I think you’ve gotten like six or seven hostile messages, but I’m certain they were sent from the feds,” Andrea chuckled.  
 
    A part of Brandy wanted to beat the shit out of Nelson. It was because of him she was even in this mess. But Brandy long ago realized Nelson was paying a much higher price than she ever would, so Brandy just sucked it up and continued on.  
 
    Liking the fact she had only gotten a few hate mails, Brandy walked along the table patting her staff and military she passed on the shoulder. When she took her spot at the end, Brandy dropped into her chair. “Let’s start,” Brandy sighed turning to Reynolds. 
 
    “I do apologize again,” Reynolds stated loudly. “The Sin Eaters have impacted a theater of warfare. By tomorrow, the two army groups that were preparing for invasion will be dispersed. They have spread them out in depth. Punching a hole in their lines is going to be costly, but we have spotted a few areas where we can.”  
 
    Standing up, Reynolds spread a map out on the table. “Hold up, please,” Brandy said, but was looking at the map already. “Have we gotten better intelligence on the true extent of the Sin Eater attack besides Reaper’s broadcast?”  
 
    Turning to Brandy with a pale face, “Oh, yeah,” Reynolds responded. “The feds are fucked.”  
 
    Chuckling, “Can you elaborate on that just a bit?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “They spread out because they had to, just to keep their military supplied with water. We are already getting reports that disease is breaking out among the population and that is only going to get worse. We have teams working on death projections, but they are all over the place. I don’t want to present any until those teams can back up their claims with facts and not conjecture. The only thing I can say for certain, a lot of feds are going to die horrible deaths. Now the feds have to haul water as well as food to the population and water is more important, so food has been cut back even more. Even using all their trucks to haul water, the feds can’t supply enough to their population. In fact, they are going to be hard-pressed just to supply their troops. One projection I will report because we know it as fact, the feds have cut rations to one thousand calories a day per citizen because they have to haul so much water in. All our teams report the feds won’t be able to maintain even that caloric intake for the population.” 
 
    Nodding, “Yes, that does imply they’re fucked,” Brandy admitted. “Is there any signs of revolt?” 
 
    “Hell, no,” Reynolds scoffed. “We aren’t talking about our people, we’re talking about the lefties who cry when they don’t get picked for a team. They have learned, if they act like an ass they don’t get fed and now, that means they don’t get water. For all intents and purposes, they are no more than serfs begging for scraps.”  
 
    Really liking that analogy, “How are we on slowing the supplies coming in from the Caribbean?” Brandy asked.  
 
    Glancing around the room, “Yeah, we need to talk about that later,” Reynolds told her. “I do have a private message from a team, for your ears only.”  
 
    Knowing who that was, Brandy nodded. “Okay, continue.” Going over the map, Reynolds described the troops’ movements of the feds and countermoves by the Republic.  
 
    When his finger drifted down to Mexico, Reynolds looked up at Brandy with a long face. “I’m sorry to report that we made a few mistakes in our intelligence.”  
 
    Slumping down in her chair, “Let me guess, they have magic now?” Brandy moaned. Many couldn’t help but chuckle at that. 
 
    “No,” Reynolds chuckled. “We’ve known there were flights landing in Mexico from Indonesia, but never bothered intercepting or tallying them up. We’ve concentrated on the naval forces because you can haul much more in ships. We got intelligence a week ago from Brazil and have confirmed it, since Indonesia landed in Mexico, fifty flights a day have been landing. Now, we knew planes were coming in, but not the number. Only the first few months, flights were military craft that was ferried over. Then they were all civilian planes and they haven’t stopped. By planes, I mean heavy lifters like 747s and the like. Indonesia has been flying in people since they landed. Yes, compared to what was coming in by ship it’s not much, but the flights are still going.” 
 
    Closing her eyes, “Can we sink Indonesia?” Brandy groaned.  
 
    “I’ll look into that,” Wagner offered.  
 
    “How many?” Brandy asked opening her eyes.  
 
    Locking eyes with Brandy, “Twenty to thirty thousand a day,” Reynolds answered and Brandy felt sick. “We know for a fact, not even the feds or any of the UN nations knew of this. We’ve also learned that those who fled from central Asia when China invaded, headed to Indonesia. Indonesia took them in. Not out of kindness, but to be conscripts in their army and slave labor.” 
 
    “Hold up,” Brandy said throwing her hands up. “You mean to tell me, Indonesia not only brought over thirty million by ship, they’ve been flying in more? For over a year?”  
 
    Not wanting to, Reynolds nodded. “Yes, ma’am. In August, they stopped shipping in bodies on boats but never stopped the flights. Even going low, they’ve flown over ten million but we and Brazil put the number double at the very least. The countries in South and Central America fighting with Mexico can’t kill them at the rate they’ve been arriving. Our saving grace is we started helping to sink transports and that stopped the huge masses. Ships were bringing in fifty thousand at a time, that’s one ship. Between us and the South American league, we killed over ten million coming over on ships until Indonesia stopped.” 
 
    Just hearing and picturing the massive loss of life made Brandy want to puke. “It gets worse,” Reynolds told her, and Brandy fought not to dry heave. “There are ten million from Vietnam, Cambodia, and other countries from Central Asia in Mexico fighting. We know some have tried to surrender, but there is no surrender in those battles. The troops assisting Mexico don’t care, they’ve seen with their own eyes what Indonesia has done to the population and know that’s what is in store for them if they aren’t stopped in Mexico. The troops don’t take the time to see if they are shooting a Vietnamese or Indonesian, they just see oppression.”  
 
    Brandy could see it and understand; those conscripts didn’t want to fight but knew if they surrendered, they were still going to get killed. It sucked all around, but Brandy just sighed. “It’s war, and war is ugly no matter how you look at it. There’s never a ‘good’ war. This war is righteous but it’s still stupid, but we have no choice. We either live on our knees or fight on our feet.” 
 
    Hearing it from Brandy, Reynolds and the others felt relief because Fern would’ve started doubting the open warfare. Fern wanted to be righteous as they fought to win the war. Brandy just wanted to win with the other side losing more. 
 
    “Brazil has asked us to start helping them by shooting down the planes coming in,” Wagner said. “I was hesitant because we’re talking about a lot of ordnance that we might need on combat aircraft. But if we don’t stop that flow of bodies coming over, sooner or later, Indonesia is going to launch an attack north.”  
 
    “Do we have enough rockets to even shoot down that many airliners?” Brandy asked.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Not without hurting our stockpiles here,” Reynolds answered. “We’re talking about thousands of airliners.”  
 
    “Where are they getting the damn fuel?!” Brandy cried out.  
 
    “Flying it back on the planes that hauled over the people,” Thompson answered. “A heavy lifter can carry over a hundred thousand pounds of freight.”  
 
    Feeling a massive headache building, Brandy turned to Andrea. “Find me some Motrin.” Before Brandy turned away, Andrea was pulling a bottle from her briefcase. “Thank you,” Brandy said taking the bottle.  
 
    “We’ve also found out tankers have been slipping out of Mexico,” Wagner admitted. “The Pacific is big, so nobody has been chasing the ships heading away from Mexico.”  
 
    Tossing some pills in her mouth and grabbing a glass of water, “Is Australia done with our subs?” Brandy asked then swallowed the pills. The Republic had paid for the aircraft carrier and submarines the Aussies had built for them, but that was only part of the agreement. Australia wanted command of the Republic submarines in the event Indonesia tried to invade. Fern, congress, and the military had agreed to the deal. Brandy knew it wasn’t really a deal. If the Republic lost Australia, this war would never end.  
 
    The news had reported on the aircraft carrier and one sub the Republic had received, but not the destroyers or other three submarines the Republic got for letting their submarines help stop the invasion.   
 
    “Yes, their sub force is more than able to stem the tide now,” Wagner answered.  
 
    “Get orders to our subs to sink any ship from the UN no matter where it’s headed. Any ship on course to any UN country is to be sunk, regardless of what country it’s from,” Brandy ordered. “Just how in the hell is Indonesia getting ships?! I mean, SHIT! We’ve sunk over a thousand transports! They should’ve run out!” 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, ma’am,” Wagner answered. “China took over South Korea nearly intact and is using their shipyards. Indonesia is buying them as fast as China is building them. Satellite images confirm China is launching a thirty-thousand-ton transport ship every other day from the South Korean shipyards. They aren’t pretty or fast, but there’s a lot of them.” 
 
    Brandy broke out in a sweat because the Republic was only producing five torpedoes a day, and that was working around the clock. Australia had provided all the torpedoes to stop the invasion forces, otherwise the Republic would be out.   
 
    “Can any of our allies hit those fucking yards?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “Not without taking serious losses,” Wagner answered. “China won’t make combat vessels there, but Indonesia and others are still building them. They are making combat vessels at a rate equal to our torpedo production.”  
 
    “Getting supplied by that mass of transports China’s putting out, right?” Brandy panted out and Wagner nodded. An idea slowly came to Brandy’s mind and she turned to Andrea. “Get word to the Australian Ambassador, I want to meet with him tomorrow.”           
 
    Turning back to the military staff, “We’re going to put out that the Republic is going to sell stealth bombers to Australia, and have them inform China to stop delivering those ships,” Brandy said. 
 
    “Brandy, China can’t,” Wagner said. “That’s how they are getting fuel and food.”  
 
    “I know, but I don’t want to start up our shooting war again with China until we’re done here,” Brandy said. “Don’t say how, but I want you to coordinate with Australia on our war effort and for the Aussies to take credit when we hit those damn yards.”  
 
    Getting very worried, “We can’t pull our assets from the Atlantic,” Wagner panted.  
 
    Knowing damn well what he was referring to, “No, we’ll do it by air like the dams and if that doesn’t work, I’ll park the Missouri offshore and sink the entire peninsula,” Brandy declared. Now that the Republic could actually breathe, they were finding out trouble was growing but were limited in what they could do. Everyone had laughed at China’s Navy, until the shooting started. The Chinese ships and submarines weren’t as good as America’s, but China had a lot of them. It took nearly everything the Republic had and could build just to sink them. Now, other countries were going for the quantity over quality approach.     
 
    Turning to Reynolds, “Now, tell me why in the fuck are Indonesian troops on Australian soil? We let them use our subs so that wouldn’t happen,” Brandy said rubbing her temples.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, “I’m only guessing because I haven’t talked to anyone but I swear, the Aussies let them land,” Reynolds said and Brandy stopped rubbing her temples. “It wasn’t the entire invasion force. Best estimates say only a hundred thousand of the two million actually survived the trip over. The reason I say this, we have photos that the Australian army was already in place when the invasion force started heading south. Thing is, the Aussies are still right in the same spot. They have enclosed a thirty-mile-deep beachhead and let the Indonesians land. When they tried to move out, the Aussies stopped them cold.”  
 
    Reynolds paused to see if Brandy had questions, but Brandy was just gawking at him with her fingertips still on her temples. “The Aussies let one out of every three transports get through to resupply those troops that landed. We know they are letting them through, that’s why I think the Aussies let Indonesia land. I think they made a meat grinder and are just letting Indonesia throw in troops. Australia is grinding their army down without the need to invade Indonesia. The area they are fighting in is beyond remote, and the Aussies have the numbers and are in prepared defensive positions so unless Indonesia can get troops and armor ashore, they aren’t breaking out,” Reynolds told her.  
 
    Dropping her hands from her temples, “Okay, that took balls,” Brandy admitted because she knew she couldn’t have made that call. “It’s their land, so they can do what they want and after we stomp the feds we can send troops if they need ‘em.”  
 
    “What about the airliners flying in?” Wagner asked.  
 
    “Anyone see a way of stopping them that doesn’t involve depleting our stockpile of missiles?” Brandy asked. “I really don’t want to use slingshots to shoot fed jets out of the sky.”   
 
    “We shouldn’t have to shoot all of them down,” Thompson stated and everyone turned to him. “Let me put an air wing in southern California and let’s shoot down every plane that tries to get to Mexico for three days. I feel they will stop the flights, just like they stopped the ships.”  
 
    “The only reason they stopped sending ships is because they needed them for the invasion of Australia,” Wagner pointed out. “We and South America would be hard-pressed to sink four hundred transports without military escorts if they headed for Mexico.”  
 
    Hearing the numbers and knowing how many ships had already been sank around the globe, Brandy imagined before this war was over, people would be able to walk across parts of the oceans. There would be so many wrecks that they would form bridges and islands everywhere.  
 
    “Can we afford to spend four hundred air-to-air rockets?” Brandy asked and saw Thompson give a wince.  
 
    “Yes, but I wouldn’t recommend going over that much,” he replied. “The airliners, we are told, do have some counter measures but they are big fat planes, they aren’t fighter jets. It shouldn’t take more than one or two missiles to knock one out of the sky. It’s not uncommon to fire more than one missile in a dogfight to take out one jet if the other guy and his plane are any good.”      
 
    “Do it,” Brandy sighed, and hoped that wouldn’t come back to bite them. It was two hours later when the briefing was over and Reynolds turned to the room.  
 
    “I need the room to talk to the president,” he told everyone. It only took a few minutes and they were alone. Opening his briefcase, Reynolds took out a manila envelope and passed it to Brandy. “This came from our little bird.”  
 
    Taking the envelope, “Have you read it?” Brandy asked.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes. Fern told me to read everything that was sent from the little bird. He wanted to make sure important information wouldn’t be sitting around waiting on him,” Reynolds replied.  
 
    Not opening the envelope, “Just tell me,” Brandy said.  
 
    “Hell, no,” Reynolds snapped, and that startled Brandy. “Court martial my ass and throw me in jail for refusing an order but it clearly says, ‘For Brandy to read’. It doesn’t say, ‘you tell her what I sent’.”  
 
    Pondering that, Brandy realized Reynolds was using sound reasoning and opened the envelope. Pulling out a small stack of papers stapled together, Brandy got comfortable and started reading. It took her an hour because she read some parts more than once and knew she would be reading the script many more times. “Is he kidding?” Brandy gasped putting the papers down.  
 
    “I don’t think Reaper knows how to jest,” Reynolds said truthfully. “I understand your hesitancy, but what should I send back?”  
 
    For ten minutes, Brandy just mulled over what she’d read and didn’t answer, and Reynolds just waited patiently. Finally turning to Reynolds, “Send word to Reaper that I want to meet with him,” Brandy said and was shocked when Reynolds didn’t seem surprised.  
 
    “Reaper thought you might want to talk, as he said in my instructions,” Reynolds told her. “I’m to tell you: ‘You are meeting Reaper and no one else. He will set the time and place’.” 
 
    Reynolds didn’t understand the real meaning of the message but Brandy did. “You remind his ass that I have shit to do, so give me some warning,” Brandy popped off. “I would like it to be after the New Year but if he can’t wait that long, I’ll make changes to my schedule.” 
 
    “That should be fine,” Reynolds told her.  
 
    “What else did he send you?” 
 
    Shaking his head, “Not much, but I have it printed out in my safe if you want to read it,” Reynolds offered and Brandy shook her head.  
 
    “No, this is more than enough for me to think about.”  
 
    Getting up, “Will you really offer that and follow through?” Reynolds asked.  
 
    “In a heartbeat,” Brandy answered.  
 
    “Brandy, we need you here. I’m not sure Fern will ever be able to return and we have elections next year,” Reynolds told her.  
 
    “No, to end this war here, I’ll do what I can. I know we’ll have to fight abroad for a bit more, but we need this war to stop here. If this plan will do it, I have no problem with it. The people will elect someone else that’ll carry on the war.” 
 
    Not liking the answer but understanding, Reynolds gathered his things and escorted Brandy up the stairs as both stooped low with the burden of command.      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Dibs on cake! 
 
      
 
    With the sun overhead, Eason stood on the beach watching the waves lazily roll in to hit the sandy shore. Sadness still filled his soul as he stared out over the bay. It was the day after Christmas and the expected warm front had pushed in last night. Everyone in Camelot went to bed with the temperature near single digits but woke up to thirty degrees. Now it was near fifty and the snow was melting fast under the bright sunshine. In all reality it was a beautiful day, but very few of the millions in Camelot had any joy. Even now, Eason felt his eyes getting moist.  
 
    Like always, he and his troops arrived the morning of the twenty-fourth but this time when they pulled up, they spotted smoke coming from the enclosed carport where Ethel had the industrial ovens. Not even calling it in and many not waiting until the vehicles stopped, everyone jumped out, sprinting toward the house. The smell of burnt muffins and cookies filled the air as they fought through the smoke and found the source was the ovens.  
 
    Opening the garage doors to let the smoke out, some soldiers pulled the pans of burnt food out as others started scrambling to find Ms. Ethel. Eason called the monitoring station to get a fix on Ms. Ethel and the monitoring station gave him the coordinates to her cellphone because the badge wasn’t close to any transmitter. It was almost the exact same spot where Eason was standing at right now.  
 
    It was Eason who’d found Ms. Ethel’s cellphone on the beach near a heavy coat and empty buckets. Everyone in his detail knew the location. This was where Ethel kept the small rowboat tied up that she used to row out and check the crab traps. Nearly everyone under Eason, including himself, had done it with Ms. Ethel. She would check the traps and bring the catch in to put in a small-fenced area in a tidal pool. When there were enough crabs, Ms. Ethel would get Eason and his troops to haul them to the kitchens.  
 
    Except this time, the boat was gone and Ms. Ethel never liked taking her phone out on the water, scared that she would lose it. Technically, being without your phone was illegal but this was Ms. Ethel, and Eason would’ve pulled every string he could if she had ever gotten in trouble.    
 
    Having already asked Ethel many times to not go crabbing at night, everyone feared the worst and started looking. Half a mile down the beach, Specialist Akin found an arm severed above the elbow and knew it was Ms. Ethel’s. The bracelet on the wrist was one the kids at one of the schools had made her and Ethel never took it off.  
 
    Eason and the others had come running and though none had ever seen a shark attack, they all knew that’s what had bitten through the arm. The tears started flowing when Eason called it in and troops started flooding the area. It wasn’t uncommon now to see shark fins off the beach but since Christmas Eve, troops had started shooting at them.  
 
    Even though Christmas wasn’t technically celebrated in the federal states, the mood had been very festive until Christmas Eve morning. They were going to escort Ms. Ethel around to pass out cookies and cupcakes.  
 
    Not able to help it, Eason reached up to wipe a tear from his right eye. After the little girl had died, Ms. Ethel never acted the same and Eason had told her, along with many others, it wasn’t her fault and the mother should’ve taken the girl to the hospital. Nobody knew there never was an autopsy because it was just a common kid and the doctor had listed the cause of death as neglect.  
 
    After that day, Ms. Ethel just seemed deflated but she still carried on. Eason, and everyone in Camelot who met with Ethel could also tell because Ms. Ethel wasn’t making as many treats as she used to. Before that day, Eason and his troops had literally loaded up hundreds of pounds of treats. After the little girl died, they barely loaded up a hundred pounds of treats.  
 
    When Eason had come back to Ethel’s house that day to give his report, he’d gone to the backyard and noticed the door to the greenhouse was open. Just walking away from the captain who was questioning him, Eason stopped in the doorway looking at the plants inside the cavernous greenhouse and even he could tell they were dead. Somehow the door had opened during the night, which Ethel said it sometimes did, but she’d always been here to close it again. The luscious green plants were all drooping in the frigid air after having been exposed for too long. To Eason, the plants had died because they missed Ms. Ethel and knew she was gone.  
 
    Word quickly spread across Camelot and even Major General McMahon showed up. Ethel’s house was over ten miles from the closest housing unit but by that afternoon, people had walked over. Many left cards or made paper flowers to leave in front of Ethel’s house. So many started showing up, troops had to start moving the crowd along and soon a procession was marching by that lasted until 2200. The only reason it stopped then was because McMahon had ordered it to, but on Christmas morning it started again.  
 
    By Christmas evening, McMahon had ordered no more and the lines had stopped. The front of Ethel’s house was now packed with cards and paper flowers from tens of thousands here at Camelot. Eason’s captain had informed him this morning that all production rates at the plants were down, and everyone knew why.  
 
    That was why Eason and his troops were there today, to run off any more mourners but to do it politely. It seemed McMahon was realizing if he didn’t treat the masses with kid gloves while they mourned, the masses might become hostile, and there were nearly six million now. Not everyone had known Ms. Ethel, but all loved her and those who had met her felt honored.  
 
    “Sergeant,” Akin sniffled, coming up beside him. “We have another group coming to put cards at the house.”  
 
    “Let ‘em,” Eason grumbled. Shocked but happy to oblige, Akin trotted back to the house. It was rumored that McMahon was toying with the idea of finding another old lady in the population to follow in Ms. Ethel’s footsteps, like a mascot, but Eason vowed if that happened he would kill the bitch.      
 
    Even though his eyes were looking out over the ocean, Eason wasn’t seeing it. He had never met anyone like Ethel and knew he wouldn’t again. He had only known her for almost six months, but he felt the loss like he just couldn’t explain. “God hates the feds and those who back them,” Eason mumbled his thoughts. Just imagining Ms. Ethel getting attacked by a shark, Eason’s eyes started leaking again. “I hope it was fast.”  
 
    “If there is a God, I know you’re with him,” Eason sighed, then gave a grin. “Probably cooking him some cookies. I wish you would’ve gotten to the Republic, Ms. Ethel. They would’ve respected you more.” With no energy or drive, Eason turned away from the ocean and headed back to the house. Like so many others in Camelot, Eason had lost hope.  
 
    Known only by a very few, that had always been the plan, to cause anyone in the federal states pain, despair, and loss by any means. Sins in many forms to be consumed.   
 
    *** 
 
    As Eason was heading back to Ethel’s house, three hundred miles to the west, Pain stumbled out of the Lard Barn dragging her tactical vest and rifle. “I so fucking hate that damn place,” Pain panted with sweat raining off her body. Afraid her mask had melted to her face, Pain touched it to find it wasn’t melted to her. Those who worked the shift with Pain followed her out panting as well. All were bare-chested and looked like they had been swimming.  
 
    One at a time they stood under the showerheads outside, dousing themselves while the next group filed inside. The sisters had discovered if one of them took a shift in the Lard Barn, Reaper wouldn’t request a shift. Reaper didn’t like anyone doing more than one shift a day, unless it was punishment. Knowing if he signed up the sisters would as well, and that meant one would be doing two shifts, Reaper just went on to other projects. This was exactly what the sisters and everyone else wanted Reaper to do, but only the sisters could manage to keep Reaper from taking shifts.  
 
    Granted, everyone tried filling the schedule up days in advance, but captains could remove names from the list, and Reaper was the BIG captain.  
 
    Moving from the shower, Pain watched an electric buggy coming with a trailer. She didn’t even have to look closely to know the trailer was loaded with bodies. Some were animals, but most were humans. Three miles in any direction, there were no animals on the ground. It had been over three months since a mouse had been trapped inside Hades. It was like animals knew death was there and nature was a small sin to consume for Sin Eaters.   
 
    That wasn’t a problem, of course, because Reaper had planned for that long ago. Even though the old mine where they lived was named Hades, the three mile area around them was referred to as Hades. The Sin Eaters’ home. Nature around them had been modified to conceal Hades from the world and all the gear hidden around them.  
 
    Pain had no idea how many semi-trailers and shipping containers were hidden, but knew it was a lot. Hidden, meant if you didn’t know they were there, you could easily walk past them. One area half a mile away that Pain knew very well was where the buggy had come from. There were four refrigerator semi-trailers loaded with bodies. Two held animals that were taken when Sin Eaters moved about the country and trapped outside of Hades, but both were nearly empty and it had already been decided animals wouldn’t be put back in. The other two were filled with bodies of feds and Pain had never realized just how many bodies could be stacked neatly inside a semi-trailer. This was the reason the other trailers weren’t going to hold animals anymore, animals didn’t stack as neatly as humans.  
 
    Since they had returned, the Sin Eaters hadn’t launched any attacks and the Lard Barn had been cranked up to full capacity. Pain knew when they started going out again, they would be refilling those trailers with bodies again to feed the Lard Barn. For the most part, Sin Eaters only brought back soldiers or people who worked directly for the feds. Why? Because they had meat on their bones and Reaper wanted fat. But if a fed citizen was spotted who had some meat and was near, they got brought back to feed the pot. Most were killed before being brought here but some were still alive, brought back to use in classes. One thing Pain did like, those who were brought back were used to unload the bodies into the refrigerator trailers and Sin Eaters didn’t have to do it.  
 
    Watching them carry in the frozen bodes, Pain knew it wouldn’t take long for the bodies to thaw out. Before the door closed, she saw one of the ones who had just gone in already at one of the water fountains inside the Lard Barn. Nobody could work in the Lard Barn without drinking water, lots of water. Despite her tiny size, Pain had consumed three gallons on this shift and knew damn well she had sweated all three gallons out.  
 
    Pulling on her shirt, Pain gave a wince and glanced over her left shoulder to see her bandage had come off that had covered her tattoo. Eagle had been a tattoo artist and had started doing tattoos. Reaper had named him Eagle because he had a huge bald eagle tattooed on his chest. Of course everyone was getting a Sin Eater skull, but none were the same.  
 
    It was this summer when everyone found out from a news broadcast that the Sin Eater skull was the most popular tattoo in the Republic. The next day Reaper had put out a video, thanking the Republic citizens for their faith in the Sin Eaters. Oh, after that broadcast, tattoo artists were backed up for months.  
 
    Nearly all Sin Eaters had their tattoos placed on their backs, even Reaper. Like Reaper’s tattoo, Pain’s was on her left shoulder blade, but wasn’t nearly as big as the one Reaper had. Everyone also had their Sin Eater name artistically in their tattoo because Reaper always told them they were Sin Eaters for life.  
 
    Reaper’s tattoo had only been finished the fifteenth because it was so intricate, it had to be done in stages. Pain and Misery had theirs done before Reaper even started. Before he had Eagle start, Reaper sat down with War to design his tattoo. War now had other Sin Eaters who were artists helping him make Sin Eater cards and other drawings, but War always added his own touches to each one so there would be no dispute that they weren’t genuine. It took War many times working with Reaper but after nearly a month, Reaper was satisfied and had Eagle start.  
 
    Everyone had to admit, despite the sinister gaping skull, the full color drawing was breathtaking. There were so many items in the drawing that it should’ve appeared gaudy, but they were all blended into a uniformly beautiful design. Below the skull, Reaper was spelled out in old English. It was only after Eagle had started and Pain was studying the drawing that she’d spotted something.  
 
    The background was the flag with angels, fallen angels, an eagle, and many things from the history of the U.S. There were vines of ivy woven through the image but at the top above the skull, the leaves of ivy clearly spelled out ‘Gavin’. It was very easy to miss and Pain knew this name was the reason for Reaper. She would never ask, but she’d talked to Misery and they both had the names of their families added to their tattoos. Like Reaper’s they didn’t stand out and you had to look for them.  
 
    After that, Pain had looked at other tattoos on the captains and found names woven into their tattoos. Feeling everyone should know this, the sisters brought it up to Havoc, who agreed, and they’d talked to Reaper. He gave his blessing, but said no one should ever ask another Sin Eater of the name or names added. The only captain who didn’t have a name woven into his tattoo was Titan. Above his Sin Eater skull there was just a scope image of crosshairs. No one could even guess why. 
 
    That was why her tattoo hurt now because of those added names. Knowing if she didn’t put something on it, Doc or heaven forbid, Ivy might find out, Pain pulled out the tube of paste Ivy had everyone use on their tattoos. Wolf, who had been on duty in the barn with Pain, saw her trying to put the ointment on and went over to take the tube. Not saying anything, he smeared the paste on.  
 
    “Want me to put a dressing on?” he asked handing the tube back.  
 
    “I smeared the shit on so Doc and Ivy should be happy,” Pain scoffed pulling on her shirt. On ‘Lard Barn’ days, she didn’t wear her sports bra.  
 
    “Pain, why don’t you and your sister just sit down in the barn?” Wolf asked. He knew why they were doing it, just like all the Sin Eaters did. “We’ll do the work.”  
 
    Scoffing as she pulled on her vest, “Shit, I was holding the rest of you back as it was,” Pain replied. The barn took a lot out of you. The moist heat drained your soul and the stench inside could kill a skunk from a mile away but because of the ventilation, nothing was smelled outside. Sin Eaters usually only took shifts every three days because it was that draining, but Pain and Misery were swapping out every day to keep Reaper’s ass from taking a shift. “I want Reaper to know I was fucking working, so he doesn’t feel compelled to sign up.”  
 
    “Pain,” Wolf said. “Nobody, not even Reaper comes inside the barn to check on progress. I agree you need to be inside, but just sit by one of the water fountains and stay drenched. We’ll take care of the work.”  
 
    Pain was pondering the thought, but ‘Cheryl’ was screaming ‘hell yeah’. Giving in to the Cheryl voice, “Tell the crew who works with Misery tomorrow and I’ll talk to her tonight,” Pain said, and could tell this made Wolf very pleased.  
 
    “Thank you,” Wolf beamed, then looked around and stepped closer. Speaking in a very low voice, “Everyone in my section has eaten all their MRE cheese,” he mumbled. “We’re trying to get the others to do it, but Havoc and Titan seem to have a supply nobody can find.” 
 
    Fighting the urge to hug Wolf, Pain nodded. “My sister and I will sit on our asses in the barn for that,” she declared. Happy to hear that and to let the sisters know the others had their backs, Wolf headed over and started putting his gear back on.  
 
    Not in the mood to use her radio to find Reaper and her sister, Pain headed up the trail toward Tartarus. The nets overhead cast shade on her as she glanced up. Nets were literally everywhere Sin Eaters walked or congregated, be it under trees or in fields. Depending on where the net was, dictated what was woven to conceal what was below. Until putting on the mask Pain had no idea how one could make a net, but she damn sure did now. Even now, there were Sin Eaters weaving nets by hand like a sewing circle. Not all the nets were made by Sin Eaters, but some angels were taught and informed how many to make. Gabriel and his group were very good at making nets.   
 
    It was Havoc who’d added up the area covered by nets around Hades last month and let everyone know there were sixty acres covered by nets. That was last month and there had been more added since then. Drones were sent up from time to time just to get a bird’s eye view, but they mainly trusted the satellite photos Oracle sent.   
 
    Reaching Tartarus, Pain found it empty and wasn’t surprised. Heading up the slope to the ridge, Pain left the nets overhead and stepped into a tunnel formed by cedar trees. When they had gotten to Hades, the cedars along the ridge were all ten feet tall or there about. Oh, did that change when Ivy went to work.  
 
    Pain knew from a science project she had done that cedar trees and white pine could grow two feet in a year. That was in the wild, and without Ivy meddling with them. The thicket now didn’t have a tree that wasn’t at least sixteen feet tall. Ivy could get plants to do shit that seemed impossible. It wasn’t only these trees, but many around Hades that Ivy worked on. If there wasn’t a tree where Ivy wanted one, she took some Sin Eaters and brought back trees. Some were planted in the ground and others were planted in wooden barrels. To date, Pain hadn’t even heard of a tree that Ivy moved that had died. Ivy mainly worked with evergreen trees, but also worked on some hardwoods. It all depended on what she needed or was told to do.  
 
    Walking into the cedar tunnel, Pain just loved the smell and breathed in the aroma. Reaching the end and once again under nets, Pain paused at the largest work area. It used to be a small draw but when they’d worked on cementing the mine, a roof was put from one ridge to the other covering the draw. Being Sin Eaters, they’d used railroad tracks to form a solid steel roof. They always needed the railroad spikes, so Reaper just started taking the tracks as well. Hundreds of miles of tracks had been taken from the feds now and they had all but quit using railroads because Sin Eaters could take tracks faster than the feds could replace them.  
 
    Once a solid steel roof was formed from ridge to ridge, the roof was covered in cement and those trees planted in wooden barrels were placed over the roof. Dirt was added and grass was soon growing. From above, it looked like a gently rounded ridge that ended in a sharp cliff.    
 
    Under the roof, the area was dug out until it was flat ground forming a three-acre building. This one was the largest, but there were four more. Walking inside, Pain saw Sin Eaters working and was very glad she wasn’t spotting her sister or Reaper. There were lights overhead and before the death camp, only some areas could be used at a time so they didn’t tax the hydropower. Now they had a small reactor and Clockwork said the batteries i.e., nuclear fuel, was good for another two years.  
 
    There were ten fifty-three feet long semi-trailers and one thirty feet long box trailer parked in the work area. Crews were working away and carefully loading crates that were being prepared in another location. Each crate weighted one thousand pounds and could be easily stacked inside. It was the thousand pounds of explosive packed into each of those crates that made Pain nervous working here. She stopped at one trailer and looked inside and saw it was empty, but Sin Eaters were mounting the plastic three-inch-wide fluid tanks that took up each sidewall when they were attached. Each tank held two hundred and fifty gallons, or one ton of liquid. It was the liquid that really terrified Pain. It was propylene oxide. The liquid was crystal clear, had no odor, but was flammable as hell. Until being a Sin Eater, Pain had never heard of it, but it was used in many products. It was a form of plastic and of course, WW had no trouble making it when Reaper asked for it.  
 
    When the tanks were filled, Sin Eaters used crank pumps because they didn’t want electricity near the flammable liquid. In WW’s classes, they’d all found out propylene oxide was much more flammable than gasoline. Each trailer was being modified to the diagram Reaper had come up with, but Pyro and Nitro had modified to maximize the performance.  
 
    At the top of each trailer along the edge, there were spray nozzles that were covered up by light housings. Pain had watched the test and the pumps inside the trailer could empty the tanks in twenty seconds, dispersing the flammable liquid in a fine mist. What Pain found weird was the propylene oxide didn’t evaporate or float up in mist form. It stayed near the ground. She was just thankful the test had been done far from Hades and there hadn’t been any open flames nearby.  
 
    Looking at the front of the area, Pain saw one trailer was completed. Inside was fifty thousand pounds of explosive and five hundred gallons of the most flammable liquid Pain thought existed, but WW had shown her others that were even more so but not as stable.  
 
    It was only now that Sin Eaters knew why Reaper had wanted so much explosive, but they’d all known he was following a plan and had just marched on. Even with all they had collected and made, Pain knew they had to get more to complete each trailer. Groups were still removing explosives from the bombs they had brought back and explosives were constantly used in attacks, so they needed more and WW was still pumping it out.  
 
    There was a small draw a mile away that held hundreds, if not over a thousand empty bomb casings, and more were added every day.  
 
    After making sure Misery and Reaper really weren’t there working, Pain left to head to another work area. On the way, she passed a German armored personnel carrier that was hidden. All over the area, all manner of vehicles were tucked away. There were semi-trucks, SUVs, Humvees, cargo trucks, and even a tank. Pain didn’t know or want to know why Reaper had them bring an Abrams tank to Hades and hide it, but they had one. 
 
    Not finding them in the next or ‘medium’ area, Pain continued on and found them in the last work area. Since this one was barely an acre, it was called the ‘small’ area. Over the ground were wire racks from rocket trucks that housed the missiles they fired. Sin Eaters were working away so the housings could be set up on the ground. Why? They didn’t know because that meant they would only be able to use them once, but Reaper had wanted it so they did it.  
 
    There were no U.S. rocket systems being worked on. Most were the Russian Katyusha rocket systems. It had been around since World War Two, but upgraded along the way. The other rocket system was the Turkish TOROS artillery rocket system. Here was where she found Reaper and Misery working on a mount.  
 
    Reaper looked up as she walked over and just glared at her. “Whatever,” Pain scoffed, and Misery put down her welder and stepped over.  
 
    “Oh, he was pissed when he realized you’d left for a shift,” Misery whispered as Reaper went back to welding. “He couldn’t find any cheese, thank god,” Misery sang out. Very quickly and quietly Pain told her sister what Wolf had said, and Misery had no trouble going along with that if the others were doing what they could to keep the cheese away from Reaper.  
 
    “You piss outside, Reaper,” Ubiytsa said stomping over.  
 
    Both turned to look at him as they cocked their heads, trying to decipher what the fuck he’d meant. Giving up, “What the fuck are you trying to say?” Pain asked and Ubiytsa barked in Russian. “Oh, you commie mudak,” Pain groaned. “It’s ‘pissed off’! You want to piss outside.”   
 
    When Ubiytsa snapped back in Russian, Reaper couldn’t help but laugh and stopped welding. “You’re an American! Speak it!” Pain barked, but Ubiytsa continued in Russian.  
 
    Pain and Misery gasped when Ubiytsa finished and even Reaper was stunned by the onslaught. “Never understood those phrases, but they just sound mean,” he mumbled. 
 
    “You’re going to be hurting when I put my foot up your ass!” Pain said, shoving her rifle into Misery’s chest.  
 
    Giving a curt laugh, “Your foot be tiny,” Ubiytsa laughed and even Reaper couldn’t let that one slide.  
 
    “Hold up,” he said, dropping his welding gun. Taking off his welding gloves, “Ubiytsa, anything going ‘up’ your ass is always bad and is meant as a threat. Responding like you did is just wrong,” Reaper informed him in a low voice.  
 
    Leaning to the side and looking past Reaper at Pain’s boots, “Her foot small so even if Pain does, it not hurt,” Ubiytsa declared. With a glare in her eyes, Pain went to charge him but Misery stopped her.  
 
    “No, he really needs to understand this,” Misery told her. “We can’t have a Sin Eater out there daring people to put shit ‘up’ his ass.” 
 
    Hearing it put that way, the anger did leave Pain and she nodded. “Holy shit, we would become a laughing stock,” she predicted as Reaper continued to try and explain the ‘why’ of how that’s bad.  
 
    Stepping over, Pain pushed Reaper to the side, “I’ll explain it,” she told him. “You slur your Russian too much.”  
 
    Putting his hands on his waist, “Well, excuse me, Ms. Commie!” Reaper snapped and Misery busted out laughing. “I can speak more languages than you!”  
 
    Shrugging, “The languages I speak, others can understand,” Pain replied, and Reaper started patting his pockets but didn’t find any packets of cheese. “I’ll explain it to Ubiytsa so he understands.”  
 
    “Someone bring me some fucking cheese spread!” Reaper shouted and those in the area did pat their pockets, but none came up with a cheese packet. When nobody came forward with cheese, “I’m going to find some,” he declared and stomped off.  
 
    “The cheese doesn’t like you! It’s running to hide from you!” Pain called out after him and Reaper just flipped her off.  
 
    Shaking his head watching Reaper walk away, “I no want to smell funk,” Ubiytsa admitted and Pain hit his arm. 
 
    “See? You used funk correctly,” she said proudly.  
 
    “Smell from Reaper cheese shit is have it own word,” Ubiytsa huffed. It took a bit, but Pain and Misery explained the ‘why’ and Ubiytsa finally understood.  
 
    Pain looked around and saw the ten automated mortars against the wall. “So, he’s happy with the mortars now?” she asked and Misery and Ubiytsa just shrugged. 
 
    “All I know is Reaper said to start on the rockets,” Misery admitted and stopped her sister when Pain went to put on welding gear. “You sit, I’ll weld. You did the barn today.”  
 
    “I tell both of you, I do shift for you,” Ubiytsa reminded them, but knew that wouldn’t stop Reaper from taking a shift. 
 
    They all turned as Reaper returned and all were thrilled he wasn’t carrying any cheese packets. “There’s mutiny afoot,” Reaper snarled at the three. When Ubiytsa started to ask about ‘whose foot in a mutiny’, Pain stopped him. “Nobody has any cheese.”  
 
    Casting her eyes up, “Thank you,” Misery sighed out.  
 
    Still looking hard at the three, “When were you going to tell me about Viper’s birthday party?” Reaper asked and saw all three go pale.  
 
    “It’s not really a birthday party,” Pain finally got out, but received all of Reaper’s attention. “There aren’t any candles or wrapped presents,” she offered.  
 
    “Jackhammer make cake,” Ubiytsa said, and that changed Reaper’s expression.  
 
    “I’m getting a piece,” Reaper informed them because one usually had to fight to get a slice, but nobody had any cheese so he was pulling rank, dammit. In reality, he didn’t mind because he knew it wasn’t a ‘real’ party. At the beginning Reaper probably wouldn’t have allowed it, but he had come to find out Sin Eaters had to have some outlet for compassion if they hoped to retain any part of their humanity. That was why he let Ubiytsa, the sisters, and Havoc visit Kassey once a month if they could. Viper was the youngest Sin Eater by far, so he was the baby and everyone showed him a softer side. Granted, Viper got hit with the cane by everyone because they were hard on him in training. The reason was no one wanted to see him die because he was a Sin Eater, a baby Sin Eater.    
 
    Shifting his eyes to the sisters, “What did we get him?” Reaper asked.  
 
    “E-goggles and E-glasses,” Pain grinned. Since the last six groups of contractors weren’t carrying such nice gear now, it was still better than the line troops so indeed, that was a great gift.    
 
    Nodding in agreement, “You’ll sit until we head back,” Reaper told Pain, and Pain dropped the grin as she gasped and was getting ready to argue. “Go ahead and bitch, I’ll mount up everyone and hit every federal base until I find a mountain of my cheese.” Not bending or squatting, Pain dropped straight on her ass to look up at Reaper in total innocence.  
 
    “When we attack something?” Ubiytsa asked, but was clearly smirking at Pain because she got in trouble. When Reaper didn’t answer, Ubiytsa turned to find Reaper glaring at him.  
 
    “You are being a kisser of ass,” Reaper said, and Ubiytsa instantly put on his serious face. 
 
    Carrying a Katyusha rocket in his arms, “The kids being bad?” Havoc chuckled walking past.  
 
    “You three are so embarrassing me,” Reaper scolded them, then turned toward Havoc as he continued walking away. “You have to get at the back of the line for cake today.”  
 
    Dropping the rocket, Havoc spun around. “I didn’t do shit!” he shouted as Pain sprang to her feet.  
 
    “You don’t drop a fucking rocket!” Pain and Misery screamed in unison.  
 
    Glancing back at the rocket on the ground he’d dropped, “It’s not armed and even if it was, the damn thing has to travel three hundred meters before it arms to detonate,” Havoc reminded them.  
 
    “Commies made that, and they don’t make quality shit unless it’s vodka!” Pain shouted.  
 
    “She have point,” Ubiytsa agreed and even Reaper nodded.  
 
    “Pussies,” Havoc huffed, then locked eyes with Reaper. “Just because your kids are acting bad, don’t take it out on the rest of us.”  
 
    “Not one in your section had any cheese,” Reaper growled and Havoc shifted his eyes to the sisters.  
 
    “Everyone has been eating it, trying to emulate the great Reaper, so don’t blame me,” Havoc said and it actually sounded valid. Both felt pride that other Sin Eaters were helping them out.  
 
    Pain felt Reaper looking at her and dropped down hard again on her ass before meeting his gaze. “Sorry,” she mumbled.  
 
    “You ass smaller than foot, you not have buska rump. I offer you not drop like that more,” Ubiytsa told Pain. Pain, Misery, Reaper, and Havoc all looked off, replaying what Ubiytsa had said, breaking it down and then replaying it for meaning.  
 
    “I give up. Should I be kicking his ass now?” Pain asked turning to her sister.  
 
    Shrugging, “I don’t know,” Misery admitted. “I think he meant ‘you have a small ass and not a thick Russian rump to drop down like that’. It could’ve been nice or it could’ve been really ugly.” As she finished, Ubiytsa spoke Russian and Misery just shook her head. “That didn’t help, so I think it was neutral.”  
 
    “I have myachi!” Ubiytsa yelled.  
 
    “I said neutral, not neutered!” Misery screamed back.  
 
    Stepping over to Havoc, “You’re taking the kids today,” Reaper told him.  
 
    “Oh, hell no. I have my own,” Havoc shot back and then walked off.  
 
    This had been the longest time most of the Sin Eaters had been at Hades. With the exception of those with Siren, they had been there sixteen days and Reaper could tell the group had needed the downtime. Just the physical training was hard enough, but the attitude of keeping the Sin Eater downrange was mentally draining. The only difference was the joking and he had the main ones who were doing that. He really suspected they did it to keep him at ease and if so, Reaper was thankful because it worked, but it damn sure could give him a headache.  
 
    One thing he did know they were doing, well two, “Sisters?” Reaper said turning to face them.  
 
    “We didn’t do it!” they said together.  
 
    Ignoring that because he didn’t want to know what they didn’t do, “If I tell you I won’t take a shift in the barn, will both of you stop?” Reaper asked.  
 
    Still sitting on the ground, Pain collapsed on her back. “You’re damn right we will,” she answered.  
 
    “I suggested to all, three days between shifts for a reason,” Reaper said and neither spoke.  
 
    When Reaper turned to Ubiytsa, he was just shaking his head. “I not speak so I not be accused of being kisser of ass.”  
 
    Looking down at her sister, “He is getting better,” Misery said and Pain nodded.  
 
    Heading back over to where they were working, “Pain, stay there,” Reaper told her, then looked at Misery and Ubiytsa. “Let’s get this done so I can get some cake. Before you ask, yes, I’m going to let Viper have the first slice.” With Pain laying on the ground, the three went back to work on the equipment they would use for sins to come.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Babies and finger-painting! 
 
      
 
    Getting out of the SUV, Brandy looked at Bernard’s house with a smile. It seemed like it had been ages since she’d seen it. New Year’s was only two days away and Brandy hoped and prayed the Republic would have as much success as they’d had this year. They had finally gotten reports of new Sin Eater attacks yesterday, but it seemed like the feds barely paid any attention to them.  
 
    Reports were coming in that disease was increasing tenfold every day across the federal states. When the snow melted, sickness really took off. People had urinated and defecated in the snow no matter where they were and then just drank from the puddles of water around them. If the numbers of sick were true, then the feds were in deep. Brandy really believed the numbers because the Sin Eaters had reportedly killed over two thousand citizens and troops last night, and there had only been a few radio transmissions or communications about the attacks.  
 
    The front door of the house opened and Brandy saw Michelle leading everyone out. “Isaac, tell your detail to stay on the road, they have mines in the trees. You may come, but don’t say shit if it’s going to embarrass me,” Brandy told him seeing even Dallas’s family was over.  
 
    Following his mom through the berm, “I can’t believe you made me stand in the corner when the Australian ambassador was there,” Isaac mumbled.  
 
    “I wish you’d minded that well when you were a kid,” Brandy scoffed, and thought being president wasn’t so bad at times.     
 
    “Brandy,” Michelle said, wrapping her arms around Brandy and hugging her tight. Michelle could see the mantle of president was weighing heavily on Brandy. She hadn’t even been president for two months and already looked five years older. Letting the hug go, “The house for Fern will be done tomorrow,” Michelle told her.  
 
    Nodding as she stepped over to hug Bernard and then Nellie, “I know, I just left from there,” Brandy said, then moved around hugging the others. “Michelle, I asked for you to build a house, not a mansion.”  
 
    Spreading her feet and putting her hands on her hips, “You talk to my lieutenant governor,” Michelle snapped, locking eyes with Dallas as Brandy moved over to hug him.  
 
    Even though he had known Brandy for over a decade, Dallas looked nervous. “You’re the president,” Dallas mumbled as Brandy hugged him. Returning the hug like Brandy was made of glass, “We’re proud of ya,” he told her.  
 
    Looking up at the giant, “Dallas, I came home to see friends. It’s still me, so stop it,” Brandy told him.  
 
    Clearly nervous, “You’re the president,” Dallas repeated and most of his family snickered. 
 
    Stepping over and hugging Kathleen, “I’m going to hurt your husband,” Brandy told her.  
 
    “If you figure out a way to hurt him, let me know so I can do it,” Kathleen laughed hugging Brandy tight. “He fell off the roof after all the kids, grandkids, two great-grandkids, and I told him he didn’t need to be up there. He just got up, climbed the ladder and continued working.”  
 
    Clearing his throat, “You did follow Dallas up the ladder and screamed at him for an hour while they tiled the roof,” Bernard mumbled.  
 
    Whipping her gaze to her husband, who was just looking off innocently, “You’re damn right, I did,” Kathleen snarled. “He’s almost eighty and acts like he just graduated high school!” 
 
    Turning to Michelle, “Are we talking about the house they’re building on my place?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “Hold up, girlfriend,” Michelle snapped. “Dallas informed me, when he’s working on a project for a friend, I’m not his boss, so back off. He’s seven feet tall and has a family of giants! I wasn’t pushing the issue!”  
 
    Isaac couldn’t help but snicker, and knew why his mom loved this group so much. His snicker stopped immediately when he felt his mom stare at him. “I would like to introduce my son Isaac,” Brandy said with pursed lips. “He’s a fine Marine but at times, lacking in manners to his mother.”  
 
    “At times, you need lacking in manners,” Michelle huffed and moved over to hug Isaac which startled him.   
 
    “Michelle, I’m not taking your side over Dallas,” Brandy declared, which did make Dallas smile. “How many times as MY lieutenant governor, did you tell me to ‘fuck off’?”  
 
    “Fuck,” a little voice sang out and everyone turned to look down at Devin.  
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Brandy gasped.  
 
    “Ha,” Nancy scoffed, stepping over and hugging Brandy. “You didn’t teach bubble warrior that.”  
 
    Holding up a splinted right thumb, “I hit my thumb with a hammer!” Gerald cried out and right on cue…. 
 
    “Fuck, god damn, asshole,” Devin recited with glee, and all the women turned to Gerald. 
 
    “I told him that wasn’t nice!” Gerald cried out, then picked Devin up. “Remember, don’t say those words.”  
 
    “Why not? That’s how Devin answered the phone when the governor of Oklahoma called yesterday and it was transferred over here,” Michelle sighed.  
 
    “He does say them very clearly,” Brandy noted, turning to Michelle and was really trying not to laugh. It was funny, but laughing would encourage more. Brandy was just ecstatic she hadn’t taught a new word.  
 
    “Oh, there’s more because Gerald ranted for ten minutes and I swear, bubble warrior was taking notes,” Michelle said, but was now trying not to grin. “What you heard, Gerald repeated the most as he hopped around your yard.”  
 
    “We took Gerald’s hammer away and issued him a nail gun,” Ronald laughed as Brandy moved over, hugging him and then Tasha.  
 
    “I take it the babies are asleep?” Brandy asked looking at Lucy and Kim, the self-appointed nannies to Michelle and Ashley.  
 
    “They’ll be up soon,” Lucy stated confidently and like always, had Olivia on her hip.         
 
    “She knows my kids better than I do,” Michelle grinned, wrapping an arm around Lucy. 
 
    “We fixed lunch, so come on inside,” Nellie told Brandy.  
 
    “Thank you. The cooks they have for me are okay, but nothing compares to the food I get up here,” Brandy said, following the group back to the house. “I wish I could cook like you guys can.”  
 
    “I know you’re referring to Nellie and Kathleen’s family because none of the rest of us can cook for shit,” Michelle said. 
 
    “I was trying to learn,” Ashley said, walking with her arm around Matt’s waist. “The days Nellie doesn’t bring food over, I just skip lunch.” When she heard, ‘bring over’, Brandy glanced over at Ashley as they walked up the steps. “Yeah, Michelle informed me and Matt we got drafted,” Ashley groaned. “She appointed me Missouri Secretary of State and Matt’s over the state police.” 
 
    Filing inside with everyone, “Damn girl, you’re made for this stuff,” Brandy sang out, then noticed Isaac wasn’t among the group. She saw him outside like he was just going to guard the door. Snapping her fingers, Brandy motioned him to follow. Now.  
 
    As Isaac ran in, “No,” Michelle replied. “I just know when a job needs to be done and I appoint someone I know can do the job.”  
 
    Not even all the adults could sit at both the tables, so everyone just sat wherever they could and ate, just glad to be around friends and family. When she was done, and after she’d held Christian and Jenny of course, Brandy motioned Michelle to step outside. Isaac jumped to his feet, only to have Brandy jab a finger at him. “You may follow, but you will keep your distance, am I understood?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Isaac nodded and followed them outside. 
 
    As they walked down the stairs, Brandy reached over taking Michelle’s hand. “Thank you for getting the house up. Fern needs a place to recover,” Brandy told her and let Michelle guide her to the underground workshop.  
 
    “Brandy, you do know Fern isn’t going to recover enough to retake office before the election, don’t you?” Michelle asked as they moved inside and Isaac stayed at the top of the ramp that led down.  
 
    “Yes, I know,” Brandy said, letting Michelle’s hand go and getting on a stool near a worktable. “I want to speak frankly so I can ask you a favor.”  
 
    Dropping on a stool in front of Brandy, Michelle groaned loudly. “Brandy, I love you and I hate to say this but… I hate doing favors for you because it’s always something big. You never ask to help plan a party or watch your pets, you ask for life-altering shit.” 
 
    Not even grinning at the statement because it was true, “I know, and I’m sorry, and the favor I want to ask is just as big,” Brandy told her.  
 
    “Hell, no! You stay president and I’ll stay governor,” Michelle snapped. “We’re both doing a good job and in November, they can elect others when we step down.” 
 
    With very sad eyes, Brandy just looked at Michelle until she’d calmed down. “I want you to listen, please,” Brandy said in a soft voice. “Michelle, after being down in Dallas working as the president, I understand what Fern’s been talking about. Even if the feds surrendered tomorrow, this war isn’t over. If the wrong person gets elected, they’ll take the easy road and not finish this. Michelle, you wouldn’t believe what other countries are doing to keep this war going against us. I have people now coming to me every day, recommending that we make peace with the feds. Their reasoning is we’re stronger now and have beaten the feds back. None of them are looking at the long term. If the feds are beaten before the election, those same people would make peace with those other UN countries that’re still waging war with us. If that happens, we won’t ever have security here.” 
 
    Listening carefully, Michelle did agree. “Fine, you run for president. I’ll back you. Hell, I’ll even run for governor.”  
 
    Glad to hear that much, Brandy did feel better. “Michelle, if I did run, I would only do it with you as my VP. I can’t tell you why, but I may have to refuse to run for the good of the country. If I do have to abdicate, will you run?” 
 
    Images of Brandy getting hauled to jail filled Michelle’s mind. “What the hell are you being asked to do?” 
 
    “That I can’t say, but I can tell you, if you had the same choice, you would do it in a heartbeat. If I have to make the choice, it’ll end the war that day, But a debt will have to be paid, and that debt will hurt my word,” Brandy told her. “I want the citizens of the Republic to know, always hold your leaders to their word. If they lie, get them out of office.”  
 
    As the implications of what Brandy was asking piled up in Michelle’s mind, “Brandy…” she droned off.    
 
    “I know, Michelle, and if there was any other person I could ask, I would. A lot of those inside that house, I would trust with the task, but they don’t have the knowledge or drive to see this through. Some would overreact and others not react enough. Michelle, this war has already cost the species enough, not just America,” Brandy said and watching Michelle, Brandy knew Michelle had no contact with the Sin Eaters.  
 
    Brandy knew what she was asking and hated doing it. If the war would soon be over, then the Sin Eaters could stand down and Michelle could have her other half back. Taking Brandy’s path was putting Michelle and her family in the limelight and taking away the time together they had earned. “You don’t have to answer now, but please think on it,” Brandy offered, and prayed Michelle would really consider it.  
 
    Staring at her lap, “I’m not going to raise my kids just so they have to fight another war later on,” Michelle mumbled and looked up at Brandy with tears in her eyes. “I’ll do it,” Michelle promised. 
 
    Crying with Michelle, Brandy patted her leg. “I’m staying for New Year’s Eve, so let’s get together before I have to go back.”  
 
    Michelle knew that meant Brandy wanted to be around the little ones and nodded. “Sounds good.” The only upside Michelle could see was with the constitution taking effect she could only run twice, but was hoping once would be enough. “Brandy, I made someone a promise,” Michelle said in a hushed voice. “No matter what it took, I would help them come back. If the office interferes with that, I’m stepping down. But I swear, I’ll try.”  
 
    Having a very good idea of what she was talking about, “I wouldn’t expect no less, Michelle,” Brandy told her. “Now, why did you give the marines so much stuff to replace what my son brought to Dallas?”  
 
    Looking up with a grin, “I wanted to reward them for stepping up and to be honest, that shit was in the way,” Michelle answered. They had storage sites for the repaired or just built, but had to spread them out so they didn’t make a tempting target for an air raid. The airspace around Mountain View and Southern Missouri was nearly as well defended as Dallas.  
 
    They talked for half an hour, not about the war, just talked. Brandy finally got up but instead of leaving, she headed back inside to hold and play with the babies. As Brandy was climbing in her SUV, she spotted Nancy in the small cemetery talking to Gavin’s headstone. “War is useless, but living as a slave is never an option,” she sighed. 
 
    Grabbing Brandy’s arm, Isaac stared at her tenderly, “We’re going to win, Mom,” he assured her.  
 
    “The cost is already too high and we still have to make sure the other side foots this bill,” she replied, and Isaac nodded because that sounded like momma.        
 
    *** 
 
    With his feet resting on the dash of the Flyer, Reaper cut his eyes out over the valley below, looking at the mostly dark town of Gainesboro, Tennessee. There were several companies of federal and UN troops stationed there and it wasn’t hard to figure out why, just from what he could see from the ridge. Gainesboro had two bridges that crossed the Cumberland River and the troops were dug in to repel any crossing attempts if the Republic managed to break through the front lines nearly a hundred and fifty miles west. Reaper had to give it to Schmidt and others in the joint chiefs of the feds because they truly had defense in-depth all along the front. 
 
    But Reaper was certain by the time the shooting started, the Republic would manage a breakout. There would be losses, heavy losses, but this was war. If the Republic attacked now, the losses would be horrendous. Projected losses on an attack now were over two million, and that would hurt the Republic in the long run.  
 
    It was only Reaper and his section and they had pulled up on the ridge before dark. He had an appointment across the Mississippi River tomorrow night, but tonight was special. Phantom had seven Sin Eaters moving into the camps below for their final test to see if they could join the Opera. Like everyone else, Reaper was glad he didn’t have to take this test.  
 
    The other sections of Sin Eaters were spread out over the federal states, getting ready to consume sins. Only those taking the test in Reaper’s section would be consuming tonight, unless something really bad happened. And Reaper really wasn’t worried about something happening.  
 
    He didn’t know how and wasn’t going to ask but in November, Oracle had secured a stealth drone from the Republic. Unlike other Sin Eaters, Oracle moved freely day in and day out from Sin Eater to citizen. Only the captains knew that Oracle’s other persona was in the Republic Cyberwarfare Command, RCC. Reaper was sure this was how Oracle got the drone and didn’t know how Oracle could use it just for the Sin Eaters, but he had no doubt Oracle had because it was overhead now.  
 
    It really did feel like cheating after moving for so long without a friendly eye in the sky, but they were Sin Eaters and cheating didn’t apply to them. Using his computer link to Oracle, Reaper could view what the drone saw, but he didn’t like to. He had linked up when they’d reached the ridge. Because all Sin Eaters were in ghillie suits with heat shields, the camera only saw vague blurs as they moved around. But it had no trouble spotting their rides. In Reaper’s mind, something thirty thousand feet up shouldn’t be able to see a human heat source walking on the ground. Satellites he could grasp, but not a drone. Oracle even sent the classified manual for Reaper to go over.  
 
    The drone wasn’t armed, but had a one BILLION pixel camera. It could stay airborne for ten days monitoring a hundred square miles. One of the first things Reaper asked was how many the feds had and nearly fainted when Oracle had replied, six. But like many things, the feds were running out of spare parts and only two were operational now, and they were being used in Florida to help the blockade runners.  
 
    Over every major city the feds used to have several drones but now, only a few because of those spare parts. But Reaper always went over plans with Oracle, so drones were always factored in. That’s what dictated how far out and where they left their rides.  
 
    As for the relaxed attitude, when it got dark, federal and UN troops didn’t venture out. Now they really didn’t venture out because water was in very short supply. Reaper hadn’t been here before, but other Sin Eaters had to destroy the water treatment plant and two towers in the area. It was because of those two bridges that the Sin Eaters had made this area a priority.  
 
    “Can I please go kill one?” Misery moaned from the cupola. 
 
    “If you wanted to go, you should’ve tried out for the Opera,” Reaper responded.  
 
    “Screw that,” Misery shot back. “I hate Phantom’s classes for the regular Sin Eaters. Classes for the Opera are damn near impossible.”  
 
    “Seven would disagree with you,” Reaper reminded her.            
 
    “Sixty-two started out,” Pain chimed in. “Not recruits, Sin Eaters. I’ll stack a Sin Eater against any tier one operator in the world.” On that, Reaper had to agree with Pain because there were Sin Eaters who had been tier one operators in their past lives, and they were much better now.   
 
    Getting comfortable, “Phantom is over the Opera and he sets the standards and rules,” Reaper told them.  
 
    “That fucker isn’t human to be able to move like that,” Pain scoffed.  
 
    “That’s just being mean, Pain,” Phantom said, standing not six feet from her. Sin Eaters were so used to the Opera and Phantom moving, they usually weren’t startled. This wasn’t one of those times as Pain gave a yelp and levitated out of the seat and Misery nearly toppled out of the Flyer when she jumped.  
 
    Reaper was still just laid back in the passenger seat. Long ago, Reaper had come to the conclusion that one day he was going to open a thigh pocket and Phantom was going to stick his head out. 
 
    “Why aren’t you grading your students?” Pain panted out, trying to slow her heartrate down. She wasn’t going to threaten because Phantom didn’t ‘sneak’ around them, he just moved. When Phantom moved normally, everyone believed a ninja would blush with envy. When it came time to ‘sneak’, the ninja would already be at Heaven’s gates before the ninja realized Phantom had been near.  
 
    Stopping at the front of the Flyer, “Nah,” Phantom said. “I don’t want to make them nervous.”  
 
    “Aye,” Pipes said, walking up and glaring at Phantom. “Ya need ta mek a bit a noys wen you cum back ta da grup. Galloglass shat hemsif when ya tap he’s shoulder.”  
 
    Knowing Pipes and Galloglass were on guard duty, “I would’ve fuckin’ died,” Misery admitted. 
 
    “I taout fur ah second Galloglass hed,” Pipes said still looking at Phantom. Nobody could tell one of the Opera, ‘You need to let us know so you don’t get shot’. The Opera was already on you if you knew they were close, and it was all on you.  
 
    “Galloglass good?” Reaper asked, but wasn’t even grinning. Phantom had startled him more times than Reaper could remember.  
 
    “Aye, he wul be, but had ta change he’s ghillie pants,” Pipes answered. On that, Reaper couldn’t help but grin. The Scots had on ghillie suits like everyone but still wore kilts, ghillie kilts over the suits. It seemed they wanted to make sure feds and UN troops knew who was taking them out. “Just cum ta ask if we ken muv a hundred meters ta da east, it give a bitter site line fa Troll ta video da camp.” 
 
    “No further,” Reaper answered, and Pipes left after giving Phantom a mild glare.      
 
    “Reaper,” Pain said with her heart beating normally again. “Do you think we’re really hurting the money men?” Since he’d never pointed it out, Reaper was very proud of Pain for figuring it out but wasn’t shocked. Sin Eaters had to be good physically, but they also had to be smart. 
 
    Turning to look at her, “Without a doubt,” Reaper answered.  
 
    “I just can’t believe people have that kind of money. Governments sure, but not people,” Pain said.  
 
    “The people you’ve heard of on lists are the money men. Before the collapse, there were families worth trillions,” Reaper told her. “Money is control, and control is what started this.”  
 
    Pain, Misery, and Phantom all turned to Reaper and seemed confused. “Before the collapse, the government’s revenue was over four ‘Trillion’ dollars a year. It doesn’t take four trillion dollars to run this country. I could get a group of kindergarten kids to run the country and not spend that kind of money. Handouts racked up a lot, but a lot of that money was going to those families and other mega rich people so they could join those families,” Reaper explained. 
 
    “I can’t even comprehend those numbers,” Phantom admitted.  
 
    “Few can,” Reaper told him. “I had a professor in college in one of my business classes who managed to get the point across. He told us to always look at money as time, and each dollar was one second. You always tried to save and report it to your supervisors, employees, or board in that manner, time. That way, they can grasp the concept of numbers and not value. One thousand seconds is nearly seventeen minutes. You report you saved the business seventeen minutes. One million seconds is twelve days. A billion seconds, that’s over thirty-one years,” Reaper said moving his gaze as he talked. “A trillion seconds? Well, a trillion seconds is over thirty-one thousand years,” he told them and all three gasped.  
 
    “Yeah, a trillion seconds ago there was no written language, man communicated with grunts just sitting around a fire gnawing on mammoth bones. It would be ten thousand years later before the pyramids were even built. That’s why he said always explain numbers in time and not money. Time is one thing all humans can grasp easily.  
 
    “But,” Reaper continued. “My professor said always explain numbers away from money because money fluctuates in worth. Use a finite, simple term. I’ll use his. In 1930, if I had one million 2x4 studs, I could build a lot,” he told them and all nodded. “Using inflation on those boards to the year I got my MBA, instead of a 2x4 that is eight feet long, I would have one million 2x4s that were six inches long.” 
 
    Having no trouble now rationalizing numbers and inflation in those terms, “I feel sick,” Phantom mumbled and just walked off. 
 
    “And I watched budget meetings and those fuckers just threw ‘trillion’ around like it was pocket change,” Pain gasped and panted out. 
 
    “Yeah, it wasn’t their money, it was ours,” Reaper snarled. “The Federal Reserve wanted and demanded debt and wanted inflation. With perpetual inflation the government could never pay off the debt, thereby throwing money to those who really ran the country for eternity.”  
 
    “But I read that the top one percent pay like eighty percent of the taxes,” Misery said. 
 
    “Income taxes, Misery, and yes, that percentage is close. You should know very well, income tax wasn’t the only tax. Every dollar you spent was taxed nine times. That’s why every working person in America worked half the year for free because that was their tax. Small businesses generated over half of America’s GDP. Those families and the super-rich weren’t happy with over half the money of the planet, they wanted it all. Why? So they could have control of the little people, and the little people would have to do what they were told.”  
 
    Really wanting to throw up, “Can we go and kill some more mega-rich cocksuckers?” Pain asked.  
 
    Shaking his head, “That part has passed. It had to be done to force them to take direct action and spend their assets. Because if we don’t wipe those families out financially, this will be done again. I hate to say it, but I don’t think we could even track them down to kill them all. They stay out of the light for a reason and use the mega-rich you saw on TV to do their work,” Reaper answered. 
 
    “Oracle can’t find them?” Misery asked in awe.  
 
    Tilting his head back to look up at Misery, “Oracle is the one who told me we could never track them all down because I wanted to travel the globe and just slaughter the pricks,” Reaper answered. Hearing it from Reaper, both realized he had come up with this plan and it involved many steps and had more layers than they could imagine. Sin Eaters were fighting a total war, despite the size of the unit.     
 
    The sisters pondered what they heard and had always wanted to offer suggestions because Reaper always seemed overwhelmed. That’s why they and the few others went out of their way to irritate him. It was only when they realized the scope of Reaper’s war, they didn’t even know how to offer any advice or help.  
 
    In the valley below as the sisters pondered, Nightmare moved along the ground like a sloth, making no sound. She didn’t know where Phantom was but was sure he was watching. The fact they had been married in their old lives, Phantom was harder and tougher on Nightmare than any other trying out for the Opera. But unlike the other Sin Eaters, Nightmare’s past life had been taught by Cory, now known as Phantom.  
 
    Cory had been taught to stalk deer and other wild game as a small boy by his grandfather, and Cory had continued stalking as he got older. That was why Nightmare was so advanced when she’d joined.  
 
    Despite their past, Nightmare and Phantom rarely talked and when they did, it was only as Sin Eaters, but all noticed Phantom was harder on Nightmare and she wanted him to be harder on her. Nightmare couldn’t even guess how many times Phantom had used the cane on her in class, but she knew it’d been earned.  
 
    Moving on her hands and toes, Nightmare slinked behind a guard who was walking a set patrol pattern around a group of tents. The only lights were some low lumen battery lights around the tents, but Nightmare had no trouble seeing. Never stopping her slow movement, Nightmare paid the guard who walked past her no mind. Despite the fact he’d come within mere feet of her.  
 
    She was Nightmare now, and was joining the Opera because the Opera got to kill up close and did it a lot, and that’s what Nightmare wanted. Nearing the tent that was her goal, Nightmare paused her movement. Long ago, Cory had told her, ‘You can feel when something’s looking your way, be it animal or man. When you discover that feeling, you’ll understand and will learn to feel it coming. That’s when you pause, but never look because that can give you away. Just look around by always using your peripheral vision as you stalk and never focus on anything, including your target, until you’re going to kill it’. Phantom had said the same thing, but Nightmare had prior practice and Phantom used a bamboo cane on those who messed up in class.  
 
    Feeling it was okay to move again, Nightmare slinked toward the tent like a liquid shadow pouring over the ground. Only when she reached the entrance flap did Nightmare slow her movement more and used her ears as her guide. Hearing nothing but snoring inside and feeling it was okay, Nightmare eased through the bottom of the flap.  
 
    There were twenty cots on each side wall and Nightmare used the aisle down the middle to head deeper inside. Only when she’d reached the middle did Nightmare choose ‘left’ and moved to the left row of cots. Creeping over to the sleeping form in the middle of the row, Nightmare stopped at the head of the cot. 
 
    Very slowly, she let her entire body contact the ground and then slowly came up on her knees as she pulled her knife from her vest with her right hand. The knife made no noise leaving the sheath as Nightmare raised her left hand out and only then, did she put her eyes on her target. When her eyes landed on her target, Nightmare put her hand over the young soldier’s mouth as the knife buried in the base of his skull.  
 
    The only sound was a soft, dull crunch and the soldier gave a small gasp that was lost in the snoring and heavy breathing among the tent. When the knife buried in the skull, the soldier opened his eyes to see a shadow with teeth over him, but was dead before his brain processed the information.  
 
    Pulling the knife out slowly to make no noise, Nightmare smelled the bowels of the dead soldier release. Wiping the blade off and sheathing it, Nightmare arranged the soldier’s arms across his chest, then pulled out a Sin Eater card and placed it in his hands. It looked like the soldier was still asleep, holding the Sin Eater card like a stuffed animal for security.   
 
    That was the final test for the Opera. One had to sneak into a camp, inside a room of sleeping soldiers, kill one in the middle, and leave so when the others woke, they would know a Sin Eater had been among them during the night. 
 
    Creeping away on her hands and toes like she had come in, Nightmare left the tent. Even though she had passed the test, there was one more thing she wanted to do because she was Nightmare. Moving along until she reached a smaller tent, Nightmare paused and saw a sign on the tent, ‘Captain Willard’.  
 
    Slipping in, Nightmare heard the steady breathing of a man sleeping and eased over by the cot. There was only the captain inside and that’s why she was here. Again lowering her body to the ground before coming to her knees, with her left hand Nightmare pulled a cylinder from her vest that looked like a tiny six-inch oxygen tank with a cannula at the end. 
 
    Just in case, she pulled the knife out with her right hand and then shifted her eyes to her target, placing the small cannula near the sleeping man’s nose. Squeezing the cylinder, Nightmare heard the soft sound of air leaving the cylinder and leaned her head back because she damn sure didn’t want to breath this in.  
 
    The captain gave a slight stir, but his breathing suddenly became slower but deeper, and Nightmare stopped spraying the gas so it wouldn’t knock her out. Not worried about her target now, Nightmare put the cylinder and knife away before getting to her feet. “Phantom hasn’t ever done this,” she mumbled softly.  
 
    Pulling out a tiny paint brush and two ink bottles, Nightmare leaned over the cot and went to work. Ten minutes later, Nightmare was slinking out of the tent. She rejoined the others and they moved as one back to the group as seven Sin Eaters joined the Opera. On the side of each one’s head was a small night vision camera that would show their test and Reaper would broadcast. This wouldn’t be the last time they did a similar task, but it was their first and each one had done something extra, but none compared to Nightmare’s extra.  
 
    Nothing was said as they rejoined the group and headed west so Reaper could keep his appointment.  
 
    At 0600, the first body was discovered when the others in the tent woke up. Then six other tents found dead soldiers in the middle of the tents, all holding a Sin Eater card. Two had been in Captain Willard’s company and a sergeant ran into the tent to wake him. When Willard sat up, the sergeant let out a shout and jumped back.  
 
    Willard looked up at the sergeant in shock as others ran inside Willard’s tent. One screamed and took off running, two pissed their pants, and another fainted. On Willard’s forehead, painted in three colors of ink, was a three inch, small, but perfect, Sin Eater skull.    
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Don’t piss off the fat cyborg 
 
      
 
    Three miles south of Redford, Missouri with the sun nearing the horizon, Reaper let out a groan as he stretched the kinks out of his muscles. Sitting in the passenger seat of the Flyer with notepads, maps, photos, and printouts, Reaper was making lists of targets to attack in this ongoing war to consume sins.  
 
    True to his word, Reaper had used one of the bridges the Republic had put up over the Mississippi River. When they crossed over into Republic lines on this side of the river, Reaper had Sin Eater flags raised on every vehicle in his group. He did stop at one checkpoint and talked to a captain. Reaper very bluntly told the captain to tell his superiors that they needed to get word out for all troops who spotted Sin Eaters to keep it quiet, and under no circumstances should it be put over the radio.     
 
    In all reality, Reaper didn’t give a shit because he wasn’t fording that fucking river again with the bridges up.   
 
    The captain had offered, well, really begged to be allowed to send along an honor guard to escort the Sin Eaters, but Reaper declined and reminded the captain that Republic troops couldn’t offer aid to the Sin Eaters. All the troops at the checkpoint and the captain scoffed, but did understand. Reaper just said they were heading across to give division headquarters in Fredericktown, Missouri fed troop placement and other targets the feds were trying to hide.  
 
    Having to travel fifty miles from Republic lines to the Mississippi River, the Sin Eaters passed a few Republic troops along the roadway waving at them. The sun was already up when Reaper met with generals and other officers outside of Fredericktown and gave them maps of fed troop placement in Tennessee, Kentucky, and Mississippi. The commanding general for the area gave assurances that word had been put out and nobody was going to say anything. There had been reporters in the area, but they had been rushed off.  
 
    Reaper had said they were heading south to give other area commanders similar reports and just left. None were surprised when the Sin Eaters seemingly vanished.  
 
    It had been near noon when they’d reached the meeting spot south of Redford. At one time, it had been a nice farm set in a valley, but now was just a collection of buildings nature was slowly reclaiming. When Reaper had Pain pull into the barn, his eyes immediately spotted a row of duffel bags stacked five high. He wasn’t surprised that something was there, but he had been surprised about the amount that was there.  
 
    Another reason for this trip was supplies, cold weather gear. There were supplies at the farm that Reaper’s other persona had brought in. It wasn’t much, but he needed more cold weather gear. With what he had from his old life, Reaper was certain he could keep twenty to thirty Sin Eaters out when the cold front hit.  
 
    After Pain had stopped, Reaper got out and moved over to the duffel bags and saw each one had a Sin Eater name painted on it. Opening one, Reaper had just stared in shock. It was top-of-the-line cold weather hunting gear and he hadn’t brought in anywhere near this much in his past life. Looking around, he saw everything in this bag was the same size. The only one who could’ve done this was Oracle. She knew about the meeting of course, but Reaper had told her after Thanksgiving to gather up the cold weather gear there and bring it to the meeting when he arranged it. Of course Oracle knew everything about every Sin Eater, including size. Reaper just couldn’t imagine where in the hell Oracle had gotten this without raising alarm bells.  
 
    Dropping his eyes back down at the work he was doing, Reaper’s eyes stopped at the printout of the projected forecast. If anything, it had only gotten worse. The cold front was still expected to roll in New Year’s night but now, freezing temperatures were expected to extend all the way to Orlando, Florida. The only part forecasters were debating was how long the front would last. Estimates ranged from two weeks to the end of February.      
 
    Shifting his eyes to the duffel bags now strapped into trailers and on vehicles, Reaper didn’t care and now welcomed the front. They all had cold weather gear and some like him had very good extreme cold weather gear, but not enough for full operations without experiencing frost injuries. The shit Oracle had gathered was top-of-the-line extreme cold weather hunting gear. Military gear was good, but nothing compared to the private sectors’ selections. If a company didn’t make good gear, they went bankrupt. Those who supplied the military didn’t have that worry.    
 
    Walking up beside the Flyer, “You can set up and do that crap on the table,” Pain told him again. She jerked a thumb over her shoulder at the table set up in the barn for his meeting with Brandy.  
 
    “No. If I’m not planning in Tartarus, I like doing it right here,” Reaper replied and started putting the material away. Getting out and stretching his legs, Reaper heard running feet and didn’t even turn.  
 
    “Not yet,” he said turning as Phantom skidded to a stop, leaving grooves in the dirt floor.  
 
    “Come on!” Phantom whined. “We can set up and just wait?”              
 
    Not even looking at his watch, since Phantom had just asked ten minutes ago, “In thirty-three minutes, you can pull out. This isn’t the fed area. Militia patrol here and I really don’t want to kill any of them,” Reaper explained for the fifth time. 
 
    “If they can spot the Opera, I’ll give them my rifle to shoot us,” Phantom declared. The reason for the excitement was Reaper had told everyone that Oracle was coming with Brandy. It was clear the Sin Eaters liked Brandy but really didn’t care, they wanted to finally meet the legendary Oracle. 
 
    Still having the image of a short, very obese form in his mind for Oracle, “She might need help setting up to intercept President Brandy’s convoy. I can’t believe you even made her leave her lair,” Phantom grunted. 
 
    Shaking his head, “Phantom, she’s not fat,” Reaper barked.  
 
    Throwing up his hands, “She can’t devote the time to training we do because she never leaves her computer-filled lair!” Phantom retorted.  
 
    “They’re conjoined twins!” a Sin Eater shouted out, and then the debate began on just what Oracle was. 
 
    All bickering stopped when Reaper shoved his hand in a pocket and pulled out not one, but three cheese packets. Watching Reaper suck down all three at once, “Oh, I’m going to kill all of you motherfuckers,” Pain gasped with wide eyes. 
 
    Tossing the empty packets in the Flyer, “Keep on, Phantom, and you’ll be the one wiping my ass,” Reaper warned.  
 
    Looking out the open barn doors at the sun, “I have baby wipes. If I volunteer to wipe your ass after a cheese shit, can I take the Opera and leave now?” Phantom offered. 
 
    Coming up beside her sister, “Spoken like one who’s never been in close proximity to a cheese shit,” Misery said.  
 
    “You don’t have to be close,” Pain scoffed. “My pussy fell off and my nipples inverted the last time Reaper took a cheese shit.” 
 
    “Aye, ‘ey be a mite powerful on da stench,” Galloglass chimed in from the other side of the barn.  
 
    “I rather smell mustard gas,” Ubiytsa added.  
 
    Not even offended because he couldn’t stand to be around his own feces after a cheese shit, Reaper turned to Phantom. “Phantom, she’s not fat and if you piss her off…” Reaper paused. “I really don’t want the head of the Opera to get hurt because she will fucking hurt your ass. I can guarantee you, you’ll never see it coming and it’ll leave a mark.”  
 
    Still not believing Oracle wasn’t fat but having no problem believing she could hurt him, “I would never do anything to displease Oracle,” Phantom stated.     
 
    Giving a long sigh, “Oracle is at the location already and she has guardian angels near,” Reaper said because Oracle had sent word, ‘Big help is near’. Even though none had heard of ‘guardian angels’ as part of the Sin Eaters, none were questioning it or able to figure it out. Reaper knew that meant some of Titan’s family was around. Hearing that didn’t surprise any Sin Eater. In the Sin Eater world, Oracle was ranked the same as a captain, but held a bit more power because she could direct Reaper to attacks. 
 
    In truth, this was why Reaper had wanted Oracle to escort Brandy to this meeting, so some of the Sin Eaters could lay their own eyes on her. He was getting a little fed up with the theories. Even though Oracle wasn’t wading in blood, she was with them as they consumed sins.  
 
    Stepping over and slapping the back of Phantom’s head, “She’s not fat,” Misery informed him and Pain nodded. Reaper felt a bit of pride in the sisters. “A warrior like Oracle couldn’t be overweight,” Misery scoffed. “She’s like a techno Zulu warrior,” Misery said.  
 
    “With a bone in her nose,” Pain added, and the pride slipped away from Reaper.  
 
    Watching Phantom take a breath to start the controversy, Reaper jabbed a finger in Phantom’s chest. “She’s a Sin Eater,” he growled.  
 
    “Duh,” Phantom droned rolling his eyes.  
 
    Since he wasn’t behind federal lines, Reaper pulled out his texting pager and started typing. “You will stay on the route Oracle sent because those are the ones she knows are clear,” Reaper said, and Phantom started dancing around in excitement. When Reaper looked up, Phantom stopped dancing and put on a serious expression. “The angels under Oracle have only one objective, protecting Oracle and trust me; you don’t want to piss them off. They are angels, but borderline Sin Eaters.”    
 
    Snapping his fingers, “Of course!” Phantom cried out. “She has to have help moving around!”  
 
    Spinning around to keep from unloading on everyone, Reaper froze looking at his seat in the Flyer. Zeus was in the driver’s seat over the center console. All the cheese packets Reaper had tossed in, Zeus had chewed apart and was licking the cheese off. “Oh shit,” Reaper groaned.  
 
    Shifting her eyes to what Reaper was looking at, “Come on, Zeus!” Pain cried out. “How could you?! That cheese hates you more than it does Reaper!” Zeus looked up, licking cheese off his maw like he was innocent.      
 
    Agreeing with a nod, Reaper turned back to Phantom. “If Oracle was able to gather the items I requested, you’ll be picking up more stuff and you will make sure it’s secured for transport, am I understood?” Reaper asked and Phantom nodded with excitement.             
 
    “Go to the meeting point,” Reaper sighed and Phantom took off in a sprint. 
 
    “Opera! Let’s move!” he shouted, jumping in his Flyer. The new Opera ran to ATVs and another Flyer as Phantom was already pulling out and his gunner wasn’t even in the cupola yet.  
 
    “You always let Phantom do stuff, what about us?” Misery snapped, and little voices from his past again filled Reaper’s mind.  
 
    “Misery, I have more cheese,” Reaper warned, and that shut Misery up. Grabbing what he was working on from the Flyer, Reaper patted his leg, “Zeus,” he sighed and Zeus jumped out to follow. Moving over to a small table in the center of the barn, Reaper put his stuff on the table and dropped into one of the four chairs. He just glanced over at Zeus, and Zeus plopped down with a thud beside him.  
 
    “I not be kisser of ass, but you do need anything?” Ubiytsa asked coming over.  
 
    About to ask for a bamboo cane since he’d left his back at Hades, Reaper shook his head. “No, make sure everyone’s had downtime.” Ubiytsa gave a grunt in acknowledgement before he walked off. Sleep was something a Sin Eater could do on command and very few Sin Eaters slept more than five hours a day, Reaper included.  
 
    Picking up the stack of papers that detailed the ninety-day forecast, Reaper was feeling much more optimistic no matter how long the cold front lasted. Putting it to the side, he picked up another set of stapled pages Oracle had put together. In all reality, Reaper hadn’t expected his Water Well attack to already be increasing the death toll, but it was. Bacterial infections like cholera, campylobacteriosis, dysentery and others, but the worst was the protozoa infections. Amoebiasis, cryptosporidiosis, and cyclosporiasis were all running rampant among the federal area. Reaper knew destroying the water wasn’t going to make the feds die of thirst but it would force people to drink unclean water and holy shit, was it working! Looking at the near quarter of a million that had been reported two days ago, Reaper was certain there weren’t enough antibiotics or even enough IV bags of fluid on the planet to stem the tide of the breakouts, and this was only the beginning. Already the feds were reporting nearly ten thousand dead.  
 
    “I believe I’ll win my bet with Oracle,” Reaper chuckled.    
 
    The sun had already set when Phantom reached Garwood, seventeen miles south of Reaper. Yes, he was excited, but he and the Opera moved cautiously but quickly. They weren’t flying the Sin Eater flags but were flying the stars and bars of the Republic. There were a few spots where Phantom and the others felt like they were being watched, but didn’t spot anything with thermals.  
 
    Normally, they shunned roads, but Reaper had wanted to make sure there wasn’t an ambush, despite Oracle’s assurances. The last thing they needed was the president to get killed in a covert meeting with the Sin Eaters. It was Gerald who let his sister know company was coming. He, along with ten of Dallas’s family, were to the north of Garwood.  
 
    Just a few miles south was Van Buren, the first group of feds they had hit in what seemed like decades ago. Gerald was sad because he wanted to see his friend, but he knew Nelson wasn’t even here. Gerald again said a prayer that Reaper would abate and release Nelson, so Gerald wouldn’t have to do what he’d been left behind to do.  
 
    Phantom pulled up to a lone metal building in a valley. The area around the building was overgrown, but that was nearly every building now with over half the population dead.  
 
    Lifting binoculars, he saw a ten-foot bay door open and a masked figure was standing in the opening, waving him to the building. Lowering the binoculars, Phantom hit them a few times thinking they were broken. Bringing them back to his eyes, he saw an average height, athletic, masked figure in the doorway waving him up. “They starved her!” Phantom gasped.  
 
    “I told you she wasn’t fat,” Spirit said from the cupola. “Cyborgs aren’t fat, dummy.”  
 
    Putting the binoculars down, Phantom shifted into drive and pulled up to the metal building. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why it was in the middle of the small valley. It looked like it had been put up just before the collapse, but there wasn’t even a parking lot. The dirt road into the small valley was a loose term at best. Phantom had been on better deer trails.  
 
    Slowing at the bay door, Phantom gave a startle when Oracle spoke. “Pull in. The feds send drones over and I’m not in my lair.”  
 
    After the trip across the pond, Reaper had made a point to get other Sin Eaters to converse with Oracle just to put the theories to rest, but it had only fueled them. Of course, not one Sin Eater ever asked Oracle because talking about the past was forbidden. Hearing the voice, Phantom had no doubt this was Oracle.  
 
    Pulling inside the fifty feet wide by one hundred feet long building, again he was shocked to see it was completely empty except for some black boxes and a folding table with a chair. Continuing to the back and turning around so he could leave fast, Phantom realized even with the trailer he was pulling he had more than enough room. The other Flyer and ATVs pulled in, all turning around to face the door.  
 
    Even though all the vehicles were extremely quiet, when they turned off, the building was eerily silent. Pushing the camouflaged netting to the side and climbing out, Phantom saw Oracle still at the doorway looking out. He glanced at the others getting off and all were gawking at Oracle. Since all the vehicles were covered in netting and fake branches, bushes, and leaves, with a casual glance, each looked like bushes sitting inside the building. Because it was winter, granted, they looked like dead bushes.  
 
    It was a second before Phantom realized the others had turned to him. “What?” he whispered.  
 
    Nightmare pointed at Oracle, “Go talk to her,” she whispered back. “But don’t you dare piss her off because I’m sure by now, Reaper knows Ubiytsa took his bamboo stick out of his Flyer and left it at Hades. There’s oak trees here, and I don’t want Reaper grabbing an oak stick to hit with.” 
 
    “At least Reaper doesn’t hit the same fucking spot,” Spirit noted, and everyone nodded in thankfulness. 
 
    Despite being the Sin Eater feared by many, leader of the Opera, and basic bad ass, Phantom timidly eased up but stopped some ten feet behind Oracle. “Um…” he started.  
 
    “Do I look fucking fat?” Oracle asked but didn’t turn around, and Phantom cringed as memories came into his mind that NO woman, Sin Eater or not, liked fat and herself being associated in the same reference.  
 
    “AAhh, no, sorry,” Phantom stammered.  
 
    When Oracle turned around, her eyes put them all at ease. “You need to inform those who think I’m conjoined twins that I’m not. I swear, the first fucker who asks where the other half is, I’m not using a stick, I brought a bat,” she told them, but it was in a gentle voice.  
 
    They all took Oracle in and noticed a small computer strapped to her left forearm. Like them, she was wearing top-of-the-line gear. Because everyone in their world wore a mask, it was the last thing they really noticed. Captains had ten, long, needle teeth for rank, five on top and five on bottom. On Oracle’s mask there were fourteen, seven and seven, but they were short, needle teeth and it made the grinning mouth look rather sinister.   
 
    “Wow,” Phantom said with awe, finally meeting Oracle. “You need us to do anything?” he offered.  
 
    Shaking her head, “No, I’ve made sure the president can’t leave until dark so she won’t try to get here early,” Oracle said, and all gave a silent gasp that Oracle could control the president. “If you want, you can load those cases up.”  
 
    Phantom turned around to the black boxes and now closer, saw they were fiberglass boxes. Stepping over to the cases near the wall, he saw they were about four feet wide, six feet long, and two feet deep. “Do I want to know what’s in them?” he asked, and they all jumped when Oracle laughed. 
 
    Heading over to the boxes, Oracle flipped three latches up and lifted the lid open on one. “You’ve hauled deadlier cargo,” she informed them as they all moved closer.  
 
    Stacked in neat rows were R/C cars. Each was separated by foam. “We have some of those,” Phantom stated and noticed the lid was a storage area as well. He could see trigger remote-controls, spare parts, but on the right, also in neat rows, were three-inch-long black tubes. Reaching out and pulling one from the foam that held it, Phantom saw it was a camera because they had a few of these as well.  
 
    When they were building Hades and Reaper had sent them out on scavenger hunts, R/C cars were always on the list, along with the small remote cameras. They had found remote-controlled cars, trucks, jeeps, tanks, boats, planes, drones, and even a bulldozer, but the Sin Eaters had only managed to find a few dozen of the cameras.  
 
    Shifting his eyes back to the neatly arranged cars in the case, “We need more?” Phantom blurted out, then put the camera back in the foam slot he’d pulled it from.  
 
    “You only have two hundred and thirty-two 1/12th scale R/Cs. Granted, you have a lot of 1/32nd, 1/14th, and a few big 1/8th. But you need more of the 1/12th, so that’s what I’ve been gathering along with parts,” Oracle told him and they all turned to her in awe. Oracle had never been to Hades, that they knew of, but Oracle knew what they had. “Each case holds thirty, so you can consume sins in new and exciting ways.”  
 
    Having long ago given up wondering what Reaper would have them do, all the Sin Eaters just nodded. Now they understood why Reaper had made all the Sin Eaters drive the R/C cars around Hades. Each time they came back, Reaper would put out a schedule on who was driving the remote cars on a track until he’d found ten in each section by the end of summer. Those ten had to drive cars for an hour each day, every time they returned to Hades now. It was in November when Reaper had them start driving while using a small camera on the car.      
 
    “This will be interesting,” Phantom admitted, wondering how they were going to consume sins with remote-controlled cars. He closed the lid and locked it back down and before he went to grab it, Oracle stopped him.  
 
    “They’re packed in foam and rugged, but use two to carry each one and load them,” Oracle offered. 
 
    Realizing that’d been stupid on his part, Phantom nodded as he and the others loaded the cases on the trailers. When they were done, they all turned to see Oracle sitting at the small table and headed over. Seeing the laptop Oracle was looking at had three screens, they all became awed and stood behind her.  
 
    The two side screens were divided into multiple sections and gave camera displays, and none had any idea of where, but could see federal and UN troop uniforms on soldiers. It was the middle screen that gave all of them pause. Like the side screens it was divided, but there were only letters and symbols in rows. “Looks like the matrix,” Phantom admitted.  
 
    “It’s computer code,” Oracle offered as she typed and awed them more. Oracle was moving the cursor with keystrokes and not a mouse. Phantom knew it could be done because he had seen someone he missed dearly from his past life do that, but never this fast. Lifting her left arm up, Oracle opened the small computer on her forearm. 
 
    On the display screen, they all saw an aerial thermal view and could see the building they were currently inside on the screen. “Guess you don’t need me to set up security,” Phantom said in wonder, expecting any minute for Oracle to summon a metal terminator.   
 
    “It’s dark so you can if you want, but we’ll know of anything that gets within two miles of us,” Oracle stated confidently, taking the computer off her forearm and setting it on the table. 
 
    Very slowly, Phantom reached out and lightly poked Oracle on the shoulder, just to make sure she was real. When his fingertip touched actual matter Phantom relaxed a bit, then noticed Spirit do the same thing. Going back to the computer, Oracle tried not to grin as each Sin Eater lightly poked her shoulder just to make sure she was real. 
 
    “Some of Titan’s section is engaging,” she said startling the group and as one, they all turned to the side screens, expecting to see a battle in one of the small sections. Then Phantom turned to the middle screen and saw the top right section of the screen was displaying words, real words and sentences. Reading the lines, Phantom realized he was reading a radio transmission between a group being attacked and a commander.  
 
    “Um, how in the fuck can you make a computer type out a radio broadcast?” Phantom asked and the others all turned to him because until he’d said it, they hadn’t realized that.  
 
    Shrugging, “I have the frequencies and codes of all fed units the Sin Eaters are attacking monitored,” Oracle answered. “My computer just dictates what’s said so I can relay it back to Reaper.”  
 
    “Screw a duck,” Nightmare gasped, looking at the screens.  
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, “I can turn the federal units’ radio off, if you want?” Oracle suggested and moved her hands to the keyboard.  
 
    Jumping close, Phantom grabbed Oracle’s wrist, “Please don’t, unless Reaper said you could,” he said quickly, then let her wrist go. “I push my luck with Reaper, but most of the time he needs it. But… I don’t want him eating any more cheese.” 
 
    Staring blankly at the screens, “I try to push my luck with him as well, but it’s not really effective from a computer,” Oracle mumbled. When the captains reported actions to her, they would talk about those who pushed Reaper with juvenile actions. She wasn’t stupid and knew why they were doing it, hoping to ease the burden Reaper carried and sins they all consumed. “I’m sure in time I’ll be called to Hades for my time with the bamboo stick.”  
 
    Throwing up her hands, “You’ll get Reaper’s stick from him after you have to deal with Jaws,” Nightmare sang out.  
 
    “Oh, I went and had my teeth cleaned yesterday, Nightmare,” Oracle informed her. “I know checks aren’t ‘usually’ done in the field by Jaws, but I wasn’t taking any chances.”  
 
    “I’m begging Pain to do my teeth before we report back to Hades,” Spirit stated. “She hasn’t gotten hit by Jaws in months.”  
 
    Phantom looked over at Spirit and nodded slowly. “I wonder what she would take in trade to do mine?” he wondered.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Preaching to the choir….with funk 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the back of a Stryker, Brandy glared at Isaac. They had left her home in Mountain View at 2100 with half of the marine detachment and ten Texas Rangers, but that wasn’t what had her irked. It was the Stryker. The entire back area where troops were to sit had been replaced with a plush leather interior. It really looked like an executive area from a plane and Brandy knew Isaac was responsible.  
 
    Feeling his mom glare at him, “The troops won’t say a word,” Isaac told her again, but knew damn well what was chapping her ass. There were five Strykers, two LAVs, and four SUVs in their convoy. Isaac had wanted more, but knew the fewer who knew about this meeting, the better off they were. All the Rangers knew about the Sin Eaters meeting with Fern, which Isaac had only learned about that afternoon. He had gathered the marine unit up and informed them what was going on, and under no circumstances were any to ever breathe a word of this.  
 
    The marines, like all the military, loved the Sin Eaters because they were fighting without rules. Many in the military knew lines had to be drawn, but were glad there were some on their side who ignored lines for conduct.  
 
    With the side of his face getting warm from the glare, Isaac finally turned to his mother. “My troops won’t say a word, and those at the house think we’re doing inspections to raise morale, so ease up, Mom.”  
 
    Waving her hand around at the interior, “You turned it into a pimp mobile!” Brandy cried out, making Andrea snicker.  
 
    Locking eyes with his mom, “The president deserves better than the troops because the president is always FIDO,” Isaac replied and saw Andrea frown. “It means Fuck It, Drive On.”     
 
    “Why on earth did you do it?” Brandy groaned. “I’ve ridden around in them and even fought from one in Mountain View.”  
 
    Giving a long sigh as he stared at his mom, “I’m sorry you had to do that, Mom. I was trying to kill as many as I could so you wouldn’t have to do that,” Isaac told her and that made Brandy smile, which kind of freaked Andrea out.  
 
    “At times you make me proud, but then you do something like this, and I wonder just how many times your father dropped you on your head when I wasn’t looking,” Brandy said. 
 
    All of a sudden, Isaac became very serious. “Mom, let me go and meet them,” Isaac offered again and Brandy shook her head. “Mom, I trust the Sin Eaters. I’m certain because of them, I didn’t get killed crossing the Mississippi River, but Mom… They are the coldest group of killers to ever walk this earth. I don’t want you pissing one off and having all hell break out.”  
 
    When Brandy went to speak, Isaac held up his hand. “Mom, you can make a nun mad enough to grab a chainsaw and go for blood, so don’t even start.” 
 
    Leaning close to Brandy, “He has a valid point,” Andrea whispered.  
 
    Staring Isaac dead in the eyes, “I trust my safety with the Sin Eaters more than I do with my protection detail and yes, that includes you,” Brandy responded, shocking Isaac. “I know you would never hurt me and I really think all of you would die for me, which is stupid as shit,” she spat. “But, the Sin Eaters view the Republic as near holy because it represents freedom, which is what they’re consuming sins for. Do I want you or any others to do what they do? Hell to the NO! I don’t even want the Sin Eaters to be doing what they are because they’ll have to pay a price, and I hope it’s a price they can pay and remain sane.”  
 
    Realizing what his mom was saying, Isaac slowly nodded. “That was your son speaking and not the officer over your marine detachment,” Isaac informed her.  
 
    Leaning back in the seat, “Both can irritate me to no end,” Brandy confessed. It wasn’t long before she felt the convoy slow and turn off the highway onto a dirt road. Even though they were a hundred and fifty miles behind the lines, no vehicle was driving with headlights. Gangs were all but gone from the Republic area and there was still a ceasefire holding, but nobody traveled at night with lights on. Headlights were covered up with very small slits to allow just a fraction of light out to drive by. Military used NVGs and civilians just drove slowly if they didn’t have night vision goggles.  
 
    After a few minutes, Brandy felt the convoy stop and watched Isaac tense up when his earbud went off.  “Open the ramp,” Brandy called out and when Isaac went to speak, she just held up a finger to silence him. “I was coming on my own, so feel lucky I let you and the others tag along.”  
 
    Having no doubt his mom would’ve done that regardless of if she was president, Isaac followed her out of the Stryker. The location and instructions had been sent to Brandy’s phone so she knew what she had to do, walking to the front of the convoy since her ride had been in the middle.  
 
    When the doors opened on one of the SUVs and the Rangers went to get out, “I’ll shoot the first one who gets out,” Brandy barked, and all jumped back inside. “The only reason I let any of you come is because if y’all figured out I left, you would’ve gotten the entire country looking for me.” 
 
    “You are very correct,” Isaac mumbled, looking ahead of the convoy. In the middle of the dirt road ahead stood two figures of lore: Sin Eaters. It was only when he looked off the road that he spotted large bushes and realized there were Sin Eaters sitting on those bushes. 
 
    Brandy studied the masks and recognized neither was Reaper. “I thank you for making the effort to meet with me,” Brandy said, stopping in front of the two. Unlike Isaac, she wasn’t looking at the mask and Brandy fought to remain calm when her eyes met Nancy’s behind Oracle’s mask.       
 
    “I’m Oracle and this is Phantom, Madam President,” Oracle said, then lifted up a folded map and held it out to Isaac. “Major Yassa, the meeting place is marked, you will follow,” Oracle told him, forcing the map into his hands. When Isaac gave a shallow nod, she continued. “The meeting is in a valley. You will set your force at the mouth, forming a blocking action. If, in the unlikely event we are attacked, Sin Eaters will get the president to you. Under no circumstances are you to move into the valley,” Oracle told him, pausing to make sure he understood.  
 
    Only when Isaac lifted the map up to study it under the weak light from the vehicles and stars above, Oracle continued. “When the president is with you, then you will leave the area. None of you are to remain to deal with the attack, the Sin Eaters will deal with it. Am I making myself clear?” 
 
    “None can accompany her to the meeting?” Isaac finally asked, still studying the map.  
 
    “No,” Oracle replied bluntly. “What is discussed is for the president and Reaper only. If anything can get through the Sin Eaters here, your few marines and Texas Rangers won’t make a difference. Your job will be to get her out if we are attacked.”  
 
    Lifting his eyes from the map to Oracle’s mask, “Can I please just scan the meeting place to make sure the president is secured from prying eyes?” Isaac nearly begged, and Brandy spun to him about to go off. 
 
    “That’s reasonable,” Oracle said before Brandy unleashed. “After you view the area, you will return and set up your forces to be ready to evacuate the president.”  
 
    Feeling much better now, Isaac nodded. “Thank you.”  
 
    “Next, the president is riding with me. Why? So I can talk to her before meeting with Reaper, and this is non-negotiable,” Oracle told him and Brandy nodded.  
 
    “I’m fine with that,” she said, making Isaac give a strangled gasp.  
 
    “Major Yassa, inform your troops and detail, they may,” she stressed but sounded doubtful, “spot figures along the route if they are using thermal, those belong to us. If your troops shoot, we will return fire and we don’t miss,” Oracle stated flatly, and Isaac understood why they wanted the president riding with the Sin Eaters. Turning to Phantom, Oracle took a radio he was holding and handed it to Isaac. “This is on our frequencies. Don’t play with it. I will be taking this back.”  
 
    Taking the radio and feeling more emotions than he thought possible, Isaac could only nod. “Follow and keep your fingers off triggers,” Oracle told him.  
 
    Isaac watched Oracle lead his mom to a vehicle in the road ahead that had a trailer, and both were covered in camo netting and what looked like dead bushes. Grabbing his microphone, Isaac relayed the instructions as he walked back to the Stryker.  
 
    Leading Brandy to Phantom’s Flyer and opening the rear passenger door, Oracle waved for Brandy to get in. “I’m Oracle,” she told Brandy in a low voice because she knew Brandy realized who she really was. Getting in on the other side, Oracle waited until they started moving and then glanced around the Flyer.  
 
    The windows were up and the roof was on so there wasn’t the noise of rushing wind, and Phantom was monitoring the radio while following the other Flyer. Four ATVs stayed flanked on their sides as the Opera covered them while they moved. Despite Spirit sitting in the cupola above them, Oracle knew she could talk without being overheard.  
 
    “Brandy,” she said turning and leaning over the center console, and Brandy leaned closer. “You are meeting Reaper. You must understand this.”  
 
    Nodding, “I do, Oracle. I just want to talk to him about what he sent,” Brandy answered, not knowing it was Oracle who had sent the message to Reynolds. Looking Oracle in the eyes, “Do you…” Brandy paused and tilted her head toward Phantom up front.  
 
    Shaking her head, “No, I’ve never been on attacks to consume sins,” Oracle answered, but could tell Brandy already knew that. “That’s not my duty as a Sin Eater. Brandy, no matter what, you are meeting Reaper. Say nothing about anything from the past, and I mean nothing,” Oracle stressed.  
 
    Brandy nodded in understanding, but Oracle continued. “Too much has been sacrificed and if wounds are reopened, we will lose more.”  
 
    “Oracle, I understand more than you know,” Brandy replied. “I’m meeting Reaper, but I want to make sure he knows what we have planned and what this may cost us.”  
 
    Closing her eyes, “The Sin Eaters know the cost, on that you should have no doubt,” Oracle sighed.  
 
    It didn’t take long to reach the valley and the convoy stopped at the mouth. Brandy was surprised when Oracle got out and Phantom parked the Flyer. Even though nobody told her, Brandy climbed out and saw Isaac and another form walking up.  
 
    “Major Bureno, I guess you want to inspect the meeting area as well?” Oracle sang out to the figure beside Isaac, and Brandy relaxed. Out of everyone here, Elias knew the Sin Eaters and had been given permission to attack in their name.           
 
    Elias stopped in front of Oracle, but was shaking his head. “No, Major Yassa informed me I had to,” Elias answered. “If Reaper said this place is secure, then I know it is.” For a brief instant, Brandy almost told Isaac to go and stand in a corner.  
 
    They followed Oracle and Phantom to the overgrown farm ahead and the large barn when a stench hit them. “Damn,” Phantom gasped, waving his hand in front of his mask trying to push the offensive odor away.  
 
    “Zeus is howling when he take cheese shit,” a thick Russian voice sounded from the side of the barn.  
 
    “Find something to pour on it, Ubiytsa,” Phantom gagged, fighting the urge to sprint for the door.  
 
    “Pour gallon of bleach on liquid that come out of Zeus and it not to help,” Ubiytsa admitted. 
 
    Wiping tears from the odor out of her eyes, “That is rank,” Brandy got out, but refused to inhale.  
 
    “Don’t feel bad about Hera having Duke’s puppies now,” Oracle mumbled, and was really considering unloading on Reaper for letting Zeus eat whatever kind of cheese that was.  
 
    Stepping in a pedestrian door and through a canvas curtain into the interior, Brandy saw it was lit up inside. The light wasn’t bright, but compared to outside it was. In the center of the barn near a table, she instantly saw the mask filled with needle teeth. Reaper stood up and met them halfway but instead of greeting Brandy, he stopped in front of Elias and held out his hand.  
 
    “Major,” Reaper said with a nod. 
 
    “Reaper,” Elias replied, shaking Reaper’s hand. For some reason he couldn’t explain, Isaac felt jealous seeing the greeting Elias was getting from Reaper.  
 
    “You performed as you promised, and we thank you,” Reaper said letting Elias’ hand go.    
 
    For the first time, Elias looked into Reaper’s eyes and not at the mask. “I’m not volunteering but if you need me again, I’ll do it,” he replied.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Nobody should have to do it once, but we thank you for the offer,” Reaper told him, then finally turned to Brandy. With a slight bow of his head, “Madam President,” Reaper acknowledged, and that did startle Elias some because Reaper had never greeted Fern like that.   
 
    For several seconds, Brandy didn’t respond as she looked into Reaper’s eyes, and came to the conclusion a reptile had more life in their eyes. Reaper’s eyes were dead, despite his eloquent greeting. There was nothing of Nelson standing before her, there was only: Reaper. Brandy had seen the eyes of Phantom and she had never met his former self, but she had known the person standing in front of her, before Reaper came to walk this land.  
 
    “The name’s Brandy, Reaper,” she finally got out and made Oracle relax.  
 
    Slowly, Reaper turned to Phantom and Oracle, then to Isaac and Elias. “Don’t look at me with that tone,” Phantom popped off. “I did what I was told.”  
 
    “Reaper,” Oracle said. “I told Isaac it was okay for him to verify the meeting area was secure and he wanted Elias to see as well.”  
 
    “I didn’t need to see it,” Elias chimed in, still looking at Reaper.  
 
    “Isaac wanted you to hold his hand so he didn’t have to walk back to the convoy in the dark alone,” Brandy smirked, and that made Elias burst out laughing.  
 
    Tilting his head back to look at the ceiling, “Mom,” Isaac sighed. “Never mind, you outrank me in too many ways for me to respond.”  
 
    Brandy glanced around at Elias laughing hard, then turned to Oracle who was laughing softly. Oracle didn’t have the dead eyes of the other Sin Eaters, but had the eyes of hurt. Turning to other Sin Eaters, Brandy could tell some were smiling under their masks from the comment but laughter was too far removed from their world and to Brandy, that seemed like a crime nobody should ever have to face. 
 
    “Come on, Isaac,” Elias chuckled as he turned to the door. “I’ll hold your hand!” he howled out, stumbling for the door. As Elias led Isaac out, Brandy noticed Sin Eaters staring and then realized they were all staring at Oracle and not her. 
 
    “Let’s talk so we can get back to consuming sins,” Reaper said heading for the table, and Oracle motioned for Brandy to walk with her. Stopping at the table, Reaper directed Brandy to sit on the other side opposite of him. “Give me a second before we start,” he said, but didn’t wait for an answer before turning to Oracle.  
 
    “Where in the flying hell did you get all that shit you put here?!” Reaper snapped, but Oracle didn’t flinch.  
 
    “I got it,” Oracle grunted, locking eyes with Reaper. When Reaper didn’t speak, Oracle did. “Oh, you wanted gear from storage? Hey, dumbass, you do realize that would’ve only outfitted like eleven, maybe twelve Sin Eaters. You still would’ve pushed to consume and the front coming in would’ve put Sin Eaters out of action from exposure. They need protection from the elements to work and consume sins, I don’t care what training they’ve done! Amateurs train until they get it right, professionals train until they can’t get it wrong! That shit doesn’t apply to extreme weather without proper gear!”      
 
    Brandy looked around at the Sin Eaters in the barn. Despite not being able to see under the masks, Brandy could tell nearly all were gawking at Oracle. “That shit leaves a trail. You do remember I know how hard that shit would be to gather, don’t you?” Reaper barked, and Oracle never flinched.  
 
    “You think someone can track something I want hidden?” Oracle scoffed. “I had that shit gathered up all over the Republic and shipped to Springfield, then sent someone close with ‘big’ help to pick up the shipment. After they picked it up, I erased it from the system so it never existed. How in the fuck do you think I collected the shit in those crates outside over the last four months? And that was much more demanding than some cold weather gear.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re lucky my bamboo isn’t here,” Reaper huffed.  
 
    “I’ll go cut you one. Bitch!” Oracle shouted. “There are too many sins we have to consume for Sin Eaters to be injured from exposure that could’ve been avoided! Let the fucking feds try to pin those supplies on the Republic, and I’ll get on my keyboard and kill their kids!”    
 
    Near the wall, Misery leaned over to Pain. “I fucking love Oracle,” Misery stated. 
 
    Shaking her head, “She can kill with keystrokes? Okay, I’ll admit it, she scares me,” Pain confessed.  
 
    Keeping his eyes locked on Oracle for several minutes, Reaper finally said, “Why didn’t you say something? Hell, you send me messages all the damn time.”  
 
    Bobbing her head side to side, “Because your stupid ass would’ve said,” Oracle paused, lowering her voice to mimic Reaper. “We don’t need to let the feds think Sin Eaters are getting help from anyone.”  
 
    When she finished mimicking him and returned to her own voice, “You know how fucking stupid that sounds? We have sacrificed too much, come too far, to lose Sin Eaters to frostbite and exposure because I know damn well you won’t slow down no matter how motherfucking cold it gets,” Oracle griped. 
 
    “Damn,” Pain mumbled, realizing Oracle knew Reaper better than any of the captains did.    
 
    “This better not come back on us later,” Reaper warned.  
 
    “Reaper, the shit disappeared,” Oracle stressed. “But in the unlikely event it does, I’ll kill anyone who mentions it with my bootlaces.” It was on the tip of Brandy’s tongue to offer help to Oracle with a presidential order, but it seemed Oracle was doing fine on her own.  
 
    “Fine,” Reaper finally said, and was about to sit down when Oracle stopped him.  
 
    “Hold on,” she said, and he locked eyes again with her. “I need to bring some of my guardian angels into the lair,” she told him, and Reaper’s eyes got a little bigger. “God damn it! I’m getting stretched thin, keeping tabs and feeding information! I don’t want to make a mistake! Yesterday, Death nearly ran into a patrol! We have teams from Maine to South Carolina. That’s too much for me to maintain track of, along with the fallen angels, angels, archangels, embedded spies, and hard hacks into the fed database!” 
 
    Just seeing Reaper’s eyes, Oracle knew what he was thinking. “Oh, like those above my lair don’t know,” Oracle scoffed. “The owner of the house put a solid steel door on my lair so no one could enter without me knowing.” Reaper did raise his eyebrows on that, trying to picture Bernard wrestling a steel door into the house. Everyone at the house knew, but he didn’t want them knowing just what exactly Oracle did for their protection.  
 
    It was Oracle who had realized how important her job was. Reaper had never wanted help, but Oracle knew without help the Sin Eaters still would’ve been a force that couldn’t be ignored, but they would’ve been a hundred times more violent in their attacks. By now, the Sin Eaters would be nothing more than animals and beyond the ability to rejoin the human race. With Oracle in her lair, the Sin Eaters had a chance to return to the world and be able to take the mask off.  
 
    It was a few minutes, but Reaper gave a nod. “How many?” he asked. 
 
    “Three.”  
 
    Again nodding, “They will join you. Let me know who, and they will all take the vow to wear the mask,” Reaper told her, and that did shock Oracle. “They will be known as the Choir and like you, none will ever enter into combat, now or in the future.” Listening, Brandy had come to realize just what Oracle did, and even she knew those who worked with Oracle could really hurt the Sin Eaters if they were captured. It wasn’t like Brandy would ever say anything, but listening to Oracle made Brandy sad she’d ever asked Oracle to do anything for her.  
 
    “Thank you, Reaper,” Oracle said in a pleasant tone. “I don’t want to miss something and lose Sin Eaters. We need them all to finish this.”  
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Reaper sighed and Oracle went to leave. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To smoke a cigarette,” Oracle answered.  
 
    “You don’t smoke,” Reaper scoffed.  
 
    Shaking her head, “Oracle smokes, so back off,” she warned and then just walked off.  
 
    Not watching her walk away, Reaper finally sat down opposite of Brandy. “Now, why the need for a face-to-face?” he asked.  
 
    With the sudden change in conversation, it took Brandy a second to get her brain back on track. “You do realize what you’re asking me to offer the feds, right?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Reaper scoffed.  
 
    “Were you going to ask this of Fern?”  
 
    Shaking his head, “Nope,” Reaper answered, and Brandy was about to get mad. “I was going to tell his ass what he was going to do,” Reaper corrected. “Fern has a good heart and I’m surprised he lasted as long as he did. I was going to get Oracle to work on you taking Fern’s place. Now, I’ll have to work on someone replacing you.”  
 
    Holding up one hand, “I’ve already started,” Brandy assured him. 
 
    “Brandy, they have to be on board because when the shooting war stops here, it will go on across the globe and we can’t relax,” Reaper told her, but Brandy just nodded.  
 
    “I’m working on someone who can continue and do what needs to be done.”  
 
    Furrowing his brow, “Who?” Reaper asked.  
 
    Because she was with Reaper in a barn full of Sin Eaters, Brandy wasn’t about to tell him. “Just trust me,” she offered. She didn’t think Reaper would hurt her, but wasn’t willing to take the chance. Brandy knew Michelle would step down for her family if that was needed, so she felt confident in her choice.  
 
    Leaning over the table and speaking in a low voice so only Brandy could hear, “Brandy, we can’t keep this up much longer and still be able to take the masks off,” Reaper told her. “I’m sure there are already Sin Eaters now who won’t be able to take the mask off, and will be sins consumed later. 
 
    “I’ll agree with that and I’m sorry any of you had to do this,” Brandy responded. “The Sin Eaters have spread fear and waded through blood like no other in history.”  
 
    “Shit,” Reaper scoffed. “Compared to what’s coming, we haven’t done anything yet.” Hearing that, Brandy’s face went blank and Reaper saw it. “A cataclysm is coming for the feds on a scale none can imagine and nothing can compare to.” When he finished speaking Brandy started feeling sick, coming to realize the Sin Eaters were just about to hit their stride in consuming sins.  
 
    “Brandy,” Reaper mumbled. “If this doesn’t work by spring, the Sin Eaters will keep fighting and the war here should still end by next Christmas but… If that happens, I’m taking the Sin Eaters across the pond to Europe. We will die there in the end, but we can never come back home because there won’t be any who could take the mask off. All of us will be sins that need to be consumed.”  
 
    Understanding just how close the Sin Eaters were to becoming lost, Brandy said a silent prayer and then looked away. “I have the military already planning an invasion near Panama City,” she told him. 
 
    “If you can do that and the tip invasion, do it. But you must take Florida because without Florida, the feds can’t bring in supplies from the Caribbean.” 
 
    “I can order the Navy to step up patrols and stop more?” Brandy offered, but Reaper shook his head. 
 
    “No. If you stop too many, they’ll just give up trying to get supplies in and that will leave those behind the throne with money to use later. Like I suggested, only sink half of what they try to send. They’ll lose boats and supplies, having to replace both. If you sink everything, they’ll give up and we’ll have to invade Europe, and I really don’t want to do that. If we take their money now, they won’t have much to use later.”  
 
    Brandy always knew Nelson understood war, but Reaper was on a level few, if any, could reach. His goal was total destruction of all those involved and their friends. “What happens if we have to launch an attack before you want us to?” Brandy asked.  
 
    “Launch it,” Reaper said, leaning back in his chair. “Just tell your army, if any fed shoots, kill them all. Let the fed and UN troops know, one fights, they all pay the price. Don’t let your army slow down to collect prisoners. Have units behind the advance to set up areas to collect them and move them back to the rear.” 
 
    “And the Brits in Florida, you’re sure on that?”  
 
    “We don’t want them here,” Reaper grunted. “Send word across the pond of your actions and they can deal with ‘em.”    
 
    They talked for another hour and the other Sin Eaters all moved closer to Oracle and just stared at her. When Brandy and Reaper were done, Reaper escorted Brandy to her convoy and then gave Oracle a slight nod before telling the Sin Eaters to load up.  
 
    In ten minutes, Oracle was standing alone outside the barn. Reaching up, Oracle did something the other Sin Eaters couldn’t, she took off her mask and was once again Nancy. Remembering the void in Reaper’s eyes, Nancy fought the tears trying to come out. When she'd first seen Reaper, Nancy, not Oracle, had wanted Reaper to just come home, but then Nancy remembered the tombstone of the young boy who’d been her best friend, and Oracle had wanted to join in and leave with Reaper. 
 
    Reaching in her pocket, Nancy pulled out the Star Wars figure Gavin had given her and caressed it with her fingertips. “All their deaths won’t bring him back, but it’ll damn sure make me feel better,” she sniffled.  
 
    Looking up, she saw UTVs coming. One stopped in front of her and Nancy lifted her eyes to Gerald. “That bad, huh?” he asked, but Gerald already knew just from the broadcasts, the descent into madness the Sin Eaters were experiencing.  
 
    “Yeah,” Nancy said, still not moving to get in the UTV with Gerald. “Gerald, if this plan doesn’t work and the Sin Eaters head to Europe, I’m going with them. I’m sorry.”  
 
    Even though he had a new family with Wilma, “I’m coming too, sis,” Gerald said. “I won’t be needed to enforce Sin Eater law like Nelson wanted anymore and can just become a Sin Eater with you.” Not wanting Gerald to throw away his new family Nancy vowed to change his mind, but she was going if the Sin Eaters left America. Finally getting in, Nancy just held the action figure as Gerald drove them home with those in Dallas’ family who’d helped keep watch following.           
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    School’s out forever 
 
      
 
    It was the second day of the New Year and Marshall glanced out the window of the SUV he was riding in at the town of Jesup, Georgia. Even though it was only 1100, they were at the reported high for today at twenty-degrees. At sunset, the temperature was projected to be at or near zero. Marshall had his own team go over the forecast and they reported temperatures wouldn’t return to normal until February or March.   
 
    The jet stream had dipped down east of the Rockies all the way to Oklahoma and extended east to the Atlantic. What surprised Marshall was this wasn’t going to be the record coldest winter for the Ohio, Tennessee Valleys, or the South and New England states. It seemed the Winter of 1918 had that title, but this was projected to be the longest cold spell. Last year had been the wettest winter on record for the US and this one neared the coldest.   
 
    The reason Marshall was in Jesup was of course, the Sin Eaters. Every night since they had started up, the Sin Eaters were hitting anywhere from ten to thirty targets a day because they weren’t even waiting until dark to hit positions. Granted, none of the occupied positions had strong troop numbers, but they did have troops. One of the things that worried Marshall was this new change. In the past, if an area had strong troop numbers over a platoon, the Sin Eaters would hit in force. Now, they were hitting platoon-sized elements with stealth and Marshall could tell by the attacks, the Sin Eaters were attacking a superior force. He didn’t know how far they had broken their teams down, but the last two sites he had visited couldn’t have been more than ten Sin Eaters.  
 
    What really bothered Marshall the most was Reaper wasn’t leaving any messages. Since the Sin Eaters had started back up, Marshall knew one hundred and forty-seven attacks were Sin Eaters because of calling cards. There were a few others he suspected, but couldn’t check out because the Sin Eaters were hitting so many places. But Bolton had sent word that Reaper had left a message in Jesup, so Marshall had taken off.  
 
    Last night, the Sin Eaters had hit twenty places from Jamestown, New York, all the way to Jesup. The only thing all of the sites had in common, there were feds or UN troops guarding something. It could be a crossroad, one of the few water towers the Sin Eaters hadn’t blown up, or some other piece of secondary infrastructure that needed to be guarded.    
 
    Here in Jesup, the Sin Eaters had hit two of the three federal boarding schools. Since all children belonged to the federal government at the age of nine, they had to report to a boarding school. All locations had been chosen long ago to be far away from large populations to discourage parents from trying to visit. Since fuel was rationed, the only way parents could visit would be by walking and doing that, they could be caught since the kids were kept so far away. The only area kids were allowed to live ‘at home’ was inside Camelot.  
 
    Opening the folder in his lap, Marshall saw there were three main campuses set up in Jesup with over eighteen thousand kids from nine to eighteen. Counts were currently underway and Marshall had been told the Sin Eaters had taken out at least half. What Marshall couldn’t understand was the Sin Eaters could’ve taken them all out if they had used other tactics. But the Sin Eaters had gathered the kids up in clusters and shot them. They didn’t even kill all those they had gathered up, sometimes making a small group watch.  
 
    If the numbers held true, the Sin Eaters killed nine thousand kids in three hours. Marshall knew if Reaper had wanted all the kids dead, they would be dead. The means were many, and the Sin Eaters had used nearly all of them. Chasing Reaper this long, Marshall was certain this was Reaper sending a message to federal citizens that the feds wouldn’t and couldn’t protect their kids. There had been over a hundred federal police and Homeland agents in the area, but they had been the first to die. Bolton was currently at the site and had reported the guards were dead in the first ten minutes.    
 
    Flipping over to a faxed order in the folder from Schmidt sent to deploy forces, Marshall just shook his head. Those thousands of other boarding schools were now getting military protection. Over two million troops were being redeployed just to guard the schools, and Marshall was certain someone up top was screaming that they had spread those schools out far and wide.  
 
    This was the correct call, but it hurt their forward line. However, if the federal population started rising, this war was over for the feds. Marshall was certain this would also help the feds with another problem, supply. No water had been reestablished and less than five percent of the power had been restored. Having to haul food and fuel was one thing, but they had to haul massive amounts of water to units as well as the population, and this was really hurting their fuel supply.  
 
    Even though it wasn’t his responsibility, Marshall flipped the page to read what his team had put together for the current situation. His eyes got a little wide seeing the projected deaths for the month because his figure had been lower. There were already deaths from exposure, and people were moving into rescue centers just to keep warm. Any large building had been taken over and set up to house the local population.  
 
    “Fuck,” Marshall sighed because that just screamed ‘Sin Eater targets’, but there were literally tens of thousands of them. They didn’t have enough troops to defend all of them, even if they pulled all troops off the front lines. The only good Marshall saw was this would save them some fuel from transporting to those troops protecting the schools instead of to the front.  
 
    Feeling the SUV slow, Marshall closed the folder and looked up to see an empty field near one of the schools. Even as a hardened soldier, Marshall gave a shiver at the mass of bodies that covered acres. This attack had occurred around 2100, but it wasn’t reported until after 0200. Units just two miles away didn’t know until half-frozen kids started showing up, and several had gotten shot by fed guards. As the SUV passed the field, Marshall looked at the rows of sheet-covered bodies and at troops working to untangle the mass of now frozen bodies.  
 
    “I’ve seen some sick shit, but this takes the cake,” his driver said, glancing at the bodies. Marshall almost pointed out to his driver that they had also done some gruesome attacks, even against kids before this war started but never on this scale. Holding his tongue, Marshall just looked ahead as his driver pulled to a guard building that allowed entrance into this boarding school.  
 
    When the SUV stopped, Marshall was out and spotted Bolton running over. “Colonel,” Bolton said as Marshall pulled his jacket tight while the cold tried to find any way it could to his warm body.  
 
    “Where’s the message?” Marshall asked, and Bolton pointed at the guard building. “Any idea on how in the fuck the Sin Eaters did this? I mean fuck, that’s several thousand bodies out there in that field.”  
 
    “Yes, sir. The security system captured it all,” Bolton said and saw Marshall give a double-take. “The Sin Eaters used mini guns to take the kids out and… Colonel, if I wouldn’t have seen it, I wouldn’t have believed it. The Sin Eaters put suppressors on motherfucking mini guns.” 
 
    Not moving, Marshall just gawked at Bolton. “Really?” Marshall asked, at a loss for words. A suppressor was only a muffler for a gun, but he had never even heard of someone putting suppressors on a mini gun. 
 
    Opening a portfolio, Bolton handed over an eight-by-ten, black-and-white photograph. “I pulled this off the security feeds before we downloaded them, then removed the hard drives in case the Sin Eaters put a virus in, but they didn’t,” Bolton said.  
 
    Taking the photo, Marshall saw what he knew was a Flyer and a dune buggy. On top of each was a gunner’s cupola and very clearly, he could see six suppressors mounted at the end of each mini gun. “I’ll be damned,” Marshall declared, actually impressed. “Yes, with mini guns, they wouldn’t have any trouble shooting that many and with the damn things suppressed, the units two miles away wouldn’t hear them.” As far as Marshall knew, all Sin Eater personal weapons were suppressed and even their heavy machine guns, but this was the first time he’d had confirmation the Sin Eaters had suppressed mini guns.    
 
    Stepping closer, “Colonel,” Bolton said in a low voice, and Marshall looked up from the photo. “The Sin Eaters could’ve killed all of those here and at the other boarding school they hit, but they purposefully didn’t. I had survivors checked at random, just to make sure the Sin Eaters didn’t try bio, chemical, or radiological warfare but so far, all have checked out. They just didn’t kill everyone.”  
 
    “You have an idea yet on how many Sin Eaters were in the attack?” Marshall asked, dropping his eyes back to the photo.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, sir. Between ninety and one hundred and five,” Bolton answered. “That’s from the security footage and eyewitnesses. Sir, this group hit both boarding schools and each school took less than ninety minutes. Eyewitnesses put Reaper at both sites, and he personally killed over a hundred teachers with his sword. Both schools have security officers staked in the parking lot with railroad spikes, but all are dead from exposure.”  
 
    Hearing that Reaper had been seen made Marshall look up and grin. “Where’s the message?” 
 
    “In the guard house,” Bolton said as he pointed. “We’ve swept for traps and had three teams search for explosives and none were found.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “Bolton, Reaper could’ve killed you and I many times,” Marshall said heading for the building.  
 
    “Yes, sir, but the message says for you only, and I just wanted to be sure,” Bolton said walking with Marshall, then stepped ahead to grab the door and hold it open for Marshall. Stepping inside, Marshall was a bit thankful it was warm.  
 
    The room looked like thousands of other guard houses with large windows to view the outside and rows of monitors, but there was a desk on the back wall with a lone laptop open and displaying a screensaver with a Sin Eater skull. A large poster-board was hung on the wall above the desk with a hand-written message. ‘Only for Marshall. Hit enter to play and don’t try anything or the message will erase no matter what you try and I hope Marshall teaches those that do very painful lessons, Reaper’.  
 
    “Oh, I damn sure would’ve fucked someone up if they had hit enter,” Marshall said, and noticed a video camera aimed at the laptop on the desk. Knowing Bolton had set up the camera, Marshall pointed at it. “Very good, Major.”  
 
    “Thank you, sir. I knew we would need to view it more than once.”  
 
    Not worried and somewhat arrogantly, Marshall strolled over to press record on the camera and then hit the enter button. The Sin Eater skull vanished and Marshall was looking at a paused image of Reaper before the video started playing. 
 
    “Hey, needle dick,” Reaper sang out, and the arrogance evaporated from Marshall. “I trust you’ve figured out I’m not playing the game with you anymore. How dare you push me and the Sin Eaters from the center of your existence? I know you’re an idiot because the clues I was leaving, a deaf mute with an IQ of twenty could’ve figured out, but you just fucking stop? My clues were getting easier and when those above you start going over them, they’re going to be pissed that you didn’t take the game seriously.” 
 
    Gritting his teeth hard, “I’m going to find everyone who ever met you and kill them slowly,” Marshall growled.  
 
    “I have to say, I’m mad at you, Marshall, and those I’m mad at don’t last long,” Reaper said, and a cold fear gripped Marshall and Bolton. Both expected their world to end right then, but it didn’t. “I do hope you like my Sin Eaters’ motivation since our little break. Sorry about the break from Christmas, but the feds demanded no one could celebrate the holiday so I let the Sin Eaters take some downtime and enjoy the holiday. We all worked hard on new and fun ways to kill and wreak destruction on your little federal world. But because you took time off, I haven’t left you any hints in the game and you have no idea what we’re going to hit next,” Reaper sang out with smiling eyes and Marshall gave a wince as the upper right corner of the screen put up a small window and once again, displayed the slaughter of his sister.  
 
    When Reaper spoke again, Marshall rotated his eyes from the small window to Reaper’s eyes on the screen. “I will give you one chance and one chance only to play our game again, but I demand something from you and Samuel and it must be done in four days,” Reaper chuckled sinisterly. “I want both of you to say you’re sorry in a press conference. You don’t have to say, ‘I’m sorry, Reaper or Sin Eaters’. Both of you just have to say, ‘I’m sorry’. But,” Reaper barked, holding up a gloved finger, “it better sound sincere or it doesn’t count. Marshall, you have a tiny dick, it’s not like you haven’t had to tell women and men you’ve tried to fuck that you’re sorry before,” Reaper laughed and Marshall yanked his pistol out and nearly shot the laptop screen, but stopped himself. 
 
    “If this is Marshall watching, he’ll know what two buttons to hit to save this file,” Reaper said with a glint in his dead eyes. “You know because those two keys were always shown when I displayed your sister. The laptop isn’t mine, I got it from one of the little snot-nosed shits here. The one I hauled up the flagpole, to be specific,” Reaper laughed. “I’m sure General Schmidt won’t miss his nephew, since he saw little Henry only once the ten years Henry was alive. I hate that fucking UN flag you pussy feds use and I like little Henry displayed for all to see what Sin Eaters are bringing to those in the fed.”  
 
    “Shit,” Bolton sighed softly as Reaper continued.    
 
    “If I don’t have an apology in four days then there will be no game, no matter how many times you or Samuel say you’re sorry,” Reaper said cocking his head to the side. “If you’re not playing the game by my rules then you’ll never get close, as I’m sure you’ve realized even with your limited intelligence. You have three minutes to hit the keys and they must be pressed at the same time. Let’s see if you’ve paid attention, Marshall.”  
 
    The screen went blank and then a Sin Eater skull popped back up with a timer running backwards from three minutes. Holstering his pistol, Marshall stepped up pressing ‘shift and F1’ at the same time. The clock stopped but the skull remained. “Bolton, have this sent back to Troy and have our people go over it, just to be sure,” Marshall commanded, closing the laptop.  
 
    After watching each broadcast so many times, including the ones that had windows displayed of Marshall’s sister and family even Bolton knew what keys to hit, but was certain very few under Marshall’s command knew that. Before the window ever blinked off the screen, those keys had always been displayed, and now they knew why. It was the fact Reaper had thought that far ahead was what terrified Bolton.  
 
    “Sir,” Bolton said, stepping over to unhook the laptop. “Are you going to do the press conference?” Bolton asked, deliberately not saying ‘what Reaper demanded’.  
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Marshall admitted, taking deep breaths to calm down.  
 
    “If I may, sir,” Bolton offered, turning to Marshall. “I’d advise against it for you. Let the president, but not you, sir.”  
 
    Taking his helmet off and dropping into a chair, Marshall looked up at Bolton. “It won’t do any good for just Gifford to apologize, Major.”  
 
    “Sir, politicians always speak with lies and give in, but not you, sir. We will catch and kill the Sin Eaters, sir. We don’t need to ‘play the game’,” Bolton stated with confidence. He wanted to let Marshall know that he had already given in to Reaper before, but never so openly. “I can’t even count how many enemies we’ve taken down, sir, and we’ve never had to play by their rules.”   
 
    Glancing around just to make sure the room was empty and they were alone, Marshall pointed at the door. “Lock it,” he said and Bolton stepped over, locking the door. “We’ve never fought anyone like the Sin Eaters. Hell, nobody has ever fought anyone like the Sin Eaters. They need nothing from the outside of their group to survive. If this were peace time, they would need money and safe houses, but not in this war. Bolton, since they’ve started back up and we’ve been back on them, not one team has even been close to any spot the Sin Eaters have attacked.” 
 
    Nodding because there was no denying that, “Sir, I just don’t like you doing what Reaper asks,” Bolton phrased very carefully because Reaper was clearly demanding compliance.   
 
    For several minutes, Marshall stared out the windows lost in thought as he mulled over what Bolton had said. “I have four days, but I can see your point, Major,” Marshall finally said and Bolton gave a soft sigh. “Did the other school have security footage?” Marshall asked, getting up from the chair with his knees popping. 
 
    “Yes, sir, and I’ve taken it, but they didn’t have near the cameras this school had. I had a team do a rough scan and there’s little footage of the Sin Eaters, but I still secured the hard drives,” Bolton answered, unlocking the door when Marshall walked over putting on his helmet.  
 
    Stopping at the door before Bolton held it open, “You know, since the Sin Eaters have started back up, they’ve killed over twenty thousand people in seven days, and I’m certain they haven’t lost a single Sin Eater,” Marshall said with envy. “Even with as many as they’ve killed, they have missed some. That only started before Thanksgiving and they’ve never done that but now, they are letting large groups escape. For fuck’s sake, in Ohio when they hit that checkpoint, they left nine soldiers hiding in the woods and there were only six Sin Eaters. If those nine soldiers had engaged, they might have gotten most of them.”  
 
    Bolton didn’t even nod because he still wanted to find those nine and personally shoot ‘em. That event had occurred while Marshall was on the task Gifford had put him on. Those nine didn’t realize there were others in their unit hiding until the Sin Eaters had left, but it was the fact each had a weapon and Sin Eaters had been in range. “Can you think of why?” Marshall asked, looking into Bolton’s face. 
 
    For just a brief second, Marshall saw a twitch in Bolton’s left eye but he didn’t speak. “Speak freely, Bolton. I value your input, that’s why you have your job,” Marshall told him. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, “The Sin Eaters are letting some escape so word spreads faster among the population,” Bolton answered and wasn’t surprised that Marshall didn’t look shocked. “With the power cut off and citizens having to go to shelters, they can’t watch the Sin Eater broadcasts on the internet and Republic News.” Despite the hard lockdown of the internet by the feds, and penalties for citizens to even watch the Republic News, there were still ways to view freedom.   
 
    THE END 
 
    Pre-Order Sin Consumed book 8 in the Forgotten Forbidden America series now 
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