
        
            
                
            
        

    

  

    

      

        
          	Forgotten Forbidden America 06: Sinners
        


        
          	
        


        
          	Thomas A. Watson
        


        
          	 (2020)
        


        
          	
            

          
        


        
          	Rating:
          	★★★★★
        


        
          	Tags:
          	Apocalypse
        


        
          
  
    
    
    Unknown
    
  




   
   
    FORGOTTEN 
 
    FORBIDDEN 
 
    AMERICA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sinners 
 
    Book Six 
 
    …… 
 
      
 
    THOMAS A. WATSON 
 
    


 
   
 
  
  
    
    
    Unknown
    
  




  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Copyright © April 21, 2020  
 
    THOMAS A. WATSON 
 
    A-POC PRESS 
 
    ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  
  
    
    
    Unknown
    
  




  



 
 
    Table of Contents 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Character List 

      
 
      
 
    
 
  
 
  


  
    
    
    Unknown
    
  




  

 Chapter One 
 
    Contingencies 
 
    Flying in low over the South Lawn of the White House, the helicopter wasn’t even on the White House lawn when Colonel Marshall threw open the door and jumped three feet to the manicured grass. Holding his hat on, he stayed bent over as he ran under the blades while the helicopter touched down and Captain Bolton ran out the open door with his arms loaded, shoulder bags on each side and a laptop bag hanging off his back.  
 
    When he noticed Marshall was already at the entrance he leaned forward and jogged to catch up. “Captain, don’t run,” Marshall told him, waiting at the door. “You only run when I tell you. I wanted off that damn chopper before I shot the pilot.”  
 
    Trying not to grin, “Yes, sir,” Bolton answered as the Marine guard held the door open for them. “He just doesn’t understand, sir.”  
 
    “I don’t care if the Prime Minister sent the Foreign Secretary over here. I had to fly across the fucking ocean with the asshole, I wasn’t spending any more time with him,” Marshall said, walking in.  
 
    Secret Service Agent Moreno rounded the corner down the hall and saw Marshall and the captain. He lifted his arm to his mouth to speak into the microphone at his wrist, “Yes, Colonel Marshall is here without the Foreign Secretary.”  
 
    Giving a nod to Moreno, “Let me guess, they’re all waiting,” Marshall sighed.  
 
    Shaking his head and jogging past Marshall, “No, Colonel, just the cabinet and the joint chiefs are in with the president,” Moreno told him. Somewhat thankful there wouldn’t be that many bodies in the conference room, Marshall let Moreno lead the way. 
 
    Eleven days ago he landed in London the day after the Sin Eater attacks, and wasn’t happy with this new escalation. Four videos had been released by Reaper so far on this attack across the pond, and the shit storm started after the very first one. What pissed him off the most was the Sin Eaters had released videos of attacks stateside that happened at the same time as Reaper was in England. This was Reaper’s way to tell the world his Sin Eaters could operate without him. For that very reason, Marshall left the airport when his plane landed, heading straight to the attack sites and went over everything, trying to disprove that the Sin Eaters had actually crossed the pond.  
 
    On his flight over, his plane was buzzed by F/A-18 Super Hornets from a carrier battle group. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind, if he would’ve been in a military transport they would’ve shot him down. 
 
    But he had been in a civilian Lear jet he borrowed from Eugene Hearst. He still believed the only reason the jet wasn’t shot down was because it could only haul fifteen people. The last transport that attempted to fly across the ocean a month ago was a 737, and it was forced to turn back. The only reason Marshall risked flying over at all was several wealthy citizens had flown to Europe.  
 
    The Republic Navy let them pass if they were in small jets, but several had been shot down by EU countries. A Republic jet would tag along behind the civilian jet to get through the defensive air in the country, a technique called shadowing, and then attack. Even though it had been used by many before this war, Marshall was impressed the Republic used the tactic.  
 
    After getting to London, he talked to the teams investigating the attacks. When they handed him the Sin Eater cards, Marshall knew they were real. Looking at the cards in the plastic bags, Marshall recognized they were drawn by the same person like all the others he had collected. It took time, but he was certain he was close to working out how Reaper had pulled this attack off. 
 
    Compared to the attacks in the states, the UK attacks were very limited. The problem with that was, even the people in the UK knew it and they didn’t want the Sin Eaters to escalate. Two days after the attacks, riots started breaking out. First in London, but within twenty-four hours they were in every major city and spreading fast.  
 
    When the Prime Minister told Marshall the Foreign Secretary was flying back with him, Marshall nearly refused. But he didn’t think that would help anything, and there was enough trouble without him adding more.  
 
    Seeing Moreno opening doors to the east conference room, Marshall cleared his mind of trivial thoughts and prepared to deliver what he had learned. When he entered the room, Marshall paid little heed to the stares, as always.  
 
    “Did you throw Foreign Secretary Percival out?” the president asked with a smirk.  
 
    As Captain Bolton moved to the end of the table and started setting up the laptop, Marshall turned to the president. “No, sir, but the thought did cross my mind several times,” Marshall admitted.  
 
    Despite the heavy air of dread that hung over the room the president chuckled. “Yes, I have to agree, he’s a sniveling ass.”  
 
    Noticing Marshall didn’t even grin, the president stopped chuckling. “Is it worse than you predicted before you left?” the president asked. 
 
    Not taking his eyes off the president and nodding gravely, “Yes, sir. It was the Sin Eaters,” Marshall replied, then cast his eyes around the table to the non-military members present. “I trust everyone here knows to keep this information quiet?” 
 
    Waving his hand out, motioning around the table, “Anyone who talks won’t find out how many others will die after them,” the president answered. “You may speak freely.”  
 
    When Bolton moved from the end of the table, Marshall picked up the mouse and opened up the first images. “Have you any idea on how they crossed the Atlantic?” Eugene Hearst asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Marshall replied, but didn’t turn to look at Hearst. “I’m still trying to figure out just how in the hell they got the supplies across, though. Moving people is easy but supplies are another matter, especially in quantity.” 
 
    “The Republic controls the Atlantic, so they could use trawlers,” Rear Admiral Colene offered.  
 
    Turning to the admiral, “We control our shores up to ten miles out and trawlers can only do ten knots, unless what little navy you have left can’t stop them,” Marshall snapped.  
 
    Not liking the fact Colonel Marshall was popping off so suddenly to members of the Joint Chiefs, General Schmidt held up a hand with his palm to Marshall. “Colonel,” he called out and Marshall turned to him. Dropping his hand to the table, “He was offering suggestions. He wasn’t being condescending.”   
 
    Giving a nod to General Schmidt, “Yes, sir,” Marshall replied, then turned back to Admiral Colene. “I apologize for my discourtesy, Admiral,” Marshall said, making many uneasy, including the Admiral. “This has been two weeks of hell I’ve been dealing with that we didn’t need and can’t afford.” 
 
    Everyone around the table got nervous and started fidgeting like school kids. A pissed-off Marshall wasn’t something anyone wanted to deal with. Turning to the screen, Marshall started showing slides of the attacks and the destruction the Sin Eaters had brought across the pond. The group sat and listened in awe for two hours as Marshall outlined the attacks. 
 
    When he was done, Marshall turned to the president. “I trust you know why Percival flew over?” 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, “He wants to have a face to face meeting with me, doesn’t he?” the president asked.  
 
    Putting down the mouse, “No, sir. He does have to meet with you. But he was sent over here to have a meeting with President Fern of the Republic,” Marshall replied, and everyone including the president gasped.  
 
    Quickly regaining his composure, “Fern hasn’t agreed to meet with anyone who’s still in the UN!” the president shouted. 
 
    Nodding, “I know, sir. Remember, I’ve tried setting up meetings for us,” Marshall replied, sounding very weary. “Percival was told by the Prime Minister that he either meets with Fern or joins the British troops over here on the front lines as a private.” 
 
    Hearing the threat the Foreign Minister was under sapped the anger out of President Gifford. “Please tell me you know what this is about,” the president sighed.  
 
    Surprised the president even asked, “Percival is going to ask for a ceasefire and permission from Fern, so he can pull thirty thousand British troops back to England,” Marshall replied like he had been insulted. 
 
    “They really think Fern will meet with him?” Donald Weaver asked.  
 
    Turning to Weaver, “Percival was instructed to walk out on the front lines waving a white flag if Fern didn’t agree to meet with him. He is to surrender just for the chance to talk with Fern,” Marshall replied, shaking his head.  
 
    “We need those troops here,” Hearst snapped.  
 
    Shifting his eyes to the president, “Sir,” Marshall said. “They need those troops back at home more than we need them here. I have no idea how, but the Sin Eaters hauled enough ordnance across the pond to start an insurrection, along with everything they needed for the attack.” 
 
    Before anyone else spoke, General Schmidt leaned over the table. “Colonel, you’re talking about hundreds of tons, aren’t you?”  
 
    “MI6 is putting it over three hundred tons,” Marshall answered, making Schmidt startle. “The forces using the supplies have hit military bases all over England, Scotland, and Ireland. Then they took what was in the bases, so now the civilian population is armed and supplied. I know they took two cabin cruisers,” Marshall said, picking the mouse back up and tapping his laptop. The screen behind him showed a massive yacht.  
 
    “That’s Richard Kellogg’s ship, the Shining Star,” Hearst blurted out.  
 
    Not surprised Hearst, a fellow billionaire, knew Kellogg that well, “Yes, and he had another one that’s missing as well,” Marshall said, clicking the mouse and the screen changed to show another yacht. “The Royal Navy found this one sunk just off the coast in thirty feet of water. Divers went down to investigate it and low and behold, it was booby-trapped,” Marshall sighed, closing his eyes. “They lost all six divers and nine sailors, along with the cutter they were on when the yacht blew up.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Hearst moaned in horror.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Oh, I haven’t got to the best part,” Marshall grumbled. “I did some checking and this class of yacht can haul over sixty tons of supplies, so we’re checking on missing yachts now, but with so many owners,” he stressed hard, looking at Hearst, “taking off to who knows where, that’s kind of hard.” Everyone looked at the screen, knowing only mega-millionaires or billionaires could own ships like the one shown.  
 
    Admiral Colene coughed to get Marshall’s attention and when Marshall turned to him he stated, “Colonel, if they stripped a yacht that size down, they could get well over a hundred tons inside. I’m willing to bet closer to two hundred, and they would still have considerable speed. Just guessing, I’m betting around eighteen to twenty-two knots. Also, a boat that size wouldn’t have any trouble crossing the pond one way.” 
 
    Throwing the mouse up in the air along with his arms, “Oh, fuck me!” Marshall cried out as Bolton shot out of his chair to pick up the mouse off the floor. Putting it back on the table, Bolton headed back to his chair. “Admiral, how sure are you of those numbers?” Marshall asked when he had regained his composure.  
 
    “I assure you, my guess is on the low end,” Colene replied, and sounded thankful because he could tell Marshall wasn’t mad at him.  
 
    Flipping through his notes, the president looked up at Marshall, “Colonel,” he called out. “Even at those speeds it would take,” he paused, “five days to cross. We know Reaper was still here in North Carolina.”  
 
    Very impressed the president had thought of that and used numbers to back up the claim, “Very good, sir,” Marshall nodded. “You are correct. Reaper didn’t go over on those yachts,” Marshall answered, picking the mouse up and hitting the button. The screen changed to show a long offshore powerboat. “The Royal Navy had a chopper up off the west coast of Ireland and it caught the radar signature of a dozen fast-moving boats after the attack. They wanted to pursue, but Republic jets were patrolling. MI 6 finally got information from spies in Ireland that ten boats similar to this carried ‘some’ of the Sin Eaters over. One of those was what Reaper traveled over on.”  
 
    “Colonel, I have a powerboat. Two, in fact,” Hearst said. “I’m doing good if I get two hundred miles out of mine on one tank of fuel.”  
 
    “It could be done,” Colene chimed in, and everyone but Marshall turned to him. “Rip everything out and put in fuel tanks,” he paused, then gave a shiver. “The ride over and back would suck hind tit, but it could be done.”  
 
    “Very good, Admiral,” Marshall said with a slight smile. “One of the spies was actually able to look inside when he helped refill the boats and that’s what he said. As I was flying over, the Sin Eaters were already nearing our shores returning home.” 
 
    “Did you find and verify all the locations from Reaper’s broadcasts?” Weaver asked.   
 
    Nodding, “Yes, and just to inform you, the two bobbies, English cops, who were on the other side of the wall Reaper was hiding behind, they’ve disappeared,” Marshall informed them.  
 
    “They went AWOL?” Weaver asked in disbelief.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, MI 6 picked them up, and I’m sure they’re at the bottom of the channel by now,” Marshall grunted out. “I told them it was the wrong action to take, but I was told to ‘bloody well butt out’.”  
 
    “Colonel,” Schmidt called out. “How in the fuck did the Sin Eaters make a military base go insane?” 
 
    Turning to Bolton, Marshall just held out his hand, and Bolton dug into a tote bag before pulling out a plastic jar containing a smaller vial of powder suspended in a thick gel. As Bolton passed it over, they could tell the larger jar was very thick. “They used this,” Marshall said, holding out the jar. “It’s made from common plants and totally organic. They didn’t need to have a large chemical lab. Just someone who knows what the fuck they’re doing.” 
 
    Suddenly very interested, “So you have an idea who?” the president asked.  
 
    “Four actually,” Marshall answered, handing the jar over to Schmidt. “All worked for the government. One is dead and the other three are unaccounted for. Evidence shows two made it to the Republic and the other, we have no idea. There could be others I don’t know about who were self-taught. Then, like someone using Nancy Wallace’s name to take credit for the crash, but we know she’s dead.”  
 
    Seeing Secretary of State Mazzar shaking the jar, “Mazzar,” Marshall sighed. “That jar is bulletproof, but don’t do that. Spilling the contents of that jar will make everyone in this room go insane.”  
 
    Going pale, Mazzar put the jar down and nobody reached to pick it up. “Captain,” Marshall called and Bolton got up, taking the jar and returning it to the tote bag. “That was left for us, well, for me,” Marshall told everyone, causing all eyes to whip to him.  
 
    “Yes, Reaper left it with a note addressed to me,” Marshall told them.  
 
    “What the hell did he write to you?” the president asked.  
 
    Anger slid over Marshall’s face as he held out his hand again to Bolton. This time, Bolton handed him a clear evidence bag that held a typed sheet of paper. Holding up the bag, Marshall read.  
 
    “Dear Slimy Cock Sucker, Oh sorry, Colonel Sebastian Marshall,” Marshall paused as his face turned beet red. 
 
    “I’m leaving this for you so you don’t kill innocent people trying to figure out what we did. I know you have a little dick and being the man you are, that’s why you torture people and lick the boots of those above you, so they don’t laugh at your little dick. As you can see, we aren’t scared of your little dick. We all have big ones. 
 
    “I enjoyed my trip across the pond and took in the sights. I didn’t get to see all I wanted to, so I’ll have to come back. I do hope to meet you soon, just so I can cut your little dick off. I’ll bring the tweezers to hold it, and shove it in your nose so you can snort it. Sorry, that’s the only orifice you have where it might hurt going in. 
 
    “Even if you surrender, we are coming for all of you. Each of you at the top will feel the wrath of the Sin Eaters. You are sins that will be consumed.   
 
    “Hope you have a nice trip back across the pond. 
 
    “Reaper 
 
    “P.S. Tell Bolton he can’t trace Jasper no matter how hard he tries. Yes, we know Bolton has a bigger dick than you do, Marshall. But we know it’s not that much bigger.”  
 
     When Marshall lowered the letter, his face was purple and everyone, including the president was a little worried. “Um,” the president faltered, and just couldn’t think of anything to say.  
 
    Shifting his gaze to the president, “Sir, I’m not mad about the insults. I’m mad because this was left on the second day after my arrival, on the windshield of the car we were using,” Marshall told him. “He knew I was going, where I was, and what I was driving.” 
 
    “Maxwell is dead, Colonel, but we could kill someone he knew,” the president offered about the former head of the NSA.  
 
    Handing the evidence bag with the note back to Bolton, “When this is over, everyone who let Jasper Alexander slip through our fingers is dead,” Marshall vowed.  
 
    Not liking the fact Marshall was pissed off, Weaver coughed and changed the subject. “So, what do you think, Colonel, of the Brits wanting some of their troops back?”  
 
    Taking several deep breaths to calm down, Marshall turned to the president. “Sir, if they can convince Fern, let them. Riots are now widespread over England. Scotland is lost as of now, and Ireland won’t be far behind. We can’t send troops, nor can any other nation, because that will only fuel the actions. Only their troops can quiet this down. Thirty thousand troops won’t make that big of a deal here.”  
 
    Casting glances around the table and then back to Marshall, “So, you say go ahead with Operation Water Well?” the president asked, and saw Marshall give a startle. “No, only those you’re aware of know the operation, but I’m asking because the plans are coming together.”  
 
    Thinking for a minute, “Yes, sir. I don’t think Percival will get his meeting with Fern but in any case, that would be a nice time to launch it to persuade Fern to a ceasefire,” Marshall admitted. “But if he does get a meeting, I would hold off on Water Well just to see how it goes. If the Republic tries to attack after a ceasefire, then we can launch Water Well and get another ceasefire until we’re ready to decimate the Republic inbreeds.”  
 
    “Colonel,” Schmidt called out, and Marshall turned to him. “Have you thought of the possibility that Reaper crossed the pond to make more work for you? I mean, maybe you were getting close and Reaper did this to throw more work on your plate so he could change up.” 
 
    With a very impressed nod to the general, “Very good, sir,” Marshall said. “That possibility was brought up by Captain Bolton on the flight back. I wouldn’t put it past Reaper but if that’s the case, that fucker is beyond excellent. He came up with a long-range guerrilla attack thousands of miles away on short notice on foreign soil. I found it hard to believe when Bolton brought it up, but now you’re saying the exact same thing. I’ll have to consider it much harder.” 
 
    Shifting in his chair to get Marshall’s attention, “Colonel,” Weaver nodded. “After what you explained to me about supplies, yes, three hundred tons is a lot. But from what you told me, that’s not enough to start an insurrection in England.”  
 
    Giving a sigh as he shook his head, “Weaver, they used the supplies in their attacks to get more supplies. Military bases in the UK never thought they would be attacked by civilians armed with military grade weapons. And they damn sure never thought they would be attacked by so many and with ammo to spare. The resistance over there used what the Sin Eaters brought over to get more,” Marshall explained. “Before I left, over twenty helicopters had been shot down and five jets. Now we know where that lost drone disappeared to, and the Brits asked me several times about it.” 
 
    “Um, what did you tell them?” the president asked. 
 
    Shrugging, “Not my area. I chase Sin Eaters, not take stolen property reports,” Marshall answered. “I would advise, Mr. President, to let them know a drone, along with several others, were taken in a Sin Eater attack. We’re still inventorying what supplies were taken. That will give us deniability later, in case the Sin Eaters took something we haven’t yet discovered. They know it was one of ours, but tell them it must have been taken in a Sin Eater attack and we just thought it was destroyed.” 
 
    “Do you know if they have more drones?” Mazzar asked.  
 
    “Really?” Marshall scoffed. “I have no idea what the fuck they have. I just told you they made a chemical agent in quantity without a complex lab. I can find ten kids under seventeen right now who can build a drone. Everything was on the shelf.”  
 
    Swallowing nervously, “Not the missiles,” Mazzar countered.  
 
    “Dumbass, they could use the plane as the missile, but I’ll give you that. Making a Hellfire would be the most difficult part. Not the rocket or explosive but the guidance system, but it can be made. We make them, don’t we?” 
 
    “We’re the government,” Mazzar replied, picking up a pen and making notes.  
 
    As the others started mumbling with their neighbors, Marshall wanted to call many in the room ‘idiots’. Many believed you had to get weapons, and making them from scratch was beyond their thought process. Anyone with time and intelligence could make anything. The information was out there in books already.  
 
    “Dominic,” Marshall chuckled. “You’re so fucking stupid, I don’t even know where to begin,” Marshall threw out and Mazzar cringed, knowing he had pissed the colonel off. “I just told you they ‘made’ a chemical agent in quantity. They ‘made’ their own transport rides, and we know they make their own suppressors at the very least. The Sin Eaters are intelligent, motivated, and driven. Those are very dangerous qualities to have in an adversary. I can honestly say, if the Sin Eaters were on our side, this would be over.”  
 
    Looking around the table at the others, “Well, let’s start a unit,” Mazzar offered, wanting to appease Marshall in some way.  
 
    Cocking his head to the side, “Do you think with your ass?” Marshall asked. “Think about what the fuck you just said. We have teams who are highly trained now, but they take orders from their superiors. You want to start a unit of several hundred who operate totally autonomous? What’s to stop them from turning into more Sin Eaters?” 
 
    Now sweating profusely, “Um, you could lead them?” Mazzar suggested.  
 
    “I’m a soldier, Dominic. But if anyone ever did form a group like that for us, in time they’d all be killed. Why? Because we don’t need that kind of freewheeling power loose in our midst after we win this war.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” the president chimed in. “You’re saying a group like the Sin Eaters behind the lines for us could influence things?”     
 
    “Yes, but they wouldn’t be near as effective. Those in the Republic want to be there and they’re all armed. We have highly trained teams who do work behind the lines or I should say, we used to, but many have been pulled back because of those civilians with weapons. The Republic doesn’t control the Sin Eaters and we know that. Reaper controls the Sin Eaters and marches to the beat of his own drum.” 
 
    Giving a glance to the president, “Do we really want a two hundred man army who operates alone, lives off the land, fights as one, fears nothing, scavenges what they need with only the ranking officer on-site having the only say?” General Schmidt threw out. “That’s how rebellions start, sir.”  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, thank you, General,” the president replied as his mind filled in the blanks. Lifting his eyes to Marshall, “What are your recommendations?”  
 
    “How far out is Water Well till it’s ready for launch?” Marshall asked Schmidt.  
 
    Fighting not to grin because this had been Homelands op and Director Hubbard just sat in his chair saying nothing, “We could launch in two weeks. That’s how long it would take to move the aircraft. But having two more weeks would be best so we could do a few practice runs to work out any kinks,” Schmidt answered.  
 
    Thinking that would be very wise with over a hundred transports involved, Marshall turned to the president. “I would advise letting the foreign secretary try to make contact. If he succeeds, then let’s see what Fern does. If Fern does meet with him, we can ask for a ceasefire and save Water Well until we’re ready to launch an attack.”  
 
    Liking that, the president nodded. “I’ll let Percival know. I’ll see him this evening at dinner,” he said and pushed back from the table, getting up. “How is the Prime Minister handling the stress of the Sin Eaters?” 
 
    Stepping back to let Bolton pack up his stuff, “Surprisingly well,” Marshall admitted. “Because only the government had weapons, and since the population has to take them from the government to use, he’s positive he can put a lid on these rebellions in a few months.”   
 
    “You think he’s being optimistic?” the president asked before moving to leave. 
 
    Nodding, “Yes, I believe it will take them six months, and only if they can get troops here back home,” Marshall admitted.  
 
    “Next year is going to be busy,” the president said, leaving the room. 
 
    Waiting on Bolton, “We need to just concentrate on this one,” Marshall mumbled.  
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 Chapter Two 
 
    The Mighty Mississippi 
 
    As Foreign Secretary Percival was sitting down to dinner with the president, Lance Corporal Sanders was standing in his foxhole. For a ‘foxhole’, it was one of the best he had been in since the start of the Second Civil War. It was twenty feet long and ten feet wide with a sandbagged roof. Fifty miles south of St. Louis near the small town of Perryville, Sanders scanned the area with the thermal scope. He glanced over at Gunnery Sergeant Griss who was on guard duty with him. They were positioned to the rear of the Eleventh Marine Expeditionary Unit, their home unit. Normally there would be six assigned to this spot, but it was only Sanders and Gunny.  
 
    A week ago they, along with the other two Marine expeditionary units, had been moved further down from St. Louis. The scuttlebutt was the Tenth Marine Expeditionary Unit across the river had moved south. The Tenth was the newest formed, and the only MEU that was still under the feds. With the Marines being so small in numbers, many on this side of the river knew members in the Tenth.  
 
    What Sanders couldn’t believe was the Marines in the Tenth MEU and other Marine units under the feds were actually serving the feds. Marines viewed themselves as above the other forces and saw themselves as the front line protectors of the Constitution. Every Marine had it beaten into their head starting the first week of boot camp, and it never stopped.  
 
    “Corporal,” Griss mumbled, scanning around with binoculars. “You think much harder and your head’ll explode.”       
 
    “Sorry, Gunny,” Sanders answered and went back to watching his area. He was shocked when Gunny reported to guard duty with him and no one else. It just reaffirmed in Sanders’ mind, they would be crossing soon. He had fought other Federal Marines, and had even been on the tar and feather lines that dealt with Marine prisoners. More than one Marine he had tarred and feathered, Sanders had known personally.   
 
    When Sanders didn’t offer, Griss lowered his binoculars. Since it was dusk, he stowed them away and pulled out his thermal scope. “What’re you thinking about so hard?” Griss asked, powering up the scope.  
 
    Shrugging his left shoulder, “Just still find it hard to believe Marines are serving under the feds,” Sanders admitted.  
 
    Reaching over, Griss slapped the back of Sanders’ helmet rather hard. “They aren’t Marines, fuck wad,” Griss growled. “You ever compare them to us again and I’ll PT you till you fucking die, understood, ass wipe? I don’t give a flying fuck if we’re in battle, you’ll do PT till you die.” 
 
    Having no doubt Griss would do it, “Sorry, Gunny. I know they aren’t, but they went through boot and served in the same corp. How could they shit on the Marines like that?” Sanders got out fast before Griss hit him again.  
 
    Glad the boy was thinking and not feeling sorry for those on the other side, “We’ll never know because none of us will ever ask ‘em,” Griss replied. “They made their choice to serve the elite and become Nazis, we’ll stay true to our oath and the corp and beat their asses.”  
 
    Giving a nod, “Semper Fi, Gunny,” Sanders barked out in a low voice. 
 
    Just the fact there were three MEUs in Missouri spoke volumes. They were there for the Tenth MEU. There were two federal Marine battalions attached to the Tenth MEU, along with UN troops, but the Republic Marine Expeditionary Units wanted the Tenth. They would deal with the other traitors in time, but they wanted the Tenth. ASAP. It seemed nobody in the Republic command structure voiced their opinion or if they did, the Marine officers at the top clarified why Marines would deal with Federal Marines.    
 
    “Think we’ll cross soon?” Sanders asked, turning around.  
 
    “Above our paygrade, Corporal. We cross when ordered and when ordered, we’ll kick those Federal,” he stressed, “Marine units’ asses,” Griss informed him.  
 
    Hearing the field phone vibrate, Griss reached over to lift the headset. “Outpost four,” Griss spoke into the receiver. After several seconds, he hung up the phone. “The LT and Captain are on their way making rounds, so check your targets if you see movement behind us coming from camp.”  
 
    “Gunny,” Sanders said, lifting his cheek off his rifle, “if someone could sneak through three MEUs and through our camp to come up behind us, they’ve earned the right for a first shot.”  
 
    Not able to help it, Griss chuckled. “When you put it that way, I have to agree with you, Sanders.”  
 
    A few minutes later, Sanders glanced back and spotted forms heading toward them, instantly recognizing the LT and Captain. “Here they come, Gunny. Three hundred meters out,” he said softly. It didn’t take a genius to figure out the brass was moving about the troops because the time to cross was getting close.  
 
    Shifting his feet, Sander’s foot bumped something and he looked down and saw it was a boot. Furrowing his brow, he saw the boot was connected to a leg and followed it and jumped back. “FUCK ME!” he barked out.  
 
    “Goddammit, Corporal! We’re at war, dumbass! Why don’t you just put a sign up for the feds?!” Griss hissed harshly, then turned. “Fuck Me!” he shouted, but not as loud as Sanders.  
 
    Sitting in the bottom of the fox hole was a Sin Eater aiming a pistol at them. “Don’t you boys, ever, like look around?” Phantom asked. They both just stared at him in utter disbelief. “I’m going to put my pistol away. I really don’t want to kill Republic troops, so don’t force me to,” Phantom told them, shoving his pistol in a thigh holster.  
 
    Neither seemed to relax and were panting in shock. “Relax, if you were ordered to die, you never would’ve seen me,” Phantom assured them, and Griss cut his eyes to see the LT and Captain just a hundred meters away.  
 
    “Colonel Dodson is with them and that’s why I’m here,” Phantom said getting up, and both tensed up. “Your boys on the other side have some evil shit set up for you and my boss wants to talk to your boss.” 
 
    They both seemed to relax more, but never took their eyes off the mask. “Boys, if you don’t relax, you’ll piss the sisters off,” Phantom warned, and saw both get very nervous and break out in sweat instantly. Sighing, “Yeah, the boss only let them kill ten of those fed marines,” Phantom smirked.  
 
    Four figures dropped down into the trench that led to the foxhole and froze, seeing a Sin Eater talking to Griss and Sanders. “What the fuck?” Colonel Dodson gasped and reached for his pistol, but Phantom had his out before the Colonel even grabbed the grip of his.  
 
    Griss spun, putting himself between Phantom and the colonel. “Colonel,” Griss panted hard. “He’s here to talk, please god, don’t. If we act like asses, the sisters are going to get pissed.”  
 
    Knowing what the sisters did and having no desire to have them pissed at him, Dodson yanked his hand off the pistol grip like it was hot. “Oh,” Dodson gasped and leaned to the side to see Phantom holster his 1911. “If you show no hostility, neither will we,” Dodson offered.  
 
    “Thank you,” Phantom said, and Dodson knew the man was smiling from his voice alone because he was staring at the five needle teeth on the black mask. “Boss wants to talk to ya,” Phantom said, and saw Dodson waver on his feet. 
 
    “Reaper?” he asked in a dry voice.  
 
    Cocking his head to the side, “Yeah, who else?” Phantom asked, and all the Marines turned south to look out the foxhole. “He’s behind you, dumbasses,” Phantom barked and they all jumped and turned to the trench. Six figures wearing ghillie suits dropped in, but none of the Marines even noticed. They were looking at the mask on the first figure, filled with needle teeth.  
 
    “Devil Dogs,” Reaper nodded, walking in with the others following. The officers followed Reaper with their eyes while one of the Sin Eaters following Reaper stepped to the side and drove a fist into the LT’s gut.  
 
    “You stepped on my hand, fuck wad!” Misery growled as the LT dropped to the ground on his knees, grasping his gut.  
 
    “Misery,” Reaper sighed as Pain tossed a burlap bag at his feet. “Put your dick back in your pants. He didn’t know and you will drop it. We don’t hurt Republic troops unless they attack or defy their oath to defend freedom.”  
 
    Stomping her foot, “That hurt, bitch!” Misery snapped, then glanced down as the LT lifted his eyes to look at her. “You are so lucky you stepped on my left hand. If you would’ve stepped on my right, I would just shank your ass and let Reaper beat the shit out of me with the damn bamboo stick.”  
 
    “Misery,” Reaper barked, making her jump. “You keep on, you’ll pull guard duty until this shit is over.” 
 
    Letting out a gasp, “You wouldn’t dare,” she panted. Seeing Reaper’s eyes just stare through her, Misery glanced down at the LT. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled and moved over until she was behind Reaper.  
 
    The Marines just stared at the seven Sin Eaters like they were make-believe. “No, I’m sorry,” the LT said with a grunt as he stood back up still holding his gut. “I should’ve been looking.”  
 
    “Gunny,” Dodson called softly, never taking his eyes off Reaper. “You know the Sin Eaters?”  
 
    Reaper laughed out loud as the other Sin Eaters chuckled. “Please,” Reaper scoffed. “Phantom snuck in here right after they set up. I didn’t want accidents to happen and Republic Marines get killed.”  
 
    Just the certainty in Reaper’s voice stating that none of the Sin Eaters were in danger made a shiver run up and then down Dodson’s spine. “You needed to talk?” Dodson asked.  
 
    Holding out his hand, Reaper took a satchel from one of the Sin Eaters as he nodded. “Yes, I really didn’t want you to cross, but now I need you to,” he sighed, opening the satchel and Dodson gave a startle. “But you can’t kick off at 0500 in the morning, you’ll have to wait until 0600.”  
 
    Getting lightheaded, “Why do you even think we’re going tomorrow?” Dodson asked. He had only found out two hours ago.  
 
    Pausing as he dug in the satchel, Reaper lifted his gaze. “Sin Eaters are everywhere,” he stated flatly. Pulling out a stack of papers, “I don’t want more Republic troops dying needlessly. But,” he called out, holding up a hand, “I can understand why you Marines are pissed at your former brothers and sisters across the river. It really makes me mad I served in the Army because they aren’t punishing their brothers and sisters like the Marines.”  
 
    “HooRaaahh,” Phantom sang out.  
 
    Tilting his head back to look up at the heavens, “Phantom, I’m not in the mood,” Reaper warned. Hearing Phantom, Dodson and the others immediately relaxed, at least one Marine was with the Sin Eaters. Dropping his eyes back to Dodson, Reaper continued. “The feds have killed enough of our troops, but I can understand why you want across. That’s why I paused two operations and headed here three days ago.”  
 
    Holding out a stack of papers, “Last night, your former brothers moved up detainees and deployed them in small camps through their lines,” Reaper told them.  
 
    “WHAT?!” Gunnery Sergeant Griss screamed out and stormed over to Reaper. 
 
    “Gunny,” Reaper said slowly. “You charge me like that again, I may not be able to stop the sisters next time.” Griss dropped his eyes to see Reaper had both arms out blocking Pain and Misery from advancing. Both held knives and looked pissed off.   
 
    Stepping back, “That was stupid on my part and they have every right to flay my skin,” Griss said, turning back to Reaper. “Reaper, you better be shitting us,” he growled and Reaper shook his head. “You mean, former Marines are using US citizens as human shields?”  
 
    Dropping his arms and taking a page from the stack of papers, Reaper held it out and Griss saw it was a photo. “They pulled them up last night and more will be delivered tomorrow night,” Reaper told him and Dodson reached up, grabbing Griss’ uniform and yanked him back, then held out his own hand. 
 
    “May I?” Dodson asked and Reaper handed the photo over and everyone looked at it. Looking at the detainees behind barbed wire fences, in front of deployed LAVs, the Marines became instantly livid. “When was this taken?”  
 
    “Today,” Reaper scoffed. “There’s only a thousand now, but tomorrow night they’re bringing up four thousand more.”  
 
    Closing his eyes, trying to keep his temper under control, “I thank you for informing us,” Dodson said through gritted teeth.   
 
    “Didn’t have a choice,” Reaper replied, and Dodson looked into Reaper’s eyes. “If you attacked and your troops had run into human shields, that would’ve given the Federal Marines the edge. I’m almost certain the Federal Marines would’ve been able to push you back.” 
 
    Running scenarios through his mind, Dodson had to agree. The Marines would’ve hesitated. “Thank you,” he said much calmer. 
 
    Pulling a map from the stack and holding it out, “These are all their positions,” Reaper said, and Dodson looked down and his eyes grew to the size of saucers. Pointing out four areas marked in blue, “You will not hit these,” Reaper told him.  
 
    “That’s where the prisoners are?” Dodson asked, trying to memorize the enemy locations but there were literally hundreds, complete with numbers and equipment.   
 
    “Hell no,” Reaper barked and Dodson yanked his eyes from the map. “That’s where my troops are. At 0600, six MRLS (Multiple Launch Rocket System) batteries at those locations are going to launch,” Reaper explained, and pointed out six locations, “and take out these targets.”  
 
    Looking back down at the map, “Fuck,” Dodson gasped. “Is one of those the command area for Brigadier General Klein?”  
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, “Yeah, but he’s dead,” Reaper said, and Dodson jerked his eyes back up and saw Reaper reaching down to the burlap bag at his feet. He jumped back when Reaper pulled out a severed head. “We killed him this afternoon.”  
 
    “I wasn’t finished, damn it,” Pain mumbled.  
 
    “Pain, do we need to step off and have a private talk?” Reaper growled.  
 
    “Oh,” she startled, not realizing she’d said it out loud, “ahh, no.” 
 
    Shoving the severed head into Dodson’s chest forcing him to take it, Reaper bent back down to the bag and pulled another one out. “That’s Colonel Forrest over the Tenth MEU,” Griss declared, with a huge grin.    
 
    Shoving the handful of pages and map into Dodson’s other hand while he fumbled with the other severed head, Reaper nodded. “Yep, we interrupted their meeting when they were talking about where to put the prisoners coming in tonight.” 
 
    Dropping the general’s head and taking the map and pages, “You’re giving this to us?” Dodson cried out with a grin.  
 
    “What the fuck do you think I came here for, Devil Dog?” Reaper grumbled. “You will tell, and yes, I said ‘tell’, your superiors that they won’t tell anyone of this help until after the attack. Then they’ll let everyone in the military know we gave the intel, gave you support, but not one of you gave us anything, in accordance with the Republic Congress edicts.” Reaper paused as Dodson moved the stack under his arm and nodded. “My reason is this; I’ll give other units help when I can, but more importantly, you’ll stay out of our way so we can consume the sins.” 
 
    “I’ll relay that but as you said, they are my superiors,” Dodson agreed. “I can’t promise they’ll comply.”  
 
    Shrugging, “If they don’t, they become a sin,” Reaper replied, watching the color drain from Dodson’s face. “We don’t want to kill Republic troops, but we will if they interfere with our war. Yes, we know who all of them are and could’ve visited them but you can tell them for me, I chose you to relay this, Colonel Dodson. I know you’re a man of honor and fight for what’s right and for those who can’t like those under you.” 
 
    Filled with pride, Dodson couldn’t help but grin. “Thank you, Reaper,” he beamed.  
 
    “Two more things,” Reaper said. “First, for your former brothers and sisters across that river, I suggest you do something a little more extreme than just tarring and feathering them for using Americans as human shields. I’d suggest burning them at the stake like they did in the Middle Ages. In the Dark Ages they did it because they thought people were talking and working for the devil. I suggest it now because they’re doing evil, the exact thing they pledged to fight against when they raised their right hand.”  
 
    “Using Americans as shields, I’ll burn the fuckers to death with my Zippo,” Griss growled.  
 
    Leaning over to Misery, “I like Gunny,” Pain whispered and everyone heard.  
 
    Reaper was pleased Dodson wasn’t shocked at his suggestion and watched Dodson nod slowly. “I’ll pass that along, but I don’t see the upper brass going along with it,” Dodson told him. “What’s the second?” 
 
    Pointing to the east, “You will get a goddamned bridge over that fucking river, so we don’t have to keep fording the motherfucker! I’m sick and fucking tired of water!” Reaper growled. Behind him Stingray snickered and Reaper spun around, holding up both hands and flipping Stingray off. “Fuck you and water, motherfucker! I’m sick of the shit!” he snapped, then dropped his hands. “I swear, if I ever have to ride in another boat or swim for more than an hour, I’ll kill a thousand people for every second longer I have to stay on the liquid horror of this planet.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Sanders gasped. “Mr. Reaper?” he called out and Reaper turned slowly to look at him. “You could’ve been a Marine, but I’m glad you weren’t. We stay on the water a lot.”  
 
    “And you can have it, I’ll wait on land,” Reaper snarled, then turned to Dodson. “Tell your boss he doesn’t have to attack, but we’re still dumping those rockets. If he doesn’t attack, they’ll keep bussing up prisoners, oh sorry, detainees to the line to use as shields. Yes, some are going to die. Our rocket attacks will kill the majority of them. It’s a sin that must be consumed and we’ll do it. But we aren’t coming back to do it again. If you follow my suggestion, I’m sure you can make your other brothers and sisters who fight for the feds see the error in their choices.” 
 
    “I’ll try very hard. I promise you, Reaper,” Dodson vowed.  
 
    “Mr. Reaper?” Sanders called again and Reaper sighed, turning back to him. “The feds killed my mom and sister because I remained faithful to my vow to fight for freedom. I thank all of you for doing what we can’t but, could I take a picture? I want to remember this. I can’t do what all of you do, but I can fight the other war.”  
 
    “Lance Corporal Sanders, I’m sorry for your loss and pleased you remained loyal to your oath. I would be honored to take a picture with you,” Reaper told him and Sanders nearly fainted, not believing Reaper would agree but he’d had to ask.  
 
    Sanders pulled out a digital camera, handing it to Griss and Reaper pulled him over. “Sin Eaters, in the picture,” Reaper said over his shoulder and they all moved closer. When Griss had taken the picture the officers wanted one, and Reaper agreed and then took one with Griss. “If the feds catch you with those pictures, your lives will be short and filled with much pain,” Reaper warned.  
 
    “Don’t know how because we’re going to stomp their asses,” Sanders laughed, looking on the camera screen at the pictures.    
 
    Reaching out and shaking Dodson’s hand, “I’m not kidding about the bridge. When it’s put in, we’re using it. I’m not swimming that fucking river again,” Reaper told him. “If anyone calls that aiding the Sin Eaters, I’ll boil their ass in oil.”  
 
    “Oh that, I can assure you on. You just let us know, and we’ll clear the bridge so the Sin Eaters can pass. You’re private citizens and it would be property of the Republic, so that isn’t aid, sir.” 
 
    The Marines watched the Sin Eaters slip away into the darkness. “Corporal, come with me so we can get those pictures printed,” Dodson said. “If the Sin Eaters are heading that way, we can be assured there aren’t any federal troops to the south.”  
 
    Still rubbing his gut where Misery had punched him, “None alive,” the LT said and the others chuckled.  
 
    After crossing the Mississippi River ‘again’, but they were on ATVs and didn’t have to swim, Reaper moved twenty-seven miles east to the rally point. At 0600, fifteen miles to the rear of the Federal Marines, Havoc, Death, War, and Titan had control of the MRLS batteries and launched. Twelve square kilometers of the Federal Marines’ line was hit by what they thought was friendly fire. As units started calling for the batteries to cease fire, Republic airpower roared in. 
 
    The Marines used the map provided by the Sin Eaters and in a feat worthy of the record books, they changed battle plans in hours. Using all their air assets and then calling on the Air Force and Army, over two hundred precision bomb drops hit at 0610, and they were followed by sixty attack choppers rolling in.  
 
    When the MEUs crossed the Mississippi River, they found all defensive positions and armor were destroyed. Only forty-one Republic Marines were killed in the battle, thousands less than what had been predicted. The Federal troops weren’t so lucky. Though the bombing runs, choppers, and artillery had killed thousands, the Marines made efforts to take prisoners. Most of the Republic Marines killed, had died while capturing Federal Marines alive.  
 
    The Marines pushed over seventy miles east in one day, creating a twenty mile wide bulge across the river and then halted their advance. Only doing so because President Fern had ordered them to.  
 
    As the battle raged and the captains rejoined up with Reaper, he turned to the west as the MEUs crossed the river, “Sin Consumed,” he said and nodded for Misery to pull out.    
 
    When engineers moved in that day to put in a bridge, a sign was put up that read, “This Crossing provided by the United Republic Marine Corp and The Sin Eaters.” 
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 Chapter Three 
 
    Little Bird 
 
    That afternoon in Dallas, Fern was sitting at the table looking at all his military staff as they talked about how to use this crossing. He couldn’t understand why his military staff had told him to order the halt of the Marines. “So, General Reynolds, if all of you are excited about this, why did you want me to stop those troops?” he finally asked.  
 
    “Mr. President, they were moving too far out, spreading their line thin, and making a tempting target for a counterattack. I’ve been assured a bridge will be up by this afternoon, but as of now we are having trouble supplying them,” Reynolds answered. One thing Reynolds loved about Fern, Fern admitted he didn’t know tactics and let the staff guide him. Seeing that Fern still looked worried, “Mr. President, this is outstanding, but we can’t spread out the troops who crossed or the feds can destroy them.”  
 
    Understanding that very well, “Okay, so what now? I thought we wanted to stomp the feds in the mud,” Fern said.  
 
    “And we will,” Reynolds nodded. “But we have to get supplies and more troops across.”  
 
    Glancing around, “Where did Admiral Wagner go?” Fern asked.  
 
    “Um,” Reynolds stuttered, glancing around, “He got a special message.”  
 
    Knowing damn well what that meant, “Senior staff only in here!” Fern shouted out. The Texas Rangers ushered those not senior staff out, leaving only those who knew about the Sin Eaters. When the others were gone, “So the reports we got were true?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Reynolds said while nodding. “The Sin Eaters gave the MEUs a detailed federal troop placement, and the reports you heard of those four federal MRLS batteries that opened fire on their own troops? That was the Sin Eaters.” 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, “Did I miss something? I don’t remember Reaper telling me he was going to help that directly,” Fern stated, then raised his hand to stop a remark from Reynolds. “Oh, I’m tickled pink the Sin Eaters did that. Just thinking about the thousands of Marines, our Marines who were projected to die crossing the Mississippi had me shitting blood for the last week.” 
 
    In a low voice, “Mr. President, they want this war over and don’t care how they do it,” Reynolds told him as he dropped in a chair.   
 
    About to answer, Fern turned to the large TV on the wall playing the Republic news with the volume turned down. Suddenly, the screen blinked and he saw Reaper on the screen. Diving for the remote, Fern unmuted the screen just as Reaper started to speak.  
 
    “Oh, Samuel,” Reaper chided like he was speaking to a child, “you just don’t listen and we had to show you more of what we can do at will.”  
 
    When Reaper paused Fern could hear bombs, aircraft, and other sounds of war from the TV but they sounded far off. “I know Gifford,” Fern said, shaking his head. “I know he gets pissed when Reaper calls him by his name instead of ‘president’.” 
 
    “I always hated the cocksucker,” Reynolds said. “But I serve those elected … until they think they’re rulers and not public servants.”  
 
    Before Fern replied, Reaper started to speak. “I’ve told you, Sin Eaters go where we want, when we want, and do what we want to consume sins. This here at the Mississippi River was just to give you a taste of what would happen if the Sin Eaters were working with the Republic. Yes, we scouted your troops,” Reaper said, and the screen cut to images taken at night of troops around LAVs and then to troops eating. Then images showed ‘detainees’ inside barbed wire fences, in front of those LAVs, with federal marines making fun of them.  
 
    “Oh, I’m not going to say shit to whatever the Marines do to those federal pukes,” Reynolds declared as the images stopped and Reaper was back on the screen. 
 
    “All we did was go over to those fine Republic Marines and give them your entire troop deployment,” Reaper chuckled, then stopped. “Oh, I did forget. I let the sisters play with some of the commanders here because they were laughing about how they were going to put more Americans out for your troops to hide behind, you sick fuck, little dick bitch.”   
 
    “I guarantee you, Samuel just grabbed a gun and shot the TV he’s watching this on,” Fern blurted out, then winced when the screen cut to two men standing around a table. The image cut again and the men were now naked and nailed to the same table in the same room, and the sisters were there with their white aprons on. “I would have a heart attack just seeing them like that,” Fern predicted.  
 
    Some in the room were thankful they didn’t have to watch the entire display while others were disappointed. Based on a clock in the bottom corner, the image would cut out, skipping thirty minutes each time until two hours had passed and the sisters picked up hand saws. With both the colonel and general still breathing, the sisters flipped them over and started sawing on the backs of their necks, and the screams let everyone know the two were still very much alive. The image blinked once more and the sisters were holding two severed heads, then the screen returned to Reaper.   
 
    “Just think, Samuel, what would happen if we joined up with the Republic? But we can’t because Fern doesn’t want to consume the sins, he wants to fight them, and I respect that,” Reaper nodded at the camera. “Not everyone can be a Sin Eater, but thankfully, there are some like us who can do what needs to be done.”  
 
    Fern looked up as Admiral Wagner came running down the stairs into the basement meeting room with a stack of papers. Halfway to the table he froze, looking at the TV.  
 
    “Now we’re going to hit your little friends, Samuel,” Reaper laughed. “For the first time, the Sin Eaters will give a warning before we move to consume sins. This is to the Governor of Bermuda. You have over seven thousand Republic military dependents. If they aren’t released unharmed in the next seventy-two hours, we’re coming. When we leave that island there will be ten thousand fewer residents, on this I vow. We are going to kill the men, women, kids and infants who live there unless those dependents are released unharmed within seventy-two hours. The only reason I’m giving you a warning is I believe you really don’t want them there, but we shall see. If we come there, you Governor, will be the one I let the sisters play with until they get tired, and I should warn you, that takes days.”  
 
    Understanding, but not liking the fact ‘the sisters’ were his baby girls, “If I was the Governor, I would carry those people to the mainland on my back,” Admiral Wagner informed everyone as Reaper continued.  
 
    “If I was you, Governor, I wouldn’t listen to Samuel or any of his little buddies. You are much closer than the UK, and I can bring lots of shit there to consume sins. Those in Britain may tell you they’ll send help and to not release the dependents, but they can’t send you anything that can stop us,” Reaper said with smiling eyes. “But we can reach you very easily in a few hours, so I leave it to you. Release those dependents unharmed and there will be no sins for us to consume there. We will leave you be. Otherwise, I’ll see you soon.”  
 
    The screen blinked back to the newsroom and the anchors looked at the screen. “Yes, you just heard Reaper demand for the Governor of Bermuda to release Republic dependents or the Sin Eaters are coming. We will try to get more information on this, but let’s return to Miguel with the Eleventh Marine Expeditionary Unit that has breached the Mississippi River. As you heard before the Sin Eater broadcast, the Marines stopped their advance after pushing seventy miles.”  
 
    About to mute the TV again, Fern froze when the live image flipped on the screen to the reporter Miguel. “As you can see behind me, the Republic Marines aren’t tarring and feathering their former comrades,” Miguel shouted into a microphone as tanks drove past.  
 
    “What the fuck are they doing?!” Fern shouted out, seeing men and a few women tied to long poles shoved into the ground with wood stacked around their feet. The Federal Marines were crying out for forgiveness while Republic Marines walked past pouring just a few drops of fuel on the logs, just enough to light them. It was very clear, they wanted to slow cook their former comrades.   
 
    “Um, I think they’re about to burn ‘em at the stake,” Reynolds mumbled with a shiver. 
 
    “I have Colonel Dodson over the Eleventh MEU with me,” Miguel said after the tank passed and Colonel Dodson stepped over, but was turned around shouting orders to other Marines before turning to the camera. “Colonel, isn’t this barbaric?” Miguel asked, then pointed the microphone at him.  
 
    “You’re fucking right it’s barbaric!” Dodson agreed. “The Federal Marines were using citizens! American citizens as human shields! They were set up and hiding behind the very people they swore to defend! That is the most barbaric thing I’ve ever seen!” 
 
    For several seconds Miguel just blinked at Dodson, then spoke. “No, I meant what your Marines are doing,” Miguel clarified.   
 
    Shaking his head, “No, Miguel. We’ve tried to show our former comrades that they had no honor because they didn’t remain true to their oath. Now they have defiled the very foundation of that oath. Instead of defending US citizens they’re purposely and cowardly hiding behind them to try and stop the Republic. We’re only doing this to Marines because they’re our former comrades. I’ve already informed my superiors that I alone am responsible for this, and my Devil Dogs are following my orders. But any who didn’t will not be punished, since we know there’s still many of those federal cowards who call themselves Marines.”  
 
    As a man walked around in the background with a Zippo lighting each pile, Miguel tilted the microphone back to himself. “Um, how many troops refused to follow your orders?” he asked.  
 
    A huge grin split Dodson’s face, “None,” he answered. “I accept full responsibility for this action and will accept any recourse.”  
 
    Hitting the pages he was holding in his left hand with his right, “Now some of this message makes sense!” Wagner cried out, staring at the screen as Miguel aimed the microphone back to himself. 
 
    “Um, how many are you…” Miguel just droned off.  
 
    “Burning at the stake?” Dodson offered and Miguel nodded. “Every fucking one of them. I have troops cutting down more trees right now. I want good green lumber so the flames don’t catch on right away. We’ve done nearly three hundred so far.”   
 
    Muting the TV, “Oh, this has to stop!” Fern cried out, tossing down the remote.  
 
    Spinning to the table and holding up the pages, “Not until they are done, Mr. President,” Wagner said, sitting down and glancing around and saw it was only senior staff. “Reaper wants you to go on the air saying you condemn this act but weren’t there, and will not judge actions like this from your military. He suggests you tell others if they want to judge, they should pick up a gun, join our forces, and see for themselves what our troops have to deal with. He wants you to put out an edict for this to not happen again, but don’t punish any Marine,” Wagner paused to look up at Fern. “Um, he said he won’t be nice if he has to come back for this.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s a blatant threat!” Fern cried out.  
 
    Shaking his head and handing over a sheet of paper, “No, Mr. President. It’s a promise,” Wagner showed him. “Sir, let the Marines handle their own. We’ve turned a blind eye to the tarring and feathering for two years. To be honest, I don’t think the Marines will find many more of their former comrades. We have recon photos and drone footage of federal marine units hauling ass from the front to get the hell away from their former comrades.” 
 
    “I thought we weren’t going to descend to this,” Fern sighed.  
 
    Leaning over the table, “We aren’t,” Reynolds said. “You will condemn it, but say you weren’t there. Mr. President, the feds were using citizens to hide behind on the front, something they’ve never done before. Yes, they’ve used them as shields around military targets in the rear but when the front got close, they pulled them out. This will send the message to stop that shit.” 
 
    “What about Dodson? Surely someone will want him punished,” Fern asked.  
 
    “Say until this war is over, you’re keeping troops on the front. If someone wants the war over soon to prosecute, they can grab a gun and head to the front,” Reynolds responded. “If Dodson is convicted, I’d suggest a pardon, but that’s only my personal suggestion.”  
 
    Turning to Wagner, “What else did he send?” Fern sighed.  
 
    Despite the mood, Wagner couldn’t help but grin. “Oh, this is going to make your day.”  
 
    “I hope so,” Fern moaned as Wagner got ready to tell him, but one of the Rangers stepped up to the table.  
 
    “Mr. President, you have a phone call,” she said.  
 
    “From British Foreign Secretary Percival?” Wagner asked with a huge grin and Fern gave a startle, wondering why Wagner even asked that, but the Ranger shook her head.  
 
    “No, the governor of Bermuda,” she smirked. “He’s screaming into the phone to get those people off his “goddamned island” now.”    
 
    Leaning back in his chair, “I can wait if you wish, Mr. President, so you can talk to him. You’ll really want all your attention on what a little bird sent us,” Wagner grinned.  
 
    *** 
 
    That evening in the campground on the Jack Fork, Michelle was standing in the main room that served as the waiting and dining area watching the TV reporting live from the crossing site. Brandi’s office was down the hall right beside Michelle’s. It wasn’t long after their trip to Texas and right after Hank’s funeral, Brandi had named her Lieutenant Governor. Never in her life had Michelle been so mad than on that day when Brandi named her to the post. Her swearing-in ceremony was the day Reaper had released the first video of the UK attacks.  
 
    In Brandi’s defense, she didn’t have a choice. She needed help, unbiased help. Everyone wanted their area fixed first. More than once, Michelle had yelled at district representatives when one told her they were going to hold crops in the district until they got what they wanted. Michelle said that was fine, but she was sending in the Guard and Militia units to get it, and to arrest the representative for treason.  
 
    In the last few weeks everyone had started marching to the same tune, and she was grateful because she didn’t really want to send units. Michelle wanted them to cooperate on their own. The urge to kick Brandi’s ass wasn’t as strong anymore, but there were still hints.  
 
    After she’d taken the job Michelle had tried to do it from the farm, but there was just too much to do. So Brandi had a room cleared and set up an office and Michelle relented, driving to the campground four days a week on her four-wheeler. She had looked the major right in the eyes and told him if he even attempted to give her a security detachment, she would remove his nipples with fingernail clippers. Covering his chest and not saying a word, the major had nodded and taken off.  
 
    An aide came up, handing her a stack of papers and Michelle thumbed through them to see it was the updates from the repair and building centers she had set up in Mountain Home. She quickly read the pages while the aide waited. “Get word to the Dawsons that they’ll have to increase their production of wiring harnesses. We need four a week for the Abrams and two for the Apaches,” Michelle said still reading, and the aide pulled out a notepad to write it down. “Tell the Butlers we need them to stop producing the Black Hawk frames, but we need them to increase main rotor blades,” Michelle added as she finished reading the pages and handed them back. When the aide left, she turned back to the TV.   
 
    On the screen she saw engineers setting up another pontoon bridge as barges, hovercrafts, and boats ferried supplies across the river. One bridge was up and tanks were rolling across. In the background, she could still see some of the stakes burning and couldn’t help but smile. Two Missouri Guard companies had crossed in the attack so she was getting intel, but still found it hard to believe that less than fifty had died. Another thing that blew her away, none of the other Federal units around the bulge were prepping to attack, they were just digging in. It seemed they didn’t care that they had lost over a thousand square miles. She had been in war and knew it was the right call to stop, and made a mental note to tell President Fern it had been a good decision. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad to see that,” Brandi said, walking up beside her and staring at the TV screen. “Now we can concentrate on getting transport for this year’s crops. You read the projected report?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I have Bernard and sorry, but I trust him more. The report said three times normal yield. Bernard says five,” Michelle answered. “At least on our land.”  
 
    Two weeks ago before Michelle was signed in as Lt. Governor, Brandi had deeded over five thousand acres to Bernard and Dallas. The two groups were listed as a corporation coalition. It wasn’t a gift, it was payment. Missouri needed gold and silver to mint their new currency and they didn’t have enough to complete the first run. Michelle talked to the group including Dallas, and they’d donated two hundred pounds of gold and four hundred of silver to Missouri so Brandi could start minting the coins. From the reclamation base they’d hit, they had much more left over. They’d never brought Hank in and she was thankful he was dead.  
 
    The Republic had some gold but everything was IOU and so far, the Republic was going to be severely indebted to Missouri after this year’s harvest. Ten percent was taken as tax, but that wasn’t shit. The Republic was buying seventy percent of the harvest. There were hundreds of countries not involved in this war, and those were who the Republic sold to. Before the collapse, one ounce of gold could buy eight metric tons of wheat. The Republic was selling it at two ounces of gold per ton to countries around the globe. It was payment first, and only gold or silver was accepted in physical form.  
 
    In the Republic it didn’t matter because there was still a ration going on, but the average citizen was getting three times as much to eat as those under the feds. Most in the Republic were growing much of their own food in small gardens now, just like the victory gardens done in World War Two, and one thing that was selling was jars and canning supplies.  
 
    Word was already coming back that others wanted changes to the Constitution she had sent back to Fern. Michelle could’ve handed it to him that day with her recommendations because when she got home, she’d the original Nelson had done in college. The only real difference was the one punishment of 30-30-30 and more elaboration on what constituted ‘breach of power’ by elected and appointed officials. 30-30-30 was a death sentence, but it was a long and miserable death sentence. The sentence was thirty lashes with a whip each day for thirty days then the subject was to languish for thirty days. If they were still alive after that, they were hung. Most of the changes she was hearing recently dealt with 30-30-30 and politicians being held accountable for their vote. Another change was the political contribution donations because 30-30-30 was listed there for common citizens who tried to ‘buy’ political power.   
 
    Turning to look at Brandi, “We may be across, but we still have a long way to go,” Michelle reminded her. “I took care of the updates this week for the refitting stations,” she told Brandi, since they were her ideas. She had started setting those up in the first days she was on Brandi’s staff. It had been in her original report, but the rebuild centers weren’t being pushed ahead fast enough.  
 
    Shaking her head, “Nah, we’re on the downward side of the war now,” Brandi stated with certainty. “A year, two tops, and this shit will be over. And with all these refitting stations, the feds don’t have a chance to hurt our production.”  
 
    “I hope so, on both accounts,” Michelle said and turned back to the TV. Brandi turned to look at the side of Michelle’s face and felt a pang of sadness. Even when Michelle did smile, it rarely reached her eyes, and anyone who knew her could tell it was forced. On a trip over to see the babies Brandi had talked to Bernard and he agreed, telling Brandi that the only time Michelle ever really smiled was around the kids. When he told Brandi about the day of the bubbles, and that Michelle had laughed so hard she wet her pants, Brandi really wished she could’ve been there. Michelle still felt guilty because she hadn’t protected Gavin, and Brandi knew there was nothing she could say to change that. Everyone knew that level of parental protection didn’t exist, and Brandi was sure Michelle knew deep down, but she had watched her baby die.  
 
    “You think Fern can get that new constitution passed?” Brandi asked since Michelle had sent it back last week.  
 
    Not taking her eyes off the screen, “I think he can. President Fern has proven to be very resourceful,” Michelle admitted.  
 
    Cracking a grin because Michelle almost always addressed Fern by his title, “When he stops all these ass wiping meetings, then I’ll be impressed,” Brandi told her.  
 
    “You know you like him, Brandi,” Michelle smirked and Brandi saw it again. The smirk was a forced action. There was no happiness in Michelle’s eyes.  
 
    Letting out a sigh and thankful Michelle didn’t address her by a title, “Don’t tell him that,” Brandi grumbled. “I hate this damn job, but I know I would hate his job a thousand times more,” she confessed. “My decisions only affect Missouri and unless it’s combat, actions don’t result in loss of life. His decisions affect us all and could lose the war and all our lives.”  
 
    Nodding and glad Brandi voiced it out, “Maybe you need to remember that before you scream at him next time,” Michelle offered.  
 
    “Nope,” Brandi vowed. “I want him to know if he fucks up, I’ll stomp his ass. I’ll help him as much as possible, but he has to put up with me for that.” On the screen they saw tanks loading up on barges to be ferried because the one bridge just couldn’t get enough across. “You believe those intel reports saying the feds aren’t preparing to counterattack?” 
 
    Nodding, “Yes, because they aren’t moving equipment to do it. The last one I got an hour ago said the only sizable unit moving was a German armored division in East Tennessee, but reports say they’re only moving to a blocking action twenty miles away from our lines.” Waving a hand out at the TV, “Hell, the feds haven’t even sent in aircraft to bomb the bridgehead,” Michelle said.  
 
    “They shot three cruise missiles,” Brandi told her.  
 
    “Yes, and they were shot down twenty miles away. I really think we caught them flatfooted,” Michelle told her as the screen changed back to the newsroom.  
 
    Shaking her head, “Nah, I think those UN and federal troops know Sin Eaters are in the area and have no desire to meet them,” Brandi offered with a wicked grin. “Not with Marines burning their former comrades at the stake for using human shields.”  
 
    This time when Michelle smiled, there was a coldness in her eyes. “I wasn’t going to say that,” she mumbled, then the screen changed again to a conference room President Fern used and she reached out, grabbing a remote and turned up the volume.  
 
    As Fern walked out to the podium, “I swear, if that man doesn’t start to eat right, I’ll start force-feeding his ass,” Brandi threatened as Fern started telling the Republic and reporters what was going on.  
 
    Just since his first broadcast when Fern announced to Nancy that he was on her side, Michelle thought he looked twenty years older. In that first broadcast Fern’s was thick and dark brown hair, now it was all gray and clearly thinning. Bags were under his eyes and he looked like he could fall asleep on his feet at any second. “At least he’s not wearing a suit,” Michelle noted with another false grin. 
 
    “I told that bitch if he kept wearing a suit, I was coming down there with a bullwhip,” Brandi shot back. “You don’t dress high and mighty when most of your population is just trying to survive.”  
 
    Nodding, “Not going to argue,” Michelle agreed as Fern started taking questions.  
 
    “Mr. President, what are you going to do to Colonel Dodson for burning federal Marines?” a reporter yelled out and the room became silent. 
 
    “We don’t know what that trooper faced getting there, and I’m not going to judge. The colonel thought his actions were necessary and I may not like them, but I’m not going to judge or reprimand him. I did issue an order that it was to stop but because units are still in contact, my order won’t be enforced for forty-eight hours. I want our troops to worry about beating the feds and coming home, not about my order to stop the actions they felt were necessary,” Fern answered.  
 
    The entire conference room was dead silent as Brandi let out a gasp, “I fucking love his ass now.” 
 
    A female reporter slowly stood up with shock very evident on her face, and all of her colleagues. “So, is this a new direction for Republic troops?” she asked in a monotone voice.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, but remember, they, and to define they, I mean the Federal Marines and UN troops there, were using US citizens as human shields. Not in the rear around targets, which is still horrific and evil, but they were using them on the front lines to hide behind so they could kill our troops. I don’t know what our troops faced and I’m not going to ask, but they felt their actions were justified. I’m not bringing actions against them and I will tell Congress the same thing,” Fern told her. 
 
    All around Michelle and Brandi the room erupted in cheers as the other staff and soldiers cheered out, but on the screen the reporters were still spellbound. “I think the feds won’t try that again!” Brandi shouted out over the noise in the room.  
 
    Nodding, “Be a thousand times worse than your enemy and all he’ll see is defeat in his future,” Michelle said.  
 
    Turning to Michelle, “Whose quote is that?” Brandi asked. 
 
    With another cold smile, “Nelson’s,” Michelle answered.       
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  
  
    
    
    Unknown
    
  




  

 Chapter Four 
 
    Angels do as they are told 
 
    Over forty miles south from Hades near Lebanon, Virginia, Zachery Tillson stood out on his front porch. Unlike other farms in Federal areas, his was producing. He was very much the minority and his farm was considered ‘citizen operated’ since it wasn’t his land anymore. Most farms fell under ‘government operated’, meaning forced labor and teams of thugs running it.  
 
    It was only this year that his farm had actually started producing. It could’ve always produced as it had done before the Second Civil War, but he was only allotted a tenth of the fuel he needed and half the electricity by the feds. During that first year, he barely got enough out of the ground to feed his family. If he wouldn’t have hidden half of it before the thugs came around and took the feds’ share, they would’ve starved.  
 
    But at the end of winter as he and his family were out breaking up the ground by hand because they didn’t have the fuel to do it by tractor, a man had walked out of the trees with a large Rottweiler. As the man got closer, Zachery started getting scared because he saw a mask covering the lower part of his face and it had needle teeth painted across it, making it look beyond evil.  
 
    There wasn’t much Zachery or anyone in his family could do, the feds had taken all their guns. To remain on the farm, they’d had to turn them over and let agents go through the house to check. He was warned if one weapon was ever caught here, they would go to a detention center. Not wanting that, they had turned them over.  
 
    He didn’t get to see the first Sin Eater broadcast so he didn’t know he was looking at Reaper, but Zachery knew he was looking at a killer and was much more afraid of him than the feds. Zachary had four grown sons and two grown daughters who’d moved back to the farm after the crash. They’d all wanted to head to the Republic, but their land was here. These seven hundred acres of farm and ranchland had been in his family since the first Civil War. They knew if they left they would have to live as vagabonds, so they all stayed. 
 
    When the man stopped and introduced himself as Reaper, leader of the Sin Eaters, Zachery almost told his family they were leaving that night to go on foot to the Republic. He hadn’t heard of them, but was already terrified of them. 
 
    Telling Zachery to follow, Reaper turned and headed back to the tree line. Not wanting to piss off the reaper, Zach followed. In the shade of the trees, Reaper told Zachery what he was going to do and how to do it. There was no asking. When Zachery nodded and said he understood, Reaper called out on a radio and ATVs showed up pulling trailers. That first load was over a hundred chickens, fuel, food, a radio, and weapons.  
 
    Reaper instructed him to hide the weapons and use them as a last resort and head to the Republic if the feds ever threatened Zachery. The radio was to let the Sin Eaters know if he was in trouble, and they would send what help they could but Reaper told him, if he called, his family would have to leave because the feds would know.  
 
    Every day, half an hour after sunset, Zachery had to step out on the porch and look to the west at the tree line across the valley behind his house. If a green laser flashed, he had to walk three hundred yards across the fields to see what the Sin Eaters wanted. Most of the time they were dropping more stuff off, and other times it was information. They rarely asked him to gather information on specific things, they just wanted to know what he had seen or heard.   
 
    So Zachery did everything he was told and after seeing his first broadcast, he damn sure was terrified of the Sin Eaters much more than the feds. With the extra fuel he planted more, and the Sin Eaters brought him six milk cows along with a dozen beef cows, then came the hogs. Zach and his family were now farming again with a thriving farm. Like he’d been told by the Sin Eaters, Zachery loaded up several hundred full egg cartons, two hundred gallons of milk, and several tons of vegetables on a long trailer and drove them twenty-three miles to Bristol where the military commander for this area was located.  
 
    He had met Major Khazting once when he’d come to Zachery’s farm that first time when the military came to collect the government’s share. Khazting was pissed because Zach was barely able to fill the back of one big truck. Now he was pulling a sixty-foot-long trailer loaded with food stores. He took the tractor because that’s all he had fuel for and the family helped him cover the sides of the trailer, so others wouldn’t look too close as he headed to check in.  
 
    When he arrived, Zachery asked for Khazting and when the Major came out, like he was told to do, Zachery asked why the Major hadn’t come to pick up the food stock. As Khazting stared open-mouthed looking into the trailer, Zachery spun a line of bullshit, just like he’d been told to. How his family had grown some extra corn for bio-diesel, then used that to expand operations. They’d traded ten gallons of the biofuel for some milk cows and they’d just kept going on like they were told. More than once Zachery told the Major he was sorry, but they didn’t have the power to store the produce for long.  
 
    Still in shock, the Major turned to him as Zachery told the Major about all the eggs and milk they’d had to throw away because they had no power to cool it. The Major called a master sergeant out and told him to unload the trailer and fill the tractor up before leading Zachery inside. The Major asked how often he needed to send someone out. When Zachery told him every two days if they wanted fresh milk, Zachery could still remember the Major licking his lips. 
 
    So the Major asked how, since the first season was so low and Zachery explained the biofuel from corn. The Major then asked how much had Zachery made and he answered two hundred gallons, just like he’d been told to.  
 
    In stunned shock, the Major asked how much corn Zachery had used to make that much and like he had been told to, Zachery lied and tripled the amount.  
 
    Jumping up, the Major told him to stop and he would send that much back with Zachery. Then Zachery explained that’s how much fuel they made from leftover corn. They could only make two hundred gallons every three months, but he’d wanted to do his part.  
 
    When Zachery left that day from Bristol there were ten drums of diesel on the trailer, and he was given an escort by the Major and master sergeant. Reaching the farm, the Major and master sergeant were shocked at how the seven hundred acres of planted fields were flourishing. Then Zachery showed them the chickens and cows. On the spot the Major said he would send a detachment of detainees here, and Zachery held up his hand to stop the Major, like he’d been told to do. Again, Zachery spun a web of shit about how animals were spooked by people who were nervous and scared and if ‘city folk’ were around the chickens and cows, egg and milk production would drop. 
 
    Even Zachery was shocked when the Major bought the explanation, hook, line, and sinker.  
 
    So that was the start of his entry into the federal web. His was the only farm that the Major personally visited each week for pick up. It didn’t take Zachery long to figure out, the Major wasn’t turning over what was picked up. On a night when the green laser flashed, he went to check and met Havoc who had brought more chickens and tons of wheat. He informed Havoc of his suspicions about the Major and Havoc just nodded. “We know, and that’s what we wanted. The master sergeant and a general are in on the scam. Just so you know, you’re making them millionaires.” 
 
    Zachery was so livid he nearly passed out, then Havoc explained the Sin Eaters were proud of him and his family because they were doing what they were told to do in this fight for freedom. Knowing he was only a very small pawn, Zachery calmed down. And like he was told, Zachery just kept going.  
 
    By the middle of the summer, the Major had brought out a thousand-gallon fuel tank and had it filled. Then the master sergeant brought a thirty thousand watt generator to the farm. Now Zachery could hold the milk in his tanks and refrigerate the eggs. Only the Major, Master Sergeant, and one platoon of troops ever showed up to the farm. No other federal troops were allowed there by the order of a General Yalsin, who was over this sector, on the threat of detainment.  
 
    Then, like he’d been told, Zachery got word to the Major to come fast. When the Major arrived, he found Zachery and his family with two dead bodies in the front yard with arrows in their chests and Zachery and his oldest son holding compound bows. Zachary told the Major they were trying to get the chickens.  
 
    That day, the Major had four lever action rifles and ammunition delivered.  
 
    On the next pick up, Zachery asked the master sergeant if he could get some local town folk to move to the farm, like he’d been told to do. The master sergeant said he would have approval for it by the next pickup. So Zachery had three families move in to help on the farm, but they were never informed of the Sin Eaters, just like he’d been told.  
 
    Now Zachery had military trucks, and he was delivering the stores to where the Major told him. It was Zachery who gave Reaper the detailed report of Nantucket Island because he was there two weeks before the attack. He’d even had a small camera to video the area.  
 
    He was a little worried after seeing the broadcast, but he was doing what he was told for freedom. A week after the attack, a green laser flashed and Zachery headed for the trees and met Havoc again. When Havoc pointed at the dog cages filled with chickens, Zachary nearly fainted. They were the same chickens he had delivered to a store on Nantucket.  
 
    So Zachery and his family marched to any beat the Sin Eaters told them to, and helped how they could. Then a week ago, an agent with the Agriculture Department showed up. It seemed the Major had never reported that production had risen on the farm and Zachery started getting worried. The agent said from now on, they would pick up the food every week.  
 
    Understanding, Zachery promptly called the Major and that’s why he was standing on the front porch now. Today was pickup day. He turned as his wife came out with a little girl carrying her plush teddy bear. The little girl had been dropped off by the Sin Eaters a while ago. They had told Zachery her name was Kassey, but the little girl still hadn’t spoken to anyone there. Zachery had heard her speak, just not to anyone at his farm. Whenever she saw a soldier on pickup days, she would immediately pee on herself. Having a good idea why, Zachery wanted to use the guns he had on those soldiers, but that wasn’t what he’d been told to do.  
 
    He saw an SUV and military five ton trucks coming down the drive. “Take Kassey inside,” he told his wife, and she picked Kassey up in her arms and darted away before Zachery told the others outside to head inside as well. 
 
    When the SUV stopped, the Major got out of the passenger seat and the master sergeant from the driver’s spot. “The Agriculture agents are coming,” the Major smiled.  
 
    “So, I’m to let them take what we’ve been producing?” Zachery asked innocently.  
 
    Laughing, “Oh, you won’t see them again after today, or any like them,” the Major answered.  
 
    Not ten minutes later, a black pickup truck and two cargo vans were pulling down the driveway and stopped behind the military five tons just as troops jumped out the five tons and spread out. A skinny man with dark black hair jumped out of the pickup truck and stormed over to the Major. “You will leave here this minute!” the agent bellowed in a squeaky voice. “This is Department of Agriculture business! You go fight the war!” 
 
    “This farm is in my jurisdiction and you will shut your mouth,” the Major said with an evil grin. When the agent opened his mouth to start yelling, the Major drew his pistol and shot him in the face. Then the troops shot those driving the other vehicles. They weren’t part of the black market ring, but they were getting fed better than any troops in the federal military.  
 
    “Drive those trucks to the interstate and shoot them up. We’ll report it as another gang attack,” the Major called out. 
 
    Zachery gave a shiver because the first gang attack was because of the two from the farm. He’d never shot them. They were brought to his farm handcuffed by Sin Eaters. The Sin Eaters went inside Zachery’s house, grabbed his bows and killed the two gang members in his yard, then had told Zachery what to say. The next day the Major had the gang shot, all thirty-seven members, for attacking the Major’s personal piggy bank farm.  
 
    “Much obliged. I know you’ll put the food to good use with the troops,” Zachery told the Major. “Need some help to load up this week?” 
 
    “No, we have it. We need you and your family to work the land. Let my protection detail handle this,” the Major said as the master sergeant headed to the barn to supervise the pickup.  
 
    It was only after the troops had left when Zachary started to tremble. “I’m too old for this shit,” he gasped, and dropped in a chair on the porch as his wife came outside.  
 
    They had never belonged to any organization, and were registered as independent voters so they were never on any radar. They just wanted to live in peace, but their freedom had been taken because of their inaction.  
 
    “We’re doing what we’re told and I can see it now, we are helping get this country back,” his wife said, coming over to sit beside him. Glancing around to make sure it was just them on the porch, “Do you think, well, you know who, that they had Ray taken for that job?” she asked in a very low voice.  
 
    Two months ago when the Major had come for pickup he’d informed Zachery that his youngest son was needed to work on a base near Troy, North Carolina. Zachery was leery, but he couldn’t say anything because that was what he’d been told to expect. Ray’s wife and two kids were still here, and they got to see him once a month when the colonel over the base let him visit. Looking into his wife’s eyes, “Yes, I know they did,” Zachery told her. “They only said Ray, or Jael, his angel name, would be called on. I asked about that when Kassey was dropped off. They just smiled and said Jael was doing well. We’re just doing what we’re told.” 
 
    Not liking it, but not about to go against the Sin Eaters, “You think Ray will be okay?” she asked timidly.  
 
    “He’s safer there than here,” Zachery told her truthfully. “You know what they call me?” he asked and she knew who ‘they’ were.  
 
    “Your name, right?”  
 
    Shaking his head, “They call me Gabriel,” Zachery told her. Like his kids, his wife knew but had never talked to the Sin Eaters. She had seen them a few times, like dropping off gang members to be killed. “When I talked to Havoc about Ray, he told me. I asked, ‘why Gabriel?’ He answered, I was an archangel.”  
 
    His wife just cocked her head to the side totally lost. “Yeah, that’s what I did because I had no idea what he was talking about,” Zachery told her. “Angels are helpers to the Sin Eaters. Archangels do as well, but they have angels under them. I asked why angels…” Zachery stopped and looked off.  
 
    Waiting for several minutes and Zachery never continued, “Well, why?” she asked. 
 
    “Angels do what they’re told without question, and if something happens to them, death rains across the land. After hearing that, I asked what would’ve happened if I had said my family wouldn’t help at that first meeting. Havoc just looked at me and said, ‘You and yours would’ve become sins to be consumed. Those not fighting to free this land will be consumed’,” Zachery told her. “I’m more scared of a lone group than the entire federal government. I wanted to help, but I didn’t want any of you to be a part of it.”  
 
    “Who are the angels under you?” she asked. 
 
    “This family and a few in town,” Zachery answered. At first, those in town had been hostile towards him, but he and his family had gone to many and showed them how to start small gardens. Because he had so many chickens, Zachery ‘gave’ some to the families and told them to watch his back. Many residents in the area soon thought Zachery was only working with the feds to help them, but if they only knew. Thinking about all those in town he’d helped and were now angels under him, Zachery continued. “When I tell them who I heard something from and if it’s important, they name them. Havoc said only a few of us know we’re angels, and I’m the only one who knows I’m an archangel.”  
 
    “Why do you think he told you?”  
 
    Turning to look at her, “To let me know Ray would be okay if he kept his head. I mean, he owned a fucking print shop. Why would the feds need him? But the master sergeant all but said Ray was chosen from a long list!” Zachery cried out. “But the Sin Eaters told me the week before: Ray would be chosen and for me to tell Ray, do as you’re told.” 
 
    “Do you know my name?” she asked, and he shook his head. “Do you think we’re in danger from the Sin Eaters?”  
 
    Looking up at her, “Every person on this planet is in danger from them, but I would rather be on their side than on the other,” Zachery admitted.  
 
    “We have work to do,” she said, holding out her hand. 
 
    Taking her hand and getting up, “We will do what we’re told,” he sighed like a good angel. 
 
    “Yes, so sins can be consumed and it won’t be us,” she informed him.  
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 Chapter Five 
 
    Web of lies speak truth 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, Fern glanced around at the makeshift meeting area in Crossett, Arkansas. It was a barn out in the country and there were two Republic armored divisions and one mechanized division in the area. They had been moved in over the last forty-eight hours. When Wagner read what Reaper sent, Fern had grabbed the pages just to see for himself because it sounded so farfetched, bordering on make-believe. Reading it himself, Fern started getting very scared of the Sin Eaters. But when the Foreign Secretary called for a meeting, Fern’s fear of the Sin Eaters grew by leaps and bounds. As Wagner and Reynolds and the others on the senior staff made plans, Fern informed them he would meet the Foreign Secretary near the front line.  
 
    This sent the staff in a panic, but Fern said he wasn’t meeting hours away in the rear. This close to the line, the plan would work better. The Texas Ranger protection staff loved the idea, saying, “It’s what a Texan would do.” Nobody liked the fact that Fern would be twenty miles from the front but he was the boss, so they set up plans for protection.  
 
    It was the night of the Mississippi River crossing, nearly ten at night, when word made it through channels that Foreign Secretary Percival wished to speak to President Fern. To the shock of the feds and UN, Fern picked up the phone and agreed, but only if Britain formally announced they recognized the Republic States of America. The next day, the Prime Minister announced the recognition.  
 
    The recognition wasn’t much of a big deal to the common citizen or soldier, but it let the elite know there were those who weren’t going to bow down. More importantly, it let the few countries around the world know a main member of the UN recognized a combatant who wasn’t giving in. That same day, six countries not involved in the conflict opened formal diplomatic channels with the Republic.  
 
    Looking around the barn and impressed at the changes that had been made, Fern had to agree, he liked them. There was only a ten-person dinner table set up with senior staff around the barn. There was still hay up in the loft. For Fern, this sent the message ‘he’ wanted. The representative wasn’t important enough to meet him in a civilized area.  
 
    After the recognition from the Prime Minister, Fern spoke to Percival and agreed to meet. That was three days ago, and he was waiting now. The detachment of choppers flew over the line this morning to Dallas, then the delegation moved to Republic choppers after being searched. The choppers they were on now had the windows covered, so the group didn’t know where they were heading. Taking off, the group of choppers just flew around in a zig-zag pattern before heading back east.  
 
    No sooner than President Fern had agreed to meet, all combat actions in the states from the feds and UN stopped. Like he was showing goodwill, Fern ordered the same but this was the only theater he stopped. The Republic Navy was still raising hell around the globe and the Marines had been turned loose in Cuba. 
 
    “Will the dependents from Bermuda put a strain on the food stores in Gitmo?” Fern asked. 
 
    “No, sir,” Wagner answered, sitting on Fern’s right. “They have been supplied by Brazil and have a stockpile of one year, even with the extra mouths to feed. I’m surprised, but Bermuda actually fed them. Not a lot, but they weren’t starving.”  
 
    “How much longer?” Fern asked Reynolds who was sitting to his left.  
 
    “Few hours,” Reynolds answered, reading a report.  
 
    “How are our Marines doing in Cuba?” Fern asked, turning to see Wagner talking to an aide.  
 
    “They made contact with enemy forces this morning at 0300,” Reynolds answered. “Glad the President of Cuba finally came around.” 
 
    Scoffing, “UN forces had over half his island, it’s not like he had much choice,” Fern laughed. He had met Cuban President Fuente in Dallas two days ago. Fuente at first demanded help from the Marines in Guantanamo and Fern had just laughed. Fuente pointed out that the Indonesian UN forces would reach them and would kill them just as they were killing all the indigenous population. Fern said he knew because Fuente had already approached the Indonesian and UN forces for a surrender proposal of his forces, but the Indonesian general demanded everyone leave the country in thirty days.  
 
    Knowing that was impossible, Fuente finally arranged to meet with Fern. Even he was shocked when he was granted permission, but only if he personally came to Dallas.  
 
    When Fuente asked what Fern was going to do, Fern just calmly replied, “We’re going to let them wipe you out, then kill all of them. Then I’ll rename your country and bring it into the Republic States.”  
 
    Fuente asked if there was any way he could get assistance before they were wiped out and when Fern told him yes, Fuente nearly fainted. Then Fern laid out his demands. “You must be a formal ally and pass a resolution into law that guarantees every citizen in your country can maintain arms as a basic right to defend themselves. There will be no law that limits this granted right. When this is passed and a copy forwarded to me, I’ll sign an allied pact with you and unleash the Marines,” Fern told him. “I’ll send our allied pact back with you.”  
 
    Fuente flew back and that very night the law was passed, and the next day forwarded the law and signed pact. Four hours later, the Marines left Gitmo.  
 
    “Are you sure,” Fern paused as he asked again, “they have enough ordnance stockpiled for prolonged combat operations?” It just worried him because nobody realized what a modern war consumed in munitions. All the predictions from war games and previous wars were off by hundreds of tons and sometimes thousands of tons per day.    
 
    Nodding as he turned to the president, “Yes, sir. They have enough on hand for two hundred days of combat,” Wagner answered. “That’s why we never drew from their stockpiles. Not because of this, but we were certain the Cubans would try to take Gitmo at some point. Granted, before this war the projection they had was a year’s worth of supplies, but this war eats more than anyone could’ve predicted.” 
 
    Closing his eyes as he felt sick, Fern could only see the bodies that this war made, not the supplies it consumed. He worried about the supplies because without them there were more bodies. “How are they doing against the UN?” he asked.  
 
    “In two hours they pushed them back twenty miles and are through the lead elements,” Wagner answered and tapped on his computer, pulling up a map of Cuba. “They hit them south of Las Tunas and will push west, then swing north to cut off this army group near Puerto Padre.” 
 
    Knowing an army group was huge, “Don’t you think that army group will attack?” Fern asked.  
 
    Nodding as he glanced at his watch, “Hope so, then they can keep them pinned and cut them off. Sir, we’ve trained for large wars. The last report said the Marines had already taken out a hundred tanks and they’ve only been fighting for twelve hours,” Wagner told him. “South American Naval forces are doing a fair job of hitting supply ships, but latest reports said over fifty percent were still getting through.” 
 
    “How? We’re helping South America Forces in the Pacific stem supplies from the east?” Fern asked.  
 
    Turning in his chair, “Sir, Indonesia has full manufacturing running in Mexico. They are now self-sufficient. Mexico didn’t destroy any infrastructure before it fell into enemy hands. Hell, before Venezuela fell, they destroyed over half of their oil production. It will be two years before Brazil and Columbia can bring that back up. You don’t leave your enemy infrastructure to use. When Indonesia landed, they just brought the parts over to retool factories. They’re making more tanks and planes in captured factories than South America. Columbia and Brazil will be bringing new plants online soon and they may already be up, I haven’t bothered to look,” Wagner paused to take a breath and Fern understood that very well. They had enough shit to worry about right here.  
 
    Continuing where he left off, “There wasn’t much manufacturing on a large scale in South America, not compared to Mexico, but there damn sure is now. One thing they’re producing more than Indonesia is small arms and ordnance. For every ton of ordnance Indonesia makes, South America is making ten,” Wagner said with an impressed nod. “I think in four months, they’ll be able to equal what they’re putting out in Mexico and within a year, double it. South America has raw sources in abundance, but none have ever fought large scale wars before. But we all agree, they’re learning fast.”  
 
    “So we are stemming supplies in the Pacific?” Fern asked, trying to remember all the briefings but he just felt exhausted.  
 
    “Latest numbers were less than thirty percent was making it through. If you let our forces engage all craft like the South American Naval forces, we can cut it all off,” Wagner said with certainty.  
 
    Fern just looked off and Wagner was shocked because Fern had always been very vehement, no civilian craft carrying passengers could be targeted by Republic forces. “I’ll send a proposal to 
Congress,” Fern sighed. “If they agree, we will.”         
 
    Glad that Fern was at least open to the prospect now, Wagner couldn’t help but feel sorry for the man, but was very proud of him. Fern had morals and honor, but was willing to listen and admit his shortcomings. “How is the battle in Central America going?” Fern sighed out.  
 
    “No changes. They aren’t moving north and the few Mexican forces in the north haven’t pushed them back. Indonesia is still being held up north of San Jose. The area is too narrow and all of South America has sent troops. They won’t reach the canal by land,” Wagner said, but knew what Fern really wanted to be answered. “Yes, sir. They’re still killing all indigenous population who doesn’t leave any area they control.” 
 
    “If Mexico accepts a proposal like I gave to Cuba, could we send any aid that would be worthwhile?” Fern asked.  
 
    “Sorry, Mr. President,” Reynolds said beside him and Fern turned. “Until the three hundred thousand Chinese are dealt with in Southern California, we can’t launch forces south. We can’t send more sorties to the Gulf to stop the flow there because we need those pilots here, and can’t risk the aircraft.” 
 
    Glancing around to make sure it was only senior staff, but still lowering his voice, “Do either of you think I should ask the little bird to deal with the Chinese?” Fern asked. 
 
    For several seconds they both just looked at him in shock and Fern turned from one to the other, seeing the shock. “You gave me the goddamned reports. The Chinese are using our citizens as shields better than the feds are,” Fern told them. 
 
    “Mr. President,” Reynolds said, clearing his throat, “I’m not saying the ‘little birds’ can’t, but I really wish you wouldn’t even ask.”  
 
    Jerking in his chair, Fern gasped at him and Reynolds held up a hand. “Not because of the citizens, sir. We want the little birds to stay on this side of the continent. Sorry, sir. Southern California is a side note in this conflict. Granted, a thorn in our side because we could use those forces that are keeping them pinned here, but,” Reynolds paused. “We can’t start a conflict on that many fronts. We hit there and Indonesia could try and push up. We only have sixty thousand troops blocking off three hundred thousand.” 
 
    “I just want them gone. Like I told Brandi, I know what it feels like to have an enemy breathing down your neck,” Fern said, flopping back in his chair.  
 
    “Mr. President, we can come up with a plan to get rid of them,” Wagner said, motioning to Reynolds. “I have a few ideas after seeing this,” he paused waving around the room, and Fern understood Wagner was referring to the Sin Eater plan that’d been sent. “I think we can get the Chinese to pull out like the Brits will.”  
 
    “They haven’t yet,” Fern grunted.  
 
    “Oh, this is going to work,” Wagner grinned. “It’s a full-scale civil war in England now. They have to get troops on the ground. They understand their mistake here, and know it must be their troops for them to have any hope of putting down this unrest.”  
 
    Having read that in what Reaper had sent, Fern just hoped they had a shot. “Come up with something and brief me,” Fern said as an aide came over and said the choppers would be landing in a few minutes. “Are we going to expand the uncalled ceasefire?” 
 
    “Sir, we follow your orders. But remember, the longer we aren’t kicking their asses, the stronger they get. We have the initiative now, but if they get supplies and a navy, they’ll attack again and we’ll start this shit all over,” Reynolds told him. 
 
    Throwing his hands up, “I know you take orders from me, but I’m asking how long are we waiting?” Fern asked.  
 
    “I’m holding my recommendation until after this is done, Mr. President,” Reynolds said grinning.  
 
    “Fair enough,” Fern said, hearing choppers landing. “Have you told those federal choppers that brought his ass to start this way?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Wagner laughed.     
 
    One of the main barn doors opened and the Texas Rangers in full combat gear escorted in Percival and two of his aides. Percival’s step faltered and he gasped at President Fern. Fern was in full combat gear and under arms with an assault rifle laying on the table to his front. Then Percival noticed everyone in the room was under arms and in combat gear. Even the ones he knew from broadcasts who were in civilian positions. He had seen people at the top put on soldier clothes, but not carry weapons and have combat vests loaded with ammo.  
 
    Waving out across from him, “If you please, I’m busy,” Fern insisted, then dropped his hand down and picked his M4 off the table and saw Percival give a wince. “Relax, I’m from Texas, I know how to shoot and treat guns,” Fern called out sarcastically and held his M4 back, and one of the Rangers came over and took it.  
 
    Slowly, Percival headed to the table with his aides, trying to shake the shock off. “President Gifford asked me to relay a request for a formal ceasefire,” Percival confided, reaching the table and saw Fern, Reynolds, and Wagner still sitting. Since they hadn’t gotten up, Percival held out his hand. 
 
    Ignoring the hand and nodding to the chairs across the table, “You called me and I agreed to meet, not become buddies, so what do you want?” Fern asked.  
 
    Irritated at the blatant lack of respect, Percival pulled his chair out and sat down. “I formally request to be allowed to withdraw thirty thousand troops,” he appealed.  
 
    “Dumbass, I’m not even over your forces because if I was I would tell them to shoot themselves in the fucking head!” Fern barked, making Percival and his aides jump in their chairs. “You can pull them out whenever you want.”  
 
    Not liking and a little fearful of the attitude he was getting from Fern, “No, I’m asking to be allowed to bring them back to England. You control the Atlantic,” Percival told him.  
 
    A grin spread over Fern’s face, “Your people seem to not like bowing anymore and getting fucked in the ass,” Fern laughed, and Percival’s face turned red but he didn’t speak. “So I should just let you take them home and put down your own citizens? According to the last Sin Eater broadcast, you aren’t doing that well, so why should I? In a year they’ll have you beat and we’ll have more allies,” Fern challenged.  
 
    Shaking his head, “We just need the troops to assist in the riots. This ‘Reaper’ is very mistaken,” Percival replied. “But I assure you, if you allow us to return those troops home, we won’t send them back here again,” Percival stated like it was a gift Fern should be happy about. 
 
    Leaning over, Fern whispered in Reynolds’ ear and then Reynolds whispered back. Nodding, Fern leaned to Wagner and they exchanged whispers as Percival leaned forward, hoping to catch something. When he was done, Fern looked from Wagner and Reynolds with both nodding.  
 
    Turning to Percival, “I’ll let you take eighty-five thousand,” Fern told him, and Percival nearly slid out of his chair. He was under orders to ask for a hundred thousand, but could only tell President Gifford thirty thousand. Hearing Fern say he could have more filled Percival with hope.  
 
    As Percival was about to speak, Fern held up his hand. “You can only take the troops I tell you,” Fern said as Reynolds pulled out a satellite topographical map and spread it on the table. Percival didn’t know shit about maps, but saw a large triangle marked in grease pencil. “Your Fourth Army is in this box,” Fern said, then pointed over Percival to the east. “The start of the box is at the Mississippi River and my reports say eighty-five thousand UK troops are there. You can have those.”  
 
    Giving a relieved sigh, “Thank you, President Fern,” Percival nearly panted out.  
 
    “Oh, I’m not done,” Fern declared, and Percival looked at him with his smile dropping off. “They are to leave all heavy equipment in place,” Fern stated, then moved his hand to point at the map. “Your troops will pull here to the Jackson, Mississippi airport and you will airlift them home. If any vehicle with a mounted weapon, be it tank, armored personnel carrier or a soapbox car with a machine gun moves out, the deal’s off. Your troops will leave here with their personal weapons and gear. Nothing else.” 
 
    Reaching over the table and holding out his hand, “We accept!” Percival cried out with joy, but his aides had a look of horror.  
 
    “I’m not done,” Fern snapped, and Percival dropped his hand to the table. “You have until midnight to pull them to the airport,” he said, pointing at the map. “That’s only seventy miles away so your boys could walk there, but you have enough trucks and buses that don’t have mounted weapons to haul them. We have teams on the ground there in your area and they’ll know. If they report anything but trucks or buses moving, the deal’s off. And none of them better have a mounted weapon. This includes the air wing attached to this group,” Fern continued, moving his finger on the map and pointing at several spots. “All weapons of war will be left in place with the exception of personal weapons, am I being clear?” 
 
    As Percival went to hold out his hand, one of his aides pulled him over, whispering. When he was done, Percival asked, “What’s going to happen to the equipment?”  
 
    “You asked for troops and I agreed. I’m not letting you pull weapons of war across the pond to blow your own citizens away. You will have to get in the dirt and go man to man to beat them down,” Fern informed him, then glanced at his watch. “If you leave now, you should be able to have the first planes from London in Jackson by midnight.”  
 
    The other aide grabbed Percival before he could agree and whispered. “Seventy-two hours isn’t enough time to airlift that many,” Percival said.  
 
    “You have well over two hundred heavy lifters…” Fern stopped, seeing Percival just looking at him. “Large civilian airliners like the 747 and bigger at Heathrow,” Fern clarified and Percival nodded. “But, as an act of good faith, I’ll extend that seventy-two hours to eighty-four. I got weather reports over the Atlantic this morning and there weren’t any storms but if one develops, I’ll extend another twelve for a total of ninety-six hours, but no more. That would just affirm even nature doesn’t want you fuckers moving.” 
 
    Both of Percival’s aides were pulling on his arms seeing some very big problems and Fern laughed out, “I’ll even sweeten this deal more. I’ve been contacted by the resistance movement in Scotland and Ireland requesting aid. Since I have a carrier battle group keeping your aircraft on the ground, I was about to send over ten thousand tons of supplies, but I’ll hold it to see if you can put down this rebellion in thirty days. If you can, then I know they, those fighting you for freedom, really don’t want to be free and weren’t worth the effort, but in thirty days I will send aid.” 
 
    “Mr. President,” Wagner called out, and Percival and his aides turned. “All three Marine Expeditionary Units have been pulled back heading to the Gulf for embarkation. They should be ready for action orders by tomorrow. It would only take them ten days to reach Scotland and join up with the carrier battle group. With those three units and this insurrection, we could take the UK in a year. They only have thirty thousand troops at home. We hold the pond and can resupply, they can’t.” 
 
    “Our people would fight!” Percival shouted.  
 
    “Your people are the ones calling over here begging us to send troops and arms to help them,” Wagner laughed.  
 
    “Percival,” Fern said and he turned from Wagner. “You take my deal, I’ll hold the MEUs permanently and won’t offer aid for thirty days,” Fern offered, glancing at his watch. “You are on a time limit because I have places to be.” 
 
    Both aides let Percival’s arms go and nodded. Reaching out, Percival held out his hand. “We accept,” he said proudly.  
 
    Standing up and shaking Percival’s hand, “Your time starts now and your choppers will be here in a few minutes. I suggest you head directly for the Fourth Army commander and get started,” Fern said, letting his hand go.   
 
    “They will be gone by midnight,” Percival announced, glancing at his watch and seeing it was nine o’clock local time. “And what should I tell President Gifford of a ceasefire?” he asked as a Texas Ranger came in to say Percival’s helicopters were here.   
 
    “If you do what we agreed to, leaving all equipment and pulling out, I may be open to it. But if any federal or UN troop shoots at us or any plane or drone crosses our lines, we’ll start offensive operations and I won’t even talk about it,” Fern informed him, and Percival’s eyes got wide in delusions of grandeur. He had opened the door to what everyone in the UN had been trying to do for a year, get Fern open to a ceasefire.  
 
    Nodding as an aide walked over handing Fern several sheets of bound paper, “I will relay that to President Gifford,” Percival said, and saw it was two sets of bound paper set down on the table.  
 
    Fern opened both and signed them, then turned them to Percival. “My aides typed up what we are agreeing to,” Fern stated, and Percival couldn’t believe it was going to be in writing that he could take with him.  
 
    Picking up the pen he scanned the pages just to make sure, and it outlined only what was agreed to, and the only added part was confirmation of the UK recognizing the Republic. He quickly signed and Fern pushed one over for Percival to take. “You need to go so your troops can start. Don’t make me regret this show of good faith,” Fern smiled.  
 
    “Of course, President Fern,” Percival exclaimed. As Percival jumped in the chopper, he shouted at the pilot where to take him and got on a phone calling the Prime Minister. Shouting into the phone in excitement, Percival said he had it in writing. Only telling the Prime Minister that Fern agreed to let them bring home eighty-five thousand by air and they had an eighty hour window, but if they did that Fern would let them take up to a hundred thousand, but only in that eighty hour window. Percival had never said where the troops were coming from, but it wouldn’t have mattered.   
 
    Only hearing the timeline, and unrest was getting much worse, the Prime Minister ordered the military to take orders from Percival. Within the hour, over three hundred heavy lifters were leaving England flying across the pond.   
 
    When the choppers landed in Greenwood, Mississippi at the Fourth Army’s headquarters, the aides took off as Percival called President Gifford. Never letting Gifford speak, Percival said Fern might be open to a ceasefire if the UK units left as agreed and no federal or UN forces advanced from current positions or fired at Republic forces.  
 
    Percival then hung up on Gifford before he started shouting at the general over Fourth Army. Gifford made the military staff put out to all troops not to fire at Republic troops unless they advanced, and any forces trying to attack Republic positions would be shot at from the front by Republic and the rear by UN forces. All aircraft were pulled back from the front and troops huddled down thankfully, hoping the madness was over.  
 
    The general over Fourth Army started yelling at Percival that they couldn’t just leave their equipment before a junior officer came over with a directive that said Percival was in charge. Not liking it, the general told his staff to start relaying orders for troops to leave equipment and head to the Jackson airport. 
 
    On the ground, the British troops were tired of fighting in this war and couldn’t care less about the equipment, they were ready to go home. They were losing nearly as many in combat as from the civilian population. All of them had figured out real fast that those in the South and Midwest hadn’t turned over their weapons when ordered. None of them knew of the turmoil at home. They only knew a few riots were going on because they’d gotten it from the Sin Eater broadcasts. When they reached home, they soon found out it was a full-scale civil war. But their heavy equipment was left behind. Yes, they had some here, but they didn’t want to shoot at their families, friends, and neighbors. A month after landing, over half would find themselves fighting for freedom.  
 
    At noon from Republic lines, nobody noticed tanks and heavy trucks moving to the Mississippi River toward Greenville, Mississippi from Arkansas. The trucks were pulling two pontoon bridges, each over a mile long. The bridge in Greenville had been knocked out, but that’s what the pontoon bridges were for. By one o’clock they were in the river, and the first Republic troops started to cross. They didn’t attack, they just waited until the British left a position and pulled up to occupy it. By ten that night, all British units were in Jackson as the first of the planes started landing. Without firing a shot, the Republic captured a fifty-mile-wide front all the way to Interstate fifty-five, over two thousand square miles.  
 
    All the equipment left, well, it soon found itself being pulled back across the river to arm a Republic Army.  
 
    President Fern moved amongst the troops still under arms and his troops took inspiration, having no idea how in the hell the President got the British to leave. After meeting and moving among the troops, Fern headed back to the barn as his choppers landed. “I think I want Reaper on my staff,” he told Wagner.  
 
    “Sir, you really need to think about that,” Wagner warned. “He told us he didn’t want us wasting troops, but his main reason was so we would stay out of his way. Would you really want someone who marches to his own drum?”  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, but damn, look what we just got! Can you honestly say we could’ve done this without him?” Fern asked.  
 
    “Hell no, we couldn’t have done any of this without him and those Sin Eaters,” Wagner chuckled. “I’m just glad they’re on our side. I’m still trying to believe this isn’t a dream.”  
 
    “Me, too, on both accounts,” Fern said, running for his chopper. 
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 Chapter Six 
 
    You don’t want to be a Sin Eater 
 
    It was the morning after Percival met with Fern, and Marshall was just outside Atlanta. He stopped and looked around at the carnage. The Sin Eaters had done some sick shit, but this was by far the most bizarre. The Sin Eaters had hit a support and logistical unit in the night; one hundred and fifty-three soldiers. Since the Marines had crossed the Mississippi just six days ago, the Sin Eaters had been moving nonstop. This was the ninth attack site Marshall had been to in those six days. The Sin Eaters had hit everything from University campus dorms, food distribution centers, soft targets and yesterday, three bars in Chattanooga where UN troops visited. They had killed everyone including the bartenders, waitresses, strippers, and they’d done it up close and personal. The broadcasts were now several times a day, and there was a noticeable difference in the Federal general population.  
 
    Reaper repeated in each one now, ‘any who weren’t fighting for freedom were his enemies, just sins to be consumed’. 
 
    But looking at the chilling scene in front of him, even Marshall gave pause. Nearly every one of the troops had been taken with a knife, but not cut up. Then they’d been posed in a small field, and that’s what was freaking him out. Male troops were posed in sexual acts with each other. There was every sexual position displayed from doggie style to spit roast. There was even a male bent over with another male’s head shoved up his anus, literally. But it was only male troops. The females were positioned around the group, posed in mid clap like they were cheering.   
 
    Stepping over to the side, Marshall looked at one of the few females posed nude. She was pointing at her crotch while kneeling in front of her were three naked men. Between the female’s breasts was a Sin Eater card, nailed to her sternum.  
 
    “Colonel,” Bolton said behind him as Marshall studied the scene the female corpse was putting on for the three dead men. “Is he calling us gay?” Bolton asked.  
 
    Giving a long sigh, “Really, Bolton?” Marshall groaned. “You’re thinking it’s personal, don’t look at the site like that. This is just another attack site, and you can tell what your enemy is thinking by his attacks,” Marshall instructed, turning around and motioning out to the field of posed corpses. “Granted, it isn’t this macabre. No, this is a message,” Marshall clarified, studying each posed group.  
 
    “So what are they telling us?” Bolton asked. He had been with Marshall since before the collapse, nearly his entire military career in fact, and this was the weirdest shit he had ever heard of, much less seen.  
 
    Lifting his arm and not looking but pointing to the dead woman pointing at her crotch, “He’s telling us we’re too stupid to even fuck a woman,” Marshall mocked, but was studying the area very closely.  
 
    Turning to look around, Bolton just couldn’t see that. “I want to help, sir, but how did you come by that?” Bolton admitted.   
 
    “Captain, you don’t even need a brain to breed and none of these troops are breeding,” Marshall informed him, pointing to a male corpse posed humping a tree and then another posed like he was trying to fuck a dead dog. “No women were posed in the sexual acts,” Marshall explained, then pointed at the corpse with its head up another corpse’s ass. “Remember, that’s the commanding officer.”  
 
    Still thinking that was a stretch, “I think I see, sir, but why? They’ve never done shit like this before,” Bolton said and gave a mental prayer that this wasn’t going to become common practice.  
 
    “Reaper wants me to find something. He’s telling me we’re so stupid, we don’t know to breed with females, and the commanding officer has his head shoved up someone’s ass like I’m supposed to find something,” Marshall mumbled and moved away, walking through the posed corpses. Not about to let Marshall out of his sight, Bolton followed. For twenty minutes Marshall moved through and around the field, then moved along the outside to circle the group.  
 
    “Bolton, look at all the ones in doggie style!” Marshall bellowed and Bolton did.  
 
    Looking at them, he saw what Marshall was talking about. “They’re all facing east,” Bolton replied.  
 
    “Almost. They’re all looking at the corner of the field to the east,” Marshall corrected and took off walking. Looking back, Bolton waved at the security detail to follow but for them to stay on the edge of the field in case Marshall wanted the scene undisturbed.  
 
    Halfway across the field they saw a small building just back from the trees. “Want me to get EOD to clear it?” Bolton asked.  
 
    “Captain, if he wanted us dead he, could’ve done that already. Reaper wants me to see what’s inside, to see if I was smart enough to find what he left,” Marshall commented, reaching the small metal building. It was small and could be bought anywhere. Most people used them to store lawnmowers like the ones sitting around the building now like they had been taken out. Reaching out and grabbing the two sliding doors Marshall pulled, sliding them open.  
 
    The only thing in the building was a table with a remote control, flat screen TV, and a DVD player. When Marshall had opened the door Bolton had closed his eyes and cringed, expecting an explosion. He cracked his eyes open to see Marshall grabbing the remote and turning the TV on. “Where’s the power coming from?” Bolton mumbled and moved up to see an extension cord hooked to the TV and DVD player, running out under the back wall.  
 
    As Bolton turned to tell a soldier to trace down the power cord, “Captain, don’t,” Marshall advised as the screen started powering up. “I’m certain there are traps along that extension cord. Reaper wanted us to find this. When we see what this is, then EOD can trace the cord down.”  
 
    Bolton nodded as the screen came on and showed trees. All of a sudden, a figure they knew very well came onto the screen. “Oh Sebastian, I was beginning to think you were beyond a dumbass cocksucker,” Reaper laughed. “Like the latest attack? The sins consumed were very gratifying.” 
 
    “Oh, I so fucking hate this childish motherfucker,” Marshall growled.  
 
    “Hey, Bolton,” Reaper called out. “Talked to your mom and dad lately?” Reaper asked and Bolton gasped. “Don’t worry, your mom fell and broke her hip,” Reaper smirked. “Well, we pushed her down and then jumped on her till her hip broke. Fucking bitch wouldn’t even cry out, ‘I’ve fallen and can’t get up’.” Reaper taunted. 
 
    Pushing the pause button Marshall turned to Bolton, “Son, go,” Marshall said. 
 
    “You can’t pause me, fuck wad,” Reaper howled out and Marshall whipped his head back to the screen, realizing this was ‘live’. “So, you goin’ to tell me where in the fuck your base is at so I can visit? Alexander can’t find that bitch and he can find any fucking thing.”     
 
    Locking eyes with the screen, “Why don’t you tell me where yours is?” Marshall offered. His base wasn’t listed on any computer. 
 
    “When we set back up, I will. Why didn’t you wait in Boston? We were coming back,” Reaper chuckled. “The team there wasn’t that good, we talked to them, and I don’t know how but those boys wouldn’t give it up. We’ve been all around Troy, Michigan and can’t find your shit.”  
 
    Fighting to remain calm because his base was near Troy; Troy, North Carolina, “My troops are the best and I will repay you for that,” Marshall growled. “But you should’ve looked harder and you would’ve found us. We just aren’t in the open.” 
 
    Nodding, “Well then, we shall play hide and seek,” Reaper countered, then held up a picture to the camera. “See? Your mom and dad are okay, Bolton,” Reaper said and Bolton bent over, puking. Taking the picture back and looking at it, Reaper shrugged. “Well, they look fine to me considering the sisters only spent two hours with them. That alone says they look fine.” 
 
    “Everyone you know will die, I swear,” Marshall growled.  
 
    Slowly shaking his head, Reaper’s demeanor changed. “Why the fuck do you think I’m here with Sin Eaters, cock monkey? The feds or UN have already done that. Now we’re going to show you what it feels like. We have no ties to the world anymore, only sins that need to be consumed.”  
 
    “Then I’ll kill any who knew you,” Marshall vowed.  
 
    “You better be glad your mom and dad headed to Switzerland, fucker, but have you talked to your little sister?” Reaper asked and the color drained from Marshall’s face. “Bitch was hard to find but Alexander is good, and I will get to mommie and daddie, dickhead.” Reaper teased and motioned with his arm for someone out of the view of the camera. 
 
    Marshall froze seeing Pain and Misery pull his baby sister in front of the screen. “Sebastian, you get to decide how long your sister and her family get to spend with the sisters. The location where I am is there, and thank you for not trying to triangulate. See ya,” Reaper taunted, and the screen went blank.  
 
    Ripping his pistol out, Marshall emptied it into the screen.  
 
    A hundred miles away, Reaper stood up and turned to the sisters, “Start,” he commanded as Marshall’s sister cried out into the gag in her mouth. He turned to her husband and three kids. Pain drove her fist into the sister’s stomach, dropping her to the ground as Reaper walked off. They had met up with Death this morning because his team was the one who’d gone to secure Marshall’s sister from Virginia Beach. Oracle had just located her, even though the sister had been in the states for six months they had just found out. The rest of the family was in Switzerland at their villa there. Yes, the Marshalls were rich.  
 
    “Why in the fuck can’t we just kill Marshall?” Havoc asked. “Reaper, that fucker is good at what he does and is as devious as shit.”  
 
    Moving over to the Flyer, “Oh, I’ll admit that, but I know him and I’m not worried. He’s emotional now, and that’s all the edge I need. He was getting angry but now, he’s going to fall far behind,” Reaper stated with a certainty Havoc didn’t feel watching Reaper pick up a map. “We head back to Hades in two hours. I figure Marshall will find where I left the message in three.”  
 
    Coming over, “You really leave message?” Ubiytsa cried out.  
 
    Scoffing, “Yes,” Reaper answered. “When we pull in we do maintenance, and I want to be back out in twenty-four hours.”  
 
    “Okay,” Havoc nodded as Ubiytsa walked off, mumbling in Russian. “Where did you leave the message?” 
 
    When Reaper turned to look at him, Havoc could tell he was grinning. “On the back of the Sin Eater card,” Reaper answered.    
 
    Hearing a movement, he saw Odin, Thor, and Titan coming up. Titan had a figure tied up and thrown over his right shoulder. “Fucker’s persistent,” Reaper said, watching Titan toss the figure to the ground. Getting tossed off Titan’s shoulder was like getting pushed off a seven foot ladder. A teenage boy rolled over, trying to gasp for air. He had seen them when they’d killed four cops at a checkpoint near Jasper, Georgia. The kid had run over, knowing who they were and wanting to join them. Just looking at the kid, anyone could see he had gotten the shit beat out of him recently. Seeing the boy was only fifteen or so, Reaper had told him to head to the Republic and they’d left. 
 
    Heading out of town through the woods, Odin called to let them know the kid was following on a mountain bike. When they were fifteen miles northeast of Jasper, Reaper stopped and set up the relay for the monitor. Just before Marshall had turned on the TV, Odin and Thor had called and said the kid had trailed them and was only four miles away. Reaper was talking to them on the radio and that’s why he wasn’t on the screen when it came on.  
 
    “Little bastard has moxie,” Reaper admitted and cut the bonds off the boy and put his knife away. Grabbing the boy by his hair, Reaper pulled him to his feet.  
 
    “God damn it,” the boy snapped and lashed out with his right fist. Reaper blocked it and drove his fist into the boy’s gut, lifting him off the ground. Yanking his fist back, he watched the boy crumple at his feet. Grabbing a handful of hair again, Reaper lifted the boy to his feet. Never in his life had Reaper or any Sin Eater been in such excellent shape. WW could cook up many things. 
 
    “You think you’re bad, boy, but in my world, you don’t even rank up there with a cloudy day,” Reaper snorted, watching the boy try to get air into his lungs. He could see the burning in the boy’s eyes, but it wasn’t directed at him. Every Sin Eater had that dead fire in their eyes. “I told you, join the Republic. You can fight with them. How old are you?” 
 
    “Fifteen,” the boy answered, dropping his hands from his gut but still trying to breathe.  
 
    “Too young for us, you’ll just have to lie about your age. They have some younger than that in the Republic Army,” Reaper said, turning to walk off.  
 
    “They killed my momma, my two sisters, and my little brother!” the boy shouted. “I was the man of the house! I promised momma, Teri, Gill, and Doug I would protect them!” 
 
    Pausing his step, Reaper turned around. “When?” he asked. 
 
    “Last week,” the boy answered. “We had a garden and we didn’t turn over enough for taxes. They wanted to take Teri and Gill to a visitation center as payment for taxes, but I went to stop them…” the boy paused, taking a breath and fighting not to cry. “My twelve- and ten-year-old sisters! I tried and they beat the shit out of me,” the boy said as his voice lowered. “There were seven soldiers. I tried with everything I had, but I couldn’t stop them. Momma tried to help and they stomped her down, but I was the man of the house. They tied me up and I had to listen when they…” the boy trailed off as his voice quit. 
 
    Wanting the boy to understand, “What you think you want, you don’t,” Reaper told him. “You have the fire to consume sins, but not the mindset, boy. Join the Republic.”  
 
    Staring hard at Reaper, “Let me just watch you, so I can learn how to kill the fuckers,” the boy begged.  
 
    Very impressed the boy knew he needed to learn, Reaper still shook his head. “You can kill with the Republic. We consume sins, boy. There is a difference, a very big difference. A difference you really don’t want to find out.”  
 
    “I can track, I’ll follow,” the boy announced and several Sin Eaters let out low whistles, very impressed at the balls the kid was showing. “I want to kill all the motherfuckers.”  
 
    Like the others, Reaper was impressed. The boy was surrounded by stone cold killers and didn’t care, he wanted in. “You keep on and you’ll become a sin that will be consumed,” Reaper warned.  
 
    Looking Reaper in the eyes, “Then kill me,” the boy told him. “If I can’t kill those assholes, I’m worthless.”  
 
    “You really think you have what it takes?” Reaper asked and the boy nodded. “Let’s see,” he challenged, spinning around and walked off. Pain and Misery were taking their time with Marshall’s sister in plain view of her husband and three kids. The youngest two were girls, nine and ten. The other was a boy who was twelve. Other Sin Eaters were forcing them to watch as Cyclops filmed it.  
 
    Stopping behind the husband, Reaper pushed Wrench away, who was holding the husband to watch. Grabbing the husband’s hair, Reaper pulled him up and walked him back over to the kid. Pulling out his knife, he cut the husband’s restraints off and then the gag. Stepping over to the boy, Reaper handed him his knife. “Kill ‘em,” he ordered, forcing the knife into the boy’s hands.  
 
    Stepping past the boy, Reaper saw hubby was taller at about five-six or so and weighed about two hundred pounds but was very flabby. The boy was stocky and looked like he had been raised in the country and only weighed about a hundred and fifty, but was very fit. Despite the shortage of food the boy looked healthy, standing about five-two with no body fat.   
 
    Looking down at the knife in his hands, the boy looked up at the man and stormed over. The husband lunged out to grab the knife and the boy stepped to the side and slashed, but the hubby jerked back, missing the slash as the boy started circling. Every Sin Eater, like experienced fighters knew, if you’re fighting against a knife, you’re going to get cut, expect it, take it, and move on. 
 
    The husband lunged, knowing he had a longer reach, and grabbed the boy’s left arm and started pulling the boy toward him as he reached out with his left hand to grab the boy’s right arm with the knife. Not going for the arm holding him, the boy slashed out at the man’s abdomen. He tried to jump back without letting go of the boy’s arm, but that kept him in range.  
 
    The blade bit deep, slashing across the husband’s belly and leaving a ten inch gaping wound. Instead of taking the wound and just charging the boy to take him to ground and smother the boy with his weight while trapping the knife, which would’ve ended the fight, hubby let go and jumped back.  
 
    Overconfident now, the boy lunged out with a jab and the husband’s right fist met the boy’s face, knocking him back and breaking his nose. Stumbling back, the boy tripped and rolled as the husband tried to pinch the large slash across his belly closed. If he would’ve charged while the boy was down he could’ve ended the fight, but again, the boy got back up.  
 
    Watching the man bleed, the boy grinned seeing hubby’s pants were soaked with blood. So instead of attacking, the boy just moved around him to let the man bleed to death or at least get weaker so he could cut him again.  
 
    Realizing what the boy was doing the man lunged, but the boy darted to the left and slashed again at the man’s belly, opening a large gash on the man’s right side. As the man tried to jump to his left to get distance, the boy lunged with him while slashing back and catching the husband’s right hand across the palm. 
 
    The husband cried out pulling his arm back and the boy followed. Just as the hubby moved his eyes to track, the boy lunged up, lashing the blade out. The knife hit the side of the husband’s throat and passed through the front of it, only cutting through the trachea but none of the major blood vessels.  
 
    There was more than enough blood to run down the hubby’s windpipe to make him cough and struggle to breathe. Reaching up, the husband tried to cover his wound so he could breathe, and the boy drove the knife under the man’s left arm and yanked it out before the husband could grab him, but he never tried.  
 
    Now with his throat cut and one lung punctured, hubby just wanted air. Gasping and trying to pull air in, hubby dropped to his knees and the boy lunged while letting out a yell. Knocking the husband over and dropping onto his chest, the boy’s right arm looked like a rapid mechanical lever as it stabbed down repeatedly.  
 
    “Good kid,” Ubiytsa barked.  
 
    “Well, shit,” Reaper sighed and Ubiytsa turned to him. “That’s not a kid anymore. We have a Sin Eater.”  
 
    “You no think he could win?” Ubiytsa asked. 
 
    “I figured he had a chance but thought he would attack with emotion, and he didn’t,” Reaper answered and turned to see the sisters on the kids now. Walking over as the boy continued to plunge the knife into the now dead hubby, Reaper caught the arm and the boy turned to look back, about to attack but stopped.  
 
    “Get up,” Reaper said, letting the arm go as the boy got up. Panting hard, the boy turned the knife around and grabbed it by the bloody blade to hand it back to Reaper. “Keep it,” Reaper told him, taking the sheath off his combat vest. “You got your wish, you will take the vow…,” Reaper paused, “Viper.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Four hours and twenty-two minutes after he had talked to Reaper, Colonel Sebastian Marshall led his company up the slope to the hilltop. At the knoll he found his sister and her family, dismembered. A sign hung above the bodies.  
 
    {I waited three fucking hours on your ass, cocksucker! Don’t believe me? Take temperatures of the bodies. I got so sick and fucking tired of your sister crying out for her ‘Sebastian’ I had Misery cut her fucking tongue out. The reason Wayne is cut up in small pieces is because he said his uncle would save him and get us. Well, I sure showed his ass, didn’t I? Stupid ass little boy thought you could stop me from consuming the sin he was. Yes, he was alive for three hours. Granted, he didn’t have legs after two. Sebastian, I told you I left the location at the site. You should’ve been smart enough to know the only thing I leave at every site is our calling card. You aren’t even worth my effort to consume the sin you are. After this war is over, then I will come calling. I’ll give you your sister’s tongue back when I do. 
 
    Reaper } 
 
    Everyone read the sign and Marshall’s men started to spread out to get out of the colonel’s way. “I swear, we will win this war,” Marshall growled in a seething rage. “I will kill every man, woman, and child in the Republic until I find one you care about. Then I’ll find you, Reaper. You like vows, so I’ll make one now. I will take you alive and keep you alive for years. On this, I swear.” 
 
    Bolton wanted to move over and just stand by to let Marshall know he wasn’t alone, but didn’t want to get closer. It was he who had found the coordinates on the Sin Eater card while Marshall had the company strong security detachment on their hands and knees scouring the area, even pulling apart the corpses. While they were searching, Marshall radioed back and had soldiers head to Bolton’s parents’ house in Maryland to find them dismembered and nailed to the wall. 
 
    Turning away from the pile of body parts, “Captain, get the evidence team up here and gather them up,” Marshall ordered. 
 
    “Sir, I’ll do it,” Bolton offered.  
 
    Not looking at Bolton, Marshall growled, “No, we’re heading to your parents’ house to see how long they’ve been dead.”  
 
    When Bolton nodded, Marshall finally turned to him. “I thank you for the offer, but my sister and her family are dead so no need for special treatment. We are going to catch this fucker,” Marshall told him.  
 
    “I’ll stay with you until we do, sir,” Bolton answered and Marshall just headed back down the slope. “Reaper can’t even run and hide now,” Bolton told the others and they all nodded, thinking it was very stupid to go after the colonel like that.  
 
    None of them understood: a Sin Eater consumed sins, so what was there to fear in life? 
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 Chapter Seven 
 
    Hidden hearts in Sin Eaters 
 
    Sitting at his desk in Tartarus, Reaper read over what Oracle sent. The Republic had pulled across the river and occupied the vacated positions without any problems. It wasn’t until the next day that the other UN commanders to the north and south found out the British had pulled out. They started to move their troops to cover the vacated positions only to get shot at by Republic troops. Since they were moving and were under orders not to fire back, they pulled back after losing over a hundred men, eight tanks, nine APCs, and never returning fire.  
 
    Units to the north around Memphis realized they were between two Republic crossings that were seventy miles deep. Not waiting for orders or even asking, they pulled back seventy miles, so the Republic couldn’t encircle them. Now the Republic was starting to bring units over to take up positions, since they now had control of a two hundred and eighty mile wide front seventy miles deep across the Mississippi River. 
 
    With Memphis now in Republic hands, troops poured in because when the feds had pulled back nobody told the gangs, and Republic troops were rounding them up. Justifying their methods to save ammo, they were tying rocks to gang member’s legs and just tossing them into the Mississippi River.  
 
    It would be a week later before President Fern would send a memo out to stop the acts, but there weren’t any more gangs left in Memphis by that time.          
 
    And the Republic was still pulling equipment left behind back across the river. They found two pontoon bridges on the fed side that the British were going to use to set up a bridgehead, and now the Republic had four pontoon bridges in Greenville. Two were used to move troops and supplies to the east and two were used to move the captured supplies to the west.  
 
    Even after losing all that, the feds and the UN weren’t making any attempt to break the ceasefire. President Gifford was sending word to Fern every day for a formal ceasefire, but Fern would just reply, ‘Still thinking on it’.  
 
    Putting the report down when the door opened, he saw the sisters come in with Ubiytsa. “I swear, if you don’t start using contractions I’m going to kick your ass!” Pain shouted.  
 
    “You are pain in ass, teacher’s pet,” Ubiytsa stated proudly. 
 
    Seeing Reaper looking at them, Misery held up her hands. “I’m not acting like a bitch, so don’t hit my ass with that bamboo cane.”   
 
    Looking at Misery as he moved and sat down, Ubiytsa just shook his head. “English words have too many meanings.”  
 
    “How many did you get from Jaws?” Pain asked Reaper as she sat down on the couch beside his desk.  
 
    “Six,” Reaper answered. “I used that fucking water pick so much I thought my gums were bleeding.” 
 
    Waving her hand at Pain, “Whore here didn’t get any, AGAIN!” Misery shouted.  
 
    Turning to Pain, “You’ll do my teeth next time before we come home,” Reaper told her and Pain’s eyes got wide. “I take it, the captains are on the way?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to do someone else’s teeth,” Pain moaned. 
 
    “Yes, Reaper, they’re coming,” Misery said, flipping Pain off.  
 
    “I told you that you weren’t flossing enough,” Pain chuckled and turned to Reaper. “She got six, but when Jaws popped her with number five, Misery looked over her back and yelled, ‘Goddammit, hit another spot!’”  
 
    Throwing up her hands, “All six hits were in the same exact spot. That fucking sucks ass,” Misery complained.  
 
    Nodding, Reaper had to agree. He still felt blood on his back because Jaws had hit him all six times in the same spot, and that short fucker could swing that bamboo cane. That’s why he wasn’t leaning back in his chair, and the only one in the room who did was Pain.  
 
    “I have never brush my teeth so much in life,” Ubiytsa groaned, rolling his shoulders. “I do feel Viper is in…” he paused, thinking, “balls deep shit,” Ubiytsa said rather proudly and Reaper turned to him. “His teeth are worse than most Russians. Jaws scream like… pussy girl when he look in Viper’s mouth,” Ubiytsa grinned. “He told one of others to take Viper to clinic and get started now. I think Jaws will be with Viper most of night.”  
 
     “Damn,” Pain said, turning to Ubiytsa, “you used all of them correctly, I’m impressed.” Then spoke to Ubiytsa in Russian.  
 
    “Spasibo,” Ubiytsa nodded saying thanks, but jumped in his seat when Misery spoke to him in Russian. “When you learn Russian?!” he cried out. 
 
    “Before her,” Misery laughed, leaning back. Her laugh froze and she jerked to sit with her back off the couch again. “I got to do better on my teeth,” she moaned.  
 
    “How many language you speak?” Ubiytsa asked Misery.  
 
    “Five,” she answered and Ubiytsa turned to Pain.  
 
    “Six,” Pain told him, then motioned to Reaper, “he speaks four, that I know of.”  
 
    Almost leaning back, Reaper stopped when his back said, NO. “And how do you know that?” Reaper asked.  
 
    “You do realize we listen when you talk to UN prisoners, right? Plus, you talk in your sleep,” Pain said. “I know you speak Arabic, Pashto, Dari, and Spanish. You speak Russian, not well, but you do speak it. When you asked me words in Russian, I really thought you didn’t. But on the return crossing of the pond, you had a very extensive vocabulary in Russian. Shit, I had to ask Ubiytsa a couple to find out what they were.” 
 
    “He make me blush at times on return crossing,” Ubiytsa confessed.   
 
    “I knew them well a long time ago in the past life. I’m relearning them so I can speak more fluently with the UN troops here before I give them to you two. I just feel it promotes a special bond to question them in their own language,” Reaper told them.  
 
    “That why I love this country so,” Ubiytsa said in low voice. “Anyone can go to learn or do what they desire and you no need have connection to party or Bravta. In past life, it was my second day I knew I never want to leave this great place. I will consume many sins as needed so this great country can be here.”  
 
    Leaning over, Pain slapped his leg. “That just proves you’re an American, Ubiytsa,” she said proudly. “I’m going to let you use my fucking meat cleaver the next time we go out!” 
 
    Misery stood up and was about to pat Ubiytsa on the back but stopped, he’d gotten hit more than six times, so she patted him on the shoulder. “I agree with Pain. You’re a red blooded American.”  
 
    Very proud of the sisters and Ubiytsa, “Yes, Ubiytsa, that is why we’ll consume sins, to make sure it stays America,” Reaper said, and looked over as the door opened. The captains walked in with Titan coming in last with Zeus. “Where the fuck have you been?” Reaper asked as Zeus let out a groan and just sat down. Leaning over to pat Zeus, Reaper froze. “Why in the fuck does your breath smell like peppermint?” he asked Zeus, but Zeus just panted and didn’t answer. 
 
    Looking up at Titan, Reaper found him holding up his hands. “I didn’t do it!” Titan cried out. 
 
    “Well, what were you doing with Zeus?” Reaper asked. 
 
    “Zeus got inspected by Jaws,” Titan mumbled and Reaper levitated out of his chair.  
 
    “That fucker hits my dog!” he shouted. “I’ll spar with his fucking ass until the next blue fucking moon!” 
 
    Turning away to look at the other captains, “One of you could tell ‘em,” Titan whispered at them. 
 
    Pointing at Titan, “Zeus followed you,” Death enunciated. “That means Zeus wants your big ass to tell Reaper.”  
 
    Taking a deep breath, “Jaws brushed Zeus’ teeth and found a cavity. Zeus has a dentist appointment tomorrow. It was going to be tonight but Jaws thinks Viper will be in his office for the next ten hours,” Titan told Reaper, but wouldn’t look at him.  
 
    “Jaws wants to take care of a cavity in a one hundred and fifty pound trained attack dog? Is that fucker mental?!” Reaper cried out. “I’m not holding ‘em down, that’s for damn sure!” 
 
    “No. Hate was a veterinarian technician and since she’s Jaws’ and Doc’s assistant, she’ll put Zeus under so Jaws can put fillings in Zeus’ teeth, but he thinks one needs a cap,” Titan explained, then mumbled something.  
 
    Putting his hands on his hips, “What was that? I didn’t get it,” Reaper asked.  
 
    “Jaws said you need to brush Zeus’ teeth more, and Doc said you need to trim his nails,” Titan mumbled out.  
 
    Sitting down carefully so he wouldn’t lean back in the chair, “I brush Zeus’ teeth once a week and trim his nails every two. He gets more baths than I do, so I’m going to tell them to fuck off,” Reaper informed everyone. 
 
    Holding up his hand and then quickly dropping it down, “Reaper, they did it to all the dogs,” Death told him. “Jaws said they were Sin Eaters and deserved the best to assist in our task.”  
 
    Taking a deep breath, “Fine, but he hits my dog, I’m going to spar with him for six hours straight for each hit, and that’s after Zeus takes his arm off. Someone needs to let him know. Also, my dog comes back with braces, Jaws will become my personal bitch,” Reaper declared.  
 
    Getting off the couch and stepping over to the desk, “You say that shit to Jaws and he’ll piss all over himself,” Pain snapped.  
 
    “Fucking yell that shit at his short fucking ass!” Misery cheered out. “In my past life I got kicked by my horse when I was thirteen, and that fucker hits with that bamboo pole harder! Make that bitch wet his pants!” 
 
    Stomping her foot and glaring at Misery, “Misery, stop embarrassing me,” Pain warned, then turned back to Reaper. “He’s doing his job taking care of us so we can consume sins. Like he says, Sin Eaters need good teeth to eat sins. Now, if he puts braces on Zeus, I’m sparring with his ass first.”         
 
    Letting out a sigh, “Then I’ll let you talk to Jaws, since you’re his favorite now,” Reaper said sarcastically.  
 
    Pointing at Pain, “Oh, you are kisser of ass!” Ubiytsa howled out and everyone busted out laughing.  
 
    When Pain turned to unleash, Reaper grabbed her arm. “That was better, so you leave him be,” Reaper chuckled. After everyone stopped laughing and Pain sat back down, Reaper started passing out folders. “Captains, these are your targets. Get maintenance done and I’ll let you know when to take off,” he told them and they all nodded.  
 
    “Havoc, I want you to take those piglets we brought in to Gabriel. Take Ubiytsa and the sisters for security,” Reaper called out, and the sisters glanced at him nervously but didn’t say anything. A knock sounded and Titan leaned back and opened the door to let Siren walk in.  
 
    Giving a nod to the sisters and then Reaper, “You wanted to see me?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re to stay in Hades until your next assignment,” he told her, opening a drawer and didn’t see Siren give a slight grimace. Reaper pulled out a three-inch-thick manila folder and handed it to her. “Start learning your target. You should have one month, but I’m going to try to hold off for two before inserting you to give you time,” Reaper told her as Siren grabbed the thick folder with wide eyes, now understanding why she was taken out of the field. She didn’t go on many attacks, but always cooked with some of the others when the Sin Eaters left Hades. 
 
    After she put the folder under her arm, “When you learn that one, I’ll give you the next one,” Reaper told her and saw her get a little flushed. “Just to let you know, you’ll keep your name. I like it,” he grinned.  
 
    Knowing he was grinning, “I thought it was only fitting,” Siren chuckled. When Reaper didn’t say anything more, she left to get to work.  
 
    “Havoc, tell Gabriel I want some of that jalapeno cheese his wife makes,” Reaper said. 
 
    War looked up from his folder. “The kitchen crew makes some good cheese,” he said.  
 
    “Not saying they don’t, but they don’t make jalapeno and Gabriel said his wife’s is the best.”  
 
    Taking that as a cue to move now, Havoc stood up. “Sisters, Ubiytsa,” he said, and put his folder on his desk.  
 
    “Pain, Misery, you drive the Flyer,” Reaper called out before they reached the door, and Havoc spun around with a gasp. “Havoc, you drive that thing like you stole it.”  
 
    “Well, we did,” Havoc pointed out. 
 
    Not able to deny that, “Yes, but I would like to keep them operational,” Reaper told him.  
 
    *** 
 
    Only crossing roads moving cross-country it took them five hours to reach Gabriel’s house and it was an hour until sunset. Pain parked in the trees and looked across the fields to see people working at the house and someone driving a tractor in the field. Grabbing the binoculars, Pain scanned the house and spotted Kassey just off the porch, sitting in the grass and holding a teddy bear. Bethor, Gabriel’s wife because she was an angel as well, was on the porch watching Kassey. It looked like she was talking to her, but Kassey was just rubbing her hand over the grass. 
 
    Ubiytsa climbed out and Pain passed him the binoculars. Like her, he quickly found Kassey. Seeing with his own eyes she was still fine, Ubiytsa gave a sigh and was about to pass the binoculars to Misery, but saw she already had some.  
 
    After checking the piglets and the other stuff on the trailer, Havoc walked back up to the others. “Get comfortable, children,” he said in a low voice.  
 
    They spread out under the trees, watching and waiting. At dark everyone at the farm headed inside, and an hour later they saw Gabriel step out onto the porch. Pulling up his rifle, Havoc turned the laser on and off. They saw Gabriel step off the porch and head toward them. When the others went to leave, Havoc stopped them. “No. Reaper told me all of you will stay.”   
 
    When Gabriel stepped into the trees he nearly fainted at seeing the sisters. Unknown to Gabriel they had been there before, but stayed back in the woods. “Havoc,” Gabriel said nodding. 
 
    “You need to bring your four wheeler and the big empty dog crates so we can swap out,” Havoc told him. “Heard anything?” 
 
    Nodding and cutting his eyes at the sisters, “A, um, visitation center was put in Bristol,” he mumbled. “And there are nine helicopters that have rockets on their sides stationed in Kingsport now.” 
 
    “Good job,” Havoc said. “Reaper wants some of that jalapeno cheese your wife makes.”  
 
    “I’ll bring ten pounds,” Gabriel answered.  
 
    “When you come back, bring Kassey with you,” Havoc told him. 
 
    About to leave, Gabriel paused, “Can my wife come and bring Kassey with me? Kassey doesn’t like going outside at night.” When Havoc nodded, Gabriel left. 
 
    Havoc watched Gabriel walk back as the other three turned to him in shock. “Shut the fuck up,” he growled at them.   
 
    It wasn’t long and the three saw a UTV pulling a trailer coming back across the field. When Gabriel stopped, Kassey jumped out holding her teddy bear in the crook of one arm, shocking Gabriel and his wife. She ran toward the dark figures in the trees and latched onto Ubiytsa’s leg. “I knew you would check on me,” she said in a small voice.  
 
    Like Gabriel’s wife, Ubiytsa had never heard her speak and was thankful to hear it. Reaching down and caressing Kassey’s head, “Milyy malen’kly vorobey,” he said softly and Havoc turned to Pain, but Misery answered. 
 
    “Darling little sparrow,” Misery translated. Gabriel’s wife got out of the UTV in shock since Kassey had never spoken around her, but Gabriel had heard her speak before.  
 
    Keeping his voice even, “Are you well?” Ubiytsa asked.  
 
    Tilting her head back to look up at Ubiytsa, “Yes, Ubiytsa. They are very nice to me here,” she told him, and he gave a startle when she said his name. “Have you killed more of the bad men so they can’t find me?” 
 
    Darkness filled Ubiytsa’s eyes, “Yes, little sparrow,” he forced out in a calm voice and she buried her face in his legs. Letting go of Ubiytsa’s leg, she reached up and grabbed his shirt to pull him down. Understanding, Ubiytsa dropped to one knee and she still wasn’t eye-to-eye with him.  
 
    Reaching out, she caressed his mask. “Thank you,” she whispered.  
 
    “I will kill them all so you no worry,” he told her, then cut his eyes to the sisters and then Havoc. Giving a long sigh, he reached in his shirt and pulled out a soft doll that had long brown hair just like Kassey’s.  
 
    “To keep company with you while I hunt… pidarasy,” Ubiytsa told her. 
 
    Misery turned expecting Havoc to want a translation, but he was just watching Kassey. Feeling her look at him, “‘Motherfuckers’. I know that one because Reaper’s used it several times,” Havoc told her.  
 
    “Yep, he can curse in more languages than anyone,” Pain agreed as she turned to stare at Havoc. Giving a sigh, she reached under her combat vest and pulled out coloring books.  
 
    “Say anything and we spar,” Misery warned, digging under her vest and pulled out a box of colored pencils. They both got down on their knees beside Ubiytsa and handed them to Kassey.  
 
    Kassey turned but didn’t take the gifts as she looked at the sisters with a smile. “Pain,” she said, reaching out and caressing Pain’s mask. Then turned, “Misery,” she said, moving her hand over and caressing Misery’s mask. 
 
    Both gave a startle, but Kassey just smiled at them tenderly. “You made some of the bad men who hurt me scream. You laughed at them like they laughed at me. Are you going to do more bad people like that?” Kassey asked and everyone noticed she’d said ‘people’, knowing men weren’t the only ones.  
 
    Fighting the urge to run off and bring one back, “We can’t even count how many we’ve done since you last saw us,” Pain told her. Misery didn’t trust herself to speak without growling so she just nodded.  
 
    With a tender smile, “He said you would,” Kassey told them. 
 
    “Who?” Pain and Misery asked together. 
 
    “Reaper,” Kassey said with a smile, then lifted the teddy bear. “He gave me teddy to watch over me until enough sins were con- cons-,” she struggled. 
 
    “Consumed,” Havoc helped. 
 
    Nodding, “Consumed,” Kassey repeated. “He told me that was your job, so others wouldn’t have to have sinners do bad things.” Pulling away from Ubiytsa, Kassey hugged both the sisters and took the coloring books and colored pencils. Having trouble because her small arms couldn’t hold them along with the teddy bear and doll, Havoc stepped over with a cloth bag. 
 
    “Put them in here,” he told her and Kassey did. Reaching back to the Flyer, Havoc pulled out a boxed collection of children’s storybooks. “These are for you. Will you read them for me, little Kassey? And next time we can talk about them.” 
 
    “I will, Havoc,” she promised, then hugged him. “Will Reaper come see me again?” 
 
    Losing the battle, Havoc hugged her back and then let her go, “Yes, but it will be a while because there are so many sinners out there giving us lots of sins to consume,” he told her. 
 
    Holding the bag, Kassey moved back to Ubiytsa, “Will you consume some sins for me?” she asked him timidly.  
 
    “It will be my honor, little sparrow,” Ubiytsa vowed as he fought not to tremble in rage.  
 
    “Ubiytsa, sisters, put the supplies on Gabriel’s trailer and get the empty cages,” Havoc told them, and Kassey followed beside Ubiytsa looking up at him with a soft smile.  
 
    As they unloaded the trailer, Havoc turned to Gabriel and Bethor. “Kassey was in a visitation center for five months,” he told them. Gabriel felt his blood pressure skyrocket and Bethor nearly fainted as visions filled their minds. “If something happens here and you can’t get away, you will not let Kassey have that happen to her again. You will make it fast and painless,” he told them, and both wobbled on their feet. “The war is turning and we believe you’ll be safe, but safety is something no one can guarantee. That comes straight from Reaper. Are we understood?” 
 
    Wiping tears from her eyes, “I’ll do it then myself,” Bethor promised. 
 
    “Bethor,” Havoc said, and she didn’t look at him since neither she nor Gabriel knew her angel name. Realizing he was talking to her, she looked at him. “Keep doing what you’re doing. Kassey is strong, but nobody should have to go through it once, let alone twice.” 
 
    She nodded and Havoc turned to Gabriel. “If you hear of large troop movements of hundreds, radio us like we taught you,” Havoc told him and Gabriel nodded. “There will be Sin Eaters around, but there are so many sins across the land that we must move around. We can’t get them all, but we’re damn sure going to try.”  
 
    Brushing his own tears off his face, “We have supplies set up to leave like you told us. If we have to run, we’ll do it like we were told,” Gabriel assured him. “And if it doesn’t look like we can get away…” he just left it hanging. 
 
    “Very good,” Havoc told them as the others returned. Kassey told them ‘bye’ and moved to the UTV holding Bethor’s hand, even letting Bethor carry her bag of presents.  
 
    As Gabriel drove off, “Ooohhhh,” Pain moaned. “I’ve got to kill some shit,” Pain growled out. 
 
    Slowly, Havoc turned to look at her. “Why in the fuck do you think I shoved that captain’s head up that sergeant’s ass while both were still alive?” Havoc cried out. “Kassey asked me to make the bad men scream like Pain and Misery!”  
 
    “That was so fucking cool,” Misery chuckled. “Watching Phantom moonwalk around you when you greased that captain’s head up and then Phantom chanting out, ‘Puuussssshhh!’”  
 
    “So Reaper gave her the teddy?” Pain asked. “Does he know we got her presents?”  
 
    Shrugging, “I don’t know, but I’m sure he does because you’re here,” Havoc answered. “You just make sure you keep your head on straight and wait before you make them scream. We can’t get sloppy, not now.”  
 
    Without anything else said they all moved to climb into the Flyer. “You really think this is the downward side?” Pain asked.  
 
    “Yep,” Havoc yelped out.  
 
    “Why?” Misery asked, cranking the Flyer. 
 
    “Read the message he sent to Fern this morning,” Havoc answered and all three turned to look at him. “It said ‘You’re across the river. Hold and stay the fuck out of our way unless we tell you to move’. For some reason, I think Fern will do it.”  
 
    Gritting his teeth, Ubiytsa barked out in Russian and the sisters nodded and chuckled. “That sounds really good,” Pain smirked and saw Havoc was waiting. “He said, ‘Let’s rip dicks off so they can’t make sinners in the next life’,” Pain translated.  
 
    Liking the sound of that, “I’m game,” Havoc said as Misery drove them back.   
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 Chapter Eight 
 
    Breaking Point 
 
    Standing on a street that ran beside a small park in Martinsburg, Maryland, Bolton looked at the dismembered bodies scattered about. There were thirty torsos scattered around the small park, but thirty-seven heads were stacked up on a children’s slide. On the brick building housing the restrooms was the Sin Eater skull painted in blood. Despite the macabre scene, Bolton still had to admit, the blood painting looked good with exquisite detail.  
 
    As if that wasn’t enough, there were sixteen houses down the street with entire families wiped out. In each house a Sin Eater card was nailed on the inside of each front door. They were still trying to figure out where the bodies in the park came from. Judging from the heads, it looked like soldiers.  
 
    Hearing footsteps, he turned and found a lieutenant handing him a sheet of paper. Giving a nod, Bolton read the page and headed over to Marshall who was looking at the heads stacked up on the slide. “Colonel, we have thirty-seven soldiers missing from Fort Detrick,” Bolton called out. He really wanted the colonel to change for the meeting, but wasn’t going to hold his breath. They were both filthy because they had been in ambush spots at likely Sin Eater attack sites. 
 
    Leaving the playground, Marshall walked over and took the page. “Makes sense, Frederick is only thirty miles away,” he said and Bolton knew the colonel was talking to himself. Handing the paper back, “Map,” Marshall barked, never dropping his extended hand and Bolton handed over a map. 
 
    Unfolding it, Marshall walked off mumbling as Bolton glanced at his watch. Marshall was scheduled for a meeting at 1300 at the White House.  
 
    In the last ten days, the Sin Eaters had committed forty attacks. Unlike previous attacks all forty were left in very public places, and even Bolton knew the Sin Eaters were doing it so the public would find the bodies. There wasn’t any doubt in Bolton’s mind, the colonel was getting better at predicting the attacks. They had already been to the other three scenes today. But this one Marshall nearly got correct. He had predicted the Sin Eaters would hit near Hagerstown, just a few miles to the north, and had a team waiting there last night, but the Sin Eaters had hit in Martinsburg. Three days ago the Colonel had started pre-positioning troops but was off by twenty miles until last night. This was the closest.  
 
    “They’ll move,” Marshall decreed, walking back over and folding the map up. “We’re heading to Ohio.”  
 
    “Sir, you have a meeting with the president in an hour,” Bolton reminded him.  
 
    Gritting his teeth and nodding, “How am I supposed to do anything with all these fucking meetings?” Marshall grumbled.  
 
    Shocked to say the least, Bolton just kept his mouth shut. He’d noticed a change in the colonel’s behavior two months after being assigned to take out these Sin Eaters. By the third month, anyone could see it. Never one to show emotion, Marshall was showing anger and frustration. Yes, Bolton had seen it along with some of the command staff, but nobody else. It went against who Marshall was. Cold, calm, and ruthless once assigned a task.  
 
    But after the death of his sister, Marshall was possessed with getting them. Bolton knew out of all his family, Marshall’s baby sister was the one Marshall had been close to. And her kids were the only ones of his nieces and nephews that Marshall had made any effort to get to know and like. Bolton had only been Marshall’s assistant since just before the collapse, but he had served under Marshall since enlisting. Serving as a platoon leader, XO of one of the strike companies, then commanding officer of that company, he had always worked closely with the colonel. One could say this new change was because of his sister and her family, and Bolton was certain that was some of it, but it was mainly the frustration coming from being outwitted by Reaper time and time again.  
 
    In his career, Marshall had taken down every target he’d ever been assigned. The longest had taken him six months, and that hunt had started in Afghanistan and ended in the Philippines. And on that hunt Marshall didn’t have near the resources he did now. Yes, Jasper Alexander was part of the reason, but the Sin Eaters didn’t act like any target before or since the collapse.  
 
    Following Marshall to a field as he called the Black Hawk for transport, Bolton gave a heartfelt sigh for his parents. He had asked them to go to Camelot, but they had refused since they were in their sixties, saying nobody wanted them. Not poor but not super wealthy like Marshall’s parents, they’d lived in a nice home and didn’t want to leave it.  
 
    He had been to many Sin Eater attack scenes in his career and knew the Sin Eaters had stayed with his parents for over an hour. Even now he could smell the blood and bodily fluids in the house. The Sin Eaters had spared no one. They’d killed both maids, the driver, and the gardener. Since all four had lived on the property, their families had died with them, and none there had an easy death.   
 
    Climbing in the Black Hawk, Bolton dropped in a seat and buckled in, pulling on a headset as the chopper shot up. Another thing he knew was eating Marshall, on every Sin Eater broadcast since his sister’s death, Reaper had a small field in the upper right corner playing different parts of his sister’s and her family’s torture. That was the coldest shit Bolton had ever seen. The only reason it was there was because Reaper knew Marshall watched each broadcast dozens of times, then watched them again in slow motion and even backward.  
 
    Now he had to witness over and over again, watching his sister and her family die.  
 
    “Briefing reports,” Marshall called out over the headset and Bolton dug into his bag before handing over a very thick folder. This was another area Marshall was failing. He’d always gone over reports every morning from all branches of the service. Now, the only time Marshall did was when he was heading to a meeting. Not even opening the folder, Marshall leaned back in his seat. “Have you read them?” he asked and Bolton nodded. “Brief me on military only,” Marshall ordered.  
 
    For a second Bolton froze, not believing the colonel wanted him to do his homework. Very nervous, Bolton pulled out his notepad and started going over what had come down the pipeline. Any action that involved Sin Eaters he didn’t have to worry about because the colonel had those memorized.    
 
    They landed just before 1300 and Bolton was still catching Marshall up. Throwing the bags over his shoulders and following Marshall out of the chopper, and when it took off and he didn’t have to shout, Bolton continued the briefing from his notes. The Marine guard held open the door and Marshall just looked at him shaking his head, listening to Bolton’s report. Bolton only stopped when they were about to enter the east conference room.  
 
    Secret Service agents opened the doors and Marshall saw everyone was just sitting down. “We could’ve stayed out for another hour,” Marshall huffed loudly. “Now we have to sit through all this shit.”  
 
    The murmuring died down as Marshall just headed around the table to the wall to grab a plate of food. Putting his notepad away, Bolton set up Marshall’s laptop and area, then noticed everyone in the room was looking over at Marshall as he fixed a plate. “Oh, I hope none here piss him off today,” Bolton sighed and several heard him. Bolton was thankful because he’d wanted them to.  
 
    Eugene Hearst got up from his spot and stepped down to Bolton. “Is the colonel all right?” he asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Yes, but he’s not in the mood for stupid today,” Bolton answered in a loud voice, and even Marshall heard that and tried not to laugh. 
 
    “I’m promoting that boy,” he said proudly. Grabbing a bottle of water, Marshall carried his plate to his spot. Passing Hearst, Marshall gave a nod.  
 
    Putting his plate down Marshall grinned, seeing Bolton’s notepad on his laptop, flipped open to where he had stopped reporting from so Marshall could continue while the meeting was going. Bolton’s notes were more in depth than his own, but he knew what was important and in time Bolton would too. But in Bolton’s defense, when he was reading it to Marshall, he was only giving the highlights, summaries, and facts. “I’m promoting him today,” Marshall declared, sitting down. Glancing back at Bolton along the wall with the other aides with a new notepad out, Marshall gave a grin and then turned to read where they had left off.    
 
    President Gifford walked in heading for his chair at the head of the table. He did a double take to see Marshall was already there. Dropping a leather bound padfolio on the table with the presidential emblem on both sides, “Colonel Marshall,” Gifford called out as he dropped in his chair, and Marshall looked up from the notepad. “The acting Director of the NSA said you took four NSA officers. Anything I need to know about?” 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, Mr. President,” Marshall answered, but saw the president wanted answers. “Three were those I turned Alexander over to and the last was deputy director Ingram. He’s the one who said to toss Alexander into a camp ‘in case they needed to talk to him later’. Maxwell approved it, but he’s been dealt with.”  
 
    Giving a nod of approval, “They are taken care of then?” Gifford asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Marshall nodded and Bolton shivered so hard, he dropped his ink pen on the floor. “I didn’t kill them. They’re still at Fort Mede inside the NSA building. In the main lobby, as a matter of fact,” Marshall told him. 
 
    Startled, “I’m grateful you took the time to trace down all who didn’t follow my order. But I really think we would want to handle that firmly because they ignored my order. By your own admission, Alexander is giving the Sin Eaters an extraordinary advantage,” Gifford said with a frown.  
 
    With a very evil grin, “They didn’t get off, sir. I took a lesson from the Sin Eaters with my own modifications. I trunked all four with a goddamned handsaw, but I left their tongues and ears intact. I didn’t zip tie their balls, I used fucking rubber bands. Last images I got, their balls were the size of grapefruit and still swelling. All four are in medical beds in the main lobby receiving very basic medical care to prolong their lives for years, and there will be no pain meds at all. I’m told their screams can be heard three floors up. I have a military detachment there guarding them. Every hour they go over and hit the stumps, except during shift change. Then, a guard is to stand by each bed and hit the stumps every five minutes, so everyone coming through the building can see and hear. Anyone caught not using the main lobby at least once a day is to be reported to me.”   
 
    Many in the room felt sick, but Gifford gave a chuckle. “I must say, that will get compliance.”  
 
    “Yes, sir. I sent you recommendations about actions like that yesterday,” Marshall said. 
 
    Thinking for a second, “I don’t remember any messages from you,” Gifford told him.  
 
    “It was by fax, Mr. President. I sent it right before I set up in an ambush.”  
 
    Flipping his padfolio open and leafing through several pages tucked in the sleeve, “Ah ha,” Gifford said, pulling two pages out. He read over them while nodding and then turned to one of the Secret Service agents. Speaking in a gentle, almost caring tone, “Go and punch my secretary Glenda in the face. Make sure you bust her nose and tell her the next time I get a fax from the colonel and she doesn’t bring it to me, you will chop off toes. I need her fingers to type but after her toes, her fingers go, and she’s out of a job,” the president instructed and the agent just looked at him in shock.  
 
    “You speak English, I’ve heard you use it,” Gifford fumed with his tone turning hard. Visibly shaken, the agent nodded and headed out the door and Gifford turned to Marshall. “Excellent recommendations, Colonel. Any who act stupid and don’t follow orders, they don’t get off so easy as being shot. We’ll make them remember to do their best with some pain and humiliation so others will see what happens.” 
 
    Nearly everyone in the room shifted uneasily in their chairs. Nearly everyone was uneasy, but not Hearst as he chuckled. “Yes, I’ve never liked the idea of shooting them unless it was done in front of their subordinates.” 
 
    Since this was a full meeting with all departments and cabinets, even the chief of the Supreme Court was at the far end of the table, “What do you think of that, Chief Justice Pyatt?” Gifford asked.  
 
    Not about to say what he really thought, “Bit rash and barbaric without due process, but with the presidential orders in effect under emergency powers and the new Homeland Act passed, you’re operating well within your powers to dictate,” Pyatt answered. 
 
    “Splendid,” Gifford said and put the papers back in before making a note on the notepad in the padfolio. “I’ll draft it up formally this afternoon.” 
 
    Looking around the table in a very cheerful mood, “I’m going to let the Secretary of Agriculture start this off because we can all use some good news. Baily?” Gifford said, waving out his hand.  
 
    Agriculture Secretary Baily stood up beaming with pride, looking around the table. “This year’s harvest is six times the predicted level,” he announced and the room erupted in cheers. Marshall lifted his eyes from reading to glance around and saw everyone shaking their neighbors’ hand. Just to make sure, he turned and saw Gifford sitting down and smiling but not shaking hands and acting like an ass who actually did something, and that made Marshall rather proud. 
 
    “Like anyone in here had something to do with this,” he grumbled, but his neighbors heard and they didn’t try to shake his hand. “Never ceases to amaze me. Worthless fucks hear good news and think they’re responsible for it.” 
 
    Sitting behind Marshall, Bolton nearly fainted because he’d heard it very clearly, and that meant more than the people to Marshall’s sides heard. In the past, the colonel would say things like that, but only to trusted members of his staff. Marshall never made excuses, he hated those who wouldn’t get in the trenches to get dirty, but only told those he trusted. To be honest, Bolton thought that always made Marshall very professional. Until recently, Marshall kept his dislike close to his chest unless you really pissed him off. Then he would inform the one who pissed him off right before they had an accident. But not anymore.  
 
    Almost getting up to say something, Bolton stopped. He didn’t want to piss the colonel off.  
 
    When the room quieted down and everyone sat Baily continued. “As I’m sure many in here have heard, yesterday we announced all citizens’ rations allotments will be doubling, starting today. Our military started receiving triple two weeks ago,” he crooned, looking around the table with a broad smile. “I’m proud to say unrest in every city has decreased over sixty percent since the announcement.” 
 
    “Feed the animals to keep them happy,” someone called out, making the table erupt in laugher. 
 
    Grabbing a pen, “That’s why the population calmed down so fast with all these Sin Eater attacks,” Marshall gasped and started making notes. Those sitting around Marshall just acted like they didn’t hear him as Baily continued. 
 
    “We started sending our allies food two months ago and I’m pleased to say, civil unrest is quieting down everywhere except England. France and Germany are reporting no riots,” Baily said as the president interrupted.  
 
    “Leave that to Homeland, Baily,” Gifford called out and he nodded. 
 
    Glancing at his notes, “As it stands right now, we can continue this ration allotment for two years with just this year’s harvest. Even if next year’s harvest is ruined, we can…” he grinned, looking around the table, “feed the animals and keep them happy,” he teased, making everyone but Marshall laugh as he continued making notes. “Those numbers include supplying active members of the UN who are assisting us in this unrest. All reports show we out produced the Republic. In corn alone, we produced ten ‘billion’ more bushels. Soy beans, we produced a billion more bushels than they did. Each of you has a copy and it is an excellent read because we are feeding our allies and ourselves.”  
 
    Giving a very heavy sigh, “I fucking hate stupid assholes,” Marshall declared. Still writing, “Excuse me?” Marshall called out and everyone shut the fuck up. “You have been able to move it from field to processing that fast? And put the finished product in storage?” he asked, purposefully stressing ‘you’. 
 
    “Um, well, I didn’t personally move it, but it’s heading to storage silos and then processing to be distributed with some going to storage,” Baily answered.  
 
    Still writing and having never looked up, “Then where is this food coming from that’s increasing rations?” Marshall asked.  
 
    “Our stockpile,” Baily answered. “We have the produce now to replace it.”  
 
    Flipping to a new page and still not looking at Baily, “You know, I’m a city boy. I didn’t see my first chicken until I joined the military and was sent to some shithole country, but even as a boy I had heard the adage, ‘Don’t count your chickens until the eggs hatch’,” Marshall told him and Baily just looked around wondering what the question was. “You say we out produced the Republic, on that you’re wrong. They don’t have to supply the population or allies that we have to. Just running numbers in my mind, that means per person they far out produced us and will have huge stores to call on to feed their masses.”    
 
    “Sorry, Colonel Marshall, what’s the question?” Baily asked timidly, and yes, he was very scared of the colonel. 
 
    Finally looking down and across the table at Baily, “Do you have the shit stored and ready to eat?” Marshall asked bluntly. “I ask because you’re using reserves to ‘feed the animals’. Yes, we need to keep them happy, but if an earthquake hits, a tsunami, or elves come and take it before it’s stored, we’ll have nothing to ‘feed the animals’. And let me tell you, I’m out with the fucking animals every god damn day. We run out of food, we’ll have to kill off half the goddamned animals here and abroad just so the rest of the animals can eat and remain civil. If you’re feeding them from the stockpiles and what you’re processing, you aren’t replenishing the food to feed the animals in emergencies.”    
 
    Understanding what the colonel was getting at, Gifford cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. Everyone turned to the president except Marshall. He just kept his eyes on Baily, making him very nervous. “Baily, how long before you can store enough to bring our reserve stockpile back up to one year of basic rations per citizen? Without interfering with disruption of food for the animals?” 
 
    Pulling out his smartphone and flipping to the calculator Baily started tapping away, glancing at his notes every few seconds as Gifford glanced over at Marshall, still glaring at Baily as he tapped away. Marshall usually handled his indifference much better. Making a mental note to talk to Marshall after the meeting, Gifford waited on Baily.  
 
    “Middle of February,” Baily answered, finally looking up.  
 
    “You do realize this is September, right?” Marshall stated.  
 
    Nodding, “Well, yes, my son’s birthday was last week,” Baily scoffed like he would forget what month his child’s birthday was.  
 
    Snatching his ink pen off the table, “I’m done,” Marshall declared before he got up and killed Baily with the ink pen.  
 
    “Baily,” Gifford called out. “You will bring our reserve stockpile back up by November.”  
 
    All the color drained from Baily’s face. “I-,” he started, but Gifford held up a hand to stop him.  
 
    “I don’t care how, I want it done. We have to have reserves like Colonel Marshall was talking about. Yes, I’m ecstatic and proud of your department, and it has done an outstanding job to appease the animals, but I want food stores back up to level for those animals,” Gifford ordered him. 
 
    Nodding, “Yes, Mr. President,” Baily said and dropped back in his seat.  
 
    The president let the meeting go on until the basic information was given out, then many left with only the military, Homeland, and senior cabinet members staying for the war briefing.  
 
    When the doors shut, Gifford turned to General Schmidt, “Okay, do you have the list completed?” Gifford asked with a depressed voice.  
 
    “Oh yeah, and it sucks ass,” Schmidt answered, flipping open his portfolio. “When the British Fourth Army pulled out,” he paused, holding up a sheet of paper and read off, “they left behind six hundred and eighty-one upgraded main battle tanks, two thousand four hundred and nine armored personnel carriers, over eleven hundred pieces of artillery, fifty-two Harriers, twenty-seven Lightening 2s, forty-one attack helicopters, eighty-two transport helicopters, four thousand tons of supplies, hundred thousand gallons of fuel, and enough ordnance for offensive combat operations for one hundred days.” 
 
    Jumping up, Secretary of State Mazzar shouted, “What the fuck did the fourth brigade have so much for?!”  
 
    Dropping the paper on the table, “I’m so not in the fucking mood for your shouting today,” Schmidt moaned out.  
 
    “Neither am I,” Gifford snapped, and Mazzar dropped in his seat.  
 
    Turning to Mazzar, “First, it was the Fourth British Army, not brigade. A brigade is only eight hundred troops, an army or corp is eighty thousand plus. Stay after class and I’ll give lessons on military units,” Schmidt grumbled, then continued in a more pleasant tone. “We were stockpiling, refitting, and resupplying the Fourth Army because they were going to be used to breach the Mississippi River. That meant bringing them up to full fighting strength. Before you ask why, the area across from them had the lowest concentration of Republic troops.”  
 
    “So the Republic seized all that?” Hearst asked with a cringe. Not because he was scared of anyone, but that much amounted to a lot of money that had just been handed over without contest.  
 
    “Yep,” Schmidt answered.  
 
    Dropping his pen and leaning back in his chair, “Sorry, General,” Marshall called out and everyone turned to him. “I can’t recall off the top of my head. Was the Fourth the only large contingent of British troops deployed on the front?” 
 
    “Colonel, if I moved around like you did, I would die from exhaustion in a week so you’re excused,” Schmidt replied with a grin. “But yes, they have two divisions still on the line. One’s in Illinois and the other was just under Memphis, but they pulled back with the others. I want to say they’re set up around Tupelo, but I would have to check and make sure.”  
 
    “That’s all they had on the front?” Speaker of the House, June Dawson asked. 
 
    Nodding, “Yes, we had pulled all their other units behind the Fourth Army for reinforcements, nearly half a million, once they had breached the river. We’ve learned on major actions to use same countries for reinforcements,” Schmidt answered, and she nodded in understanding. “The rest are scattered about refitting and maintaining presence to the population.”  
 
    Gifford never looked away from Marshall and saw he was still in deep thought. “Why did you ask, Colonel?”  
 
    “Just making sure I’m not making mountains out of molehills and I wasn’t. Fern saw a chance and took it. It was a lucky guess on his part that he picked the group we had supplied to punch across.” Hearing this from his own mouth set Marshall at ease with that, for a brief second he’d thought the Sin Eaters might have had more of a hand in that debacle than they hadd. Realizing he was overinflating the Sin Eaters in his own mind, he started feeling better. 
 
    Director Greene of the FBI spoke, “I’m sure they have spies, Colonel. It wasn’t a guess.”  
 
    Tilting his head back to look at the ceiling, “Do people just fight to get on my shit list?” Marshall blurted out. Everyone froze not wanting to draw attention, and Secretary Hubbard over Homeland wanted to crawl under the table, he had already pissed the colonel off enough. “For your information, the Republic thought we were going to push across above St. Louis. Yes, I know that for a fact and reported it to the president. It was luck. Percival asked for troops and the only area that held enough Brits to vacate enough space for a crossing was in Greenville. He got lucky,” Marshall said, dropping his head from the ceiling until his eyes rested on Greene. Greene’s face held a sickly pallor as he stared back at Marshall with fearful wide eyes.  
 
    “I didn’t mean any disrespect, Colonel,” Greene got out in a squeaky voice. 
 
    “Ah-hmm,” Hearst cleared his throat to break the tension. “How many tanks have we gotten across using the cruise liners that Colonel Marshall came up with?” 
 
    “One hundred and ten tanks and three hundred armored personnel carriers,” Schmidt answered with a flat expression.  
 
    Liking the sound of that, “Well, that’s good!” Hearst cried out. 
 
    “No, the Republic has them now. We-were-bringing-the-Fourth-Army-up-to-strength,” Schmidt enunciated. “Every month we’re getting fifty-five tanks and a hundred and fifty APCs. Before anyone asks, that’s how we’re getting the food back across the pond. We offload the armor and load up the food.” 
 
    Really not liking the fact that much food was going across so long ago, Marshall just picked up his pen and continued making notes on the Sin Eaters. “Well, let’s convert some more cruise liners?” Hearst suggested.  
 
    “Hold up, cowboy,” Schmidt told him, holding his hands up. “The Republic Navy has already tried boarding the ships and the guards killed prisoners until they backed off. They think we’re moving prisoners back and forth. We add more and they’ll catch on and just start shooting them up. They may not sink them, but they can hit the engines to leave the boats to float around until the guards lay down their weapons. If it ain’t broke, don’t try to fix it, sir,” Schmidt advised and Hearst bobbed his head in agreement.   
 
    This meeting was starting to give Gifford a headache. He reached up pinching the bridge of his nose to try to ease the pain. “Hubbard,” he called out and everyone shut up. Just hearing his name called out, the Homeland Secretary felt his seat get wet as he looked at the president. “You told me our tank plants were increasing production. Have they?” 
 
    So happy he finally got to give good news, “Yes, Mr. President. In August we reached the goal of twenty-five tanks a week. I’m pleased to report this month, we have reached thirty tanks a week. My staff says we won’t be able to go much higher than this unless we expand the contract suppliers who make sub-assemblies and ship to the plants. But I told them to attempt a goal of thirty-five tanks a week by October.”  
 
    Already knowing that, Schmidt turned to the president. “Mr. President, can we please stop bringing prisoners back from Europe? Each ship has five thousand women and children on it for prisoners. The Brits and EU are sending eight thousand back each time. Yes, we spread them out among the ships, but they send ‘men’ across with women and children. Each ship only has thirty guards. Using conservative estimates, that’s over three hundred and seventy-five tons of extra weight that could be used for ordnance because there isn’t much more space for armor. They’re getting much more than we’re getting. When they leave here, those ships are packed with so much food they’re riding ‘low’,” Schmidt ended dropping the level of his voice. 
 
    “General, you have any idea how much food has been going across?” Marshall asked, pausing his writing. 
 
    “Fuck no, and I asked one of my officers to find out, but it turns out nobody’s keeping track. But I’m betting it’s in the tens of thousands of tons range. Armor has to be placed and ordnance is bulky but sacks of food, you can pack and stack the shit out of it. Since we have to do it by hand, it takes three days with a hundred workers around the clock just to load the food. We can offload the armor and ordnance in hours,” Schmidt told him. 
 
    “Those ships have been stripped damn near bare. They’re carrying back over a hundred thousand tons per ship,” Rear Admiral Colene stated. “I talked to my counterpart in England. They are modifying five cruise liners to have two hull decks and will be able to send ten tanks and twenty APCs per ship, but they won’t be ready until March.”  
 
    “Whoa!” Hearst cried out. “We get two tanks and four APCs and some bullets from each ship and they get a hundred thousand tons of food per ship? We’re getting fucked! Taking a cue from the general, and using conservative numbers, going low, that’s over sixty million dollars of food per ship!”  
 
    “Be happy with that because cruise ships weren’t designed or made to haul armor,” Colene told him. 
 
    Tapping the table to get Hearst’s attention, “We’ll even up the books after the Republic is put down,” Gifford told him, then turned to Schmidt. “We’ll keep bringing their prisoners over as long as they send them, that’s part of the agreement.”  
 
    “Sir, we’re fighting a war over here. We really don’t need more bodies to guard and care for,” Schmidt sighed.  
 
    “That has been handled, General, and this is the last time we speak of it,” Gifford told him, and Schmidt took the hint and shut up. “How’s the war going in Cuba?” 
 
    Digging in his portfolio, “UN forces are getting their asses kicked,” Schmidt replied. “The Marines came out of Gitmo like rabid dogs and in twenty-four hours not only stopped the advance but pushed it back twenty miles. The UN forces there had almost three quarters of the island captured. But after President Fuente signed allegiance with the Republic, Fern authorized the Marines to attack. Against the Cuban forces, the Indonesian and other Arabic troops were performing rather well but against the Marines, one could say they’re just targets. The UN has numbers, but the Marines have the equipment and ammo to reduce those numbers. As one of my officers stated, ‘The Republic Marines are very good at subtracting’. Three days ago two MEUs landed outside of Matanzas, just fifty miles to the west of Havana. This caused a mass panic among the UN troops to the east, thinking they were about to be cut off. Despite orders to hold, units didn’t pull back, they ran back.  
 
    “Two of the MEUs that breached the Mississippi River were pulled from the line and sent to reinforce the MEUs already there and arrived last night with a Marine division. As of right now, the Marines hold over half of Cuba. UN troops are digging in to the west of Havana to try and wear the Marines down. Over half of the Republic Marine air wing is now in Cuba and they have total air control.” 
 
    As Schmidt put the papers down, “Can we use this with the Republic sending that much to Cuba?” Hearst asked.  
 
    Looking at Hearst, “Sir, you’re at every meeting. With what the Republic just gained when the Brits left, they now have more armor than we do. But look at it from a business sense, we just gave them everything to fully equip eighty thousand troops with the exception of small arms but as you know, the Republic is making more than we are. I will attack if ordered by the president, but this ceasefire is still holding and we’re making more armor and artillery than they are. We are getting some fighters flown over from the EU, but they have to fight through the Republic Navy to get here and the losses are staggering, but we are getting some. The longer we wait before committing to battle, the stronger we get by building more of a reserve of equipment to pull from,” Schmidt explained. 
 
    Really liking how Schmidt laid it out without being supercilious, “Yes, put that way, I can see it,” Hearst admitted. “Do we know what they’re doing with the captured equipment? I know they’re using it, but are they massing it anywhere along the line?” 
 
    Shaking his head, “Nope. Everything we can see and find out, it’s heading west to be deployed around the Chinese in Southern California,” Schmidt told him. “The Republic only had fifty to eighty thousand troops with less than four hundred tanks, and over half of those are old M60s they pulled out of storage. That’s all they can spare to keep three hundred thousand Chinese with over fifteen hundred tanks bottled up, but the Republic has control of the air. If the Chinese ever try to break out, they’ll have to cover vast expanses of desert and jet pilots live for that shit. Along with the fact, the Chinese will have to move through hostile territory with a very well-armed population now. Our best estimates say the Chinese would be wiped out before they reached Arizona,” Schmidt explained, then continued. 
 
    “The Republic couldn’t kick the Chinese out because they didn’t have the equipment to attack and the Chinese only have the option of defending, so it was a stalemate. Now on the west coast, the longer they wait, the stronger the Republic gets because the Chinese aren’t getting resupplied. Yes, they have the population growing food and everyone there has been eating better than those here, but they aren’t getting parts and equipment breaks. The Chinese have planes and helicopters, but over half, something like two hundred, are down because they don’t have the parts to fix them. Armor is much better, but if they move and tanks break down, they’ll have to leave it. That’s all a moot point now because the Republic has the equipment to send to the West Coast and force the Chinese out.” 
 
    Understanding, but not liking any of it, “It started out so well,” Hearst sighed, flopping back in his chair. “Do we have any reports that Fern is open to a formal ceasefire? Shit, I’ll pay the son of a bitch a billion dollars if he does.”  
 
    “You were there yesterday, Eugene, when I sent word to discuss this with Fern. Like always, he sends back, ‘I’m still thinking about it’,” Gifford reminded him.  
 
    “We have any idea what they’re doing or what they’re planning?” Donald Weaver, senior cabinet member to Gifford, asked. 
 
    “Right now, they’re resting troops, repairing equipment, and stockpiling. My intel has seen stockpiles being moved up for offensive actions, but I haven’t gotten reports about actions in the next few months,” Schmidt told him. “The forces on this side of the Mississippi are digging in and preparing some formidable defensive lines in depth. Right now, they have ten pontoon bridges up and are repairing one interstate bridge and a railroad bridge. My staff reports these will both be operational by the end of next month.”  
 
    Seeing Marshall still writing, Hearst wanted him to stop because Marshall understood how to explain this military stuff to anyone who had some intelligence. “Why aren’t they attacking?” Hearst asked, looking around the table. “There haven’t been any sizable battles since Kansas. And after talking to Marshall, I studied up and holy shit, wars are expensive. I read reports from Kansas stating some of our tank units had to be resupplied five times in one day with ammunition. Yes, when the Republic breached the Mississippi it was a battle, but it was over in a day. Why didn’t they keep going?”  
 
    “First, they had to secure their bridgehead,” Schmidt explained. “Yes, they were across, but if you just keep going then your troops spread out faster than you can get them across and they get wiped out and you lose all ground you took. By the time they had their bridgehead secured we had moved units blocking them in, so they had to bring in more troops and armor to punch through before they continued. Well, before they could do that, the Brits called ‘time out’ and you know how that ended. The Republic is doing what anyone would do if they’d just captured over two thousand square miles in a week. They’re securing it.”         
 
    Still glancing at Marshall who never looked up or stopped writing, “Thank you, General,” Hearst said. “Colonel Marshall, may I ask you some questions?” 
 
    Nodding, but not looking up or stopping his writing, “You can ask, but I may not be able to answer. I haven’t been keeping up on as many aspects as I normally would. This task of hunting Sin Eaters is eating up most of my time and resources,” Marshall told him.  
 
    This caused a round of mumbling at the table, but General Schmidt’s mouth hung open hearing that. Since he had met Marshall he’d been in awe because Marshall followed activities through all branches of service and the intelligence community. The fact Marshall admitted it worried Schmidt because that could be viewed as a sign of weakness, and Marshall had too many enemies to show any weaknesses.   
 
    “What do you ‘think’,” Hearst stressed, “the Republic is going to do?” 
 
    Turning in his chair so he could look down the table at Hearst who was sitting on the same side he was, “It’s speculation on my part, but first I think they’ll take out the Chinese on the west coast, and then when they get control of Cuba, they’ll invade Florida to open up a second front for us,” Marshall answered. “Hearst, I’m not over strategic planning and never have been. Yes, General Schmidt does contact me to ask me questions, and I give my input. Yes, I do keep abreast of what’s going on for the president, so I can answer questions and offer him suggestions. I explain what I know when the president asks.”  
 
    “Well, what should we do about it?” Hearst asked. 
 
    Motioning to the General, “Just what he has planned,” Marshall answered. “Build up our reserves and then wipe the fuckers out.” 
 
    Turning to Schmidt, “Why didn’t you say that?” Hearst asked.  
 
    “Hearst, we have several theories on what they’re going to do, and Cuba is only one,” Schmidt answered. “Before you ask, no, that’s not what I think the Republic is going to do. I think they are going to push into the rest of Illinois, driving east to Ohio because that’s where a lot of our manufacturing is, mainly armor. All we can do is plan, but the best defense is attack.” 
 
    With his headache easing and reaching over to tap the table, “Eugene, let the meeting continue so you can get a better picture,” Gifford told him and Hearst nodded.  
 
    “Mazzar, tell us about the rest of the world,” Gifford said.  
 
    Secretary of State Mazzar glanced at his notes, “The UK is in a full scale civil war,” he started and before Hearst could interrupt, the president stopped him. “When the troops who left here landed, they were thrown right into the streets to stop the riots. Not the smartest move, taking troops who have been in combat for two years and telling them to stop the riots. Reports I got from London alone were thousands of civilians were shot. But the main problem, other troops started firing on the soldiers shooting civilians. The military desertion rate is over fifty percent, and those leaving are showing up on the other side and fighting back. I talked to the Prime Minister yesterday and he told me it was going to take him at least a year to put this revolt down, and that’s what the CIA thinks.  
 
    “We just got word that Australia will be launching an aircraft carrier next year. A supercarrier in the Nimitz Class. Yes, they had small ones, but not anymore,” Mazzar said and that got everyone’s attention. “They have been busting ass and it will be in the Nimitz size with an eighty plane capacity. They will be launching another carrier year after next. And we know they have launched four new submarines, nuclear subs, since this has started. Australia has reached troop strength of six hundred thousand with over three thousand tanks. They have also mobilized all civilians into militia units so if Indonesia comes knocking, they’ll get slapped like a bitch. Australia is now a world power.” 
 
    “Um, how did we find out about their navy?” Weaver asked.  
 
    “News report,” Colene answered. 
 
    “Are they fighting anyone?” Weaver asked. 
 
    Nodding, “Yes, Indonesia because they sank some Australian cargo ships delivering tanks to Israel and India,” Colene replied.  
 
    Leaning back in his chair, “Oh, I so don’t like Indonesia,” Hearst groaned out. “What are the Chinese doing?” 
 
    “Rebuilding their army and air force and spreading out to all the captured lands. All naval production has stopped to divert steel to land forces,” Mazzar answered. 
 
    Mazzar continued and when he’d finished, Gifford turned to Marshall. “Ready, Colonel?” 
 
    Not moving to the end of the table, Marshall just stood up and plugged his laptop into the port on the table and the large screen at the end of the table blinked on. “As I’m sure many of you know, the Sin Eaters assisted the Republic Marines,” he said dropping back in his chair and everyone nodded. “I talked to a captain of the Tenth MEU who survived and he said the air attack was beyond precision. He reported ninety percent of his company was destroyed from air alone and the companies to his right and left were wiped out nearly to the man. Putting it all together, the Sin Eaters moved through our Marines, mapped out where they were, and that’s why they met up with the Republic Marines. I finally got corroboration of this from my intelligence staff.” 
 
    Standing up and looking around the table, “Now before I continue, I know it was discussed when this started that detainees weren’t to be held on the front lines. The president himself dictated that. I’ve scoured all reports and can’t find the order, so who the fuck authorized it?” Marshall asked.  
 
    “Colonel,” Schmidt called out and Marshall turned to him. “General Klein over the Marines ordered it. By the time it filtered up the chain to me I countermanded it, but the Republic had already launched. General Klein’s command area was hit and he was killed, along with his staff and Colonel Forrest over the Tenth MEU.” 
 
    “No, he wasn’t,” Marshall snapped and Schmidt gave a startle. Marshall looked down at his computer, using the mouse. A picture all of them had seen on the Republic News Channel and on the internet filled the screen. It showed Sin Eaters with Republic Marines. “General Klein was killed by Sin Eaters.” Marshall said and they turned from the screen to look at him, wondering what he was talking about.  
 
    Seeing everyone looking at him, “Look beside the Marine colonel’s feet!” Marshall cried out, and they turned and saw a severed head. “That’s General Klein and if you look on the far side by the corporal, you’ll see another head on the ground. That one is Colonel Forrest.”  
 
    “Aw, fuck,” Hearst moaned.  
 
    Shrugging one shoulder, “About what I said,” Marshall said, clicking the mouse and the picture left the screen. “I wasn’t able to check the site of course because it was behind enemy lines, but I got intelligence reports from the bomb assessments of the strike. General Klein’s command area was hit by Sin Eaters because bombs don’t nail bodies to trees.”  
 
    Holding up a hand for Marshall to stop, “I want to put orders out to all my Marines that Klein went against my orders,” Gifford stated. 
 
    “Sir, the only Marines we have are those in Washington and at embassies around the globe,” Marshall informed him.  
 
    “I read reports of desertions, but…” Gifford gasped.  
 
    Shaking his head, “I went back to talk to that captain and he was gone. Every Marine in our forces just left. We’ve caught a few, but the Republic Marines were proudly burning them at the stake for using ‘U.S. Citizens’ as human shields and Fern didn’t order it stopped. His ‘memo’ suggested the actions to stop. Sir, Republic Marines charged into gunfire just to take our Marines alive to burn them at the stake.” 
 
    Leaning over the table to get Gifford’s attention, “Sir, I gave you the report about the desertions and it stated, ‘Total combat Marine forces unaccounted for’,” Schmidt told him.  
 
    “The next fucker who decides to not follow my orders, I want skinned alive and rolled in salt!” Gifford shouted. “Colonel, please continue.”  
 
    “Now Fern has to be very careful how he deals with the Sin Eaters because his military loves them. They took less than a hundred casualties in that river crossing. The military isn’t assisting the Sin Eaters, but they damn sure won’t hamper them. It’s safe to say, Sin Eaters can roam behind Republic lines unchallenged,” Marshall informed them.  
 
    “As many of you have heard and seen, the Sin Eaters attacks have increased in intensity and tempo,” Marshall said, then looked at the president. “Like I predicted, once we quit taking wounded back from their attack sites, they quit leaving them. Their attacks now, I guess you could say are more publicity than military. They’re trying to frighten the population.”  
 
    “Can we expect them to get worse?” Gifford asked. 
 
    Clicking his mouse again as he nodded, “As I told you, Mr. President, they are going to keep escalating,” Marshall affirmed as a picture filled the screen and everyone but Marshall and Bolton jumped in their seats. “This was an attack north of Atlanta of a support and logistics company. The man standing was the first sergeant, the man with his head shoved up the sergeant’s ass was the captain,” Marshall paused, turning to glance at everyone. “They were alive when this happened,” he admitted and everyone nearly fainted. “My medical examiner discovered the captain died of suffocation and the first sergeant died of a heart attack. I have no fucking idea how the Sin Eaters did it, so don’t even ask,” Marshall warned.    
 
    Leaning over the table to look down to Marshall, “Colonel, I’ll put up a hundred million dollars for information leading to the capture of a Sin Eater,” Hearst panted out with a pale face and his eyes flicked back to the screen. “For information leading to the death or capture of Reaper, I’ll put up three hundred million. All bounty will be paid in gold.”  
 
    Jerking back very impressed, since the president had only authorized a ten million dollar reward, “That will definitely help,” Marshall declared, perking up and looked damn near cheerful.  
 
    Motioning to the screen, “Colonel, can you…” Gifford gagged out. 
 
    Clicking the mouse and removing the picture, “Sorry, sir,” Marshall apologized.  
 
    “Thank you,” Gifford breathed, then took a deep breath. “Have you confirmed if they’re using people here behind our lines?” he asked.  
 
    Getting comfortable in his chair, “Oh I know they are, but I haven’t found anyone yet. I had a team staking out the location in Jersey where we know they use and that team was taken out. All ten men were taken and I know at least one was taken alive,” Marshall said. “The only way the Sin Eaters could’ve known was a local had to have told them. On several of their attacks, they could’ve only gotten information from a local.” 
 
    “Um, how do you know one of your men was taken alive?” Hubbard asked.  
 
    Closing his eyes and gritting his teeth so hard they squeaked, “Because Reaper told me,” Marshall growled out. Feeling his seat get wet again, Hubbard prayed and vowed in his mind to anything that he would keep his mouth shut from now on.   
 
    “Ah, what?” Gifford asked.  
 
    Unclenching his jaw and forcing his body to relax, “Reaper told me,” Marshall repeated. “He had a video monitor set up and left me clues to find it. After I found it, I thought it was just a recording he wanted me to find when I turned it on. But, I found out it was live.” 
 
    Everyone at the table just gaped at Marshall, waiting for over a minute, but he didn’t continue. “What did he tell you?” Gifford finally asked because nobody else damn sure was.  
 
    With his face turning to stone, “He showed me my sister and her family tied up and struggling,” Marshall answered. “He told me the location where they were was at the scene. He wouldn’t kill them for three hours but the longer I took, the longer the sisters got to ‘play’ with them. Reaper didn’t lie, Captain Bolton found the coordinates on the back of the Sin Eater card, but it was three hours and thirty minutes later,” Marshall paused and everyone could see he was trembling in rage. 
 
    “My medical examiner confirmed, Reaper didn’t kill them for three hours and he left me a message. The only thing he leaves at each attack is the card and I was too stupid to figure it out,” Marshall told them as his face turned red.  
 
    Expecting Marshall to stroke out any minute, Bolton got up and put a hand on his shoulder. “Sir, you’re smarter than Reaper. Relax, sir, because you know he wants you angry,” Bolton offered, hoping to get Marshall’s blood pressure down.  
 
    “Marshall,” Gifford called out. “I’m sorry for your loss, and I’m sorry for what I’m about to ask. When did your sister get here? My brother saw her in Switzerland last year at the Halloween party your parents had.”  
 
    Sitting very rigid Marshall leaned his head side to side, popping his neck, “She flew over in April for her mother-in-law’s birthday,” he grumbled. “She flew over with friends in a private plane. When I found out we had lost the Atlantic, her friends flew back but I told her not to. A Republic plane shadowed their jet to get through air defenses and they were shot down by mistake by the French, but the Republic jet destroyed a refinery and got away.”  
 
    “I would’ve let her stay here, Marshall. You didn’t even have to ask,” Gifford told him.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, I put them in Camelot. She had friends there,” Marshall said and Gifford understood. There was a complete area where only the ‘special’ people got to live in Camelot. “They had their yacht there. I found out my sister and her family took the yacht to the family beach house in Virginia Beach. That’s where the Sin Eaters got them. The only way they could’ve known she was even there was a local told them.”  
 
    Knowing the neighborhood very well, Gifford was having trouble believing that. “Colonel, everyone in that community is one of our supporters. You think we have a traitor?” he asked carefully because even Hearst had a house there.  
 
    Turning to Gifford, “Sir, how many maids, gardeners, delivery men, butlers, security, and such work at those houses? All it would take is one,” Marshall told him. Seeing Marshall’s eyes, for the first time, Gifford was scared of him.   
 
    “Let me make some phone calls and I’ll have them all delivered here tonight and you can go through them,” Hearst offered. “It wouldn’t take much of anything to replace them.”  
 
    Watching Marshall actually thinking about it got Bolton very worried. “Get them here,” Marshall growled, and Bolton nearly slid out of his chair. “I’ll have a team question each one. They know what to look for. Any they hold will stay, the others can go back to work.” 
 
    “Any they hold become prisoners of war!” Gifford cried out. “You have anything else?” he asked with Marshall still looking in his eyes. 
 
    “No, sir,” Marshall answered.  
 
    “Then get the assholes,” Gifford told him.  
 
    As Marshall stood up, so did Hearst. “Marshall,” Hearst called out. “For your sister, I’ll increase the bounty on Reaper to five hundred million, and every staff member from the neighborhood will be delivered where you want them tonight. Any that aren’t there, I’ll find them and have them brought to you.”  
 
    Nodding with a wicked grin, “That’ll get the people to turn him over,” Marshall said, then turned back to Gifford. “I want to ask for one thing, sir. I want the best doctors we have on call. I’m going to capture that motherfucker alive and I’ll need them to keep him alive when I take my time to destroy him slowly.” 
 
    Not even thinking about it, “If you want, I’ll give you a mandate and a floor at Walter Reed,” Gifford replied.  
 
    Giving a relieved smile, Marshall just nodded as Bolton came over to grab the computer and stuff, shoving them in bags before following Marshall out. “Reaper may think he’s bad, but he’s about to get a lesson,” Gifford informed everyone and they nodded in agreement.  
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 Chapter Nine 
 
    Fallen Angel 
 
    It was the last week in September as Reaper knelt next to a tree. He was just outside of Georgetown, Kentucky at a small park. The sun had been down for over an hour and he was watching a group of twenty-three citizens. Mostly men but a few women and teens were there as well. They were talking and arguing but keeping their voices down, but Reaper could hear what they were discussing. They wanted to fight but didn’t have anything to fight with, all their guns had been taken. 
 
    Near the center was a man wearing a cap Reaper was taking as the leader. Just guessing, Reaper thought he looked in his forties. As much as the collapse and civil war had aged everyone, Reaper was basing the age on how the leader moved and acted. Appearance wise, the leader looked in his fifties. It was clear he was overwhelmed, but he was trying. 
 
    One man wearing a black shirt stepped to the middle of the group. “I’m going to fight just to make sure the Sin Eaters don’t come for me,” he told the group vehemently and Reaper couldn’t help but chuckle.  
 
    Feeling Zeus move, he just cut his eyes to the right as Havoc took a knee beside him. “They’re down,” he said in a low voice and Reaper gave a nod, watching a man with curly red hair keeping to the outside of the ring of people and constantly glancing at his watch.  
 
    After playing in Ohio to appease Marshall that he was close, Reaper was leading the Sin Eaters back to Hades when he got ‘buzzed’. After the Sin Eaters returned from England, Oracle had conversed with Wizard. Using what Oracle sent, Wizard made a satellite pager. Now when she got time sensitive intel, she could notify Reaper he had a message and didn’t have to wait until he checked messages. 
 
    That was why he was in Georgetown. Oracle had been snooping. 
 
    It was dark but the sky was mostly clear, so nobody really needed their night vision goggles but a few Sin Eaters were wearing them. From thirty yards away, Reaper could see the faces of the group. “Cover,” Reaper said getting up. 
 
    When he was ten yards away, one person in the group let out a gasp and the others turned to see just the mask with nothing but needle teeth painted on it. The man wearing the black shirt never said anything when his eyes rolled to the back of his head as he collapsed in a dead faint. “Don’t run. If I wanted you dead, you’d already be dead,” Reaper stated calmly and it was only then the group noticed Zeus walking beside Reaper.  
 
    “We’re going to fight,” the leader blurted out.   
 
    The group parted and Reaper moved to the center next to the leader. “I know, that’s why I deviated course,” Reaper told him and the leader just felt weak. Feeling lightheaded, thinking the Sin Eaters could ‘feel’ when others wanted to fight, the leader’s mind went blank. How else could the Sin Eaters have found them, his mind offered.  
 
    Letting his eyes drift over the group, Reaper couldn’t help but grin at seeing the red-haired man seeming happy but nervous. Then a look of panic filled his face when he saw other Sin Eaters emerging from the trees to surround the group. Moving closer to the leader, Reaper put his arm over his shoulders and felt the leader trembling.  
 
    Very slowly, Reaper lifted his arm and pointed at Red. “That one, you want to take care of,” Reaper told the leader as Red gasped and pointed at himself, and those near red moved the hell away.  
 
    “Me?!” red cried out.  
 
    Ignoring Red as he dropped his arm, “That’s why we showed up here,” Reaper told the leader after removing his arm from across his shoulders. “Seems ginger man here wanted a reward for turning in those who want to fight. We got word and headed over.”  
 
    Now it was very evident Red was scared as he trembled. “I did not!” he cried out loudly. 
 
    Shaking his head, “Boy, we already took out the soldiers,” Reaper chuckled. “We have angels everywhere. We fight with no one, but we let some serve to feed us information of sins that need to be consumed.”  
 
    Red finally looked from Reaper to the others in the group, and saw everyone looking at him with cold hatred. It was a few seconds before his mouth blurted out, “I didn’t have a choice! They were going to hurt my family!” he spat out quickly. 
 
    Instantly Reaper’s body language turned and even the citizens knew he was angry. But to their credit none moved, mainly because they were surrounded by Sin Eaters. “Oh, you lie to add to your sins against liberty? You went to the military two days ago, telling them you had been approached to join a resistance group. You even bartered for more, wanting money with the food, and got it,” Reaper informed the others in a dead voice. “I was going to let your group handle you but because you lied trying to conceal your sin, you belong to the sisters now.”  
 
    Red let out a gasp and was spinning to run when a Sin Eater lunged forward, touching Red in the back with the super stun gun. Electricity popped and Red jerked as his body jumped two feet through the air. He landed in a limp mass at Reaper’s feet.  
 
    “Ubiytsa, pull him to the picnic table,” Reaper told the figure who came up behind red. 
 
    Putting the stun gun in the holster on his left forearm, Ubiytsa grabbed red by his curly hair and dragged him away. Reaper turned to a man with long black hair and pointed. “You need to get your family and run because you invited him,” Reaper told him.  
 
    “I didn’t know he would do that,” the man panted out. “I’ve known him all my life! We’ve been friends since we were kids! How could the asshole do that?”  
 
    Hearing the man cry out, it made Reaper proud. The man wasn’t worried about being connected to Red, he was hurt that a friend had betrayed him. “We know, and before you ask, Red didn’t ask for special treatment for you but he told them who asked him to join, so you need to head to the Republic fast because the feds know you now and it won’t be pretty if they catch you,” Reaper told him. 
 
    The group watched as Red was tied to the concrete picnic table and more than one thought of running, seeing two Sin Eaters moving to the table. All knew who they were when the sisters went to work.  
 
    Lifting his arm and motioning to follow, Reaper turned to the leader as more Sin Eaters came in carrying soldiers bound hand and foot. “Follow,” Reaper told the leader as the first scream filled the small park.  
 
    After moving away from the group Reaper turned to the leader. “No, you can’t join and none here can either. None of you are ready to consume sins, but you all have the heart to fight. You heard me speak of angels?” Reaper stated and the leader nodded. “You would call them spies and they are the closest others can get to being a Sin Eater, but they don’t take the oath. You are the first that want to fight we’ve decided to help, but it was only because we were notified by an angel,” Reaper lied. 
 
    So thankful that he wasn’t being hauled away, “I’m willing to become an angel, it’s the least I can do. I’ll still fight,” the leader vowed.  
 
    Just looking into the leader’s eyes for a minute, “You are the first group we’ve come to assist and on the way here I thought long and hard about this. You aren’t Sin Eaters, but we will assist you in supplies and notify you of targets near or if we get word that the feds are getting close. Angels don’t fight, they do what they’re told, but I think you will be an angel,” Reaper paused and the leader could see the grin in Reaper’s eyes. “You will be a fallen angel. The first, Lucifer.”  
 
    Holding out his hand, “Take these,” Reaper said, and Lucifer did. One was a state-of-the-art satellite phone. Holding the phone under his arm, he studied the other and thought it looked like a very tiny laptop that fit in the palm of his hand. On the back was a thick rod, then he opened it and saw the tiny keyboard. 
 
    “My grandad had one of these when he was a kid, a texting pager. But I’ve never seen one with an antenna,” Lucifer said. 
 
    Impressed to say the least, “Very good, Lucifer. I’ve seen one in an electronics museum but yes, that’s what it is only it uses satellite not cell towers. The antenna was put on. I’m telling you, that fucker drains the battery fast. I’ll give you a small solar charger but find some portable chargers. The phone is for you to call if it stops working. There is a number saved in contacts. Now when you use either, don’t be near anything that can be tied to you. The pager can only text to another angel who will relay to us,” Reaper lied again.  
 
    “You can receive anywhere without being discovered. It only broadcasts out when you send and you have to be outside with a clear view of the southern sky. Come,” Reaper said, leading him back through the group past the tied up soldiers. On the ground were stacks of rifles, metal ammo cans, and fiberglass crates.    
 
    “This is for your group, Lucifer,” Reaper told him and Lucifer saw M4s, pistols, and some M240s. “The small cases hold hand grenades, the bigger ones hold portable surface to air missiles. I’d suggest not using those unless you have to, like if you’re attacking something and a chopper rolls in. Yes, they’re Russian, but we have instructions in English for you.” 
 
    Turning away and holding out a hand, Havoc stepped over and gave Reaper a notebook. “These are the code words used for the texts. You will tell no one, even in your group that you are a fallen angel. I’m sure you’ve heard I’m worth half a billion dollars and the other Sin Eaters are worth a hundred million. Some may come to temptation to sin against freedom and turn you in. I trust you understand?” Reaper finished, looking into Lucifer’s eyes. 
 
    There was nothing Lucifer could even come up with to express his gratitude, so he nodded. “Thank you and yes, I understand.”  
 
    “To get the commitment from your group, have each one kill a soldier with a knife right here, tonight. Make them look into the soldier’s eyes. You will do the first one. Anyone who can’t, will be a liability to you. Red’s family will be dealt with by you to show your group you’re willing to do what it takes. Did red’s family know?” Reaper shrugged, “I doubt it, but everyone must see. You turn against friends and freedom, everyone who supports you pays the price. You don’t have to be bloody about it, just shoot their asses in the back of the head.” 
 
    Feeling queasy but nodding, “I can do it,” Lucifer assured him.  
 
    “Make some suppressors so your group can practice shooting before you run off to attack anything. The notebook will tell you how,” Reaper paused when Lucifer spoke. 
 
    “Two here are machinists.” 
 
    “You know how to read maps?” Reaper asked. 
 
    Scoffing, “It’s been a while, served four years, I was nineteen delta in the army when I was a kid, Calvary Scout,” Lucifer said with pride. 
 
    Knowing what it was, Reaper nodded. “Then brush up because that’s what locations will be sent as, coordinates, if we get information about targets near here. But you don’t have to wait for targets. Angels don’t see or hear everything but if they do see or hear something, they let us know. Angels aren’t allowed to fight openly. That is why you are a fallen angel; we give you the blessing to fight.”  
 
    “I will do the same,” Lucifer promised, never taking his eyes off Reaper. “The others are going to ask me what we talked about, what do I tell them about angels? You spoke of them to the group.”  
 
    Very impressed with Lucifer, “Tell them angels are Sin Eaters spies and they are everywhere, but that’s it. We talked about how you aren’t with us and we won’t ever assist you again. All I told you was about the equipment and how to fight. We have sins to consume but if your group becomes sinners, we will come calling. You just won’t know it until you’re on the ground.” 
 
    With his mouth going dry and trying to swallow, “Um, how do we avoid becoming sins to be consumed?” he asked nervously.  
 
    Breaking the eye contact and looking off, “If you use your group to rule and take like a gang from common people, we will come calling. Yes, we kill some of those same common people, but they aren’t fighting so they are sins that must be consumed. There is a fine line, don’t cross it,” Reaper warned. 
 
    “Um, if one of my group rapes someone? If I kill them, will I become a sinner?” Lucifer asked very nervously. “Everyone knows Sin Eaters don’t rape, but what if one under me does?” 
 
    “That will be up to you on how you deal with it, but you won’t become a sin. It’s part of Sin Eater Canon, our laws, every Sin Eater must take the vow and the vow is for life. Rape is for personal physical indulgence in the degradation of another. Sin Eaters’ only gratification should be consuming a sin.” 
 
    Lucifer cringed as he grasped what it was to be a Sin Eater. “I only ask because there are some who said they wanted to do it, just to hurt the assholes more,” Lucifer admitted.  
 
    Turning back to Lucifer, “Just kill the fuckers, don’t get extravagant. Trust me, it’s hard enough to keep your sanity in war,” Reaper warned.  
 
    When Lucifer nodded Reaper turned as red gave a death gurgle. With an indifference like she had just tossed a bag of trash out, Pain came over followed by Misery. “Have your group strip the soldiers, you’ll need their clothes and then kill them. Their vehicles are back on the road. We pulled the lo-jack, so hide them somewhere. We’ll be close, but any who don’t show the commitment, you will deal with them yourself. It doesn’t have to be tonight, but I suggest it be soon before they run and tattle. If you are about to get taken, I suggest shooting yourself and destroying what I gave you. You won’t survive questioning,” Reaper told Lucifer and didn’t wait for an acknowledgment. 
 
    Lucifer watched the Sin Eaters move off without a word being said. Shoving what he’d been given in pockets, Lucifer moved to the pile of gear and pulled out a knife. He moved over to the soldiers and looked at his group. “Everyone who joins will show the others they’re in this till the end,” he told the group. Bending over and grabbing one of the soldier’s by the hair, he slashed his throat.  
 
    Several in his group puked and Lucifer was nearly one of them, thinking that it would be fast but it wasn’t. When the soldier was dead, he cut the bonds and pulled the clothes off. “Had to wash them anyway,” he cringed, pulling the bloody clothes off.  
 
    In the trees, Reaper watched as everyone in the group killed a soldier with a knife. After everyone had killed a soldier, Lucifer killed the last three left over. “This was the right call, Reaper,” Havoc told him. “We need the population knowing others just like them are fighting.” 
 
    Not replying, Reaper just turned away and moved back to their rides a mile away. When he climbed in the passenger seat of his Flyer, “I know, Havoc,” he said as Havoc walked to get in his Flyer but stopped. “The reason I’ve been hesitant is because everyone should be fighting and not just a few. That’s what got us in this shit in the first place.”  
 
    *** 
 
    At the same time Reaper was leaving, President Fern was in Dallas at a warehouse that was serving as the congressional meeting place. In a closed session, he had been there for the last ten hours along with all the congressmen and senators, debating the proposed constitution.  
 
    Even his own party balked at the proposal and fought with him to not introduce it, but Fern told them to take a flying fucking leap off a building, and even provided addresses to buildings they could use. Forty percent of the representatives weren’t associated with a party. They had been elected like Brandi, since those in the community knew them because they had proven themselves.  
 
    The parties didn’t like it because the proposed constitution abolished all political parties. It also abolished all political action committees or PACs. It spelled out in plain English that positions couldn’t be bought. Unlike the original constitution, this one outlined details all the way to small municipalities. Term limits were on all elected positions and all positions elected officials appointed. If it was passed like it was now, there wouldn’t be professional officials anymore.  
 
    Fern liked the idea even though he was a politician. He knew people voted officials back in office to maintain the status quo in the adage, ‘it’s working so leave it alone’. But this forced people to stop and think, and he could see there were some here who already didn’t want the common person thinking.  
 
    None had a problem with the overhaul of the bill of rights, but only a few backed the provision that any legislature introducing a bill that limited or attempted to limit any given right was guilty of treason. They would be tried and if found guilty, got the one punishment spelled out in the constitution, everyone just called it 30-30-30. It was thirty lashes a day from a bullwhip, every day for thirty days, and then the subject was to languish for thirty days. If they were still alive after that, they would be hung.  
 
    A student of history, Fern could tell Reaper had compiled some of this before he was a Sin Eater, but there were parts Fern knew were added when Reaper became a Sin Eater and 30-30-30 was one of them. It was easy to tell because of the wording. All the wording was very professional but some of the changed parts were written with a cold tone, and Fern knew those were the parts added after Reaper became a Sin Eater.  
 
    The 30-30-30 was one of the things many wanted to be changed. But Fern was fighting them. All laws passed had to be written out in common language and multiple examples given in the law. The new constitution clearly spelled out what ‘infringing on the constitution’ was; limiting the freedom of any right, and the new constitution clearly outlined twenty-six in the bill of rights. There was no ‘limiting freedom for the common good’. The new constitution even limited itself as in freedom of speech. A person couldn’t yell fire when there wasn’t one, just like had been ruled with the original constitution. If a person used their right to hurt their fellow citizens, they were guilty of abusing their rights.  
 
    Not one person even argued about the new first amendment, the right to arms, with speech being the second. The only thing limited was the possession of weapons of mass destruction like nuclear and biological. Chemical was listed, and the amendment made provisions for future developments. Any weapon that could impact theater warfare, killing thousands instantly by one person, was a weapon of mass destruction. Any citizen could own any weapon that common soldiers used. Artillery was listed as a common weapon because it didn’t impact theater warfare.  
 
    As spelled out, if passed, not even a small town council could limit any freedom without facing 30-30-30. Who enforced 30-30-30? States were the primary holders of authority over the citizens living there but if the state didn’t, those above the town council would face 30-30-30. Then the problem was passed to the Republic. The only Republic enforcement division listed was the Marshall Service, and they were used as congressional law officers.   
 
    All in all, the constitution was very well written, but it would effectively wipe out any ruling class ever gaining power again. You could be rich, but you couldn’t use your money to buy influence. Public money from the state was used for candidates running for office, any office, and each state would spell out in their constitution how much the candidate had to secure through donations from private citizens, and even that was spelled out. The maximum amount was the national average of a single day’s earning of citizens. Even if you were rich, you couldn’t spend your money on politics.  
 
    Any elected or appointed official convicted of taking payment for actions got 30-30-30, there wasn’t any other punishment. This was the main argument trying to be changed. Some said there should be other punishments for a judge to impose because a judge’s power was very clearly spelled out. They were to preside over the court, maintaining the rule of law was followed. They had no power to interpret. Laws were clearly spelled out by congress with examples under the new constitution, interpretation of law passed by congress was passing law without congressional oversite, and that earned 30-30-30. 
 
    Hearing others yelling, Fern just looked down at the binder that held the new constitution. The original was in a safe. It was four hundred pages long and on a whim he’d had the sixteen-year-old son of one of his Texas Rangers read some of it. The young man had no trouble explaining what he had read.  
 
    Another sticking point, the congressional electorates’ salary was directly related to the mean income of the average of everyone in their state. The only way to get more was to improve the pay for citizens, but the Republic couldn’t impose any standard. A state could, but it was very limited.  
 
    One that Fern thought would bring trouble really didn’t. Tax was ten percent and collected by the state only. The government collected tariffs and three percent of taxes from states. All states were to maintain a percentage of fighting forces with a limited number of ground and air forces under Republic control. This stopped on a declaration of war, and all military forces would be pulled in under the Republic with the President as the Commander in Chief. The only military arm the Republic had control over was the Navy. 
 
    One provision that did shock Fern was counterfeiting money, whether it was state coin or Republic notes or bonds. If a citizen was convicted, or pled guilty, there was only one punishment, 30-30-30, because this was a crime against all citizens. Any counterfeiting by another country was an act of war. If a citizen in another country was counterfeiting Republic monies and they weren’t turned over to the Republic, that meant it was sanctioned by the country’s government and an act of war was to be brought to the floor of congress. Another thing he didn’t like about it, prosecutors couldn’t offer a lesser charge, but he understood. It was a moot point now because the first Republic notes hadn’t even been approved yet. The only state with coinage was Missouri and so far that’s what the Republic was using, which pissed Brandi off because they had to supply the coinage for the demand.   
 
    Even though they were in the middle of the war, Fern could see a ruling class moving behind the scenes trying to maintain influence. Nothing like the feds, but it was there.  
 
    One of his Texas Rangers came over and whispered in his ear. Nodding, Fern got up and headed to the front. “Speaker, I need to be recognized before I leave. The feds are moving armor to our lines and I need to be briefed.”  
 
    Banging his gavel on the podium and getting everyone’s attention, the room fell quiet. “The President has the floor!” the speaker called out, putting down the gavel.  
 
    With his copy of the constitution under his arm, Fern moved up to the podium and set the binder down. “My fellow citizens, we were entrusted by our peers when they elected us to do right by them, not what’s best for us,” Fern said and a murmur went through the group. “I’m honored that my citizens entrusted me to do what is right to ensure freedom continues to shine from these shores. I’ve seen and heard all arguments and to be honest, all opposition is for personal gain from those here or some they know. I’ve told my party to go take a flying fuck. We can’t run the risk of this ever happening again, and must be ready to fight if it does.” 
 
    Many looked on nodding and others held hard, disapproving looks. “I want everyone here to think about the changes proposed. Can any of you vow, on your honor, that it would be for the good of the citizens you represent? Who would benefit from the changes? Certainly not the ordinary citizen, so who benefits?” Fern paused as many shuffled about guiltily.  
 
    He grabbed the binder off the podium and held it over his head, “I can honestly say, I did my best for my fellow citizen,” he paused, looking around the room. “If a citizen asked me, ‘Did you do your best for freedom?’” he asked.   
 
     “I could look them in the eye and tell them, ‘Yes, I did. I never put myself or others over my fellow citizens.’ This is a closed session just as the original was. But any changes to this will be announced, and those who wanted the changes will be shown to all citizens. So you better make sure the changes you want are for those who entrusted you to represent them in their best interests. Our job is hard and should never be taken lightly. But our jobs are a privilege that few will ever know. I want everyone who has put forth a change to ask themselves, ‘Can I look a Sin Eater in the eye and tell him it was for the common citizen?’ I can,” Fern stated proudly and fought not to grin as many jumped when he’d brought Sin Eaters into the equation. “Not only could I, I will give a public address saying what I put forth was for the freedom of our citizens.”  
 
    “Will a Sin Eater come calling for each of you?” Fern asked with a shrug, “I have no idea but I’m sure before I die, one will come to see me. I will be able to say, I did my best and if they think otherwise, I’ll take their judgement.” Everyone gasped hearing that and started glancing around nervously as Fern continued.  
 
    “We know they won’t go away when this is over, and this Reaper is very adamant they are for freedom and will do anything for it. Do I agree with their methods? No, and I’ve stated it publicly, but I can understand. So that is what I want each of you to ask yourself. When,” Fern changed his wording, “a Sin Eater comes to visit you, will you be able to say, ‘I did my best and my changes were for the common citizen so freedom and liberty could prosper’?” Fern stopped looking around the room and could see everyone caught the blatant threat of a Sin Eater coming.   
 
    “Then…If you can honestly say the change you want will be for our fellow citizens, because gentlemen and ladies, in case you didn’t know it, we serve them, our citizens, and that means they outrank us,” Fern told them as he put the binder back on the podium. “I’m sorry I can’t stay for further debate, but we still have a war to fight to ensure freedom continues to reside in this great land. What you pass here lays the framework. It will be built on for generations, so ask yourself. If you didn’t pass it for the citizens, they’ll be hurt and not like you. You pass something that isn’t for the citizens, a Sin Eater will do much worse,” he said and more than one gasped. 
 
    “I know everyone here knows the military and citizens love the Sin Eaters, though many are like myself and others here, we don’t agree with their actions but understand. You really think if a Sin Eater visits you and finds out you put self-interest over citizens and that Sin Eater judges you, anyone here think any citizen will go after the Sin Eaters? I don’t,” Fern ended flatly.  
 
    It was on the tip of his tongue to downplay the threat, but Fern stopped himself. This constitution made one and all equal and enforced it. “I leave you to debate this and send me the proposal this week for our citizens, and then we must get back to the war. How do you want history to see you generations from now? But more importantly, how do you want a Sin Eater to see you now? A champion of freedom, or a charlatan who puts others’ interest over citizens’ freedom so all are equal?”   
 
    Picking up the binder Fern turned the floor back over to the speaker, but everyone was staring at him with open mouths. Walking through the group he smiled and nodded at them but none spoke, everyone was in shock. The motorcade was waiting outside and carried him to one of the safe houses where the military was waiting to brief him. 
 
    The next day the constitution was on Fern’s desk to be signed and sent to the states for ratification. The session of congress was closed but videotaped, and Fern’s speech was played in each state assembly. In ten days, all states had approved the constitution for the Republic. Next a formal declaration of war was passed against the Federal Government and each UN nation fighting against the Republic.  
 
    Nobody was willing to attempt a change and explain it to a Sin Eater. All gave a sigh of relief when Fern went through with his promise and addressed the Republic, saying he could look a Sin Eater in the eye and vow this constitution was for the freedom of the citizens of the Republic.  
 
    When a Sin Eater didn’t show up for Fern, they were happy they hadn’t made changes. 
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 Chapter Ten 
 
    Hollywood, Sin Eater style 
 
    As the first week in October came to an end, Reaper sat on a hillside looking down at a small town in Pennsylvania. The entire town had been built after the collapse. He had satellite photos that showed the valley below was empty fields just weeks before the collapse. Then less than two months after the collapse, crews arrived and built a town and were done in a few months. Looking at the town, even Reaper had a hard time believing the town hadn’t always been there.  
 
    The town was built around a square with neighborhoods. The only difference from other small towns, this one had large apartment complexes, a lot of them. The town was Keyton, and it was built fifteen miles northwest of Altoona. It was built with one purpose, to promote a fantasy. The town currently had a population of nine thousand, four hundred, and seventy-one and nobody could move there. You had to be approved.  
 
    On the south side of town were two factories, both had been built at the same time the town was. One factory was textile that made uniforms for troops. The other made electronic components. Every detail had been planned out. Full size trees had been dug up and were now spaced out around town and in front yards on manicured lawns with perfect flower beds. Even Reaper was impressed at the detail because unless you knew it, one would think Keyton had been there for decades, if not close to a century.  
 
    Every day on federal TV, the town of Keyton was mentioned and showed the happy citizens supporting their government. Currently five different reality shows were being filmed there. All were produced by the feds, just showing others in federally-controlled areas that they too could have the good life if they did what they were told. A very common saying was, ‘I’m moving to Keyton’. In a land of hell, it was paradise.  
 
    The population had been chosen by careful selection by Homeland and the Department of Labor. Only those who were vehemently outspoken supporters of more government control and fewer state rights had a chance to live there. Everyone in Keyton was provided for extremely well, no matter what the ration was for the rest of those under the feds. They were all in nice clothes, kids played in the community playground. Every person there was always smiling because they wanted to be there and bought into the fantasy. Federal cameras constantly displayed the ideal image that other towns could do this, if everyone did as they were told. 
 
    What did shock Reaper, there wasn’t a military presence there. Many Sin Eaters thought that was stupid on his part because those who were brought to live there wanted to. But Reaper pointed out, this was a target. It was Havoc who told him, “It’s a target only to Sin Eaters.” There was a police force but it reminded Reaper of 1960 TV shows, and there were only ten cops. 
 
    There was no crime with the exception of petty theft by kids because that was one thing that could get you thrown out, breaking the façade of the perfect town. Reaper didn’t like reality shows in his past life and the ones from Keyton were abysmal. When the war was addressed in the shows, the people spewed hateful rhetoric toward the Republic and recited, “The government knows how to care for us.”  
 
    It was the fakeness of the town that irritated Reaper. The image it put forth was a lie that could only happen with control. Other towns did try to live up to the image of Keyton, but never got the backing. Not a day went by when tour buses didn’t drive into town so people could see with their own eyes what would happen if they fell in step with the feds. But nobody was allowed to stay and those who tried, they were taken away by the police force and turned over to the military units in Altoona. From there, they were sent to a camp if they were lucky. If they weren’t lucky, they were buried on the outskirts of Altoona.  
 
    It wasn’t to say Keyton wasn’t protected. There was a quick reaction force in Altoona. Everywhere in the tiny town cameras were hidden. These were monitored by those troops in Altoona. This wasn’t strictly for the Sin Eaters because the cameras had been put there when the town was built. The cameras and quick reaction force had been put there so common citizens couldn’t storm into Keyton and destroy the false dream the town projected. That’s what the feds were worried about, large mobs of people descending on the town. Anyone could apply to move there and hundreds of thousands did. Less than one tenth of one percent of those was sent a letter that they’d been approved, but no spots were open so they were going on the waiting list. One thing did impress Reaper, the government always chose a new family every quarter to live in the lie.  
 
    News cameras were there to show the new family moving into an apartment and the family got to be on one of the reality shows for a few episodes.  
 
    Reaper glanced up to see one of the large quad drones hovering over the town square. “How many fucking cameras and drones are in this shithole?” Misery asked, looking at a laptop.  
 
    Leaning over as Misery scrolled down, rows upon rows of live displays in one-inch windows filled the screen. “Oracle told me. I forgot the actual number, but it’s over six thousand and twenty drones. At night only the drone hovering over the square is up, but they pull all of them down in bad weather,” Reaper told her, seeing images from inside people’s homes. “If you tap the window, most cameras have sound.” 
 
    Misery looked up with a startle. “I’ve seen images from inside bathrooms.” 
 
    “Yeah, not even those who live there know just how much they’re under surveillance,” Reaper informed her. “Shit, Oracle showed me some UCLA hippy professor letting her Great Dane fuck her. And yes, she’s still there.” 
 
    Giving a violent shiver, Pain stepped away. “I don’t want to see it,” she informed Reaper. 
 
    Lifting his eyes from the screen, “I didn’t either, but Oracle just fucking threw it up on my screen,” he replied. He got up and moved over beside Havoc and Death as they scanned the town with binoculars.  
 
    “I think we can pull off getting the entire town,” Death stated, lowering his binoculars.          
 
    Never taking his binoculars from his eyes, “That’s a lot of cameras Oracle has to loop. I’m not a computer guy by any stretch, but I’m just saying,” Havoc mumbled.  
 
    “Whether she can or can’t, we hit as much as we can and pull out,” Reaper stated and Havoc dropped his binoculars then. “We have to get the feds off-guard for our real target.”  
 
    Just letting his binoculars hang from his neck, “We’ll have to disperse fast and I would rather let this target go and let Oracle practice some if she can’t. This is a sin that needs to be consumed,” Havoc stressed.  
 
    Walking over with War, Famine stopped beside Reaper. “I want to kill everyone from ‘The Life and Times of Keyton’,” Famine begged. “If anyone deserves to die, it’s them.”  
 
    Glancing over at Famine, Reaper turned to look back out over the valley. Of all the shows, ‘The Life and Times of Keyton’ was beyond the most political. It followed a white family, the Placards, through daily life. Two weeks ago, the family’s four kids, eight, ten, twelve, and fourteen had everyone in the schools of Keyton write letters to federal and UN troops, telling them to kill everyone in the Republic. The mother of that family was always arranging parties celebrating President Gifford and the New Federal States. When Gifford was appointed for life by congress, she arranged a party for the entire town.  
 
    President Gifford had even visited the town and it aired when Reaper first crossed the Mississippi River.  
 
    Like all the shows, those portrayed were nearly perfect. Another show called, ‘The Real Life’ followed two black families living in Keyton and Havoc wasn’t allowed to watch it, period, by order of Reaper. The families celebrated being supported by the government and they were owed the good life. Havoc had broken three computer monitors driving his fist through the screens. That’s why he wasn’t allowed to watch them, Reaper was tired of sending Sin Eaters to find more screens.     
 
    The only reason they had watched them was to get the layout of the town to build outlines in the field to practice the mission. The shows sucked ass. But after the third computer screen died at Havoc’s hand, Reaper excused him from class.  
 
    “Fuck those punk ass Placards,” Havoc spat. “The Tillies and Haines should die screaming,” Havoc grumbled the families’ surnames.  
 
    “Havoc, do I have to send you to the principal’s office?” Reaper sighed and moved back over by the tree with Misery before dropping down.  
 
    “You let me have the Tillies and Haines, I’ll take detention,” he snapped.  
 
    Not used to this type of anger from Havoc, “I’m going to let the sisters deal with them,” Reaper told him.  
 
    Shaking his head, “The sisters will let them off too easy,” Havoc snarled and everyone turned to look at him in shock.  
 
    After looking in Havoc’s eyes, Pain was the first to turn away. “For the first time, I feel someone would do better work than we do,” Pain declared.  
 
    Never taking his eyes from Havoc, “Your section will take targets D through G. Take Troll to video and Havoc, you’d better make it good,” Reaper told him.  
 
    “Shit,” Havoc almost cheered. “If I don’t make the sisters balk in shock, I’ll quit the field and become a cook full-time, and give every Sin Eater a pedicure every week.” Hearing that declaration, Reaper almost changed Havoc’s assignment and took that section back. He had seen his Sin Eaters do many things, but a pedicure was one he hadn’t and never wanted to see. 
 
    Feeling Zeus move, he turned to see Phantom coming up the slope with the Opera spread out behind him. All were wearing Ghillie suits. When he was closer, “You guys aren’t going to believe this, there’s a bitch down there letting her dog fuck her in the living room!” Phantom announced.  
 
    Closing the laptop, “I hate this fucking town,” Misery declared.  
 
    “The dog is the size of a pony. You could put a saddle on it and ride the fucker. It’s huge,” Phantom laughed softly with the Opera. 
 
    Moving past Reaper, “Phantom, what were you doing in town? Is the sun down? Has Reaper called go?” Havoc asked. “You fuck this up and I don’t get the Tillies and Haines, I’ll beat your ass with a cane until the Earth stops spinning,” Havoc declared through gritted teeth.  
 
    Phantom stopped laughing. “That’s who I was checking on, they’re in our area,” Phantom gasped and turned to Reaper.  
 
    “I changed targets with Havoc,” Reaper told him. 
 
    Stomping his foot, “Oh, come on,” Phantom whined. “That’s why I asked for target E.”  
 
    A memory from his past life again filtered into Reaper’s mind, ‘Daddy, he has one, I want one’. 
 
    When he turned to Havoc, Havoc held up his hands. “You already swapped,” Havoc declared quickly. “You find one black Sin Eater who doesn’t want to get downright evil on those fuckers, I’ll give up the target,” Havoc offered, then added, “but you won’t.” 
 
    “Fuck, I thought Ghost was going to take two of the kids out when they came home from school,” Phantom said and Ghost tried to hide behind Phantom. 
 
    Odin and Thor came over carrying their ‘small’ sniper rifles, Barrett 50cals. “Reaper, you aren’t going to believe this, but there’s a woman down there getting fucked by a Great Dane,” Odin told him.  
 
    Feeling very tired, “Listen up,” Reaper called out, and everyone stopped talking and moved closer. “The dog gets to live so it can go and tell other dogs, federal women fuck dogs.” 
 
    “The first bitch who shows me a picture or video of that woman and her dog, we spar and I’m not stopping until bones are broken,” Pain vowed. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was nearly 2300 when Reaper’s pager went off. He pulled out the pager and flipped the screen up and read, “Got the feeds. Go. You have five hours.” 
 
    Grabbing his radio, Reaper called ‘go’ and the seven teams moved to spread out around the fake town. Walking into the downtown square, Reaper led Pain, Misery, and Ubiytsa to the police station. The front was filled with windows and he could see four officers inside sitting at desks. One looked asleep, two were reading books and the other was eating. “You know, we’ve hit, I don’t know how many bases, units, and such, but those are the first two I’ve seen reading books. I didn’t think anyone under the feds knew how to read,” Reaper sang out with an impressed tone.  
 
    “It’s probably a porn book,” Pain scoffed.  
 
    “That’s pornography for the literate,” Reaper chuckled. “I’m almost tempted to give them an easy death.”  
 
    Speeding up her walk and passing Reaper, “Bullshit, bitches fuck dogs in this town,” Pain informed him. “Not even communist motherfuckers let dogs bone them.”  
 
    “You be surprise what some do,” Ubiytsa informed her as he gave a shiver. “It not be funny.”  
 
    Holding up her hand as they casually walked, spread out evenly, “Ubiytsa, I don’t want to know, so don’t offer,” Pain huffed.  
 
    Now able to look at the buildings up close, it confirmed what she’d seen on TV. The feds had spared no money when they built Keyton. “This looks like so many small towns I’ve driven through it makes me sick,” Misery said as they walked up to the sidewalk. Pain grabbed the door and opened it, letting Reaper and Zeus walk in first.  
 
    “Don’t get up,” Reaper called out, walking inside. The three awake turned to see Reaper and other Sin Eaters pour inside. The only one not aiming a gun at them was Reaper, but Zeus had his teeth bared and was growling. Reaper moved over to the desk, picking up one of the books being read. 
 
    “You have got to be fucking kidding me!” he cried out, tossing the book across the room. “Here I was, proud some fed fucker was reading and you’re reading ‘Mien Kampf’?!” he cried out, ripping the stun gun off his forearm and touching the officer in the neck to give him a jolt.    
 
    He saw the other three down as Ubiytsa rushed into the only room, the chief’s office. Walking back out, “Empty,” he said, adjusting his weapon on his chest and watching the sisters tie up the officers. “I see rodeo once and cowboys jump off horse and tie up little cow. You two are much faster.”  
 
    Standing up over the last one, “I’m so proud of you for going to a rodeo,” Pain told him, then stomped the officer’s head she had just tied up.  
 
    Ubiytsa looked down and saw blood forming a circle around the officer’s head. “Think you crack his skull,” Ubiytsa told her.  
 
    Grabbing the book the man had been reading and holding it up, “Any man who reads, ‘One hundred ways to give an awesome blowjob’ needs his skull cracked,” Pain replied.  
 
    Cocking his head to the side, “Is he wanting to work for carnival? Why he want to blow balloon?” Ubiytsa asked. “The carnival I go to, they had tank of air to blow up balloon. There was no job.”  
 
    As Pain took a breath to crank up, “We’re busy and if you didn’t know, that’s a pretty good assumption for the euphemism of a blowjob,” Reaper told her.  
 
    Pain locked eyes with Ubiytsa and spoke Russian as they headed for the door. Grabbing the door, Ubiytsa stopped. “Americans blow doing that? It must be only for some here, because I not have one do that,” he gasped. “That would hurt.”  
 
    Pushing the door open, “Fucking Russians have no sense of humor,” Pain moaned.  
 
    They left the square and joined up with the rest of their team and started hitting houses. There were only four hundred and seven. The rest of the people lived in the apartments. When Misery opened the door, Reaper just shook his head walking in and letting his AR hang under his arm while he pulled his pistol from the holster and checked the suppressor. He entered the master bedroom and shot the parents in the head twice and pulled back into the hall, hearing more suppressed shots in the home. Two minutes later they were outside heading to the next house.  
 
    When Misery just opened the door again, they soon realized nobody in Keyton locked their doors. Every house had been on TV, so they knew each one’s layout and were done and moving to the next house. When Misery opened another door, Reaper held up his pistol and advanced as Pain followed him, putting her pistol away and pulling out the stun gun. This was the mayor’s home, and they wanted him and his family alive for later. 
 
    In two hours all houses were cleared, and those taken alive were pulled to the square as Reaper, Death, War, and Titan took their teams to the five apartment buildings. There were some inside they would’ve liked to get, but Reaper decided they weren’t worth the risk.  
 
    A police truck with a fuel trailer connected pulled up being driven by Odin. As he got out, six ATVs arrived behind him with trailers carrying five-gallon buckets. They formed lines to each apartment building like fire bucket teams, filling the buckets with fuel and passing them down one line until it reached one of the apartments and the bucket of gas was tossed on the wall. Then it was passed back with the other line to get refilled.  
 
    Soon the outsides of all the apartment buildings were dosed with fuel all the way around the first floor. Then teams carried buckets inside, soaking the ground floor hallways and stairwells of each building. “Wrap around security and lite ‘em up,” Reaper called out, then turned to the sisters. “Go,” he said, motioning toward the square.  
 
    They both let out squeals of joy and took off running. Hearing a ‘Whoosh’, Reaper turned to see the first floor on all the buildings were engulfed in flame and it was spreading fast. “Should we tell them we cut off the water mains for the sprinkler system?” Titan asked walking up.  
 
    “Nah,” Reaper chuckled. “Let’s surprise ‘em.” He heard suppressed shots and turned to see Sin Eaters shooting people trying to get out and drop from windows. In four minutes the fire was engulfed up to the second floor, but the third and fourth floor windows were covered in black smoke. “Want to help set up a surprise for Marshall?” Reaper asked Titan.  
 
    “Love to,” Titan replied and followed Reaper back to the square. They walked to the far side where the fire department was and found all six firemen tied up next to the fire engine.  
 
    “Hey, there’s a fire,” Reaper laughed out, and the five men and one woman screamed against their gags. “Yes, Havoc loves gags,” he told them, pulling his knife out. “Need you to relay a message for me.”  
 
    When he was done arranging the firemen and woman, he headed to the police station. He froze at seeing a massive Great Dane trot past him leaving town. “Damn, they took me at my word,” Reaper mumbled, heading inside. From there, he headed back to the square. The task had only taken twenty minutes but the apartments were fully engulfed now as he headed over and saw Pain and Misery standing to the side. They had on their white aprons, and true to fashion they were red from blood, but they were watching Havoc now.  
 
    In wonder, Reaper looked on in admiration. “Have to tell Doc someone was paying attention in his class,” Reaper said, watching Havoc remove organs from the ones he wanted. They were still alive.  
 
    “He’s awesome,” Pain stated in awe. “He’s taking their livers and kidneys and leaving them alive.”  
 
    “He made that one bitch eat some of her own liver,” Misery pointed out. “I want to be like Havoc when I grow up.”  
 
    Feeling his pocket vibrate, Reaper pulled out the pager and read, “First call from Altoona. Intercepted. They reported seeing bright light in that direction. Told them it was a Gifford bonfire party out in the field where there’s no camera. Wind is high so drone is down, but need to vacate.” 
 
    Tucking the pager away, Reaper took a deep breath and threw his head back while opening his mouth wide. “AHHHHahhaahyAHAHHH,” he bellowed out a Tarzan yell. He turned to see Pain and Misery both face first on the ground and turned to see Titan had dropped to the ground also because the Tarzan yell scared the shit out of them. Reaper chuckled.     
 
    About to turn, he saw Zeus prone on the ground. “You don’t get to do that, Zeus. My Tarzan shouldn’t scare you,” he huffed. “Up!” he barked, and Zeus jumped up as Sin Eaters jogged toward him. He turned to head out of town. As Sin Eaters were climbing on ATVs, Reaper pulled out a remote and punched a button. Rigged fuel bombs exploded in every building to set them on fire, except the fire station.  
 
    “Sin Consumed,” he said putting the remote away, then climbed in the Flyer. Before they were a mile away, the rest of the town of Keyton was a raging inferno. A town built by the feds to promote a false dream and destroyed by the Sin Eaters for a real dream; America.   
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 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Some things are worth dying for 
 
    With total numbness, Marshall just stared at six dead firemen sitting in a circle holding out sticks with marshmallows on the ends over the remains of a campfire. By the time the quick reaction team had arrived, there was no hope for the town. He had the tape recording of the phone call that’d been made and would swear until the day he died, it was Alexander telling the monitoring station in Altoona that it was a Gifford bonfire party.  
 
    He turned to look at the remains of what was left of Keyton. When he’d been briefed on project Keyton he’d thought it was an extravagant waste, but it served a purpose. And there were survivors, if that’s what they could be called. Some of the reality stars had organs removed and were alive, kind of. The heat from all the buildings around the square burning had given them second degree burns. Keeping to his commitment, Marshall shot each one and then let the teams remove the bodies. 
 
    “Colonel,” Bolton said coming up.  
 
    “Holy shit. Major?” Marshall said and Bolton reached up, rubbing the gold oak leaf on his uniform. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Have you seen in front of the police station?” Bolton asked.  
 
    Giving a very heavy sigh, “Not yet,” Marshall moaned. “I really thought they were heading to Indiana or Michigan. Never expected them to turn around and come back.”  
 
    “Well, this was a large attack, sir,” Bolton pointed out. It was one constant from the Sin Eaters.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, they always pull back for six days. We’ll finish up here and head to Troy, so I can talk to the ones the interrogators pulled from the workers,” Marshall said. 
 
    Hearing it made Bolton cringe. He knew very well what was in store for those who’d been pulled. “Sir, did you ever suspect Keyton as a target because I didn’t,” Bolton asked as Marshall headed across the square.  
 
    “No, Major. There were too many kids here and I felt Reaper wouldn’t want the publicity of killing the actors. They had quite a following. I think in the end this will be his undoing, people will talk to us now,” Marshall stated, but didn’t sound very convinced.  
 
    “The kids are what I thought would turn the Sin Eaters away. They’ve killed a lot, but avoided targets before because there were lots of kids. They hit that National Guard Camp but left the two buildings that housed the school. And there-,” he stopped when Marshall held up his hand. 
 
    “I know. There were seven I can recall off the top of my head. This one doesn’t make sense,” Marshall admitted and stopped in his tracks. Four headless policemen were on all fours, in a line abreast, with their heads behind them. “I so fucking hate this cocksucker.”  
 
    “When you get him, sir, I would like an hour or two with Reaper,” Bolton nodded.  
 
    “I’ll have to sleep so you’ll get twelve hour shifts, Major,” Marshall said with a forced grin. “What is he telling us?” 
 
    “Authority figures and they’re chasing their asses.”   
 
    With an impressed nod and moving to walk around the display, “What do you think of the firemen?” Marshall asked.  
 
    “Responders were playing when they were needed,” Bolton offered. He almost added that Reaper was acting so immature as to only irritate Marshall more but held his tongue. 
 
    Turning to Bolton, “Very good. Who was that directed at?” Marshall asked.  
 
    “The quick reaction force,” Bolton answered. “If they had followed procedure, they should’ve come to investigate.”  
 
    “Yes, and I normally don’t make excuses for others, but that one bitch thought Gifford could walk on water. She had a shrine to him in her house. If I would’ve been over the reaction force, I would’ve bought it,” Marshall admitted.  
 
    Very shocked, “You watched the shows, sir?” Bolton asked very surprised.  
 
    Scoffing, “Fuck no. I was here with Gifford. I had to give him a report and he was here, so here I came. That entire family just stared at him in awe, and it wasn’t scripted, Major. I had to leave. It was making me sick,” Marshall admitted.  
 
    Giving a chuckle, “Yes, sir. The scuttlebutt was Gifford boned her right in front of her husband,” Bolton laughed.  
 
    When Marshall turned to him with a flat expression, Bolton stopped laughing. “Major, the only one Gifford didn’t fuck was the father. And I’m not certain on that, but I didn’t see it. The mother gave her kids to him and they went willingly. The dad was just cheering Gifford on; why the fuck do you think I left? I was waiting to give him the report and that bitch just stripped naked. Now in the president’s defense, she was hot. I tried to leave, but he told me to stay since his security detachment was outside. So I stayed but…” Marshall just droned off. “One thing I can say, Gifford has stamina. I left when he started to do the mom and kids, again.” 
 
    Cutting his eyes around, “Sir, even I know this entire town was wired up,” Bolton said in a low voice.  
 
    “Yes, and I left that afternoon and secured the four hours of footage. I have a copy in a safe place,” Marshall stated with a wink. “It’s in ultra-high definition with surround sound, from six observation cameras and the camcorder the father had.” 
 
    “And he knew cameras were here and let the father record him?” Bolton gasped. There was brave, and then there was stupid.  
 
    “Major, you know how many on the hill have wicked hang-ups. I assure you, I’ve seen much worse. Those of us who lead have to have different laws because we’re better than the common citizen,” Marshall informed him and Bolton thought for a second before nodding in agreement.  
 
    Hearing a bark, they both turned to see a Great Dane coming over. “You think it belonged to the Sin Eaters?” Bolton asked. “They’ve killed every dog in their other attacks.”  
 
    “Why in the hell would they use a Great Dane?” Marshall scoffed. “Have the team secure it and let’s look at the tapes to see if it belonged to anyone.” A female soldier walked past and the Great Dane moved over, shoving his nose where it didn’t belong. The soldier spun and kicked the dog. 
 
    “Back!” she shouted, but the dog started to come back and she kicked it again really hard. The dog yelped with the kick and jumped back but still wanted to follow the soldier. “Colonel, permission to shoot the dog?” she asked, gripping her M4. 
 
    Holding out his hand, “Denied. It may be a Sin Eater dog. To do what, I have no idea,” Marshall said. “Secure it and put it in a truck.”  
 
    Coming to attention she nodded and headed over to the dog who promptly shoved his nose in her crotch again. She kneed him and grabbed his collar leading him away. “Make sure the photographers get everything, but there’s not much reason to stay here. Let’s head over to Altoona and then head to Troy.” 
 
    “Colonel, the president called and wants a briefing,” Bolton reminded him.  
 
    Rolling his eyes as he groaned, “Fine. We’ll stop and do the dog and pony show on the way to Troy,” Marshall moaned. Bolton started to really worry about the Colonel, thinking Reaper wasn’t the only one who could act immature.  
 
    *** 
 
    On a hilltop, Reaper looked out at South Shore, Kentucky below him. The warehouse yard still blew him away. Three square miles of hangers and they were filled. In between the buildings were stacked pallets of food with tarps over them. Wheat, corn, rice, beans, potatoes, and more were packed in the storage yard. Turning to look across the river to Portsmouth, Ohio at the six silos, even Reaper was impressed they’d been built in under six months then corrected that thought, they were put up. They had been built years ago and just stored in government locations. Each silo was over one hundred and eighty feet tall, now the biggest in North America.  
 
    Reaper had Oracle search and the only ones bigger were two in Germany, and the largest in the world was in Russia. But the feds had six and each could hold twelve thousand tons of grain. He was just thankful the feds made it easy by moving so much into one location. All six silos were filled to capacity and there were barges parked on the Ohio River, waiting to get offloaded. There were plants in Portsmouth, also put in with the silos, that were processing the food brought in. The feds wanted everything centralized.  
 
    He didn’t know why but all concentration was being put on processing and bagging. There was no effort of the processed food being moved out to storage sites. Not even Oracle could find out why. For some reason, the feds wanted stores of food, but they weren’t moving them from the area to storage sites around the federally controlled area. Only a few of the hangers in the storage yard were meant for storage. Many weren’t even buildings; they were just steel beams holding up a roof to keep the crates out of the worst of the weather.  
 
    “Maybe they’re going to sell it?” Reaper wondered again as to the why it was still there.   
 
    Not surprised to hear Reaper talking to himself, “Don’t think about the why, just be thankful. This is going to hurt them real bad,” Havoc told him.  
 
    “You can think that, but I’m the boss,” Reaper told him, turning back to the storage area. “Doesn’t that make a tempting target?”  
 
    Looking at the massive area and more food than he ever thought could be produced, “It sure does,” Havoc agreed.  
 
    “Exactly. Like someone set it up just for that reason,” Reaper pointed out and Havoc caught his breath.  
 
    “We scouted and can’t find anything different,” Havoc paused then waved a hand out toward the storage yard, “except all the food in the world is being stored out in the open with only fifteen guards covering both sites.”  
 
    Scoffing, “Oh, it’s not even all the food for the feds,” Reaper told him. “By best estimates, just over seventy-five percent of all food is processed through this site and over thirty percent is stored in the yard down there but, with what Oracle sent me, we’re looking at sixty percent of the feds’ food supply down there in that yard, in the silos across the river, and barges waiting to get offloaded. We aren’t even talking about what’s at the processing plants. Nobody would leave this much just sitting here. One plane from the Republic, and it wouldn’t even have to be a bomber, could decimate the feds’ food supply.” 
 
    “Unless it was a trap,” Havoc finished, now understanding what had Reaper so edgy. “You know the Republic would never do that. If you have a bad feeling, let’s call them in and head back later?” he offered.  
 
    For several minutes, Reaper just looked down at the yard. “No. If it’s a trap, we’ll spring it. This is a target worth dying for to destroy,” Reaper told him. The Sin Eaters had been preparing for this attack for months and that’s why they’d had to hit Keyton. After they hit a big target, they always pulled back for six days. “You know, I wonder, since we hit Keyton and they know we pull back, what if they pulled their attack force back?” Reaper just threw out.  
 
    Thinking about Marshall since he knew him from the past life, “To be honest, I could see that,” Havoc finally said. “Now I’m covered in goosebumps because when we hit Keyton before, it was just tingles.” 
 
    Turning to look at Havoc, “We have a long way to go, so let those go,” Reaper warned. “Hitting Keyton needed to be done but sixty percent of those under the feds liked the programs, according to Oracle. None in the detainment camps or detention centers, but most of the general public loved the stupid shows. Now the general public will notify authorities if they see us.” 
 
    “Then I’ll nail their asses to a tree like that man and his son,” Havoc scoffed.   
 
    “You don’t even want the reports of how many watched it in Camelot,” Reaper huffed. 
 
    Turning away from the storage area to Reaper, “How many are there?” Havoc asked.  
 
    “Four million, but they built it to house five million. It has three divisions of army units for protection, one infantry and two light armored, over forty thousand troops, and four thousand contractors. From the bay they have six Coast Guard units patrolling the waters, but I don’t know numbers. At the tip of the peninsula, the rich are housed. The basic person lives in a closet compared to them. There are no mansions, but compared to what the ordinary person or soldier lives in, they are. The basic apartment is twenty by thirty. There’s only one bathroom, two bedrooms, a small living room, and no kitchen. All meals are eaten in the mess halls and to bring food back to your room is a punishable offense.” 
 
    Hearing it but trying to picture it, Havoc turned away. “So, what do the rich get?” 
 
    “A three thousand square foot townhouse and there are seventeen hundred of them. There will be a high-rise apartment complex completed next month that’ll house another two thousand rich assholes. Each apartment is two thousand square feet. Oh, and the rich have a marina for their yachts so they can ride around in the bay or… head to a beach house,” Reaper chuckled. 
 
    That brought Havoc out of his stupor. “How in the fuck did Oracle manage to find out Marshall’s sister was even in the country?” Havoc probed in awe.  
 
    “Oracle never knew she was,” Reaper chuckled. “She was just monitoring the security systems at the beach house of Marshall’s parents’ house in Connecticut. The entry alarm went off in the beach house and Oracle saw the sister just walk in with her family. Got my Christmas present early this year.”  
 
    Knowing Marshall like he did, Havoc knew that killing the sister had rocked his world because someone had gone after his own family, just as Marshall had gone after so many others. Cutting his eyes at the barges lined up along the river. “You’re sure those charges Stingray and Ubiytsa are placing can sink those? The charges seem small.”  
 
    After they’d arrived this morning, Reaper let Stingray and Ubiytsa lead teams of the rest of the Sin Eaters who could dive to start on the barges. They just hadn’t thought there would be this many, so Pyro and Nitro were busy making more charges. “They said it could,” Reaper answered. He could dive, but he was tired of water for the rest of his life.  
 
    Just watching trains pull in laden with more food, “Yes, this sin is worth dying for,” Havoc agreed.  
 
    *** 
 
     Coming down the stairs to the basement Michelle stopped, seeing Nancy at her computer. But on the other wall were the twins Alex and Adam, along with Ronald’s daughter Ariel. All were at computers typing away. “I found another reference about an ‘angel’,” Ariel called out.  
 
    Nancy pushed off from her desk and her chair rolled across the floor, stopping behind Ariel. With her head over Ariel’s shoulder, Nancy stared at the lines of code on the screen. “Good girl. How did you get on this dark site?” Nancy asked.  
 
    “Random onion search,” Ariel answered. “I think the server’s in Ohio and the chat room sounds like patriots and not feebs.”  
 
    Patting Ariel on the cheek, “Mark it and download what you found on ‘angel’ so I can review it,” Nancy told her. When Nancy went to roll back to her desk she saw Michelle on the stairs. “Well, Lt. Governor, are you done for the day?” Nancy smirked.  
 
    Trotting down the steps, “Oh, if I didn’t love you, I would beat you to death,” Michelle laughed and stood behind the kids. On Adam and Alex’s screens she saw basic web pages and they looked like chat rooms. Ariel’s screen looked like lines of computer code. She had seen Nancy look at screens like that before. Just looking at the code, Nancy could see what a normal person could see once the code had been processed to show what was normally on the screen.  
 
    Glancing down at Ariel, Michelle grinned at seeing one of her corn rows coming undone. Several days ago, Ariel had pleaded with her dad to put them in her hair. Oh, Ronald tried very hard, trying to be a good daddy, but he didn’t know shit about a girl’s hair. Since Michelle’s best friend at the hospital was black, Michelle had learned how to do corn rows and Monica had learned how to braid her hair. On slow days at the hospital, they would do each other’s hair. But Michelle wouldn’t do the corn rows as tight as when Monica went to a salon, she thought that had to hurt.  
 
    When she’d gone to see what was keeping Ronald and Ariel from supper, Michelle had found Ronald struggling with Ariel’s hair. Slapping Ronald’s hands away, she’d told Ariel to pack a bag and spend the night, and she would do her hair. 
 
    Taking the band off and tightening the braid, “Baby, you have to tighten them or they fall out,” Michelle told her.  
 
    Keeping her head still as Michelle worked on her hair, “I tried, but I can’t see the back of my head,” Ariel told her. “Nancy?” she called out, “Found another one talking about ‘angel’, but this site is using 64 bit encryption.”  
 
    Rolling back over, “Is this the site you found this morning?” Nancy asked, staring at the screen.  
 
    “Yes, they had a tough firewall, but I piggybacked in,” Ariel told her.  
 
    “Move, baby,” Nancy said with an excited tone, pushing Ariel’s chair to the side and started tapping on the keyboard very fast. “You found a Homeland message board,” Nancy told her. “Quick, get me a thumb drive before they discover you penetrated.” 
 
    Ariel ran over to Nancy’s desk and ran back carrying a thumb drive. “It’s a tetra bite,” she said, shoving the thumb drive in. “How can you tell it’s a Homeland message board?” 
 
    “I helped design this program,” Nancy chuckled, typing away. “These dumbasses didn’t even shut down my backdoor,” she laughed out with her fingers blurring across the keyboard. Michelle saw the thumb drive light up when Nancy’s hands froze as she stared at the keyboard. “Ariel, you did excellent work, as always. Adam, Alex, save where you are and stop any penetration attempts you have going. We’ll pick it up tomorrow,” Nancy told them, but her eyes were scanning the lines of code and now scrolling the lines past the screen much slower. 
 
    “I have another hack running on a blocked site,” Ariel told her, grabbing some notepads. “Nancy, can I take the laptop to practice?”  
 
    “Yes, baby, and why don’t you just leave it at your house, but only dry hacks. Don’t go live unless you’re down here,” Nancy told her, but seemed distracted by what the lines of code were saying. The kids gathered up their stuff and Ariel grabbed a laptop bag before they ran upstairs. 
 
    “What the hell are you reading?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “Movement of prisoners, but they aren’t doing anything with them,” Nancy replied. “I’ve seen this before on an NSA site, but they switched servers and I never found it again.” Finally turning away from the computer, “I’ll go over it later since I’m getting a copy this time. What’cha need?” 
 
    Giving a sigh, “Just wondering what you’ve heard?” Michelle hinted.  
 
    A huge grin filled Nancy’s face. “They hit Keyton last night.”  
 
    The color drained from Michelle’s face. “They what?” she asked slowly.  
 
    “They wiped out Keyton. The only building left standing was the fire station,” Nancy told her. 
 
    Feeling lightheaded, Michelle moved to a chair and dropped down. “Nancy, those drones for the feds loved that place. It was like Shangri-La to them. That’s enough to overcome the fear of the Sin Eaters and then you throw in the reward? The Sin Eaters can’t do that, not now,” Michelle panted out. “I was just in a military briefing, and for the first time we have the advantage in equipment. Reaper has to start helping the land forces so we can end this shit.”  
 
    The smile fell so fast from Nancy’s face Michelle jerked back, but when a scowl replaced it, Michelle pushed her feet out to roll her chair away from Nancy. “Michelle, I’ve told you, I’ll tell you what I know, but don’t you doubt them. Reaper knows what he’s doing. For your information, Reaper told Fern to keep out until he gives the okay to launch. Reaper doesn’t want Republic troops getting caught up in what he’s doing,” Nancy told her, never dropping the scowl.  
 
    “He told you this?” Michelle gasped.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, because I needed to know,” Nancy told her and the scowl slowly left her face and was replaced by a small grin. “I’ve been given permission to tell you, and only you, something. I’m Oracle, a Sin Eater. I can tell you because you know many and because of my job, I don’t have to wear the mask.” 
 
    “He dubbed you a Sin Eater?” Michelle asked. 
 
    Shrugging, “Well, I’ve been one for a while. I just didn’t know it. It was only when Siren kept calling me Oracle when I was helping her that it started me wondering. None of the captains address me when we converse, but Siren did. So I asked Reaper and he told me that’s what they call me.”  
 
    Thinking for a minute, Michelle nodded and when she smiled, Nancy could see it was one of the few real smiles Michelle gave. “A fitting name,” Michelle said, then changed back to the topic. “Nancy, I’ve been at the office all day. We would’ve heard from the feds about Keyton.”  
 
    “They haven’t announced it yet and I don’t know why,” Nancy told her. 
 
    Motioning with her head to the three computers, “So you’ve started your own cyber warfare division?” Michelle asked.  
 
    “They wanted to help, because thanks to the Major, they know I’m on the Republic Cyber Warfare team and they wanted to help,” Nancy explained. 
 
    “He told them?” Michelle gasped. 
 
    Scoffing, “No, he was down here talking to me about a hack on one of the Republic server farms and the twins and Ariel overheard him. I made them vow it was a secret and told them they could help. Turns out, Alex and Adam are pretty good and could get a job in a few years. Ariel? That girl is fucking good. She could get a job right now. I asked Ronald and she’s never been around computers, but she took to them like a fish to water. She learned two programming languages in a week. She may be twelve, but in the cyber world she’s an adult. By next year, she’ll be good enough to scan without a babysitter.”  
 
    Looking around the basement, Nancy’s room, “Um, they can’t find you, can they?” Michelle asked, and Nancy knew who ‘they’ were.  
 
    “Michelle, anyone can be found but if you take steps, it’s very hard. With the steps I have in place, it would be easier for the feds to go to a fortune teller to get my location. I’m set up on relays across the globe but when I’m tracked back to Rio, my system cuts off communication. Then I’d get back on using another link and find out who. So far, none have made it past Australia.”  
 
    Not even understanding but having faith in Nancy, “Supper’s almost ready,” Michelle said, getting up.  
 
    Getting up but grabbing an electronic tablet, “I’ll be there soon,” Nancy said, grabbing a Star Wars action figure. Michelle felt her eyes get misty as she followed Nancy up the stairs.  
 
    “Want me to go with you?” Michelle asked, stopping at the door. 
 
    Pausing in the open door, “Um, no,” Nancy said shamefully. “I have to tell him a secret that I’m not supposed to tell anyone but you. I have to tell him but if you come, then you’ll know I didn’t keep my vow. But this doesn’t count.” 
 
    Patting Nancy’s arm and speaking in a low voice, “Reaper would understand, so you don’t ever have to ask him about telling Gavin,” Michelle told her.  
 
    Nancy smiled at her and took off like a kid, running through the berm to the graveyard. Not even opening the white picket gate, Nancy jumped over it just like her best buddy would’ve. Tears now ran down Michelle’s face, watching Nancy talking to Gavin’s headstone and waving her hands excitedly. “I was wrong, Reaper. Don’t end this war soon, kill as many as you can for our baby,” Michelle whimpered.  
 
    She walked through the kitchen asking Nellie to watch the kids. Before Nellie answered, Michelle was out the backdoor heading for her cabin. Looking out the window, Nellie saw Michelle wiping tears off her face. Closing her eyes, Nellie bowed her head in prayer. “Dear Lord, you have been good to me all these years and I don’t know why you called Gavin home. It has caused me to doubt, but I’m still here,” Nellie paused as her voice quivered. “Since you called Gavin home you must have had your need, but he is missed here, Lord. And the hurt is hard for this family who follows you, Lord. I asked you for a family and you gave us one with those you brought here. I humbly ask you, I beg you, one last request, Lord. I’m asking for vengeance against those who took him. Send your wrath down on those who hurt such innocence, so we may have vengeance. Amen.”        
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 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Kill that fucking dog 
 
    Entering the Oval Office, Marshall just waved before heading for a sofa. He saw General Schmidt and Homeland Secretary Hubbard on one sofa. It looked like Schmidt was getting ready for a briefing which made Marshall want to cringe, he had shit to do. On the other sofa he saw Donald Weaver from the president’s cabinet and Hearst, who for all intents and purposes was over the president’s shadow cabinet in everything but name only. Lifting his gaze, he saw Gifford behind the desk with his feet propped up.  
 
    “Thank you for getting here so fast, Colonel. I want you to hear what General Schmidt has to report, then tell me about the attack,” Gifford told him. 
 
    With a smile Marshall nodded, sitting in one of the chairs as Bolton came running in loaded down like a pack mule as usual. “Congratulations on the promotion,” Gifford called out.  
 
    Nodding, “Thank you, Mr. President,” Bolton panted out and set up Marshall’s laptop, then handed Marshall a notepad. Leaning close to Marshall and speaking in a low voice but still breathing hard, “Sorry, Colonel, for taking so long, but the chopper will be ready after refueling. One of the agents put up resistance when I told him the chopper was returning and would park outside until we left. It took some time for him to see it my way,” Bolton told him.  
 
    Leaning back in the chair, “You remember his name?” Marshall asked and Bolton nodded. “He’ll leave with us and we’ll give him flying lessons when we reach altitude.” 
 
    “Problems?” Gifford asked.  
 
    Shrugging, “One of your Secret Service agents, Mr. President,” Marshall told him. “I’ll address it when I leave.”  
 
    Clasping his hands over his abdomen as he leaned back in the chair, “Yes, since I ordered all remaining Marines out of the White House and from honor duties in D.C., the security detail has become tedious,” Gifford told him.  
 
    Tapping his laptop until it linked with the video screens around the room, Schmidt turned to the president. “Mr. President, did you say something to the Prime Minister? Because the cruise liners pulled in yesterday and each one was carrying four Westland Apaches. They hollowed out the upper structure to turn it into a hanger,” Schmidt commented.  
 
    “No. I said something,” Hearst barked. “Sending a few tanks, some light armor, and a few bullets with what they were getting in return was horseshit. I informed him and the rest of the EU that they’d better play nice or I would be the one setting the price per bushel of what they’re getting.”   
 
    Beyond shocked ,Schmidt just nodded very impressed. “I should tell you they also sent fuel, in drums. It’s been so long since I’ve seen fuel drums, I didn’t know what they were at first,” Schmidt told him. “It’s no more than five thousand gallons per ship, but they sent it over. Germany also sent over our electronic delivery instead of flying it.”  
 
    “Electronic delivery?” Hearst asked.  
 
    “Like the Republic, we don’t have any large scale production. The main place was California. We have raw material, but it’s easier to just get those. Germany was flying them over after we got kicked out of the Atlantic. They were taking the long way around by flying up to Greenland and then coming down to deliver forty tons of electronics a month.”  
 
    “Oh,” Hearst mumbled. “I will call the Chancellor and applaud his actions, and apologize for the names I called him.”  
 
    “Fuck the kraut,” Marshall called out with a flat expression. Everyone was shocked because Marshall didn’t normally do that.  
 
    “You requested a briefing, General, and said it was of vital importance,” Gifford stated, still relaxed with his feet propped up.  
 
    “Yes, Mr. President. Do you recall the primary meeting you called to brief Mr. Weaver?” Schmidt asked and Gifford gave a hesitant shrug, then a nod. “In that meeting, Homeland reported the Republic had a tank factory in the panhandle of Texas, in Amarillo. Homeland reported the output was three tanks a week, and the Republic wasn’t looking like they were trying to increase production. That never made sense to me, not in a conflict of this magnitude. So I started my own intelligence to find out. Well, for a few months it looked like they were about to increase production, more raw material started getting moved in. But then just as suddenly it stopped, right after the Egyptian armor was lost. This now had me very hopeful, thinking they couldn’t increase production at the plant,” Schmidt said, clicking the mouse and the armor plant in Amarillo was on the screen.  
 
    “They’re still only producing three a week, but I’ve found out the plants making subsidiary components were putting out twenty times that. Like handles for the turret hatches, hinges, and other small things, but the factory was still only putting out three a week. With intelligence on the ground not an option, I had teams start scouring satellite and reconnaissance photos,” Schmidt stated, clicking the mouse and the screen changed to a satellite photo, one many of them had seen more than they’d wanted to. It showed a stretch of Kansas, and there were hundreds of destroyed tanks across the landscape.  
 
    “Everyone knows where this is,” Schmidt said and Gifford nodded. “As you can see from the time stamp, this was taken at the beginning of the year.” Clicking the mouse again the screen changed, and it showed the same patch of Kansas but many of the destroyed tanks were gone. “Now, before anyone says they’re repairing equipment like any military does including ours, bear with me. Yes, armies have designated areas to reclaim lost equipment, since we’re in the states we just send them to Anniston Army Depot unless it’s something easy to fix in the field. The thing is, the Republic Army has three repair depots, but very few of the destroyed tanks are there.”  
 
    He clicked the mouse and the screen changed again. “The Republic has a military manufacturing cottage industry set up and functioning. This is one in Mountain View, Missouri, but we found twenty-nine others. I use this one for reference because the CIA has ground intelligence there. They’re repairing the destroyed tanks and helicopters here in Mountain View. The public is performing the task.” Schmidt hit the mouse and the image changed to show the inside of a fairly large building.  
 
    “This was a Walmart building that has been turned into a repair and refitting depot. You can see three tanks being worked on. First it’s stripped down to the hull, then moved over to one of the other stations. First station repairs battle damage, second upgrades, and last area reassembles. You are looking at a baby assembly line, and we’ve found twenty-nine,” Schmidt said slowly.   
 
    Rolling his eyes and falling back on the couch, “OH FUCK!” Hearst cried out.  
 
    Nodding, “Exactly,” Schmidt agreed, very thankful some of those at the top understood this danger.  
 
    Taking his feet off the desk and now very interested, “We have production numbers?” Gifford asked with a worried tone.  
 
    “Including the plant, thirty tanks out a week, plus or minus five. We are basing our estimates on the subassembly plants I spoke of. But we’ve watched the twenty-nine we know of, and thirty a week is going to be very close. When a tank rolls out from one of the refit stations, it’s brand-new and upgraded. We’re fielding the M1A5 Abrams when they roll off the assembly line. We still have some A3s that haven’t been upgraded,” Schmidt hit the mouse to show a brand-new tank pulling out of the building. 
 
    “The Abrams the Republic is turning out have upgrades we don’t know about. We know they’re referring to them as M1A6. One thing you can see are the added plates that extend out, this is a new form of reactive armor. The boys at DARPA (Defense Advanced Research Projects) think this will defeat most anti-tank missiles. There is a new protrusion on the turret and we have no idea what it’s for or why. No, we haven’t faced one in combat yet. The first rolled out in April.” 
 
    “How in the hell did the CIA get the pictures?” Weaver asked.  
 
    “Local recruited ground asset,” Schmidt answered, shaking his head. “He’s not doing it for loyalty, he’s doing it for gold. A shit load of gold.”  
 
    “A true American,” Hearst declared lifting his head off the couch, and Schmidt thought he was being sarcastic but Hearst looked serious. Americans could be bought for the right price. Remembering he dealt with politicians, Schmidt concluded Hearst was right. “Well, they’ll run out of equipment to repair and we’ll still out produce them.”  
 
    Turning on the couch until he was squared up with Hearst across from him, “Mr. Hearst, I have no idea how you came to that conclusion. I just showed you, they tore them down to the hull and rebuilt them. Each refit area can produce a tank if they have the raw material. They’ve already done it there at Mountain View. They received the steel, cut it, welded it into a hull and turret, placed the Chobham armor, wired it up, dropped in an engine they built in, and sent the tank on its merry way. The only thing we’ve found that isn’t produced in the cottage refit depots was the turbine fan blades, but they built the engine and transmission after getting a few parts. The parts that are sent are easier to make in large shops, like the housings and stuff. But they have everything in place to make those. It would take them longer to turn out a tank, but they could still put one out.” 
 
    With a look of utter hopelessness, Weaver just stared at the screen. “Is this at least straining the Republic financially? Keeping skilled workers and machinery active is expensive,” Weaver struggled to get out.  
 
    “Oh, it’s the general population. They aren’t being paid, they’re doing it out of duty,” Schmidt told him, and Weaver almost started crying. “Mountain View was one of the first. Governor Brandi Yassa has a hell of a staff. Southern Missouri has a functioning power grid,” Schmidt said leaning over and tapping his keyboard. A satellite photo filled the screen, but they saw a river twisting and turning through the land.  
 
    “This is the Jack Fork, notice the pools,” Schmidt stressed, and nobody nodded but they were looking. “Those are hydro-generation dams, small scale of course. In that six mile stretch you see, there are forty-three stations. Each one is putting out four thousand watts at the minimum, but the CIA ground contact said some put out six thousand. What we do know, is this one stretch is producing two hundred thousand watts, continually. And they have four more sections and more on other streams around the area. Mountain View has been producing the small hydro turbine since the beginning of the year, putting out fifty to a hundred a month. That’s how President Fern met Governor Yassa. He put supply for the turbines as a priority and had Brandi show other towns how they were doing it.  
 
    “Now there are six other towns, that we know of, that’re making the turbines. Two weeks ago Springfield’s power grid was tied into Mountain View’s grid, and now they’re moving up the state. The CIA’s asset reported there are over a thousand of those turbines spread out over southern Missouri, producing over four megawatts. If you go and look at old satellite images, you’ll notice now they’re burying the power lines to make them less vulnerable to nature and attack. As it stands now, we don’t have the air power to knock out the power grid in that area just around Mountain View.”  
 
    Jumping up and waving at the screen, “And the people are working for free?! Without being forced?!” Hearst screamed, foaming at the mouth and literally spraying spittle.     
 
    Nodding, “On the farms around Mountain View, they make wiring harnesses for the tanks and choppers and then send them to town to wire up the equipment,” Schmidt told him. “But there are sixty farms making small things, like seats. I don’t mean they’re putting them together. They are cutting the metal and welding it together. The seats don’t have vinyl covering because that’s too labor intensive for the area, so they tan the hides of cows for leather.”  
 
    As the implications filled his mind, Hearst just dropped back on the couch. “Governor Yassa signed an order that no fuel could be used for power production unless authorized by the county government,” Schmidt continued. “I have satellite photos of those hydro-generators being put in everywhere across the Republic. Remember, more than Mountain View is making them now. One thing the CIA did find out was that by spring, the Republic will have five thousand already placed, and the goal is to place five thousand a year. That means the Republic will be getting twenty megawatts of power for free. The only good thing I came across is where the land is flat, they won’t have the head pressure and they’ll have to place even more.” 
 
    Looking down at his desk with his hands on each side of his head, “So they’re equaling our tank production?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “Yes, sir, but if pushed, those cottage industries could increase production. The workers you saw on those tanks take shifts. When their shift is over, they go back to work doing something else. Farming, patrolling the area, burying power lines, putting in phone lines, repairing infrastructure, and they’re doing it without compensation,” Schmidt told him. “Let’s take Mountain View. There are very few troops there. But the ones who are there are ADA, air defense. That’s all the help they, the general population, need to stop planes from rolling in. The population patrols have banded together to cover ground threats. The general population is able to free up the need for thousands of troops because troops aren’t needed behind the lines. And we got word yesterday that Governor Yassa is starting up a training program for militia units to take over those ADA sites, so even those troops can be returned to the battle. Only citizens are behind the lines, waiting to kill us with the same equipment the Republic military has on the line.” 
 
    “Especially after Operation Parking Lot,” Marshall chimed in, and Hubbard clinched down hard to stop from wetting his pants. Again, everyone looked at Marshall because that was also way out of character for him. 
 
    Looking away from Marshall to Schmidt, “So they can build helicopters in Mountain View?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “According to the CIA asset, they haven’t built one ‘from scratch’. The ones they’ve built were all battle damaged Apaches and Black Hawks,” Schmidt answered, leaning down and tapping his laptop again before another image filled the screens. “This is Davis-Monthan Air Force Base in Arizona, commonly called the ‘Boneyard’. It’s where we store aircraft that aren’t in service anymore. This photo was taken a year ago,” Schmidt said, then clicked the mouse and the image changed. “This is from the same position and satellite. Can anyone tell if there are aircraft missing?” Schmidt asked, looking around and nobody nodded.  
 
    “Well, there are. The Republic has been pulling aircraft and rebuilding them as they make new aircraft. For example, the Republic Navy once again has F-14 Tomcats on their boats. Not only did they rebuild the Tomcat, they upgraded it with new radar and engines. After hearing that, we started going over the photo because we know Mountain View is getting UH1 Hueys from the Boneyard and rebuilding them. But the Republic has also pulled some B-52s, B1B Lancers, and a few others from the Boneyard and are rebuilding them. Because they have so much more fuel than we do, the pilots they’re putting in the air have more flying time than ours do.” 
 
    “General,” Gifford said in a tired voice. “You can stop and come to the point.”  
 
    Putting his mouse down, “They are out producing us and we need to start gearing up to launch a ground war or get a ceasefire, so we can receive supplies equal what they’re putting out. Have you had your Intelligence briefing by the CIA today?” Schmidt asked.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, they requested to do it in the morning,” Gifford answered, leaning back in his chair.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, I gave them some information they hadn’t gotten,” Schmidt said. “Remember how Fern gave Percival and the UK thirty days to put down the revolt and he wouldn’t interfere? Monday was Day Thirty, sir. I received a report yesterday. Two Republic Navy supply ships docked on the Isle of Skye and offloaded sixty thousand tons of food and supplies on Tuesday, the day after the deadline. One thing the revolt needed was Javelins and anti-aircraft missiles because what they’d gotten from the Sin Eaters was gone. Well, Fern sent a thousand. When the Sin Eaters went over they brought over a hundred Javelins, but the revolt used them all and destroyed eighty tanks. The British won’t be sending many more tanks because they’re now losing them at an astronomical rate. I talked to an officer I know on a secure line and he said on Wednesday they lost sixty tanks over the entire country, that he knew of, in one day. Republic News is reporting they have reporters on the ground in Scotland, so expect the remaining British troops here to start wanting to go home.” 
 
    Pausing because Gifford was breaking out in a sweat, Schmidt grabbed a glass of water and took a sip before continuing. “We’ll still get armor, but it is coming from Germany. My contact says the UN now understands the threat the Republic poses. The Republic is about to flood the world with weapons for anyone fighting any UN country. I have a recording of radio traffic, broadcast in the clear, of President Fern talking to Admiral Wagner, saying he wants to flood the EU with weapons and just let everyone across the pond kill each other. With their population calmed down with food, the others in the UN want to send more troops over here. But the problem is, they’re across the pond and we need them here,” Schmidt told him.  
 
    Clearing his throat and trying to wet his mouth, “General,” Weaver called out, making him turn. “The CIA has an asset in Mountain View. Why not get others like him and take out all those refit depots by sabotage?”  
 
    “We don’t have the money if they all charged what that asset did,” Schmidt stated flatly. “The CIA has used that asset three times, but I only know what they paid him to get the pictures of the depot,” Schmidt said and Weaver just stared, waiting. “Half a ton of gold coins. Half up front and half when pictures were delivered, and they paid it because we got the pictures. You wouldn’t believe the problems of moving that much gold through our lines and the Republic lines to their rear, and I’m so glad I didn’t have to help.”  
 
    “Well, they have an asset,” Hearst stated. “It’s not that much money, General.” 
 
    “A limited asset,” Schmidt corrected. “I don’t want to know what they paid him for the other information and pictures. Mr. Hearst, I’m over the military and I can’t pull a half of ton of gold from my ass like those boys at Langley did. They offered diamonds, but the asset laughed in their faces.”  
 
    “Recommendations?” Gifford asked. 
 
    “We need your order to increase draft and enlistment numbers, today. We can double troop training and in eight weeks put out ten thousand more troops every month, but we need arms and our manufacturing of small arms can’t increase to match those numbers for a year,” Schmidt told him. “We won’t be pressed till the end of the year because of the stockpile Homeland had tucked away, but we’ll have those gone by December.”  
 
    Leaning forward, “I can help,” Hearst said. “Any military weapon or does it have to be an M4?” 
 
    Very impressed Hearst knew that much, “That’s the platform we train on and the instructors know so it would be nice, but we need any military weapons,” Schmidt answered.  
 
    Turning to Gifford, “I can get them, but how bad do you want them because I’m going to have to step on some toes,” Hearst informed him. Not liking the sound of that, Schmidt just leaned back in his chair.  
 
    Thinking hard for nearly a minute, “Chop the goddamned toes off,” Gifford huffed. “They’re making money and if they don’t start to pony up some, then they can go fuck themselves.”  
 
    With a quirky grin, “That’s what I was thinking,” Hearst replied, then turned to Schmidt. “I’ll have your weapons here long before December.”  
 
    Leaning forward and closing his laptop, “At the very least, we can swamp them with bodies,” Schmidt said as Gifford turned to Marshall. He was about to speak but Marshall was sitting relaxed in his chair, reminding Gifford of his teenaged son, and it really looked like Marshall was drawing on his notepad, just doodling away like he was bored. Not saying anything for several minutes, Gifford was about to order Marshall to take some time off, but stopped. Marshall was the most loyal man in the room and Gifford needed all those he had. 
 
     “Colonel Marshall, what of the attack?” Gifford finally asked.  
 
    Slowly straightening up in the chair Marshall put his pad down, and Gifford could see Marshall had been sketching a Sin Eater’s skull. “The attack started at 2204 and they pulled out just before 0200. They left some alive, but I got rid of them. Most were the reality cast, according to my troops,” Marshall said. 
 
    “We couldn’t have saved them?” Weaver asked.  
 
    Slowly turning to Weaver, “The Sin Eaters cut them open surgically and removed their kidneys and livers. They were dead at 2204 but just hadn’t quit breathing,” Marshall informed him. 
 
    Excusing the attitude, “Colonel, what of the quick reaction force?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “They followed procedure. They had live video feed, but it was set up on a loop. It had been playing the night before. At the monitoring building they saw the light in the sky and called the police station,” Marshall said, leaning forward and tapping his keyboard. They listened to the recording, and when the phone line conversation was done Marshall tapped his keyboard again. 
 
    “That voice you heard, I’m one hundred percent certain, was Alexander. Jasper Alexander,” Marshall reported. “I spent nearly two hours with the little fuck and he never shut up, no matter how many times I hit his ass.”  
 
    Flopping back in his seat, “I want to kill everyone at the NSA,” Gifford sighed out. “Colonel, why haven’t the Sin Eaters broadcast the attack?”  
 
    Again getting comfortable in his chair, “They’re waiting on us to do it. Normally, I would recommend not to because it acknowledges they’re a problem, but the site was widely known. But there’s good side to this, this is going to piss off the population. They loved that stupid place and those shows. We’ll get tips now,” Marshall declared with conviction.  
 
    With a crooked grin, “Not all of Keyton was stupid. I rather liked visiting there,” Gifford chuckled. “June Placard was a wild one I’m going to miss.” Marshall just sighed as Weaver and Hearst busted out laughing.  
 
    “So did you find anything new? Just wondering because it took you so long to get here,” Gifford told him.  
 
    “We had to review the footage,” Marshall said and Bolton gave a shiver. “We found a dog and thought it might’ve been a Sin Eater dog because they use them and have always killed other dogs in the past. But we found it belonged to one of the residents. It was undeniably the same dog. We have video of it fucking her.”  
 
    “You found Kathy’s Great Dane?” Gifford laughed, slapping his desk. He turned to see Weaver and Hearst laughing with him. “Eugene, remember how we bet her she couldn’t make the dog go twice?!” he howled out, and Hearst slid off the couch laughing. The military men were just watching them.  
 
    Standing behind Marshall, Bolton realized the higher up you were, the less you worried about anything and the less the rules applied to you. When Gifford went to take a breath, Marshall spoke. “Mr. President, I sure hope you had the video pulled if it has you and others watching a woman with a dog.”  
 
    Brushing the statement away with a wave of his hand, “My agents pulled the footage, but I’ve showed it at a few parties,” Gifford laughed and Weaver leaned over, laying on the vacant couch and laughing as Hearst tried getting to his feet. “Oh, please tell me you still have that dog,” he giggled out, trying to stop laughing.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Sorry, sir. When I found it belonged to a resident, it was disposed of,” Marshall said, and Bolton didn’t move because the dog was still alive. 
 
    “Why do you think they left it alive?” Hearst asked getting to his feet.  
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Marshall asked, but none answered. “The dog was fucking a stupid-ass woman who was a vehement supporter of federal control. In Sin Eater eyes, that dog deserved to live because those who support us are too stupid to mate with their own species, or the males here can’t do shit for women.”  
 
    That shut the three up instantly. “When the attack is broadcast, you should expect that, sir,” Marshall told Gifford. “That’s why I asked about video. How would it look? The Commander in Chief of the most powerful nation, right there in front of her, but this woman would rather fuck a dog? It writes itself, sir,” Marshall threw out.  
 
    Nodding with a panicked face, “Yes, it was pulled,” Gifford assured him.  
 
    “Sir, I don’t have the time, but I would assign someone to view the logs just to make sure,” Marshall told him. 
 
    “I’ll send someone today,” Gifford told him. “So we have six days until the Sin Eaters start back up?” 
 
    “That was a major attack they always work up to, so that’s what I’m assuming. I’m heading to base to talk to those my interrogation teams held,” Marshall responded, then turned to Hearst before Hearst sat back down. “Hearst, I must say, outstanding work and thank you. I could’ve gotten them but not that fast because I would’ve had to talk to all the people there so they wouldn’t get lawyers involved. You saved me time I don’t have.” 
 
    Tilting his head toward Marshall, “My pleasure, and if you need anything else like that, let me know,” Hearst told him.  
 
    Getting up, Marshall just looked at Bolton who’d moved over and started packing up, “There is something else you could do for me. Hearst, can you get my sister’s and her family’s ashes to my family in Switzerland? If I asked my father, his stupid ass would just fly the jet over to get them, which is exactly what I don’t need,” Marshall told him. 
 
    Standing and holding out a hand, “I’ll take them over myself. I have to go over anyway to get the General some guns,” Hearst answered as Marshall shook his hand. 
 
    Somewhat shocked, “You’re going to fly over, even with all that’s happened?” Marshall clarified.  
 
    “Colonel, I’ve been over three times since you went to England. I had a navy jet buzz me the last time and I informed them that my will had been changed and if I died, my fortune was to be given and divided to all the mercenaries who killed everyone involved with my death,” Hearst grinned. “They saw it my way and left.”  
 
    Marshall forced a grin and left with Bolton in tow. Hearst watched the door close. “That man needs some time off,” he stated bluntly.  
 
    “Won’t take it,” Schmidt said, gathering his stuff up as the door opened and his aide came in to grab the general’s stuff. “I won’t order it because he would feel it would cause him to lose his edge. And there’s no doubt he knows his enemy very well now. But when he’s dealt with the Sin Eaters, I’m going to order him to take some downtime.”  
 
    “I’ll do it, General,” Gifford said getting up. “I’ll have the mandates for you in an hour to increase draft and training.”  
 
    Walking out with his aide, Schmidt felt much better. But this war had just turned into an uphill battle, and they didn’t need the problems the Sin Eaters were causing. 
 
    Reaching the chopper, Marshall turned to Bolton, “Call our troops and tell them to shoot that goddamned dog!” he snarled, then climbed inside shoving the handcuffed Secret Service agent to the floor who would soon be getting flying lessons.  
 
    Pulling out his phone as he climbed in, “My pleasure,” Bolton answered. 
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 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    How dare you live on our land you bought 
 
    It was after 1900 and Reaper stood outside the foxhole they had dug on the crest of the hill. He just couldn’t believe this wasn’t a set up with all the food just sitting in the yard. The ‘yard’ was nearly three square miles of what had been farmland, but had been taken over by the Department of Agriculture for the distribution silos and storage. Like the railyard across the river, the yard only had seven contractors guarding each area. The guards were the same ones, since the Sin Eaters had been here several times ‘shopping’ and hauling food back to Hades.  
 
    He had Phantom get the Opera to patrol around the outside of the valleys to make sure units weren’t hiding in wait. But they didn’t find anything. So to comfort himself, he had his team dig foxholes under the lip of the hilltop to the west of South Shore, the small town right at the base. Not that any residents were living there. Well, not the ones who’d bought the houses. When the government had seized the land in the national interest, the homeowners had to leave after having the audacity of trying to stay on seized government land.  
 
    Havoc had his team on a hill at the east end of South Shore to cover the railroad bridge across the Ohio River the teams would use to cross back. Even though he was four miles from Havoc, Reaper could see the hill standing at the bend of the Ohio River. Their teams were blocking forces, and their targets would be a mile away on the other side of the river in Portsmouth and New Boston.  
 
    All the contractors were dead by 1800, those on duty and those in the quarters here in South Shore. There was a military outpost that had over a hundred soldiers, some Strykers and other APCs, but they were stationed in Rosemount, two miles north of Portsmouth.  
 
    Reaper wanted them, but then they would run the risk of not destroying the food. If everything went well, they would be long gone before the troops could get here. There were so many detainment camps scattered about Portsmouth and New Boston, which were basically the same town. Reaper wasn’t risking freeing any of them. If they didn’t try to leave when the explosions started going off, that was on them.    
 
    Lifting his binoculars, he could see movement in the trainyard across the river. “Fuck, Titan is so big I can spot his ass a mile away, for real.” Reaper grinned. The railyard was packed with cars loaded with food, mainly potatoes. The cars not loaded with potatoes were filled with the husked corn cobs. There was a plant that had been put up in Portsmouth to process the potatoes into powder and another to process the corn. Everything for this operation had been built and put off to the side years before the crash, just for this moment, to take America away. There was even a plant that produced ethanol from the corn, and it produced it in tens of thousands of gallons in each batch.   
 
    Lowering his binoculars, the one thing Reaper was glad about was every Sin Eater had the best equipment that any contractor had. In his past life he’d known what the shit cost, and even now was shocked the expensive stuff was bought in such large quantities. The pants they wore, taken from contractors of course, cost nearly a grand a piece. When a representative had come to his former self, wanting to put them in the store, he had balked. Why buy pants when you could buy a really nice gun? 
 
    But he had to admit, they were the best pants he’d ever worn. The three pairs he wore were the same three he’d gotten when he had crossed the river that first time. Two were khaki and one was multi-cam. One pair of the khaki he’d wanted to dye, so he’d asked Ivy how to make dye. Mistake number one. 
 
    Oh she’d shown him what plants to use for a kaleidoscope of colors, but then WW had heard what Reaper wanted. Mistake number two.  
 
    WW had shown him how to chemically make dyes and soon after, Ivy and WW were testing Sin Eaters on how to make dye. Reaper forgot how many times he’d gotten hit with the bamboo sticks from the two. But he had gotten his dye. Now one pair of khakis was dyed in a tiger stripe, the pair he had on now.  
 
    Not that it mattered because he and everyone in his team were in ghillie suits lined with heat shields.  
 
    Now the Sin Eaters had supplies and ammo to spare, even though this raid would hit their explosive stash hard. Even with WW making explosives on an industrial scale, none of it was ever used. Reaper wanted it saved. After this attack, he was going to have to hit another air base because they were going to use their last five hundred pound bombs on the silos. Not the actual bombs, the metal shell they’d cut open and then removed the explosive, which was only a hundred and ninety pounds. The explosive was then repacked in a tin housing that a single Sin Eater could carry. WW was taking ‘chemical physical enhancement’ to a new high.   
 
    The only ATV Reaper brought up for his group was the side by side that had the recoilless gun, and it was above him at the crest of the hill. All the other rides were hidden a mile south. If air showed up, he wanted to fade away and regroup. The recoilless gun worked like a charm and they had already taken three helicopters, two APCs, and a jet with it.  
 
    There were only twenty from his group on the hill, and he divided the rest among the teams who were going across the river. They didn’t have their rides, but they had the electric buggies the contractors had used, so they still didn’t have to carry shit far.  
 
    Turning to the storage yard, he could see Sin Eaters moving among the rows of storage buildings with and without walls. On the south side of the yard were white storage tanks and one silver one. The silver one held fuel. The three white ones housed vegetable oil. He’d always thought vegetable oil only came in bottles but through the day, a semi-truck with a tanker trailer drove over from Portsmouth to offload the vegetable oil from a plant there. “Should’ve watched more ‘How it’s made’,” he mumbled.   
 
    More feeling Zeus move than seeing, Reaper turned to see Stingray and Ubiytsa walking over, carrying duffel bags with their diving gear. “All the barges are set,” Stingray told him.  
 
    “Make sure you have a Stinger and a Javelin in your hole,” Reaper replied, turning back to look across the river.  
 
    “Why the hell are we up here? The assholes are on the other side of the river,” Misery grumbled loudly. Looking in his foxhole, Misery was behind an M2 fifty caliber machine gun with binoculars up to her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to stomp his ass,” Pain growled. 
 
    “What?” Misery asked. 
 
    “Fucking Phantom. Look near the office, south side,” Pain told her and Misery shifted her gaze.  
 
    “That fucking cocksucker,” Misery gasped, zooming in her binoculars. Having to know, Reaper lifted his binoculars and soon spotted Phantom dragging a knife across a man’s throat very slowly as he looked south, towards them. Then Reaper noticed a body already at Phantom’s feet and two more behind him were wiggling. Phantom dropped the one he’d cut and lifted another one, cut her throat, then moonwalked around the three bodies. After making a moonwalking circle, he lifted the last one and cut his throat.   
 
    Just giving a heavy sigh, “I thought everyone in the yard was dead,” Reaper stated, watching one of the Opera bring over another form who was thrashing around.  
 
    Already knowing Reaper was grumpy didn’t stop Pain from commenting. “The fucking Opera is bringing him presents!” Pain snarled. “Permission to go over there and kick his ass.” 
 
    “Denied,” Reaper sighed out as Phantom danced for a minute and then moved away. Reaper wasn’t surprised he’d lost sight of him as soon as Phantom stepped off the asphalt. It didn’t matter he was walking across grass. It was getting so dark now even the top-dollar binoculars couldn’t see. But Reaper had also lost sight of the Opera walking behind Phantom.  
 
    Putting his binoculars away and pulling out the thermals and night vision binoculars, “Go get in your hole,” he told Stingray and Ubiytsa as a parent would tell a child to go to bed. They both nodded and left before Reaper made them stay with the sisters while he took over their own hole. 
 
    In the hole beside the sisters and Reaper were Odin and Thor along with their spotters. They were both using the Barrett tonight, even though Odin wanted the Lahti. Scanning with his rifle, “The sisters need to relax,” Odin said. 
 
    Lifting off his spotting scope to look at Odin, “You need to can that shit before they come over here. I don’t mind you talking smack when they’re over a hundred yards away, but not when they’re ten. I’m not sparring with Pain again for the rest of this fucking war,” Thor told him. 
 
    “I told you, Pain fights like she’s a heavyweight. Bitch hits like a mule kicks,” Odin chuckled.  
 
    “When she stomps your ass, I’m going to laugh,” Thor warned and dropped back down on his spotting scope. 
 
    In Reaper’s earbud, “Reaper,” Havoc called out. 
 
    Tapping the phone, “Reaper,” he answered.  
 
    “Um, why the hell was Phantom dancing?” 
 
    Not wanting to answer, “Pissing off the sisters,” Reaper replied.  
 
    “Permission to go over and kick his ass,” Havoc asked.  
 
    “Denied, Reaper out,” he huffed and tapped the phone. “I’m bringing Jaws next time. The first person who irritates me gets daily dental exams.”  
 
    Dropping her night vision binoculars and looking up at Reaper. “No reason to get medieval, Reaper. Shit,” Pain moaned. 
 
    “You haven’t gotten hit by Jaws the last three times, so shut the fuck up, spoiled brat,” Misery spat. It was clearly evident Misery didn’t like being outdone by her baby sister at anything.  
 
    Watching the yard, “Don’t make me separate you two,” Reaper warned, seeing hoses being pulled out and connected to the vegetable oil tanks. He didn’t know why the plant in town made vegetable oil to fill tankers, but they were going to use it. At the far end were fuel tanks at a dock for boats and they were using those too.  
 
    “You’re taking her side,” Misery scoffed. Dropping his binoculars and letting them hang from his neck, he reached in his thigh pocket and pulled out a MRE cheese packet. “Oh, fuck me,” Misery groaned, and Pain turned to see Reaper rip the package open and shove it under his mask to suck the cheese out.  
 
    “You stay on your side of the foxhole and when you shit, you go far the fuck away,” Pain told him and saw Zeus slink away from Reaper’s side to drop into the foxhole. “You are one man who shouldn’t have any hair on his ass. Those liquid squirts have to come out of your ass near the sound barrier. I’m surprised you have skin on your ass.” 
 
    “The smell melts my hair. It should burn the hair off his ass,” Misery offered, then sucked in a breath when Reaper pulled out another packet and sucked it down. When he reached for his pocket again, “Okay! Shit, we’ll shut the fuck up!” she cried out.  
 
    “I’ll take a vow of silence if he stops eating that shit,” Pain declared, hearing snickering in the next foxhole. “Odin, shut it before I come over there.” 
 
    Two hours and one cheese shit later, Pain lifted her eye off the scope of her M249 to wipe the water from her eyes, again. “That’s rank,” she gagged, trying not to breathe and seriously started making a mental note to bring her gas mask from the Flyer next time. “You need to bury your cheese shits deeper.”  
 
    “It won’t matter,” Misery said, blinking the watery tears from her burning eyes. “The earth just spits it out like a volcano. It doesn’t want that toxic waste inside.”  
 
    “I buried it,” Reaper smirked, scanning the far bank. The funnels that ran from each silo to load barges turned on and grain started pouring into the river. Even he had to admit, that last shit was a rank one. So bad in fact, Zeus had moved over to Odin’s and Thor’s foxhole.  
 
    “We’re blowing it up. Why are we dumping some in the river?” Pain asked, ripping some paper off a page from her notebook. Shoving her hand under her mask she filled each nostril, packing in the paper.  
 
    “The silos are full. We need to have some space so the dust stirs up. Normally fans would suck out the dust, but bad people broke the fans. That way, it’ll add to the explosion,” Reaper told her and Pain gave an impressed nod, glad she couldn’t smell the rotten, dead, whale ass funk that was a Reaper cheese shit. “I’ve been racking my brain. Do either of you know why they have tanker trucks filled with vegetable oil? And they’re putting it in thirty thousand gallon tanks?” 
 
    Copying what Pain had done and shoving paper in her nose, “To use as vegetable oil?” Misery answered. 
 
    “It comes in bottles, Misery,” Reaper told her. “The biggest I’ve ever seen was five gallons.” 
 
    “Yes, it does, but the shit inside the bottles came from big ass tanks and is moved around by tanker trucks. Some stores buy vegetable oil in fifty-five-gallon drums, Reaper,” she shot back and Reaper lowered his binoculars to look at her. “In our past lives, we both worked at the vegetable oil plant in high school. We didn’t make it there, it was brought to us in tanker trucks, put in huge storage tanks, and we filled the bottles.”  
 
    “Huh, never knew that,” Reaper chuckled, lifting the night vision binoculars up and adjusting the gain to make the world less green. “I’ll be damned, never thought about it.”          
 
    Everyone jumped as a loud muffled ‘Pooof’ went off followed by another and then two more, but Reaper was shifting his gaze and saw body parts near the river and one man trying to get up the bank before the torso evaporated when a .50 cal bullet hit. “Contacts down,” Odin called out and Reaper could hear them reloading.  
 
    “Where they going? Skinny dipping?” Pain asked, looking through her scope. “You don’t skinny dip in the Ohio River.”  
 
    “You notice they were all guys? They’re so fucked up. They go to visitation centers and then read homo books and skinny dip with other guys. We have to kill all of them. Boys I could understand, but full-grown men?” Misery declared as a gag came from the next foxhole. 
 
    “Reaper! Fuck, you can’t eat any more of that cheese! Your cheese shits stink worse than a monkey whorehouse,” Odin cried out, trying not to gag. “We were being good over here. Why do we have to get punished when the sisters were being bad?” 
 
    “Friendly fire,” Reaper chuckled as his earbud went off.  
 
    “Reaper, Titan.”  
 
    Tapping his phone, “Reaper,” he called out.  
 
    “Party is set. Moving to pull out.”   
 
    Pulling out a long remote detonator box, Reaper raised the antenna and turned it on. Twelve green lights came on, one above each switch. “Green across the board. Reaper set,” he acknowledged, then tapped the phone off.  
 
    Misery moved behind the M2 and turned on the thermal sight mounted on the gun. The thermal had a small screen and not an eyepiece. “I get the M2 next time,” Pain said, pulling the M249 stock into her shoulder. “You realize with all the grain we’re about to put in the water, the fish here are going to be huge next year.” 
 
    “We’re coming back to go fishing,” Misery stated, scanning across the river.  
 
    To the east, automatic weapons fire erupted. The only Sin Eater weapon that wasn’t suppressed was the one hundred millimeter recoilless, so everyone knew it was feds firing. Very quickly, the gunfire was drowned out when they heard the ‘thump-thump-thump’ of an automatic cannon. Swiveling to the east with his binoculars, Reaper saw a Stryker and another APC firing onto the bridge, with tracers lighting up the darkness, before the Stryker blew up and then the APC. Knowing they’d been hit with Javelins, he could see troops behind the destroyed vehicles still shooting. Then Reaper could see bullets impacting all over the area.  
 
    Letting the binoculars go, Reaper grabbed the detonator and flipped the first switch. He felt the ground shake as the charge blew under each barge and the water whited out at each. For a second Reaper was pissed off the barges were still there, then he saw they were sinking and going down rather fast.  
 
    He flipped the second switch and explosions wracked the storage yard with one second delays, igniting the pools of vegetable oil and fuel. The next switch set off the charges in the railyard and the fuel from the tanks that had pooled between the tracks. Since it was ethanol and diesel, it was burning in very pretty colors. The next switches blew charges in the town, just to spread fear.  
 
    Then Reaper heard explosions from New Boston, letting him know Havoc was setting off his charges at each of the plants. He couldn’t help but look up as he flipped the last switch, setting off the four hundred pounds of explosives in the silos a mile and a half away. But he wasn’t prepared for the explosion.  
 
    For a second Reaper thought he was blind, then the shockwave hit to throw him backward, slamming his back into the wall of the foxhole. Feeling his eyeballs move in his skull right before he dropped to the bottom, Reaper thought one of the explosive experts should’ve warned him about this.  
 
    It was quiet for a mere second and then he heard noise as his hearing protection turned back on. The only reason he had told those in his group to put them on was because the recoilless rifle was right over their head, and he knew that fucker was loud. 
 
    At the bottom of the foxhole, after being tossed back by the concussion, “What kind of fucking corn do they grow here?!” Pain cried out.  
 
    Shaking her head as she stood up and got back on the M2, “I don’t know, but Reaper’s not eating any of it. If that corn can do that, I don’t want to know what it would do coming out of his ass,” Misery told her. 
 
    Getting up and looking across the river, Reaper felt weak. There were no silos or anything else for a couple of hundred yards. The train cars had been blown back, piled up like kids’ toys and were now jumbled up with potatoes and husked corn cobs everywhere. “The fire’s out!” Reaper shouted. He could see the fuel on the ground reflecting the moonlight.  
 
    “We fucking nuked that place, why isn’t it burning?” Pain wondered.  
 
    Realizing what had happened, “The explosion put out the fires,” Reaper groaned and saw Misery about to aim the M2. “That won’t set off the fuel.” 
 
    “It does on TV,” Misery informed him. Then they heard more gunfire from the east, and turned to see tracers coming from New Boston toward Havoc’s hill. He saw the flash as a Javelin was shot and then Reaper grabbed a Javelin from the foxhole and climbed out. Knocking the ends off, he turned it on and scanned the railyard, but the seeker wouldn’t lock on anything.  
 
    Almost throwing the Javelin down, he stopped when Odin and Thor opened up. He turned, but without his night vision binoculars he couldn’t see shit. Then he lifted the Javelin to use its thermal and saw a flood of bodies coming from Portsmouth. Then other weapons along the line opened up. When Misery’s M2 started the muffled chatter, Reaper again swung over to the railyard, trying to get a lock on anything. “FUCK!” he shouted.  
 
    ‘KABOOOM’ sounded over his head and Reaper dropped so fast, he felt his dick dig in the dirt. Off to the north he heard a second small ‘boom’ and looked up. Coming down the valley from the north was a helicopter, but it was doing a nosedive toward the earth after being hit by the recoilless rifle or cannon.  
 
    Feeling his pocket vibrate, Reaper started spewing filth that made everyone cringe. Yanking the pager out, he read ‘Apaches coming in from northwest fifteen minutes’. He was just about to call abort when he saw the movement of a vehicle across the river. Shouldering the Javelin he smiled, seeing it was taking the road toward New Boston and the railroad bridge. “Leave the Stryker alone and get Stingers ready, we have Apaches inbound!” he shouted.  
 
    After pushing through the throng of people running to save the food, the Stryker sped up and saw a boxcar blocking the road. It turned into the railyard and Reaper finally got a lock. “Clear behind!” he shouted, pulling the trigger. A ‘Pop’ sounded as the charge ejected the rocket and ‘Whoosh’ sounded when the engine kicked in.  
 
    All along his line, the others were firing away at those running and trying to reach the river to save the food. When the Javelin hit, they weren’t worried about food anymore. The explosion reignited the pooled up fuel. People who had been splashing through the fuel to save the food were running torches. 
 
    Feeling a sense of accomplishment, Reaper took the Javelin off his shoulder. ‘KABOOOM’ sounded over him again and he dropped hard. “Okay, that thing gets a silencer or it stays home,” he declared, looking up to see another helicopter to the north going down.  
 
    Hearing a ‘pop’ and ‘Whoosh’ he turned to see Stingray letting a Javelin go. “Ammo!” Misery cried out, flipping the cover up. Grabbing a can, Reaper passed it over and heard another Javelin let loose. 
 
    “We have choppers coming…” he stopped, hearing heavy impacts all around him and dove into the foxhole. ‘KABOOOM’ sounded again and the impacts stopped.  
 
    Lifting his head up, “That wasn’t an Apache shooting at us,” Reaper said getting up, and turned to see an APC burning at the river’s edge and two more behind it burning. Knowing the Apaches were getting close, “Get some Stingers ready!” he yelled.  
 
    *** 
 
    Captain Xavier ‘Zip’ McDonald was flying CAP (Combat Air Patrol) over Missouri with his wingman, Second Lieutenant Gregg ‘Stiletto’ Watson. Stiletto got his name from the heel, not the knife. Even though he was an outstanding pilot and should’ve been over his own flight, Stiletto was an egotistical hotshot. Stiletto had called Zip five minutes ago over the radio, telling him to listen in on a frequency and then called it out. Unscrambled, or in the open, Zip heard a Federal Major screaming that the Sin Eaters were attacking them.  
 
    Then a snotty male voice came over the air, telling the major he wasn’t encrypted and needed to speak plainly. Just hearing the voice, Zip knew it was a desk jockey officer. When the major came back on, Zip could hear lots of gunfire and then an explosion as the major yelled out send air to Portsmouth, Ohio. Zip looked down at the map on his thigh. “I know where that is,” he laughed, then toggled his radio for ground control.  
 
    “Ground, this is Marine flight 7596, requesting permission to enter enemy airspace to assist friendlies,” he called out. 
 
    “Denied, Marine flight 7596,” a gruff voice came back.  
 
    Then Stiletto came over the radio, “Zip, the Sin Eaters need to bug out, man. They’ve been locked up too long.” Unlike most pilots, Marine aviators had to know how to fight on the ground. That’s why Marine pilots wore G.I. helmet covers on their flight helmets. To let everyone know they were ground-pounding Marines first, aviator second.  
 
    Zip was about to reply when the desk jockey came over the air to the major. “You have three flights of Apaches coming in, ETA fifteen minutes,” desk jockey said.  
 
    “Zip, that isn’t fair. Sin Eaters don’t have air,” Stiletto huffed.  
 
    Knowing that calling back to ask the colonel wasn’t going to get him anywhere, a plan started to build in Zip’s mind. His unit was the last Marine unit still flying F/A-18 Hornets. The rest of the corp had transitioned to the F-35 but what Zip thought was ironic, some of those units were now getting ready to go back to F/A-18s being pulled from mothballs because the F-35 wasn’t holding up and they were running out of them.  
 
    “Stiletto, I’m going. If you want to go, just follow my lead,” Zip told him as a formality. He had no doubt Stiletto was making plans to take off to fight but he was the commanding officer, so he should be the one to break the rules first and have fun. Zip had four kills and needed one more to become a coveted ‘Ace’. Even though Stiletto was a kid and his wingman, Stiletto was already a double ace and need two more kills to be a triple ace. The kid was cocky and egotistical, but a natural in the air.  
 
    “I got your back, boy!” Stiletto cried out with joy.  
 
    Keying his radio, “Ground, this is Marine fight 7596. I have a heavy stick and rudders are going crazy!” he shouted. 
 
    “You are cleared for emergency landing at airstrip Tango,” gruff voice called out.  
 
    “Plane isn’t responding!” Zip shouted, yanking the stick hard. The Hornet broke right, doing barrel rolls and careening toward the ground. At two thousand feet the barrel rolls stopped, and Zip dove toward the earth with Stiletto right behind him. 
 
    “YeeeeHawwww!” Stiletto cried out over the radio, following Zip to the deck. Nobody was fooled, because whatever Zip’s Hornet did, Stiletto copied. There was no denying, Stiletto was an excellent pilot. 
 
    When he was five hundred feet off the ground, Zip pulled back leveling out. “Controls are locked, ground control! Afterburner just kicked in!” he screamed and buried the throttle. Stiletto punched his Hornet as he trailed Zip while ground control started screaming at both of them to turn back. Flipping a switch on the radio, both Zip and Stiletto stopped ground control’s voice in their helmets.  
 
    Below on the frontline, troops were listening to the federal major screaming over the radio requesting troops, air, orbital strike, or even Santa Clause as long as someone dealt with the Sin Eaters. The troops all froze when two Hornets streaked over, followed by massive booms of the sound barrier heading east. They all started jumping up and down cheering. Someone was going to assist the Sin Eaters.  
 
    A very pleasant female voice sounded in Zip’s flight helmet, “Marine flight 7596. This is Air Force watch 431. Your plane’s malfunction is bringing you in too far east. Bear twenty-eight degrees left,” called over the radio. Zip knew the call sign as the Air Force AWACS. What most referred to as the radar plane. He had been all over the world and in the Marines six years, but when the friendly voice came over his headset, Zip’s first instinct was to reach for his wallet. Her voice could make you melt, and she was just talking. If she tried to talk sexy, Zip was sure it could kill a man in mere seconds.   
 
    Adjusting his course with the land streaking past below him, she came back on. “Very good, Marine flight 7596. The malfunction from your plane has lined up bogies to your twelve o’clock. You have nine contacts. Apaches at three thousand feet coming from northeast in double V formation,” the friendly voice told him. Zip glanced at his altimeter and saw he was at four hundred feet.  
 
    “Fucking federal pussies are in choppers flying higher than we are,” he said and keyed his radio. “Air Force Watch 431, I can’t adjust course again. Can you guide radar lock onto targets before I get there? I don’t want to run into one of them and hurt my plane more than it is.”   
 
    “Thought you would never ask, Marine Flight 7596,” she replied and started reading out coordinates.  
 
    When she was done, Zip pressed the radio. “Stiletto, you get those targets?” he called out. 
 
    “Holy shit, you hear how hot Air Force Watch sounded?”  
 
    Laughing, “Yeah, but did you get the coordinates?” Zip asked. 
 
    “Man, I was punching those in when she read them out. A voice like that demands excellence and compliance by any man,” Stiletto informed him and Zip nodded in his cockpit, hearing the tone of lock from the AMRAM missile.  
 
    “I’ll start from left, you from right. We only get one pass, so let’s make it count!” Zip shouted and his radar came to life. “I got lock! Tallyho, bitch!” he shouted, pressing the trigger.  
 
    *** 
 
    Waiting to arm the Stinger, Reaper saw the dots coming in from the northeast in the clear night sky. “Oh sure, you fly high now since our Republic jet jockeys can’t touch you because you’re on base!” Reaper cried out, referring to base because of the ceasefire. A streak flew overhead and then a split second later, a small boom from Zip’s first missile. In the distance Reaper saw one of the dots explode, then another exploded. He saw two more streaks over his head as the dots started diving to earth for cover. 
 
    Two more exploded and then two more. Running for its life, the last chopper dove hard. ‘KAAABOOOOM’ sounded overhead and Reaper saw two F/A-18 Hornets flying northeast where the choppers had come from. Red streaked out from the one Hornet, chasing down the Apache trying to get away. The dot exploded as the Hornets banked hard left and Reaper lost sight of them when Zip and Stiletto hauled ass back to their team to get on their base. “Guess ‘base’ didn’t count for you guys,” Reaper said, then turned to the others.  
 
    “I’m leaving. You can stay here and wait for more air to show up,” he told everyone and they jumped from the foxholes, grabbing gear. Tapping his screen, “This is Reaper. We’re leaving and any who don’t, can get a ride from the feds.”  
 
    “Reaper, we were moving when those Apaches started blowing up,” Havoc told him. 
 
    He grabbed a real radio and changed to aviation emergency frequency. “This is Reaper to the planes that just flew over so low you knocked my hat off,” he called out.  
 
    “Reaper, this is Marine Flight 7596. We were just in the neighborhood since I had flight control malfunction. Those Apaches wouldn’t move and I couldn’t steer, so I had to take them out before I ran into one. I got control back now.”    
 
    “Hope you get that malfunction looked at. I was saving those Apaches but since they didn’t get out of your way, I’m glad you got them.” 
 
    “No, Reaper. Thank you and the Sin Eaters. A lot of Marines are alive because of you, and we always help those who help us. Sorry I had malfunctions and couldn’t lend a hand.” 
 
    “Maybe next time, Marine. You stay safe. Reaper out,” he said lowering the radio. 
 
    Zip just grinned as he guided his plane back home for the ass chewing he knew was coming. Like any good pilot will tell you, only pussy pilots don’t get screamed at. But now, Zip had another problem. He was an ‘Ace’ at long last, but he needed one more kill to be a double ‘Ace’. It didn’t bother him that Stiletto was now a triple ‘Ace’ and only needed two more kills to be a quad Ace because the kid was good. Hitting a chopper in a dive, with guns less than a thousand yards away and four hundred feet off the deck when you’re Mach 1.7, that took balls of steel or skill. Either way, the kid was good.  
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 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Intelligence = sneaky = big balls 
 
    In her Lt. Governor’s office sitting at her desk and looking at a TV, Michelle chuckled as President Fern walked up to the podium for a briefing. When he reached the podium, Fern held up a hand to stop questions and then read from a prepared statement. 
 
    “Last night, a Marine F/A-18D Hornet experienced throttle and control malfunctions, losing control of his aircraft. Federal Apaches were in his flight path and wouldn’t deviate, so Captain McDonald and his wingman Second Lieutenant Gregg Watson engaged the craft to clear McDonald’s fight path. I’m happy to say, McDonald regained control of the aircraft and returned to land safely. Both pilots are unharmed and are still on full duty. I’ve been asked if we broke the ceasefire. Well, no, we haven’t. The Republic has never agreed to a ceasefire. We didn’t start this war. Congress and I are waiting for Federal President Gifford to surrender and until then, the war won’t be over even if we do agree to a ceasefire at a later date,” Fern paused, looking at the reporters. 
 
    “The feds are abusing US citizens and how many had they killed here before we drove them out? We may never know, so the war is still going on.” 
 
    “When will the Republic attack?” a reporter shouted. 
 
    Scoffing, “Oh, how fucking stupid to even ask that,” Michelle snapped at the TV. She had done two press conferences and hated them. After the first one, Michelle had given her pistol she wore on her hip to one of her aides, so she wouldn’t be tempted to pull it and use it on the reporters for stupid questions.  
 
    Turning to look at the reporter, “If you want to know that, I’d suggest you grab a gun and join up because I don’t know, only the military does,” Fern answered, and Michelle looked up when Brandi walked in.  
 
    “He’s so much better at those than I am,” Brandi stated with a little awe.  
 
    Scanning her desk and spotting the remote control, Michelle picked it up and muted the sound. “He’s used to them,” Michelle huffed. “If someone here asked me stupid questions like that, I would stomp their ass.”  
 
    Closing the door, Brandi sat down in one of the chairs in front of Michelle’s desk. “Peter said they contacted him for payment,” Brandi told her, getting comfortable.  
 
    Weeks ago Peter Slaton, who owned a farm north of Winona, Missouri, twenty miles east of Mountain View, had come to speak privately with Brandi. When he’d gone to his barn one morning to milk the cows, four men from the feds were there waiting. They’d assured him if he was quiet they wouldn’t hurt him, and offered him a deal. They wanted pictures of the refit center inside the Walmart building.  
 
    The fact they knew he pulled shifts there bothered him. Putting the milk bucket down, Peter told them he wanted to be paid. When they asked how much, Peter asked how many pictures. They wanted footage of the entire structure. He had told them he would have to plan that out and get back to them. After giving him a radio and frequencies to use, the four had left.  
 
    After finishing his work on the farm, Peter had headed to Mountain View and then to the resort on the Jack Fork where Brandi was. He reported to her what had happened. He was expecting Brandi to set up an ambush and take them, but she told him differently. That evening, Peter had called out on the radio saying he wanted a thousand pounds of gold coins, half upfront, and he would get the pictures.  
 
    He was surprised, to say the least, when the voice on the radio agreed. When he went to collect the ‘upfront’ money Peter was nervous, but nothing like when he had met the four in his barn. After the suitcases were loaded up on his ATV, Peter had told them he would take the pictures. 
 
    Brandi, Michelle, and the Major were covering Peter at the meeting with thirty soldiers. Taking the cases, Brandi had given Peter a handful of the gold coins because he’d done what was right, but Peter had tried to give them back. In the end, he’d taken them because Brandi wouldn’t shut up. It was Brandi herself who took most of the pictures. There was nothing there that hadn’t been seen by reporters. When Peter finally handed over the pictures, the four had been ecstatic and handed over the rest of the payment.  
 
    Then they’d asked if Peter could get pictures of the water turbine factory. He’d told them he didn’t work there, but he would get back to them with a price if he could do it.  
 
    So far Peter had done four tasks for the group, and Michelle had Nancy find out who they were and wasn’t surprised to find they worked for the CIA. Brandi herself always took the pictures because none of what they wanted were state secrets, and if they had watched Republic News or talked to the cameramen, they could’ve gotten the pictures and even video for free.  
 
    But Brandi got what Missouri needed. Gold. A physical asset for coinage, and the Federal government had given them over two tons now of mint condition gold eagles.  
 
    “You know they’ll eventually want what we can’t give,” Michelle told her, but was in awe at the balls Brandi displayed. To get money from the feds by spying on themselves was thinking on a level Michelle wouldn’t have thought of.   
 
    Shrugging, “Then we kill them and hide Peter and his family,” Brandi answered. “You read over what they wanted Peter to write down?” 
 
    Opening a drawer and pulling out a stack of paper, “I answered their questions,” Michelle chuckled. “They think only people who’ve been trained can rebuild tanks or helicopters. I can’t even count how many work at the refit center and have only rebuilt cars. The feds think nobody can teach themselves to do anything. How much are we getting this time?”  
 
    Watching the forced chuckle, Brandi wanted to take away the hurt Michelle hid very well. “A full ton. A thousand pounds upfront and a thousand on delivery,” Brandi told her.  
 
    “Now I know why the debt was so much,” Michelle mumbled. “I’ll be ready to go tonight.” 
 
    Holding up her hand, “No, I asked Gerald, Matt, and Dallas to go with me tonight. I heard you on the phone when you got here this morning, promising Olivia you would read Alice in Wonderland to her tonight,” Brandi told her.   
 
    Since that was only half an hour ago, Michelle remembered it very well. No sooner than she’d walked in the door, her aide was waiting to say Olivia was on the phone. “I can still read after the drop,” Michelle told Brandi.  
 
    “The drop is at midnight, and you won’t cut out that baby’s momma time. I’m sorry I asked you into this job because of those babies but I need you, and the Republic needs you. So I’ll make sure those babies get momma time, even if I have to go down there and sit with you so they can get it.” 
 
    Sprawling back in her chair, “I’m not joining Fern’s staff,” Michelle sighed out.  
 
    “Oh baby, if you left me to join him, I would break both his knees,” Brandi vowed. “You don’t have to be there to help him. You have to be here to help me. The staff is starting to understand we can’t help everyone and it’s not our job, but you already understood that. You also understood we have to help if we’re to win this war. When you sent that proposal to me, I thought it was crazy, very overreaching, and just wishful thinking. But knowing you, I reread it slowly without skimming it like the first reading. You outlined a plan and explained how to reach the goal very well. These refit centers are helping the military and the communities because they get protection from the air and learn valuable trades. When I sent it to Fern, you would’ve thought I’d sent him the Rosetta Stone of Life,” Brandi ended with a chuckle.  
 
    Staring hard at Brandi, “You didn’t have to tell the assembly to ratify the proposed constitution without adding bullshit or you were going to kick their ass,” Michelle said flatly. 
 
    Lifting her chin proudly, “Fern did it,” Brandi declared.  
 
    Having watched the recording, Michelle couldn’t deny that. “Brandi, he used a little more tact,” Michelle pointed out.  
 
    Waving her hand out, “Fuck ‘em. I don’t have the time to be eloquent. I have shit to do,” Brandi huffed. 
 
    Seven hours after Missouri had received the constitution, it was signed and sent back. Next week, all governors had to again return to Dallas for the formal signing and that included Michelle, which she didn’t like but she was going. Not even Brandi was complaining about the trip. She had given a press conference and said this was one meeting she was going to enjoy going to. 
 
    Getting up from her chair, “Don’t forget to dye your hair again before Dallas, and one of your contacts is out,” Brandi told her.  
 
    Digging in a drawer and pulling out a small mirror, Michelle looked at her refection. “Fuck,” she mumbled, seeing two different color eyes. Scooting her chair back, Michelle looked around herself and on the desk for her contact.  
 
    “You didn’t have it in when you got here, but I couldn’t tell you with a roomful of people,” Brandi informed her, and Michelle looked up with a pained expression. “I don’t think anyone noticed and I haven’t heard anyone talk about it. That’s why I came to see you.”  
 
    Knowing Brandi knew more than she ever let on, Michelle didn’t care. Brandi kept her own counsel. “I need to run back to the house to get another one,” Michelle said, but Brandi just shook her head.  
 
    “I already called Nancy and she’s bringing it. You’ll get a package tomorrow from Texas. Don’t open it here, just take it home,” Brandi told her and left.  
 
    “Oh, that woman’s good,” Michelle mumbled and started on the day’s work. The next day, after getting the package, Michelle took it home and found it held a hundred pairs of contacts and dozens of boxes of the same color hair dye.  
 
    *** 
 
    That evening when Michelle headed home, Titan walked out of Hades and headed down the slope to cross the River Styx, the renamed stream. He stopped, hearing the drone of a generator and a high speed grinder. On the rock outcropping, he saw Reaper adding names of those they’d lost. There were now thirty names with the four Reaper was adding who were lost in Ohio. Doc and his staff were working on six seriously wounded Sin Eaters, but Doc said unless they had massive complications, they should pull through.  
 
    Sitting on the ground off to the side were the sisters and Zeus. Even though they’d lost Sin Eaters, the group was still overjoyed. The loss of a Sin Eater never brought down spirits. Everyone knew the life of a Sin Eater was hard and losses were to be expected.  
 
    Turning off the grinder, “What ‘cha need, Titan?” Reaper asked.   
 
    “I wanted to help carve the fallen into the stone,” he answered, but Reaper had always done it. 
 
    “I got it. Need to get the Sin Eaters prepped and maintenance done,” Reaper replied, dropping off the ladder.  
 
    Glancing over at the sisters, “Reaper, that damn Stryker just rounded the corner doing fifty. We never heard it,” Titan told him again. “It saw Death’s section on the railroad bridge, and mine waiting to cross. I deployed like we trained, but we never even heard it.” 
 
    Brushing the rock dust off his clothes, “Titan, you all did excellent,” Reaper told him. “We’ve talked about it in the after action reports. If you want my honest answer, I’m surprised half of you didn’t die. You had to pull back on a railroad bridge under fire by superior numbers. I’m very impressed by all of you.”  
 
    Hearing it from Reaper did put Titan’s fear to rest that he should’ve done something differently. “Um, have you talked to Nitro and Pyro?” Titan asked, and the sisters started snickering.  
 
    Looking up at the sky, “You know, I do have more cheese,” he threatened, and the snickering stopped instantly. Dropping his eyes to Titan, “Yes, I talked to them. Nitro said the elevators threw out more corn than he expected. He’d accounted for the elevator to dump a quarter of the grain in the river from each silo, but he said each silo was only half full and if anyone would’ve lit a lighter in there, the blast would’ve been the same.”  
 
    Glancing at the sisters, “Then why were they giggling?” Titan asked.  
 
    With a long sigh, “When I called out to Nitro and Pyro they both wet their pants, thinking I was mad and bringing my bamboo pole,” Reaper told him. “I just wanted to know why, from a mile and a half away, I felt my eyeballs get pushed into my skull.” 
 
    Everyone turned to see Ubiytsa walking across Styx. “Reaper, Death need you in Tartarus,” he said and Reaper walked over, examining the dressing on Ubiytsa’s head.  
 
    “Your wound okay?” Reaper asked, peeking under the gauze and saw stitches.  
 
    Scoffing, “I cut worse to shave, but Doc say stitch. Ivy tell if I leave, I will drink something and not wake up for one week,” Ubiytsa told him, then nodded. “So I let Ivy stitch.” 
 
    One of the ones who’d died was Odin’s spotter, Tiger. A 25mm AP shell from one of the APCs firing on their hill had hit her in the face. When Reaper went to get Tiger, Odin had shoved him aside before picking up her body and grabbing the Barrett. Over sixty years old, Odin carried his gear and Tiger’s body back to the ATVs. Odin and Thor, with his spotter Spite, had buried Tiger when they’d reached Hades.   
 
    Grabbing his stuff, Reaper looked at the stone outcropping wall. He was halfway done, but Death knew what was important. Putting his vest on but not fastening it down, he patted Zeus as he walked over the small bridge. “How are the wounded doing?” he asked over his shoulder. 
 
    Both the sisters grinned hearing that as they followed in the very back. Reaper had one of them go and check every hour since they’d gotten back this morning. Reaper was a hard ass killer, but wanted his Sin Eaters well.  
 
    “Doc says unless they have complications they’ll all pull through. He was closing up the last one before I came to you,” Titan told him.  
 
    Taking the path to Tartarus, Reaper looked out into the narrow valley and could see Sin Eaters moving about, then turned to look behind him at the Lard Barn and WW’s lab. “Sisters, sign us up for a shift in the Lard Barn,” Reaper called out and they both groaned. “Well, I did find sixteen more packets of cheese spread,” he informed them. Not saying anything, Pain took off in a sprint down the hill toward the Lard Barn to sign them up for a shift.  
 
    Chuckling, “Odin said you have something wrong inside you,” Titan said. “After that cheese shit you took, Odin thought his rifle was going to melt from the funky fumes.”  
 
    “But man, it’s so good,” Reaper sighed. 
 
    “You like cheese, but I’m think cheese don’t like you,” Ubiytsa told him. 
 
    Speeding up and patting Ubiytsa on the back, “I’m so glad you used contractions,” Misery told him.  
 
    Shaking his head and giving a grunt, “Hearing Pain bitch for not chopping up words can make case for me have red ass,” Ubiytsa told her.  
 
    “Ubiytsa,” Misery sighed. “It’s ‘give me a case of red ass’.” Thinking that’s what he said, Ubiytsa remembered it the way Misery said it.  
 
    Walking in Tartarus, Reaper saw the four Horsemen around his desk. “What?” Reaper asked, putting his AR in the rack and hanging up his vest.  
 
    “Um,” Death said, looking at Ubiytsa and Misery. “Oracle sent some messages. Angel Dagiel sent for contact, urgent.” 
 
    With over a hundred angels now Reaper looked off, trying to remember Dagiel. “I give up. I don’t have my list,” he finally said.  
 
    “Dagiel is in Maine and was presented for angel recruitment by Galloglass and Pipes before we crossed the pond,” Famine offered.  
 
    Seeing all four Horsemen still glancing at Misery and Ubiytsa, “Misery, Ubiytsa, go find Galloglass and Pipes and bring them here,” Reaper ordered and they left. “What?!” Reaper cried out. 
 
    “Oracle found Ronald’s wife,” Conquest told him. 
 
    Confused, Reaper just looked at the four and then his eyes got wide. “Our Ronald from the past life?!” Reaper cried out in shock.  
 
    All four nodded as Death spoke. “She’s being held in Michigan at a work camp near Battle Creek but from what Oracle sent, we’ve not seen or hit one like it. Everyone held there is former military. And get this, there are only sixty-three prisoners. It’s a processing center for reclamation patrols, but Oracle doesn’t know what they’re processing. All she knows is they’re getting shipments in from some detainment centers.”   
 
    “And she’s positive this is Ronald’s wife?” Reaper asked and again all four nodded.  
 
    “She hacked into a Homeland message board and back traced it to this work camp, then hacked the site,” Death explained. “Ronald only had one picture in his wallet of her, but it’s her.” Reaper understood that. In his former life he’d had thousands of pictures on his phone of the kids but once, before his last was born, his phone had died and he’d lost all of them. So after that he had started downloading them and printing them, but that was the past life. He had Troll and Cyclops now for pictures.  
 
    “Reaper, we have to try,” War whined.  
 
    “Try, hell,” Reaper barked, and they thought he was blowing this off and were getting ready to complain when he continued. “He’s protecting our past and has fought to protect it, willing to die. We may be born again Sin Eaters, but that debt is never repaid from one warrior to another.” 
 
    All four gave a relieved sigh as Titan moved over to the desk. “Has she been put in a visitation center?” he asked, picking up a printed photo. Tasha Sims was printed over the picture. She had straight black hair with an olive complexion. Titan could see at one time Tasha had been pretty, but she looked haggard with sunken eyes and hopelessness etched in her demeanor. Another photo was passed over and this one was a printed military ID of Tasha. “Fuck,” Titan gasped at the difference in the photos. Tasha didn’t look as bad as Phantom’s wife from the past, but the work camp photo looked like Tasha had aged ten years in two.   
 
    “In Tasha’s camp record it doesn’t say she’s been assigned to a visitation center, but some of the others there have. She was brought there from Kansas and going by the dates, she was brought there a week after Ronald got the kids off the base,” Death told them.  
 
    Stepping over beside Titan and looking at the photos, “And Oracle just found this location? Did she say anything about it?” Reaper asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why I wanted you in here,” Death said, and handed over a stack of printed pages. “You’re going to spin, and we don’t like the Sin Eaters seeing you spin.”  
 
    Taking the pages as the door opened, Reaper turned to see Pain panting hard coming in, followed by Ubiytsa, Misery, Galloglass, and Pipes. “Galloglass, Pipes, get six Sin Eaters and head to Dagiel. He sent for urgent contact. If it’s a trap and too big for your group, head back here and we’ll deal with it later. If it’s a target, report back and get intel. Outfit heavy and take long range communication,” Reaper ordered them. 
 
    “Ay, it wanta take t’at long,” Galloglass told him.  
 
    “No, take your time. We’ve got to move and not be seen by anyone. They haven’t reported Keyton but when they do, the stupid will turn us in, so move easy and slow,” Reaper told them and they both nodded, heading out as Havoc walked in. 
 
    “What’s the party about?” he asked.   
 
    “How many Sin Eaters with teeth do we have ready to fight?” Reaper asked. Only when you were ready to go out did you get to paint the needle teeth on your mask.  
 
    “Two hundred and seventeen,” Havoc answered. “We have thirty-one training and twelve are nearly ready for teeth. But we could add twenty-six more with teeth if you count the auxiliary assigned to Hades.” 
 
    “Jaws will be going,” Reaper said, then turned to the sisters. “There are photos. Get to the sandbox and start building,” he told them. 
 
    “We have duty in the Lard Barn in an hour!” Pain cried out. “You will not eat that cheese that came out of a donkey pussy! Then it comes out of your ass smelling like rotten asshole cunt and crushed balls!” 
 
    Feeling somewhat violated at that statement, Reaper was pondering a comeback when Havoc nodded. “Yeah, I have to say, that’s a damn good description of the funk from a Reaper cheese shit.”  
 
    Spinning and squaring off with Havoc, “Then quit giving it to him!” Pain snapped. 
 
    Shaking his head, “Nope. Reaper says if I give him mine, he won’t shit near me. I make sure everyone in my section always saves their cheese for him,” Havoc told her.    
 
    Both sisters turned to glare at Reaper who just had smiling eyes. “That’s cold, Reaper,” Misery grumbled.  
 
    “We’ll do the shift, then come and start,” Reaper told them and then turned to Havoc. “Sit with the Horsemen and Titan. Get the intel of this work camp.” 
 
    Death gathered up the pages he’d printed from Oracle and headed over to the copy machine. Making a copy for everyone, they each headed to their own desk for homework while Reaper and the sisters left for the Lard Barn.  
 
    Walking down the trail, Reaper looked across Styx and saw Odin and Thor on the rock outcropping continuing the work. “I was going back to finish that,” Reaper groaned. 
 
    The sisters moved up with one on each side. “Reaper, we know you like doing it, but can’t you let others help on the Remembrance Rock?” Pain asked. “It gives us a feeling of accomplishment, carving the name in stone and making sure the Sin Eater isn’t forgotten. They’re our family as well. We know you like to do it, but can you let others help just a little?” 
 
    “It makes Sin Eaters feel more connected,” Misery added. 
 
    Looking at one and then the other before turning straight ahead, “Then that’s the way it’ll be. I didn’t think anyone really wanted to. I thought everyone asked just to free up time and a task for me,” he admitted.  
 
    “Not on that. It’s important that we all pitch in to make sure Sin Eaters are remembered. We won’t forget them, but it feels good,” Misery told him.  
 
    Again, feeling very proud of the two, “I won’t eat any cheese today,” he promised them. 
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 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Secrets and secrets 
 
    After the Lard Barn shift, they headed back to Tartarus. The sisters started setting up the layout in the sandbox in the center of the room and Reaper sat at his desk going over his copy of what Oracle sent. After two hours the others started heading out, going to check on their sections and leaving Reaper and the sisters.  
 
    When they came back, they found Reaper still at his desk. He was leaning over the desk with a magnifying glass studying satellite photos, but they saw a calculator and a lot of crumpled paper on his desk. “Don’t remember needing a calculator for this homework assignment,” Titan mumbled, hanging up his gear. After they all hung up gear they moved to their desks, but were watching Reaper as he studied another photo with the magnifying glass.  
 
    Giving up on the why, “Reaper, the sisters always do a good job making replicas in the sandbox. Why are you studying the photo so hard?” Havoc asked. Sitting on the couch, both sisters held up a thumb to Havoc for the compliment.  
 
    “The power they’re using here is astronomical,” Reaper replied, moving to another photo. “I see new power lines have been put in, but there’re four generators also.” 
 
    Looking at the other Horsemen, “Most of the detainment and detention centers have generators,” Death said. “I don’t recall one that didn’t.”  
 
    Putting the magnifying glass on the desk and looking up, “These generators are on semi-trailers. I’m talking about in the one megawatt range each,” Reaper told them.  
 
    Not about to ask why because he could see something in Reaper’s demeanor, “But you have an idea what this place is?” Death asked.  
 
    “A very good one,” Reaper answered. “At all the detainment centers we’ve hit that were reclamation point drop off sites, there’s always one thing that’s been missing.” 
 
    “Yeah, guns,” Titan blurted out. 
 
    “Titan, those are sent to the military and Homeland,” Reaper told him, but everyone was looking at him and waiting. “Valuables. None of the sites we’ve hit had them. In the past life, I hit one and it had semi-trailers packed with jewelry, gold, and silver but that was the only one. Now from reports Oracle’s found, valuables get shipped out every day after a patrol.”  
 
    All the captains looked away from Reaper to each other. “We weren’t there,” Titan told Havoc. “But I saw what was brought back, and that was out in the country. It would’ve blown you away.” 
 
    “You think this is like a piggy bank?” Havoc asked. 
 
    “Kind of, but I think they’re melting down the precious metals. That’s the only reason they would need this kind of power. They’re set up beside the airport and there are lists of flights, but what they’re shipping out is heavy and condensed. Using volume to get the weights they’re shipping out, it’s either gold and silver or lead and tin.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “You really think they would use detained troops to do that?” Havoc asked, finding that hard to believe. 
 
    “Yes. Troops are used to following orders, and everyone there is listed for permanent detention. We all know that means if the feds win those will never get out. But here, I think when they’re done they’ll kill them. Go back and look at the files of the other detainees. All of them are sole survivors the feds picked up, but the rest of their families escaped. Like Ronald, they already think they’re dead.”  
 
    “Reaper, if troops knew they were going to die, they wouldn’t work,” Havoc countered.  
 
    “Oh, you’d be surprised,” Reaper told him. “Compared to other detainment camps they eat better, but I think they continue on just hoping the Republic will win and they can leave.” 
 
     “And Oracle just found this place?” Havoc cried out. 
 
    Shaking his head, “Actually, no. Ronald’s daughter found the message board someone at the site used and Oracle traced it back,” Reaper answered.  
 
    The Horsemen and Titan sucked in breaths, thinking Reaper had let something out. He turned to the others. “Guys, he knows Oracle and her brother, so relax. How Havoc knows Gerald’s connected to our past lives, I have no fucking idea. All I do know is Havoc served with Gerald,” Reaper told them, and they all turned to Havoc. 
 
    Looking like he was embarrassed, “Well, I’m sorry, but I knew you’d worked with him on the first day I met you,” Havoc told them. “Watching you rig up the explosives for that store and then the others, I knew who’d trained you on explosives. I’ve seen hundreds working with explosives, but only Gerald runs charges like that by securing them to the blocks, or those he taught.” 
 
    “I thought you learned explosives when you served in the past life?” Death asked Reaper. 
 
    “The time you speak of, that course lasted two days. Dealing with shit that can evaporate you? I wanted a little bit more instruction,” Reaper answered and all the Horsemen nodded in agreement.  
 
    “So how did you know I knew?” Havoc asked. 
 
    “Just the way you acted watching us that first day. Then I asked Oracle to check and she said she didn’t have to, she knew you. She didn’t tell me until I asked because as everyone knows, she has every Sin Eaters’ name to make sure their past is out of federal databases.” 
 
    Then it hit them what Reaper had said, Ronald’s daughter had found the site. “Ariel’s helping Oracle?” Death asked. He knew everyone at home knew about them, but Ariel was a kid working in the cyber world. Now if she got caught the cops weren’t coming, a plane could fly over and drop a bomb. 
 
    “Oracle told me Ariel’s helping her with work for the Republic Cyber Warfare Division and the girl’s got skills. Ariel must get it honest because that was Tasha’s MOS. Nobody helps Oracle when she’s a Sin Eater,” Reaper told them.  
 
    “What do you plan to do with Tasha?” Havoc asked.  
 
    “Take her to her family. They’ve earned that from this Sin Eater,” Reaper said. 
 
    Standing up, “And this one,” Death said as the other Horsemen stood up agreeing. Then they turned to Titan. 
 
    Finally, Titan stood up, “What? I’m a captain and unless Reaper forbids it, I’ll lead my section and get Tasha and take her home.”  
 
    “Let’s get to work,” Reaper laughed, heading over to the sandbox. 
 
    *** 
 
    Today was one of those days when Fern just wanted to be an ordinary person. On his desk were mountains of reports, memos, requests, and other paperwork that demanded his attention. Getting comfortable, he started and an aide brought lunch in to find Fern still going, but doing an excellent job of whittling down the stacks. That was why everyone loved Fern. He did delegate tasks, even important ones, but if he didn’t delegate the task then nobody better do it without talking to him.   
 
    When supper was brought in, General Reynolds followed the aides as they brought Fern the food. Pushing the last stack away to make room for the food, Fern noticed Reynolds. “Oh, please tell me we have to go somewhere and I don’t have to finish this paperwork,” Fern moaned, but was already picking up a fork. 
 
    “Sorry,” Reynolds smiled and waited for the aides to leave. Fern caught that and put his fork down after only getting one bite. When the aides were gone and the door closed, “Mr. President, we have intel the Sin Eaters wiped out Keyton.” 
 
    Cocking his head to the side, “That fake town with those shows?” Fern asked to clarify, and Reynolds nodded. “They blew it up?”  
 
    Now shaking his head, “No, Mr. President. They burned the town down and killed everyone,” Reynolds told him.  
 
    For some reason Fern wasn’t even shocked, and picked up his fork to continue eating, “Hated the shows anyway,” he mumbled. “You have any idea why the Sin Eaters haven’t put it out or why the feds haven’t even acknowledged it?”  
 
    “No idea about either, but I think the Sin Eaters have just been too busy,” Reynolds answered, waiting on Fern to empty his mouth. When Fern swallowed, “The Sin Eaters have destroyed much of the federal food supplies,” Reynolds told him and Fern gasped, making Reynolds happy he’d waited for an empty mouth.  
 
    “What do you mean by ‘much’?” Fern asked, grabbing a glass of tea.  
 
    “We’re still trying to get numbers, but that’s what they were hitting in Ohio when our pilots went to help out. You gave the briefing on it this morning.” 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, “Do you think this will hurt the feds?” Fern asked. 
 
    “Pardon my language but, Fuck Yeah!” Reynolds responded. “First reports are over a million tons. We briefed you on the processing and storage site the Department of Agriculture put in Portsmouth. That’s what they hit. For some reason, the feds had left huge amounts there and hadn’t been moving them out. I’m certain the Sin Eaters have taken out at least forty percent of the feds’ food supplies, but my staff thinks it’s more upward to sixty percent.” 
 
    Knowing what it felt like to not have the food to feed your population, Fern had to remind himself this was war, and it was one nobody but the feds wanted. “Have the feds been preparing for an attack?” 
 
    “Not by pulling up troops and supplies closer to the front. They can launch attacks at any time, but not a determined one. We’ve dug in and any attack by them without follow on forces-,” he paused as Fern looked at him, “sorry, reserves of troops to push through. Any attack on our lines will become a meat grinder for the feds. One thing we have seen is troops getting pulled from the line to guard the other large food processing sites and all storage silos. Almost fifty thousand troops in total.”    
 
    Staring off, “That motherfucker, that’s what he meant; ‘Don’t waste the troops because you’ll be able to walk in’. Anything else?” Fern asked. 
 
    Grinning at the comment and that Fern had made the connection, “Not at the moment, but that’s why I wanted to report to you now and not wait until we had more concrete numbers on how much food was destroyed.”  
 
    “So do you think we need to start the ground war back up? And have you come up with a plan to get the Chinese out of California?” Fern asked.  
 
    “We have two sectors ready to launch with supplies in place, but if you’re asking is this what, he,” Reynolds stressed, “was talking about, no, it’s just the beginning. Mr. President, when Reaper gives the go, I really expect our troops will be able to walk through the feds’ lines. The way the Sin Eaters are hitting targets, the feds have to divert manpower. But we attack on your order, not his. At tomorrow’s briefing, I’ll present the plan on getting the Chinese out.” 
 
    “Is it my imagination or are the Sin Eater attacks picking up tempo?” 
 
    “No, Mr. President, it’s not your imagination. They have increased tempo and violence. I still feel we aren’t near what ‘he’ is going to release on the feds. As my junior officers say, ‘The Sin Eaters are just getting over the foreplay round’. When the Sin Eaters get on to what the junior officers call ‘dry poopshoot boogaloo’ is when we’ll be able to launch with minimal casualties, according to him.” Noticing Fern cocking his head with a confused expression, “Dry anal sex,” Reynolds explained. “Those young officers make me feel ancient.”  
 
    Just looking into Reynolds’ eyes for a minute, “You don’t think the Sin Eaters can do it?” Fern asked.  
 
    “I pray they can and I’m sure they’ll try, but we’ve lost a lot in this stupid-ass war, and I don’t want to have hope for something that’ll save lots of lives and then get let down. It might cloud my thinking and judgment. The only reason he wouldn’t pull it off is if they got wiped out, and from what we can piece together from last night, the Sin Eaters paid a price. But in their defense, it was worth it. Even if I’m right, the feds will be hard-pressed to feed their population through winter, and they won’t be able to with the increase in rations they’ve promised. But I think that was what the Sin Eaters were waiting for, to show the population the feds can’t deliver.”  
 
    Scooting back to the desk and continuing his meal, “Reynolds, I’m going to keep the hope that they can do it because I’m tired, any choice I make people die, even when it’s the right one. If I make a bad choice, thousands or tens of thousands die. When this is over, I’m moving to a farm and I’m going to fish every day,” Fern told him. 
 
    Giving a nod, “Keep me a rod handy, sir, so I can join you,” Reynolds said leaving.  
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 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    You don’t know me and I don’t know you 
 
    Not moving or even breathing, Reaper let the guard walk past and then came up slowly with a knife in his right hand. Easing behind the guard walking the perimeter, Reaper clasped a hand over his mouth before driving his knife into the guard’s back. When the blade punched in, the guard locked up in a frozen scream as the knife sliced into his kidney, and then Reaper pulled the knife out and shoved it in the back of the guard’s head with practiced efficiency. Scanning around with his night vision goggles, Reaper didn’t spot any disturbances as he breathed slowly to not release fog into the cold night air. 
 
    Easing the guard to the ground, Reaper pointed down with his left hand and Zeus crept up to his side. Cleaning the blade and putting his knife away, Reaper never took his eyes off the large aircraft hangar that served as the ‘base’ they’d be hitting. Nothing about the base made sense, but if this base was what Reaper suspected, it made perfect sense.  
 
    There weren’t many guards, but the guards were all contractors and had served in the NSA or CIA. None were recruited or drafted Homeland flunkies. Needless to say, Sin Eaters saw contractors as one-stop shopping centers, and everyone would be stripped butt-naked before they left.  
 
    It had taken them two days to reach Michigan because Reaper moved the Sin Eaters slowly. Then he’d sent in Phantom and the Opera, minus Ghost because he had gone with Galloglass’ and Pipes’ group. Oracle couldn’t give them the layout inside the building, but Phantom and the Opera could. The reason Reaper suspected there were no tall fences, lights, and walls of guards; they didn’t want to advertise the fact there was activity here.  
 
    All the captains found what Reaper suspected hard to believe because the Republic held the Upper Peninsula and most of Wisconsin, with the feds only holding the area below Milwaukee. But Reaper had pointed out the area was well-protected because of that fact. The Republic wouldn’t cross Lake Michigan. It would only push around it, and those at the base could pack up with plenty of time and even head into Canada if they wished. In truth, the Republic didn’t want to waste the manpower and resources it would take to push into Chicago now. Their battle plan here was to bypass Chicago and hope the feds would pull out. 
 
    When Phantom came back, he reported that Reaper had guessed right. They were sorting precious metals and melting them down. There was only a total of forty contractors guarding the ‘base’. There were only ten on duty tonight and Reaper didn’t know if this was normal or not, but he didn’t care.   
 
    “Perimeter guards down,” Phantom whispered over the Bluetooth net.  
 
    “Havoc, Death, go,” Reaper breathed out and saw a line of figures heading for the north door, and knew on the other side of the hangar a line was heading for the south door.  
 
    “We could’ve taken him,” Pain said in a low voice kicking the dead contractor.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, you could’ve, but you two don’t kill quietly,” Reaper told them and eased forward while the rest of his section moved to each side of him to form a line facing the building.  
 
    “Building’s ours,” Havoc called over the net in a normal voice.  
 
    “Sisters, Ubiytsa, Jaws, with me. Odin, Thor, set up overwatch. Rest of the team, security,” Reaper called over the net and got acknowledgments. Still moving stealthily until he reached the door, Reaper never paused when a Sin Eater inside opened the door to let him and the others inside.  
 
    Entering the cavernous hangar, he froze. “Damn,” he gasped, seeing pallets of gold and silver ingots.  
 
    “Phantom told you they were in here. Hell, he brought a gold ingot out when he scouted the hangar,” Misery reminded him, but she was looking at the pallets. The gold ingots seemed to emanate light and not reflect it with their quad tube night vision.  
 
    “Suspecting it, hearing it, and then seeing it is totally different,” Reaper told her. “Sisters, get me a count.”  
 
    As Reaper walked off, “Are you crazy?” Pain hissed. “There has to be hundreds of pallets here. We can’t take this shit even with the help. Yeah it’s pretty, but it won’t help us kick their asses.”  
 
    Stopping and spinning on his heel to face Pain, Reaper flipped his night vision goggles up and Pain almost stepped behind Misery, seeing the glare in Reaper’s eyes. “They want it, so we will deny it to them. Everything they covet we will take; be it power, gold, or cookies. We are Sin Eaters and will consume the sins for freedom, so others won’t have to,” he told her.  
 
    Knowing the vow very well, Pain just looked out over the hangar, “That shit is heavy,” she pointed out, but gave a sigh and moved off to start the task.  
 
    “You need to chill,” Misery told her, coming up beside Pain. “You saw how many packets of cheese he had in the Flyer.” 
 
    Pulling out a notepad and shaking her head, “No, those are now in my pack,” Pain told her. “I’ll give them back if he asks for them, but I hope he figures he just ate the damn things.”  
 
    Liking that, Misery pulled out a notepad and they split up as Reaper headed down the building. It was over two hundred yards long and a hundred wide. The west end was where the operation was set up and there were lights there. In one corner he could see a fenced-off area with bunk beds, and knew that was the prisoner area.   
 
    Tapping his phone, “Titan, send out word we have the building and it’s stocked,” Reaper called out. 
 
    Shortly, Titan called back. “Word sent and acknowledged.” 
 
    Stopping and looking at a line of men on the floor bound hand and foot, “Which one?” he asked, and Havoc pointed at one of the contractors. “Jaws, you have one hour to get the answers to the questions I gave you.” 
 
    Giggling as he walked past carrying a duffel bag, “I’m sure I’ll be done in thirty. The only reason it might take longer is you have a lot of questions,” Jaws told him as Sin Eaters came over and Jaws pointed at a construction trailer that served as the office. There were ten more but those were where the contractors slept.  
 
    Tapping his phone, “Famine, roll in,” Reaper called out and Famine responded ‘on the way’. Turning to Death, Reaper just looked at him and Death nodded, confirming he had found Tasha.  
 
    “Want me to start the set up?” Havoc asked, looking at the contractors. 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, get the semis backed up and start loading,” Reaper told him.  
 
    Turning to Reaper, “You know we can’t load all that shit, right?” Havoc told him and motioned Reaper to follow as he walked off. 
 
    “Well, load what we can and try to hide as much as we can before daybreak,” Reaper told him, following Havoc around the trailer that was the office. Havoc stopped at another set of pallets, but these held plastic ammunition cans. Seeing one was open, Reaper saw it was packed neatly with gold coins. “We’ll take these and can use them with the angels,” Reaper told him. 
 
    Looking at the two pallets with a cringe, “Have you been in the trailer yet?” Havoc asked.  
 
    “Shit, no. I don’t like watching Jaws work,” Reaper huffed.  
 
    “You need to go and look inside the safes,” Havoc told him, turning to leave.  
 
    “He got the combinations that fast?” Reaper asked in awe. 
 
    “Please, Venom saw a closed safe and felt insulted. The other was just a room with a metal door and three big padlocks. She had those open before I could tell her I’d found the keys,” Havoc said, walking off. 
 
    Running scenarios in his mind of how he could deny the feds everything possible, Reaper headed inside the trailer. He could hear the whine of a drill at the other end and cringed. “Now, when I ask, you tell or you get another root canal, and as you can feel, I don’t sever the nerve,” Jaws said in a very pleasant voice. 
 
    “I would beg for the sisters,” Reaper mumbled and saw a room with a thick metal door open. Stepping in, he saw shelves lining the wall with black plastic tote bins. Having no idea why, he stepped over to the nearest bin and grabbed it to pull it out and see what was inside. When it didn’t move with his first tug Reaper tugged harder, thinking the damn thing was over fifty pounds. With half the bin hanging off the shelf, he lifted the lid. “Momma mia,” he gasped in awe, seeing the bin was filled with diamonds.  
 
    Reaching in he tried to pick one up but found it hard with his gloves on, figuring it was close to a quarter of a carat. Then he saw all in the bin were about the same size. Closing the bin, he pulled another out and saw it full and held diamonds also, but they were bigger. “Holy fuck,” he gasped, looking around the room at the shelves lined with bins. He quickly went around the room and found one wall held rubies as well as diamonds. Another wall held emeralds and diamonds, and the last held sapphires and diamonds.   
 
    Adding that to the list of what had to go, he located the open safe and found very large unique stones, rolled-up paintings, and other small high-value items. Feeling lightheaded and sick, he headed back out and walked to the roll-up door near where the prisoners were being held. Rows of tables were here with metal bins behind each table. He had seen the waist-high metal bins before at all the reclamation centers. Walking along the row of bins, he saw they were filled with jewelry. Wedding rings, earrings, necklaces, watches, and then he paused at one bin. It was filled with gold fillings, gold caps for teeth, and some were still in the teeth.  
 
    He had read about this in history from Germany. They were sorting the gold before sending it to the smelter. “There are Rolex watches in here. Why are they going to melt them?” Pain asked, walking over.  
 
    “They can be traced,” Reaper answered as Pain handed him her notebook. “Four hundred and twenty-four tons of gold, one hundred and twenty tons of silver.” 
 
    Slumping his shoulders and feeling overwhelmed at the number, “I’m going to kill shit till I feel better,” Reaper sighed, and that perked Pain up.  
 
    “When can we leave?” she asked, bouncing on her toes. 
 
    With tired eyes he turned to a bouncing Pain. “You and Misery stay with the package, and don’t let her out of your sight,” Reaper told her and Pain took off running. Tapping the phone, “Havoc,” he called out. 
 
    “Havoc, boss,” he called back. 
 
    “Have Famine pull ATVs in by section and fill the trailers for weight. It only takes thirty ingots to weigh a ton,” Reaper told him.  
 
    “Reaper, the trailers are empty, but we won’t carry more than twenty tons. That isn’t shit to what’s here,” Havoc pointed out.  
 
    “You forgot what I told you to load up first, and that was four tons easy. The rest of the gold we’ll put on five semis. Two will be for the silver and any gold left over,” Reaper told him. 
 
    “Reaper, that’s already loaded, and you realize you’re talking about eighty tons per truck?” Havoc asked. 
 
    “They aren’t mine, so I don’t give a fuck. They only have to make it fifty miles and that’s not on us,” Reaper popped off. About to call for Ubiytsa, he found him following. “Get people and put the shit in the safe and the room with the metal door in the trailer the Flyer’s pulling. If it doesn’t all fit in mine, put the rest in Titan’s.” Ubiytsa nodded and left, calling for Sin Eaters to help.  
 
    “Reaper, this is Death.”  
 
    “Go, Death,” Reaper answered.  
 
    “Got the computer codes and Oracle has copied the system. I’ve erased the evidence and shut the computers down.”  
 
    Glad something had gone off that he didn’t have to worry about, “Copy. You get any word on how long until guests get here?” Reaper asked.  
 
    “Titan said they’re fifteen out and he set up a marker,” Death told him.  
 
    Not answering, he looked up as Jaws came out of the trailer with two Sin Eaters carrying the man he had talked to. Lifting his arm, “Forty minutes,” Reaper said, very impressed.  
 
    “What else do you need me to do?” Jaws asked very cheerfully, handing a notebook over.  
 
    “Put your bag away and get on your gun and stay with me,” Reaper told him and Jaws gave a joyful cry before taking off running like a kid. Jaws loved being on a gun.  
 
     Heading to the other end, Reaper saw forklifts running up ramps to the trailers carrying one pallet of ingots. Each was marked with a count and a weight, and all he could see were right at two tons per pallet. When Jaws was back, Reaper turned for the door and saw Sin Eaters forming relay lines to pass along ingots. All the ATV trailers could handle a ton now, but it was the ATVs that didn’t like it, not the trailer. After seeing the trailers literally stacked high with metal ammo cans, and now seeing just thirty gold ingots in a trailer seemed wrong. But gold was heavy as hell.  
 
    Since the collapse, the price had skyrocketed. Every country China had invaded, the only gold they got was what they had found in the population. The governments had shipped out their stockpiles, and nobody was letting what they had go. Gold had been trading for three thousand an ounce the last time Reaper had checked in his past life on his way to work. Oracle had checked the latest numbers and gold was now at four grand an ounce. 
 
    Once outside, he flipped his goggles down and headed to the runways. The airport was vacant and the closest feds were on the other side of Battle Creek, and it wasn’t troops. A unit of Homeland was manning roadblocks on the interstate. While he waited, Reaper pulled out the notebook and read the answers Jaws had gotten. 
 
    “They just jumped,” Titan said when Reaper and Jaws walked up. At Titan’s feet was a box with an antenna. “You realize if someone sees them, we’re in deep because we’ll have to cover them.”  
 
    “Bullshit. They’re big boys and can cover themselves,” Reaper barked in a low voice. Hitting the IR laser on his AR, Reaper aimed it at the terminal a hundred yards away and moved it around. He wasn’t going to aim in the sky to mark their location because there were some feds around who could see IR. Ten minutes later, Reaper saw ten parafoil parachutes descending to the runway stacked one above the other.   
 
    Watching the Republic Special Forces Team land, Reaper headed over to the closest one as he took his harness off. “Don’t leave your chute,” Reaper told him and the soldier turned to see the mask full of needle teeth and jerked back. “I know damn well you were told we’d be waiting.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, Reaper. We were told Sin Eaters would be waiting, not you,” he said. “Captain Reynolds,” he told Reaper as he tied his chute up.  
 
    “Reynolds, are you…” Reaper just left it open.  
 
    “Yeah, you could say I’m an embarrassment to Dad that his boy became a snake eater,” Reynolds told him.  
 
    “Never knew Delta to eat many snakes, unless they wanted to,” Reaper replied, spinning on his heel. “Follow, we don’t have long and like I said, take your chutes. The feds can never know the Republic was here.”  
 
    The others grabbed their chutes and spread out behind the captain, but could see Sin Eaters all around them. Like the Sin Eaters, the team was wearing the quad tube night vision goggles. “How much was here?” Reynolds asked.  
 
    “You’ll be leaving with four hundred tons of gold, a hundred and twenty tons of silver, and sixty-plus prisoners,” Reaper told him and Reynolds sped up and stopped in front of Reaper.  
 
    “I was told to expect at most a hundred tons,” Reynolds gasped.  
 
    Bobbing his head side to side, “Well, excuse the hell out of me, but the cocksuckers haven’t been making shipments,” Reaper barked. “If you can’t get it all on your transport then throw it in the lake and send divers for it, but it has to disappear to keep it out of the feds’ bank.” 
 
    “Our transport can carry ten times that. It’s just loading it. We have a Great Lakes freighter and have a floating pier, but I only have two companies of Rangers to form chains to pass it to the ship,” Reynolds explained.  
 
    “You have a ramp for that pier?” Reaper asked and Reynolds nodded. “On the other side of the hanger, you’ll find the SUVs they used and some trailers. I suggest you hook up a couple and load some forklifts.” 
 
    Thinking for a second, Reynolds turned to look at one of his troops. “It’ll work, sir. But we can’t let the forklifts get too close together on the pier,” he told the captain.  
 
    “How many trucks are you loading it on?” Reynolds asked.  
 
    “Seven,” Reaper answered and saw Reynolds give a startle. “Hey, the fuckers have been flying it out, but haven’t shipped a load out in five months. They were getting ready to try a ground shipment, but were waiting on reinforcements to send a convoy.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s a load,” Reynolds said. “I’m short on drivers with seven trucks and the SUVs.”  
 
    “Hey, you’re taking the prisoners, sixty of them, and they were all former soldiers. If the feds ever get their hands on them, they’re dead because they know what went on here. They can drive, and Captain,” Reaper paused. “You will throw gold overboard to make room for the prisoners. The Republic needs this gold really bad because they don’t have any and other countries are starting to open up markets,” Reaper explained needlessly and saw Reynolds get frightened. “No, we aren’t connected to the Republic in any way. They fight with rules, we don’t. But don’t think Sin Eaters are stupid. We had a really good idea what was here and have made some friends in the military.”  
 
    All the troops grinned and nodded at that as Reaper continued. “We got word out, and here you are. Now that being said, you need to remind everyone under you that they can never tell, not even on their deathbed,” Reaper warned. “You’re in contact with rogue elements and those over you who set this up could be killed for it, along with all your men. This isn’t me giving the Republic information on troop placement. This is us giving hard assets to the struggling Republic and they’re taking it. If this is found out years from now, you could all be tried for war crimes. Granted, if you are, Sin Eaters will come calling on the prosecutors. We don’t want to, but we would. Whatever it takes to make sure freedom lives, a Sin Eater will do.” 
 
    “Understand completely,” Reynolds assured him. “Can we search for intel?” 
 
    “No,” Reaper told him flatly. “This is going to look like a fast attack we did and found gold. Trust me, the feds have seen this. We’ve just never found anything like this. We empty a place and just go hide it. We can’t have them investigating this too hard because it would expose assets we, nor the Republic, can risk losing.”  
 
    “Angels?” Reynolds asked hesitantly.  
 
    Grinning under his mask that word of angels was spreading rather fast, “Very good, Reynolds. Yes. And you can tell your superiors, we have angels all throughout the Republic. Anyone, and I mean anyone, thinks they’re above the law and threatens freedom; a Sin Eater will be in their future. Angels feed us lots of intelligence,” Reaper told him. “You do have air assets to call, I hope, if the feds see you on the water.”  
 
    “Four Raptors, a dozen Apaches, and a wing of Super Hornets,” Reynolds told him. “Only those here and the Rangers on the ship know what this mission is.” 
 
    “You have Rangers driving a freighter?” Reaper asked in disbelief.  
 
    Nodding, “Two were in the Navy before transferring over,” Reynolds told him.  
 
    “You can have the fucking water, but I would like to have an air force to call on,” Reaper replied, digging in his vest and handed over a radio and a smartphone like they used to communicate. “The phone is for short range and Captain, if you let this out of your sight, I will come and see you to stomp your ass. You let this fall into the hands of the feds, I’ll visit you as a Sin Eater. The radio is just a standard encrypted radio.”  
 
    Reynold took the radio, but was hesitant to grab the smartphone. “This is for short range communications. Tap the screen to turn on the earpiece because you can only talk to me. Once you’re on the lake, you’ll destroy it. There are fed spies in the Republic, and they can’t get their hands on this. In time we’ll get to all the spies, but we’re a little busy right now,” Reaper told him, forcing the phone into his hands.    
 
    “I promise you, I’ll break it and send it to the bottom,” Reynolds vowed as Reaper handed over a map.  
 
    “I’ve had a section make sure this route was clear to the coast. Luckily, there aren’t long bridges, but on the few bridges there are, make sure you space the trucks out,” Reaper told him. “I haven’t armed the prisoners because they’ve been prisoners for nearly two years. I’ll let you make that call since they’re going with you, but don’t let the feds get them,” Reaper said, looking in Reynolds’ eyes. “They’ve been through enough, but they’ve seen Sin Eaters with Republic troops. You can stress the importance of keeping their mouths shut. They’ve already been warned that if they spout off about this, the next time a Sin Eater enters their life it won’t be pretty. I don’t like killing Republic troops, but those who threaten this freedom for personal gain will fall under a Sin Eater.”  
 
    Putting the Bluetooth earbud on, “Reaper, if they talk after that threat, they don’t have the intelligence to live,” Reynolds told him, looking at his watch and seeing it was nearly 2230. 
 
    “Jaws,” Reaper called out and Jaws stepped up. “Lead those the captain sends to the SUVs, then return to me.” Jaws left with four of Reynolds’ troops and Reaper led the rest of the troops into the hanger and heard many gasp at seeing the seven forklifts loading the seven semis.  
 
    Looking at the shrink-wrapped pallets of gold and silver ingots, “Well, it was nice of them to label each with a count and weight,” Reynolds mumbled, following Reaper to the other end of the hangar.  
 
    Pointing at the tables and the bins, “That’s where the gold came from. All those shipping containers out back, they’re loaded with jewelry and trinkets of precious metals gathered by reclamation patrols. This is going to hurt the feds, but this is only one site that reclaims precious metals. You tell your superiors, don’t look for the others. We know where they are and when the time comes, we’ll send you word to launch attacks to take them.” Reaper stopped and squared up with Reynolds, making him a little nervous and he was a tier one operator.  
 
    Reynolds had been all over the world in many warzones, helping train armies and fighters. But he had never been among a group like the Sin Eaters. All around him they moved silently with hard, menacing eyes, of those he could see because most were wearing the e-goggles. Then it hit Reynolds. Sin Eaters were killers, they fought to kill. Not to capture an objective or drive the enemy off, they came to kill and from the demeanor he could feel around him, they loved to kill.  
 
    “I’ll let them know but, Reaper, I’m a captain. I can see you’ve had  time in a service, so all I can do is pass it along,” Reynolds told him. 
 
    Stepping closer, “This you will tell only to who you trust with the lives of your troops,” Reaper told him in a low voice. “The feds are moving this to three stockpiles. When this little war starts to near its end, I’ll notify the Republic and they can send quick reaction forces to take the sites before the feds can hide it or get it out of the country. If the feds learn we even know they have three sites, they’ll move it and I can’t guarantee we’ll find it again,” Reaper told him. In truth they, well, Jaws had just discovered this.  
 
    Understanding completely, “I know who to tell,” Reynolds told him. “You know, it doesn’t seem fair that Marines got pictures with the Sin Eaters and the Army hasn’t.” 
 
    Stepping back, “You can take them, but nobody can see them,” Reaper chuckled.  
 
    “Can we step outside and just take a picture near some trees? This is just going in the team room,” Reynold grinned.  
 
    As Reaper led him out, Reynolds saw Sin Eaters destroying the smelting equipment by hand. Getting outside, Reaper led them around the generators on semi-trailers which Sin Eaters were also destroying by hand. 
 
    After pictures, Reaper held out his hand. “Reynolds, you be careful. The route we marked will be clear, so don’t get lost,” Reaper told him as Reynolds shook his hand.  
 
    “We will, and you and the Sin Eaters continue the fight. I hope if we meet again, this war will be over,” Reynolds said, letting Reaper’s hand go. 
 
    Shaking his head, “Sorry, Captain. I hope we never meet again. We’re doing this because without financial sovereignty, the Republic will be held by those with money. I like you, but I don’t want to meet again unless we have no choice, like now. If we kill all the feds and their supporters then this war is won by default, and we can’t do that if we’re doing this,” Reaper told him and saw Reynolds shiver.  
 
    Understanding and nodding, “Well, when this is over, we’ll drink a beer to the Sin Eaters,” Reynolds told him.  
 
    “And we shall drink one to you and the others in the Republic,” Reaper told him and led Reynolds back inside. Reynolds’ troops pulled up with six SUVs with trailers and a five ton truck and started assigning spaces to the prisoners. Looking in the semi-trailers Reaper cringed, seeing the pallets stacked three high. 
 
    Jaws came over with one of the prisoners. “Reaper, she says one of the prisoners is missing,” Jaws said, nodding toward the female prisoner.   
 
    When Reaper turned to her, the female only saw needle teeth. “Um, yes. Tasha isn’t here. She said she was leaving to find her family and this was her chance,” the female told him. 
 
    “When did you notice she was missing?” Reaper asked as Reynolds went pale because there was a potential witness the Republic had been here. 
 
    Lifting her hand and pointing at Jaws but not looking away from Reaper’s mask, “Before he took Agent Hemmings into the trailer,” she answered.  
 
    Leaning over to Reynolds, “Way before you got here,” Reaper told him. “One of my snipers reported a prisoner running south, but I wouldn’t let them chase. We free them and if they want to go, they can go,” he told Reynolds who visibly relaxed. Reaper turned back to the female.  
 
    “Ma’am, I’m sorry, but you can’t look for her and I can’t spare anyone right now. I hope you know, all of you are marked for death if you’re caught. When we pull out we’ll look for her, but if we don’t find her, then…” he stopped like he was thinking and looked at Jaws. 
 
    “Tasha,” Jaws offered and Reaper continued. 
 
    “Then Tasha is on her own. We have a long war ahead of us and we need to get back to killing,” Reaper told her as the female just stared at the needle teeth on his mask.  
 
    Nodding, but not taking her gaze off the painted teeth, “I understand and hope you find her,” the female said, then started backing away. When she was ten feet away she spun around and hurried off, climbing into an SUV.  
 
    Turning to Reynolds, “If we find her, we’ll get her as close to the line as we can,” Reaper told him and Reynolds nodded. “If you run into shit, I can’t send much and if it’s a lot, I can’t send anything. If worse comes to worst, get in lifeboats and sink the ship. I can keep fed divers from finding the ship until the Republic does.” 
 
    “If we get in the shit, I’m calling in air. You get the hell out of here,” Reynolds told him, taking the earbud out and handing the phone and radio back. “You and the Sin Eaters are true patriots and it is our honor to meet you, Reaper.”  
 
    Shaking hands again, Reaper stood and watched as three forklifts were loaded up on some of the trailers behind the SUVs. Watching the semis struggling to move, Reaper said a prayer they would make it the fifty miles to Lake Michigan without blowing all the tires. 
 
    When they were gone, Havoc walked up. “He’s a good kid,” Havoc said. “But his dad threw a fit when his boy joined up with the teams.”  
 
    Turning to Havoc, “Get the contractors back in their trailers and arrange the scene,” Reaper ordered, then pulled out a Sin Eater card. Heading back to the office trailer, he tacked it to the front door.  
 
    By 0200 they were loaded up and the captains turned to the hangar with Reaper. “Sin Consumed,” they sang out.   
 
    *** 
 
    The next afternoon, Gerald took Dallas and the others from his family to a spot outside of Farrar, Missouri. Before sunset, they reached the coordinates and found Tasha sitting in a clearing and waiting on them. Gerald was thrilled they had found Tasha, but wished he could’ve seen Nelson and the others. He missed his friends. But Gerald understood why he’d been left behind. To protect the family. Nelson had said it in his letter and Michelle had told him many times. But Gerald had burned his letter after reading it because Nelson knew what this was going to require. He’d left Gerald behind to protect the family and in the letter, Nelson had told Gerald that included if they got to return home. Gerald understood. Nelson had been worried even before he’d left that when he returned, even he might be a threat, and had asked Gerald to do what was necessary to keep the family safe. Even if it meant killing a Sin Eater.  
 
    They returned to the farm the next morning and watched Ronald and his kids nearly faint when they led Tasha inside. Miracles do happen, and sometimes even Sin Eaters could deliver happiness.   
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 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Everyone needs to play the same game 
 
    Angry, tired, and hungry, Marshall strolled into the Oval Office and saw Gifford at his desk. Schmidt and Hubbard were on one couch, Weaver and Hearst on another and then he saw Teddy Prim, the acting Director of the NSA. Fighting the urge to pull out his pistol and shoot Prim, Marshall moved to a chair and sat down as Bolton came in and set up his laptop.  
 
    Not waiting on Bolton, Marshall grabbed one of the shoulder bags and pulled out bound reports, a padfolio, and notepads. Startled at the action, Bolton just glanced at Marshall and then typed in the computer password and made sure it was linked with the monitors in the room before taking the shoulder bag off the floor and moving to the back of the room.  
 
    Thankful he didn’t have to do this in a full meeting, Marshall flipped open his padfolio. With a straight face, he looked up at the president. “We’re in deep shit,” he said flatly. The others gasped, not at the remark, Marshall didn’t sugarcoat anything, but he had never been so blunt. 
 
    “How so?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “I will go over the attack at Portsmouth first, starting with losses, then on to the other attacks,” Marshall said. “As many here know, the site was established to have a central food control processing and distribution site. It was designed to process and store fifty percent of crop production for the US. Well, we don’t have the entire US, so it’s actually processing and handling seventy percent of the Federal food supplies. The other site was to be in Kansas, but was never set up. The silos used to be the largest in the states but they’re gone, along with the hundred thousand tons of grains that were in them.” Marshall paused as everyone groaned. “That’s not the shit!” he popped off, startling the group.  
 
    “There were seventy-two barges waiting to be offloaded, and each one held fifteen hundred tons of grains for another combined loss of over a hundred thousand tons. In the railyard, there were over six hundred cars loaded with food as well: corn, rice, and a shitload of potatoes. This was a combined loss of another sixty thousand tons,” Marshall said, looking up from his padfolio. “And no, I’m still not at the worst. On the Ohio side we only lost three hundred thousand tons, but we lost the packaging and processing plants.” 
 
    Flipping to another page, “Our bad luck was on the Kentucky side at the storage yard. We lost over forty-three million tons of packaged and processed food stores,” Marshall told them, and everyone’s face went white.  
 
    “It could hold that much?” Weaver asked in a dry voice.  
 
    “Undoubtedly,” Marshall replied sarcastically, tapping his keyboard and an aerial photo of the site before the attack showed on the screens around the room. “The storage yard is over three square miles, but it was only designed to house ten million tons. Food was to be picked up here and sent to manned storage sites for distribution. But,” he paused and everyone saw his face get flushed, “the Ag department paused all shipments while they processed food to replace emergency supplies. At current ration levels, the Sin Eaters destroyed two hundred days of supplies, but what really hurt more is they took out our main processing and packaging plants. The others around the country that haven’t been destroyed have been sitting dormant for two years, and most will take that long to come back on line. ” 
 
    “Hold up,” Gifford called out. “You mean they just processed the food and left it there?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President,” Marshall nodded.  
 
    “Did they have the security measures you put in?” Gifford asked. 
 
    “No, Mr. President,” Marshall answered. “I was given the plans for that site four years ago under your predecessor. My recommendations, as far as fence placement, guardhouses, cameras and such were in place but,” Marshall cried out, holding up a hand and pointing at the ceiling, “My recommendation was for a guard force of one hundred per shift!” 
 
    He lowered his hand, looking at Gifford. “Someone interpreted that as a hundred total, divided into two groups of fifty. That means on each side of the river, there were only fifteen guards on each shift. I could’ve led a drunken Cub Scout Troop in there and taken it over. The railyard after expansion was two square miles. So each guard was responsible for guarding over two hundred acres, which is impossible. With a hundred guards, that would’ve put each guard responsible for only thirty acres.” 
 
    “So who’s responsible?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “The former Secretary of Agriculture, but I can’t find him. His last known residence was in Miami and he was there when the hurricane hit right after the collapse. I can’t confirm he’s dead because there were body dumps,” Marshall answered.  
 
    Groaning and giving Marshall a nod to continue, Gifford leaned back hard in his chair. “I take it, you’ve done the preliminary report.”  
 
    “Yes, Mr. President. At current ration levels, we’ll be out of food by the first week of March next year. I found the supply list General Schmidt was looking for on how much we were sending back across the pond. We’ve shipped over ten million tons. If Mr. Hearst wouldn’t have cut down on what was put on those ships, we would’ve lost another two million tons.”    
 
    “Can we get some of that back?” Weaver asked.  
 
    “Ten million tons sounds like a lot and is, but for our population that equates to only fifty days of food. If we go back to half rations, we could double that,” Marshall told him. “But before we do that, I would suggest waiting until November so the population doesn’t start protesting. Numbers show they don’t like to protest when it’s cold.”  
 
    Not even looking at the others, Marshall just stared at Gifford. When Gifford nodded, he continued. “The attack was actually very good. The Sin Eaters used what was there to destroy the food stores. In the storage yard, they used the fuel tanks that refueled barges, and the huge tanks of vegetable oil and ethanol and let me tell you, that makes a concoction that burns hot and long. I flew over on the way back and the fires are still burning.”  
 
    “Do you have any idea on how much food we’re getting out of the ground still?” Hearst asked.  
 
    “This is the end of harvest season and fall crops are being planted now. I don’t know much of anything about farming, but I do know you never bet on what’s going to come out of the ground,” Marshall told him. “Mr. President, I called General Schmidt when I started getting the numbers and advised to move troops to protect what food storage and processing sites we do have. We know the Sin Eaters love to continue to smash one area down like they did with our fuel. All those sites are now under military guard.” 
 
    Nodding, “If I need to sign anything, just give it to me,” Gifford moaned.  
 
    Looking at his notes, “Now, the Sin Eaters were spotted on the attack, which has happened before, but this time they were spotted when they were already finished and pulling out. If Major Dunkin had used an encrypted radio to call for help, we would’ve killed many of the Sin Eaters with the Apaches that were coming for assistance. I can play the flight recordings of the Republic pilots asking for permission to assist but they were denied. The common Republic troop wants to help them, and that’s why two F/A-18s showed up.” 
 
    “Please tell me we killed some Sin Eaters,” Gifford groaned.  
 
    “I found enough blood for a few deaths, but it couldn’t have been more than five or six. I know it was Sin Eater blood before anyone asks,” he mumbled, cutting his eyes to Hubbard. “We’ve processed Sin Eater blood before and found all use steroids. Thing is, they don’t use them in large amounts. Those are the only drugs we’ve ever found in their blood. Another thing I’ve noticed, there isn’t even Tylenol in the blood. This tells me the Sin Eaters love living in pain,” Marshall told Gifford. “Sir, Portsmouth was a calamity of small mistakes by many people and the Sin Eaters got very lucky.”  
 
    Pausing to see if Gifford wanted to ask a question, Marshall saw Gifford looked sick so he continued. “Now when I talked to you on the phone and sent you that report, I told you about the population helping the Sin Eaters. We had picked up traffic on the web of what the Sin Eaters call those who help them, angels. We don’t know who they are, but the reason I bring it up is, if that many people are talking about it, they have hundreds here. But we know they have angels in the Republic as well,” Marshall paused, flipping the page and then tapped his keyboard. 
 
    “The reason I mentioned ‘angels’ is because that’s the only way they could’ve known about this site,” Marshall said, and on the monitor they saw an aircraft hangar at an airport. “This is a precious metal sorting and casting site in Battle Creek, Michigan.” 
 
    Looking up sharply, “I don’t remember one in Michigan,” Gifford said. 
 
    “There isn’t one,” Hubbard said. “The closest one to Michigan is in upstate New York.”  
 
    “Oh this was one, and it was run by the CIA and Homeland,” Marshall said, and everyone turned to Hubbard. 
 
    “I didn’t authorize that!” Hubbard cried out. 
 
    Turning to Hubbard, “Oh, I know you didn’t, but your deputy Yates did,” Marshall told him. “That’s why I was late. I had some of my troops pick him up,” Marshall explained, turning to look at the president. “It seems the CIA and Yates wanted to take advantage of this and set up this rogue center. I went over the numbers, and this sorting and casting center was actually getting more gold than the federal sites. They hadn’t sent a delivery off in five months, but were getting ready to try to drive one across the country. I sent my unit to Bryson City, North Carolina, where they were trying to get the shipment to, and found two hundred tons of gold and eight of silver, all in cast ingots. They’d been sending them by air and that had to stop. First was the Republic taking Missouri and then crossing the Mississippi, that put fighters over the area. Finally, since we’re holding on operation Water Well, they couldn’t get a plane.”  
 
    “That’s why Yates has been trying to get me to authorize the use of transports?” Hubbard asked.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, and their inventory had backed up tremendously. Their records say over four hundred tons of gold and over a hundred of silver but we don’t have to worry anymore, the Sin Eaters took it,” Marshall stated and Weaver fainted.  
 
    As Weaver’s body hit the floor out cold, “How in the fuck did they move that much gold?!” Gifford screamed.  
 
    “Trucks the CIA brought in, but they were waiting on more manpower before trying to move it. We found the trucks right before I left, on the coast of Lake Michigan.” 
 
    “You think the Sin Eaters took the gold to the Republic?” Gifford asked. 
 
    Giving a grin as he scoffed, “Hell, no,” Marshall said and Gifford relaxed. “I’m certain they loaded that shit on a boat, pulled out in the lake, and threw the shit overboard. They do shit to hurt us. That is their one and only goal. Yes, they love and give lip service to the Republic, but they’re here to hurt us.”  Everyone heard the certainty in Marshall’s voice and wanted to cry.  
 
    Sitting on the couch General Schmidt just sat back listening, since he had never heard of anything about ‘precious metal resorting and casting centers’. But he now knew where the CIA got their volume of gold. He’d known about the reclamation patrols and thought they were an excellent idea because it took a lot away that guerilla forces could use. Removing the fuel from the countryside was a stroke of genius because it limited movement, and citizens had to get permission to move.   
 
     “How much?” Hearst asked. 
 
    Glancing down at his notes, “Gold was trading for four thousand, one hundred and sixteen dollars an ounce this morning, and silver at two hundred and seven dollars an ounce,” Marshall read off and looked up. “In precious metals alone, the Sin Eaters cost us over fifty billion,” Marshall answered, stressing the B very hard. 
 
    “Whoa. What do you mean, ‘In precious metals alone’?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “All those casting sites also collected precious gems. That CIA and Homeland site never sent any back to their little piggy bank they’d made in the side of the mountain. Records at the site say there were over seven hundred pounds of diamonds alone. Not all the gems were graded but going low, my team puts the losses in stones in the billions,” Marshall said, again stressing the B.  
 
    Turning to lock eyes with the president, “I sent some of my own men to our six casting sites, and will you put out a letter to all heads that shit like this is to stop? Sir, we have too many shooting for personal gain. If just half this effort were put toward the Republic, this war would be over,” Marshall told him. 
 
    Picking up the phone, “Tell the director of the CIA I want him here tonight!” Gifford barked into the phone and hung up. “Colonel, could you leave me some of your men? I just don’t think the Secret Service will get the message across that I want to send.” 
 
    Speaking over his shoulder to Bolton, “Have a platoon here in an hour,” Marshall told him and Bolton moved to a phone, since cellphones didn’t work in the White House. “Mr. President,” Marshall said, turning back to Gifford. “Why haven’t you announced the attack at Keyton? It’s been almost fourteen days now. Reaper’s already broadcast the deaths.”  
 
    With a high and mighty flip of the hand, “My advisors said that would acknowledge him, putting Reaper at the same level I’m at,” Gifford answered.  
 
    Tossing his padfolio on the table and reaching up to grab his own face and letting out a groan. “Oh fuck,” Marshall grunted. “Sir, if they want to get technical, it shows you’re scared of him. Our population isn’t a nation of critical thinkers. I’m actually amazed most can tie their own shoes. Yes, we have a lot of academics, but they’re even worse with their stupid-ass reasoning. I mean, fuck, our people love the fact we take all guns away and they can’t protect themselves? That’s stupid. Reaper has already shown the public the death of those people on the TV shows.”  
 
    “The actors and stars,” Hubbard offered. 
 
    Very slowly Marshall turned to Hubbard, staring holes in him with narrowed eyes. “They weren’t actors by anyone’s standard. I’ve seen third grade plays that had better acting. Stars? Look at the people who worshipped them, fucking idiots,” Marshall spat. “But don’t get me wrong, I love those moronic idiots and hate a population who thinks, but when I hear people at the top, the ones who are supposed to have fucking brains, trying to ‘integrate and relate with the masses’, it fucking pisses me off. We are the ruling class and should act like it.” 
 
    Standing rigid behind Marshall, Bolton just held his breath. The fact Marshall had just grouped all the civilians in the room with the masses, to their faces, was way out of character. At any minute, he was expecting them to blow up and when the president spoke, Bolton felt his ass clench up.  
 
    “Blunt as always, Colonel,” Gifford said, but was nodding, “and so very right. We should never look upon any of them in such a light. I’ll do a press conference this afternoon before seeing the director.” 
 
    “Mr. President, Reaper is waiting to catch you in a lie about the Sin Eaters. My recommendation is you tell the public when this happened, but you were waiting for verification about all the deaths, and have had troops and federal agents searching the area for witnesses and survivors. We had active intel we were using to chase down the Sin Eaters but lost them. Let the public know you were getting updates and have been busy. Then I suggest you remind them about the reward because we’ve been getting mountains of tips since Reaper started showing the videos,” Marshall advised, and Gifford started jotting down notes.  
 
    When Gifford stopped writing Marshall continued, “Remember, confirmation of the deaths was what you’ve been waiting on because you didn’t want to give false information,” Marshall stressed. “Now about Portsmouth, I suggest you tell the public that yes, the Sin Eaters hit another food distribution area, but we’re fine. The public knows the Sin Eaters have hit dozens of local distribution centers. Don’t call it the national or regional, just say distribution center.”  
 
    Gifford sighed with relief with each recommendation, writing each one down. This was the part of Marshall he’d missed these last few months, the part that gave him strong actions and sound advice. “I’ll have my speech writer go over it and give me something good,” Gifford smiled.  
 
    “Now, we’ve got to get food,” Marshall told everyone in the room. “Remember, ‘feed the animals’.”  
 
    “How much?” Hearst asked.  
 
    “Two hundred thousand tons a day is the average of what the Federal area uses,” Marshall answered. “Going to half rations doubles that. If we go to half rations the second week of November, we can make it to the first week in March. Now I’m warning everyone, cut it much more and the animals will become restless.” 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” Hearst said, but was looking at Gifford. “You’ll have to assure the backers that they’ll be reimbursed.”  
 
    Smiling, “Let them know the Federal States will pay them back in gold. Thirty percent over what they paid after we stomp the shit out of the Republic. I’ll draw up a memo for each one and you can give it to them to hold,” Gifford replied and Hearst liked that.  
 
    Clearing his throat, “I’m sorry to burst bubbles, but just how are you going to get it here? We need arms and munitions coming across in those liners from the EU,” General Schmidt informed them.  
 
    “Leave that to me,” Hearst grinned. “I got your guns, didn’t I?” 
 
    With his eyes growing wide, “Yeah, half a million M16s with ten thousand rounds each, and most were in very good condition,” Schmidt replied.    
 
    Making a note to check on how Hearst had done that, Marshall glanced at his notes. “General, I’ve been going over numbers. How is the Republic keeping both the Atlantic and Pacific locked down? With the entire fleet it was possible, but my reports are telling me less than twenty percent of supplies are getting through, that isn’t counting the liners. That was the projection with the entire fleet and they don’t even have half anymore,” Marshall asked.  
 
    “I’ve asked Colene myself several times and he has no idea. He mentioned the Kraken project would’ve been possible to do it, but he was never read into that. He was basing it on the rumors it was a super submarine,” Schmidt told him. “The yard where they were working on it was destroyed, and it was a true black site. No internet access and locked computers, so we don’t know how far they got, but the prototype was in the building.” 
 
    Weaver and Hearst turned to Marshall. “What? I don’t know what that is,” he told them, and that shocked them. “Gentlemen, there are so many black projects off the books that I could spend my entire career, every hour of every day, and still wouldn’t be able to go over them all, and that’s only if everyone turned them over, which I can tell you, most wouldn’t.” 
 
    Then they both turned to the president, “Shit, I don’t want to know what they build,” Gifford scoffed. “It’s called plausible deniability; I know both of you have heard of that.”  
 
    “So the Republic could have secret weapons?!” Weaver cried out.  
 
    Holding up both hands to calm Weaver down, “Prototypes,” Schmidt corrected. “You can’t go into production without approval, and that’s why the black projects stay hidden, so nobody can pull the plug.” 
 
    “So the Republic can’t have a prototype super submarine?” Hearst asked.  
 
    “The first ship in each class is the prototype. It would be possible but think about it, you’re talking about building a submarine in secrecy. Not from the public, but from Congress. They’d want their share of the pie to be able to choose contractors for each component of the ship. An airplane prototype? Shit, there are over a hundred at Groom Lake now, but they are just prototypes. Most planes they build more than one because they crash but still only build a few. A submarine is bigger, and the costs would have to be spread out over decades. Theoretically it could be done, but I assure you, someone would find out and get pissed off because they didn’t get a piece of the pie,” Schmidt answered. 
 
    “Hearst, I wasn’t thinking of a black project, I was simply implying to the General if he’d had any word that the Republic has bought submarines. By his answer, I can tell you he was thinking about upgrades from black projects and I hadn’t thought of that,” Marshall said, then turned to Schmidt. “Who do you know was involved in Kraken?”  
 
    “Nobody,” Schmidt answered. “Colene was approached by the Assistant to the Secretary of the Navy when he got his first star eight years ago. He said he’d opened the first project book on metallurgy and had seen over a billion invested there and handed the books back. Colene said he would obey orders if the Secretary ordered him on the project, but it would be under protest.” 
 
    Tilting his head and raising his eyebrows, “That man is much smarter than I thought,” Marshall admitted, and noticed Weaver and Hearst staring at him. “Any officers caught hiding a project like that, their careers would end instantly. Before you ask, I’ve told some to fuck off because not even I could have ever survived that. Gentlemen, think. It’s not only Congress coming after you because they didn’t get cut in on the pie, it’s also men like yourselves. How would you react, knowing someone had built something in secret that could’ve made you billions?” Hearing it put that way, both nodded in understanding.  
 
    “Colene know anyone else on Kraken? Because like I said, I didn’t think of upgrades, and they would have to be good ones,” Marshall said. 
 
    “Everyone he knew is now dead. Admiral Weston was killed when we lost our last carrier. There were seventy-eight bodies at the dock where Project Kraken was. But I didn’t even think of the Republic buying submarines. I’ll turn the dogs loose to see what they can find out,” Schmidt told him. 
 
    “I ask that because one of my teams is reporting the cartels are putting attack subs in the waters now,” Marshall said, and all eyes locked on him. “Oh, they’ve been building subs for decades, but to ship product, not to fight. They’re actually part of the military now. I really think I would rather just have the governments of South America mad at me and not the cartels. They’ve called for the total destruction of Indonesia. And now that Brazil has her aircraft carriers fully operational, I suspect Indonesia is about to reap the whirlwind. The cartels’ subs aren’t that great, but they can build a lot of them. I’m not talking about that pieced together shit you see on TV shows of them working in the middle of the jungle. The cartels have actual docks for their real submarines, and now their submarines will have torpedoes.” 
 
    Almost raising his hand to ask a question, “Colonel, if Indonesia hadn’t invaded Mexico, how different do you think this war would be?” Hearst asked.  
 
    “It would be over or damn near it by now,” he answered. “The Republic would’ve had to keep troops on the border and fight a totally defensive war. A defensive war can be won, but not without masses of resources. You just keep letting the enemy run into you and grind them down on defensive positions. Think, sir, the Republic never attacked large scale until Mexico pulled its troops back. It was months later before Mexico’s president went to visit Fern to put it in writing. But playing the blame game does nothing. If China had waited until we’d gotten the gun legislation passed and enforced, there never would’ve been a Republic. An army of citizens without weapons can be ignored and put down very easily. A mass of citizens with weapons is an army, and must be fought to subdue and make compliant.”  
 
    “I take it, you’ve read the Republic constitution?” Hearst asked. 
 
    Nodding, “Yes, and that’s why we have to win. That constitution effectively wipes out any ruling class. Not just here, but around the globe. Because you can’t even be an ally to the Republic until you agree to let your citizens have weapons whenever they want for whatever reason they want. If the Republic isn’t smashed, I mean smashed, not beaten, the elite around the globe will be gone in a few generations. Sure, you can have money, but you’ll have no extra say, no special treatment, and if you try, you’ll lose all that money.” 
 
    Not blinking and getting very pale, “Colonel, I represent eight hundred of the most powerful families in the world. You tell me what we need, we’ll square up later on the cost,” Hearst panted. 
 
    “We have to keep the masses docile so they’ll do what we tell them and first, that means food,” Marshall told him and Hearst nodded. Turning to Schmidt, “Is Operation Water Well ready to roll?” he asked.  
 
    “We can launch twenty hours after giving the command, and all planes will move to forward bases,” Schmidt stated very confidently.  
 
    “Colonel,” Gifford chimed in. “You think we should launch?” he asked somewhat nervously.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, Mr. President. We have a ceasefire as of right now, but if the Republic attacks us we’ll need to launch because that will stop them cold in their tracks,” Marshall told him. “Then we need to get word to the Chinese on the West Coast. They’ll need to attack with what they can, so we can overextend the Republic. Fighting on three different fronts will bring the Republic to the peace table, and that will open up the Atlantic so we can get supplies and bodies back over here.”  
 
    Clearing his throat to get the president’s attention, Prim shifted in his seat. Looking over at the NSA director, “I’ll get to you, Prim,” Gifford more or less snarled. “What else do you have, Colonel?”  
 
    “I need to get back out there,” Marshall replied.  
 
    Nodding but not dismissing Marshall, Gifford turned to Prim. “Now, what did you want to report?” 
 
    “Sir, Australia, India, Brazil, and Israel have signed pacts with the Republic,” he got out in a warbling voice.  
 
    Giving a long sigh, “Figures,” Gifford moaned.  
 
    “That’s not all, sir,” Prim said. “In the last forty hours, Indonesia has lost seventy percent of their oil wells and ninety percent of their refinery capabilities. In the Middle East, they attacked and knocked out forty percent of oil production. We are still compiling data, but preliminary reports say Indonesia will be out of fuel in ten days and China will be at critical levels in six months. The US has always been a major world oil producer, but most of those states are in the Republic so we can’t help.”  
 
    The entire room was quiet as a tomb as everyone gawked at Prim. “They used aircraft carriers and cruise missiles to take out the oil production in Indonesia. Israel joined in on strikes by Republic and Australian carriers, hitting refineries and fields throughout the Middle East,” Prim continued.  
 
    With his face pale, “And why the fuck are you just now telling me this?” Gifford asked in a dry voice.  
 
    Shifting nervously in his seat, “I tried to tell you last night when we first got word, but you wouldn’t let me, and told me to be here for this meeting,” Prim stated as he broke out in a sweat.  
 
    Gifford glanced around to Schmidt and then over to Marshall, and saw both were staring at Prim with gawking disbelief. Seeing that from the military, Gifford knew was never good. “That was something I really needed to know,” Gifford mumbled. “General, recommendations?”  
 
    For a split second, Schmidt almost told Gifford to grab some lube because they were about to get royally fucked, but luckily held that in. “Sir, we need to launch an attack, like, in weeks. If we could, sooner, but it will take time to move assets,” Schmidt advised, reaching out and grabbing a glass of water. “We have to get the Republic to the table for a formal peace. Oil is about to skyrocket. Indonesia was supplying forty percent of China’s oil needs and the rest was coming from the Middle East. This Freedom Alliance has effectively removed China as a powerhouse for the moment. I’m sure Russia is antsy now because China is certainly eyeing their oil fields. We only imported to replace what the Sin Eaters destroyed. We don’t have any of the major oil producing states, but our current production with Canada is six million barrels a day. With the rationing system in place, we use almost five million a day, but we can stock reserves.” 
 
    Scoffing, “Shit, Texas alone puts out three million barrels a day. The estimates I did show the Republic is putting out fifteen million barrels a day,” Weaver said. “What are you getting at, General? We know we don’t have to import oil.”  
 
    Not even turning to Weaver and keeping his eyes on Gifford, “Sir, this isn’t going to affect us, but it’s going to affect the others in the UN, mainly China. Yes, China produces three million barrels a day, but they normally consume thirteen million barrels a day. If China doesn’t get a supplier over land, then they’ll have no choice but to secure a source. We need to let Russia and others in the UN know, help China secure oil so they don’t have to secure it themselves by force,” Schmidt told the president.  
 
    Understanding very well that if China invaded Russia, the Republic could very easily win this war, Gifford nodded. “I’ll start making phone calls.”  
 
    With a sense of urgency he didn’t like spreading through his mind, Schmidt picked up his padfolio. “I’ll meet with the joint chiefs today. By tonight, I’ll bring you attack options we can launch to get the Republic to the peace table.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Hearst called out and everyone turned to him. “This battle you’re talking about launching is going to cost us lots of bodies, isn’t it?” he asked and Schmidt nodded. “I don’t think we need to cut rations, if we want the animals to continue to march into a meat grinder.”  
 
    Shaking his head, Marshall replied, “Running out of food will just give us problems later. Hungry animals are the reason behind ninety percent of all revolutions. It would really suck to beat the Republic, only to have the animals here rise up with the animals left in the Republic. We would be swamped in bodies with no end in sight.”  
 
    Locking eyes with the president, “I’ll get us food for the animals,” Hearst stated very confidently. “It’s going to cost us down the road, but I’ll get us food. Let’s not start taking food away because if needed, we can use that as a threat to the animals if the battles start turning hard for us.” 
 
    Understanding where Hearst was coming from, the president turned to Schmidt. “How long till you could launch an attack on the scale you’re talking about?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “Three weeks at the soonest,” Schmidt answered. “We could go sooner, but we’ll need to set up in several places to confuse the Republic as to our point of attack.”       
 
    “Eugene,” Gifford sighed out. “No bullshit. How certain are you that you can get this food?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m positive, but I’m going to have to buy it from countries that’ll have problems feeding their own population,” Hearst answered. “Like I said, this is going to cost us later, but if the Republic wins like Colonel Marshall said, ‘It won’t matter because there won’t be a ruling class’. That scares the money men more than anything. They, and I, will cough up the money.” 
 
    Feeling very good about that answer, “General, I’ll see you tonight at seven,” Gifford said. “We won’t go to half rations and I’ll make an address to the nation this afternoon about Keyton and the food distribution center.”  
 
    Not liking the fact about rations, but holding his tongue, Marshall gave a nod. “General, if I can be any help, let me know,” Marshall said, then moved to stand. “Mr. President, if I may, I need to get back on the hunt.”  
 
    With a wave of his arm, “By all means, Colonel,” Gifford said. “But before you leave, a question please, Colonel.”  
 
    Getting up and standing erect, “Of course, sir,” Marshall answered.  
 
    “In the scheme of things, just how bad have the problems the Sin Eaters caused hurt us?”  
 
    For a brief second Marshall was tempted to lie or at least downplay his answer, but stopped. “Sir, in the grand scheme, they have been a constant thorn in our side. A monkey continually throwing wrenches in the machinery. As far as guerilla actions, we’ve had to pull resources that far outmatch their size to guard against attacks. Not that it does much good, but it does raise morale among the troops and population. Militarily, they have hurt way outside of their size. They nearly destroyed our fuel reserve and did wipe out an armored corp being offloaded at a port. I know the Republic destroyed most with their bombing run, but they wouldn’t have done that if the Sin Eaters hadn’t scattered the detainees assigned there. Basically, sir, they have been a problem. But if you’re asking if we could’ve won by now if they hadn’t started, the answer is no. They’ve only hurt our position.”   
 
    Knowing Marshall spoke the truth as he saw it made Gifford relax some. “Colonel, I want you to find them and when this is over, I want the very memory of the Sin Eaters wiped from this planet,” Gifford ordered.  
 
    “OOhh,” Marshall droned. “I plan to do much worse than that, sir. When I’m done, I’ll need you to give me a presidential pardon. No group will ever again stand against the government.” Hearing Marshall make that declaration made everyone shiver.  
 
    Really loving the statement and blatant confidence Marshall had, “Colonel, I’ll have one drawn up this week, just so you can put it away for a rainy day,” Gifford assured him.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, “Sir,” Marshall started. “For the first time in my life, I would refuse an order,” he stated and many got nervous. “If you ordered me to stop hunting the Sin Eaters, I wouldn’t follow it. Just admitting that, shocks me personally on a level I never knew existed. I want those cocksuckers so bad, I’m willing to let you sacrifice me after I catch them and do what I want. I would willingly walk to the gallows just knowing I got them.”  
 
    Everyone was looking at Marshall and none doubted what he’d said. The very blatant hatred on his face gave a few an uneasy feeling. “Colonel,” Gifford said. “You won’t have to worry about gallows. I don’t care what you do to anyone concerning the Sin Eaters.”   
 
    *** 
 
    Sitting in Tartarus, Reaper looked up when Death came in. “What did Galloglass report? They’ve been gone over a week, so that trip had better have been worth it. They find anything good?” Reaper asked, then saw the haunted look in Death’s eyes. “What?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath to speak, Death just let out a strangled gargle, lost for words. Giving up, he just handed over the notes he’d taken from Galloglass’ report. Very slowly Reaper took the pages and could swear, it looked like Death was ready to puke. With all they had seen and done, Reaper just couldn’t think of anything that bad.  
 
    As Reaper read the reports, the other captains and the sisters came running in. They had all asked Death, but he wouldn’t, couldn’t say anything.  
 
    “WHAT THE FUCK!” Reaper bellowed out, jumping to his feet. Fuming with anger, he locked eyes with Death. “Call back and tell Galloglass and Pipes to stay in place!” Turning to the captains. “Havoc, ready every motherfucker here who can fight. If they can pull a trigger, they’re coming! You leave twenty here to teach and guard, but everyone else is coming!” 
 
    Not liking the level of anger radiating from Reaper, “Boss, hold up, let’s not go off halfcocked. We need to plan like we always do and then we’ll hit them,” Havoc tried reasoning with him.  
 
    “Then we’ll fucking die!” Reaper shouted, then turned to the others. “I said get the fuck ready! We’re pulling out in five hours when the sun goes down! I have to wait on any motherfucker, I’ll stomp their ass until they die!”  
 
    More willing to face certain death than a pissed-off Reaper, the others spun and sprinted out as Havoc eased over to the desk. “Boss, what is it?” he asked very carefully.  
 
    Huffing so hard there was drool coming from under his mask, Reaper just shoved the pages into Havoc’s chest. “You’ll understand,” was all Reaper said, then grabbed his gear off the wall and headed for the door.  
 
    Not watching Reaper leave, Havoc read the pages and felt his blood turn to ice, then his vision started blurring as rage filled his being. “Oh, there’s no restraint anymore,” he said, dropping the papers and sprinting for the door.  
 
    *** 
 
    Twenty-six hours later, Captain Pearson was boarding the Kraken when Lieutenant Gomez over his SEAL platoon came running up to him. “Sir!” he barked and saluted.  
 
    “Yes, Gomez. What’s got you excited?” Pearson asked returning the salute.  
 
    “They contacted us,” Gomez reported and Pearson instantly knew who. “There are coordinates.”  
 
    “XO!” Pearson shouted. “Get this boat underway! We have shit to do!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  
  
    
    
    Unknown
    
  




  

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Repeating history, a bitch 
 
    In another feat worthy of the record books, the Sin Eaters covered eight hundred miles overland in thirty-six hours to the coast of Maine. They reached the rest of the Sin Eaters spread out in a small forest-covered valley under the evergreens just a mile from the ocean. It was a bit nippy with some patches of snow on the ground, but these were melting away. Now Reaper was lying prone under some bushes on a small cliff with the waves of the Atlantic hitting the rocky shore below. With his eye on a spotting scope scanning an island no bigger than thirty acres off the coast not even a mile away, Reaper was still trying to come to terms with the report. Even from here, he could see a cruise ship at a dock on the island. Less than a thousand yards away from the island was a very tiny island, no bigger than five acres, seemingly covered in trees but there was no beach he could see, just rock cliffs.   
 
    Controlling his breathing so he wouldn’t breathe out a fog, “Galloglass, I’m very proud you and Pipes didn’t try to recon the island,” Reaper said, lifting his head off the scope.  
 
    Staring at the larger island with seething hatred, “We giv ta oath and ain’t captns, Reaper, but t’ere be a sin t’at needs consumed,” Galloglass told him.  
 
    “Oh, it will be,” Reaper assured him, grabbing the spotting scope and crawled back. Staying under the cover of trees, they headed back to camp. “Again, how did Dagiel find out about this?” 
 
    It was a few seconds before Galloglass spoke and Reaper was shocked his accent was there but he understood every word without his brain pausing to interpret. Speaking slowly Galloglass was covered by a fit of seething anger. “Dagiel runs a gas station t’at fuels federal vehicles for ta area. As you saw on ta way here, tere’s not much around here, but his station was taken over for t’at purpose after ta collapse. Construction started just weeks after ta collapse on ta island and ta small base on shore. Den eighteen months ago, semi-trucks wit cattle trailers started comin’ in. None of the semi-trucks headin’ to tha island ever stopped for fuel on the trip in, but they did on ta way out. It was a supervisor talkin’ to someone Dagiel thinks works on ta island and it got him curious. Dagiel even has pictures of the trucks headin’ to tha island, always ten every day. You just missed ‘em, but I’ve got pictures of dem. I’m not going to lie, Reaper. I found what he told me hard to believe. That’s why I just reported we wir investigatin’ the information. Well, ta day before I reported to Death, we found out Dagiel wasn’t lyin’. I wanted to get closer to ta base dock, but spotted ta low flyin’ quad drones.”     
 
    Following Reaper through the woods, Galloglass paused his report just to keep his mind clear. “Anyway, about Dagiel, he heard who he knew was a supervisor out on ta island laughin’ wit a woman t’at Dagiel had never seen when dey both shopped in ta store. Dey wir talkin’ ‘bout ta ‘relocation’ of ta detainees to South America. Ta thing is, t’at cruise liner never left after it was moored right before ta trucks started rolling. It’s cranked up and made a few circles out in ta bay, but it’s never left sight of ta island. So Dagiel started gatherin’ information, and ta more he gathered, ta more he found it hard to believe. It was when ta ten trucks came t’rough a few weeks back, carryin’ mostly kids and a few women, t’at Dagiel gave up tryin’ to see if what he had pieced together was even close, so he just put out the call to us. Win we got hir I almost shot ’im, Dagiel thinkin’ he set us up in a trap but I just couldn’t; wouldn’t t’ink he would do t’at, I trust him. So, Pipes and I split the team and started watching the area. 
 
    “I knew tere was no way to scout ta island witout a guess to what kind of security and surveillance dey had. I know Ghost is good but he’s no Phantom, so I wouldn’t evin let him try to scout it. One night we swam out to ta small island,” Galloglass stopped as his voice started trembling and Reaper came to a stop. Just the fact the Scots swam out in the icy water spoke volumes in Reaper’s book.  
 
    Hearing the anger building in Galloglass’ voice, “I’ve read your report. You can stop,” Reaper told him. 
 
    “Reaper, a death camp,” Galloglass cried out with tears in his eyes. “T’ree days ago at ta base, I was watchin’ the trucks getting’ unloaded to transport ta detainees out to ta island. I swir, I saw a person I knew bein’ unloaded and the thing is, Blake lived in London. I know for a fact some of dem came from England because not many in America wear Liverpool FC and Manchester football jerseys, and t’ere were dozens in that group.”  
 
    Also finding the fact of a death camp very hard to believe, the entire trip up Reaper had been in contact with Oracle relaying and getting information on the area. It was only when Reaper told Oracle what he had learned, the pieces fell into place for Oracle. Large numbers of detainees being moved around and then, just vanishing. 
 
    Unlike any other place they had come across, there was no information about the island. They couldn’t even get information about those stationed on the island or the small base on the mainland. Even Marshall’s base had a few leads on the internet, like food stores and other necessities being delivered, but this place didn’t exist. Like Keyton, there hadn’t been any structures on this island until after the collapse. The only information they could get was pre-collapse. The island was listed as a bird sanctuary and owned by the Department of Game and Fisheries.  
 
    From the shore you could only see two small buildings, but on the seaward side there were three huge buildings and a large dock. The dock alone was massive, and looked like six fingers sticking out into the ocean. Because of Oracle, he had very detailed and current satellite photos. The latest was from the day Reaper had contacted Oracle, but it only gave them the layout from the outside. What Reaper didn’t understand was why a cruise liner was moored at one of the docks. It wasn’t a true monster, but it was rather large. Yes, the cruise ship was the reason that Dagiel had gotten curious because it never left. But why was it even there at a death camp? There were also other boats and several barges moored at the docks. But unless one was on the seaward side, nothing could be seen of the island installation.  
 
    There was no doubt it was a death camp because Galloglass and Pipes had been there for nearly two weeks and had watched trucks drop off detainees every day. They were loaded up on large boats and ferried over to the island. Confirming what Dagiel had told them, every day three thousand detainees were brought in but none ever returned. The island wasn’t big enough to hold them and if the feds were killing them, where in the hell were the bodies? On the sat photos, Reaper could see the barges on the dock were filled with dirt, but he just couldn’t figure out how in the hell they were burying the bodies on such a small island.   
 
    The only thing that even gave a hint the area was controlled by the feds was the disembarkation base on the mainland. Here, there was another much smaller dock and a few buildings surrounded by a ten-foot-tall chain-link fence topped with razor wire. A huge sign at the main gate read, ‘Snapper Island Disembarkation and Research Center’. There were boats here also, but these were small cutter class ships and fast attack boats. All the guards had shoulder patches that read, ‘SIDReC’ in bold letters and a palm tree on each side.  
 
    Galloglass reported the vessels at the land base were used to patrol the waters around the island and keep the area around the island free from any traffic. Fishermen were warned to avoid the area and since anyone who ventured into the area was never heard from again, everyone avoided it like the plague.  
 
    “Stay with me,” Reaper told Galloglass as he headed over to his Flyer where the other captains were waiting. There were just so many thoughts and questions running through Reaper’s mind. For the first time since putting on the mask, he didn’t know what to do first.  
 
    When he reached the Flyer, he saw the same thing from all the captains. “Oracle send anything while I was gone?” he asked hopefully.  
 
    “Reaper, you weren’t gone but two hours,” Famine told him.  
 
    Reaching back and pulling a laptop from the Flyer, “I went over the photos Galloglass’ team took and I have to agree with their numbers,” Havoc chimed in, and Reaper was just thankful someone’s brain was working. “One hundred and eight guards, but I want to add another thirty to that, just in case some sleep on the island.”  
 
    Because of the recon, they knew every twelve hours it seemed there was a shift change. Those at the base went to the island and those on the island returned. On the base they knew four of the buildings were barracks, and there was even a visitation center. Another piece of the puzzle none could figure out was why the night crew seemed larger than the day crew, and the day crew had to deal with detainees. The trucks arrived every day between 1000 and 1300.  
 
    Knowing he had to get his brain working and over this shock, Reaper grabbed his laptop and brought up one of the delivery videos. Having watched the recordings, Reaper knew the trucks convoyed in together and then one at a time, backed into loading docks at a rather large building. There were four SUVs with the convoy, two in front and two in back. Reaper knew those were up armored because they had taken some of the same kind from Op/Con buildings.  
 
    Only when one truck was backed into a dock did the next truck pull in and start backing into another, until all ten were in their own loading dock. From the video, you couldn’t see people leaving the trailers and going into the building. After an hour, the ten trucks would pull out with the SUVs and leave, going where? Nobody knew or could even guess.  
 
    Twenty minutes after the trucks were gone, groups were led out of the building to the docks. Something was nagging at him, but Reaper couldn’t pin it down. So he slowed the video down and tried to count how many bodies were in each group. After ten minutes, he figured it was at or very near a hundred. He watched some on the docks undo mooring lines and the rather large boat pulled away slowly, heading to the island.  
 
    Then another group was brought out and loaded up, and Reaper counted six of the large boats tied up on the dock like the one that’d left. He paused the video as the group started boarding the boat. All of a sudden, something in his mind ‘clicked’. “Motherfucker,” he gasped, putting the laptop on the hood of the Flyer and reaching for some of the printed satellite photos.  
 
    Nobody said anything as Reaper looked at the photos and then back at his computer. “They have roofs over the docks,” he said aloud, but he was clearly talking to himself.  
 
    “Aye boss, ah noticed t’at,” Galloglass said. “’The fact thit they biggit i awnin’ sae high is ti gang ower they boats is awfy impressive, bit oan i Atlantic, I cannae unnerstand who ‘ey’re still standin’wi ess win’.” (The fact that they built the awning so high, to go over those ships is awful impressive, but on the Atlantic, I can’t understand how they are still standing with this wind.) As his brain interpreted, Reaper never acknowledged he heard, picking his laptop back up.  
 
    Not wanting to interrupt, the others just watched as Reaper tapped on his computer and then would go through printouts of what Oracle had sent. Half an hour later, Reaper leaned back against the Flyer. “They only move detainees under cover!” he cried out and looked up to vacant stares. “The feds don’t want satellite photos of what they’re unloading! Only the dock here where they load and the dock on the island have roofs!” 
 
    Famine just stared into Reaper’s very proud eyes, “Okay, what does that mean and how does it help us?” he asked and everyone was glad because they were just as lost as Famine.  
 
    “They don’t want the satellites to see what they’re moving,” Reaper stated and everyone waited for more.  
 
    Giving up, “So?” Havoc asked. 
 
    Pulling out a printed page, “Remember Oracle said the Republic found this site six months ago and labeled it unknown? It wasn’t a top priority, but the best guess they had was it’s an evacuation site for VIPs if things go bad,” Reaper continued, and finally realized nobody was catching on. “This isn’t a hardened site with extravagant security.”  
 
    Turning to look off, “Kind of reaching there, aren’t ya?” Havoc asked.  
 
    Pointing toward the coast, “They have one quad drone up, but only when the trucks are here. I’m betting to make sure none escape. Galloglass found only three cameras at the base and all three are on the road coming in. They don’t want to advertise security and get labeled by the Republic as something to check up on,” Reaper explained.  
 
    Shaking his head, “I’m with Havoc, that’s a leap,” Titan stated. “I’m willing to hit the damn place with a stick of bubble gum, but if what we think is going on there is, I want to make sure all sins are consumed.”  
 
    “Wizard!” Reaper barked out and a form came running over. When Wizard stopped in front of him, “Have you found any electronic footprints of other security?”  
 
    “No. I found they’re using encrypted radios and I’ve narrowed down the bands. One band is very short range and the other is long range. The long range one I know they use for the trucks to contact them when they’re twenty miles out. The other is used to talk to the base from the island,” Wizard answered. “In the scheme of the radio world, nothing they transmit out on could be picked up unless you were within twenty miles of their longest transmissions. Hell, the radios they use for base comms, unless you were within five miles, you wouldn’t pick them up.” 
 
    Turning to Galloglass, “Anyone leave this shithole since you’ve been here?” Reaper asked. 
 
    Giving a shrug, “Nae muckle, bit ‘ey jist drive thir larries doon ti Dagiel’s shoppy ti git fuul, ‘ey simtimes alos gang ti Dagiel’s wifes sma’ diner and gae supper,” (A few, but they just drive trucks down to Dagiel’s store to get gas. They also eat in the small diner there Dagiel’s wife runs) Galloglass answered. “Reaper I bed in Maine fur an ‘ear fan ma fowks first movit here, ‘ere wisna muckle ti dee here afore the collapse. The biggest toon is Brunswick, bit at taks an oor ti drive ‘ere.” (Reaper, I lived in Maine for a year when my parents first moved here. There wasn’t much to do before the collapse. The closest real town is Brunswick, but it would take an hour to get there.) 
 
    Letting out a long sigh, “Galloglass, did you know Dagiel in the past life?” Reaper asked. 
 
    “Nah,” Galloglass scoffed, then added, “Bit I kent some o his kin fa stayed near Glesga,” (But I knew some of his family who lived near Glasgow.)  
 
    Shaking his head, “Can you Scots find each other by smell or something?” Reaper asked. “Until I met you and Pipes, I never knew anyone here in the states who’d lived in Scotland.” 
 
    Holding up his hand, “First, Dagiel isna a Scot. He is o Scots descent. He wiz born here in I states, as wur his mither and faither. It wiz his grandparents fa movit here fae Glesga.” (He’s of Scottish ancestry. He was born here in the states, as were his parents. But his parents both have family in Scotland. It was his grandparents who moved to the states.) Galloglass explained.  
 
    Not in the mood for Galloglass to explain further or have his brain interpret, “Jaws,” he called over his shoulder and Jaws came running over, one could say almost skipping over in excitement. “Jaws, I want a no bullshit answer. If I bring you someone, can you break them in ten minutes?” Reaper asked and was relieved when Jaws turned away, thinking about it.  
 
    “Reaper, to be honest, I don’t know,” Jaws admitted and many nearly fainted at the revelation. “That’s about how long it takes me to figure out what scares them the most.” 
 
    Spinning on his heel Reaper walked off mumbling, then started pacing back and forth as he mumbled. Sitting in the Flyer, Pain leaned over to Misery. “I don’t like it when he paces and mumbles,” she whispered and Misery nodded in agreement.  
 
    “How many dry suits do we have?” Reaper asked suddenly.  
 
    “Eleven,” Ubiytsa answered, and Reaper went back to pacing. 
 
    “We swam over wit’out dry suits wearin’ kilts, ta water isna t’at cold,” Galloglass stated, and more than one Sin Eater flipped him off.   
 
    Everyone turned when Reaper stopped pacing and took a deep breath. “Havoc,” he said, turning to face the group. “Get a team and take Jaws to Diegal’s store. I want one stationed here for questioning. More would be better, but I want one. Tell Diegal to shut down the store. He has to disappear.”  
 
    “Reaper, ‘at mannnie his been an affa valuable asset,” (Reaper, that man has been an awful valuable asset) Galloglass said. 
 
    Giving a nod, “Yes, he has, and we’ll transport him to the Republic. But when we hit this place, he and anyone in his family are dead,” Reaper replied, then called out for Phantom. When he ran over, Reaper took another deep breath. “Phantom, I need you to scout the base and you can’t be spotted. We need intel badly. I don’t want to kill everyone there, we need answers. Then we can kill everyone.” 
 
    With a serious demeanor, “If someone gets lucky and spots me, I won’t be taken alive,” Phantom vowed.  
 
    “If you’re spotted, we’ll have to roll in hot and this sin won’t be consumed properly,” Reaper told him, and Phantom blinked his eyes lazily as he nodded. “Ubiytsa, Stingray, get a group and head to the small island to watch. Odin or Thor has to go with you, so let them draw straws. After the team is set up, I want both of you to scout the big island from the water. Find spots we can put ashore for an assault.”  
 
    “You do realize, that’s a SEALs primary job, right, Reaper? Assessing landing sites for an assault?” Stingray chuckled.  
 
    “Yep, and you get to put it in practice. No matter what, you’ll come back here before daylight and fill me in on what you found,” Reaper replied, then looked at the other captains. “Deploy your teams in semi-circle assault patterns. If any are discovered we hit hard and fast, then get the fuck out of Dodge.” 
 
    Stepping closer to Reaper, Phantom lowered his voice. “This isn’t like you, Reaper. What are you so edgy for?” 
 
    With cold dead eyes, Reaper looked at Phantom. “I want these fuckers so bad I’m almost to the point of taking myself out of the attack,” Reaper admitted. Any showing true emotion other than ‘joy’ weren’t allowed to consume sins.  
 
    “Shit,” Phantom chuckled. “Good to see even the Reaper gets hostile, but you sitting out ain’t goin’ to happen. You even entertain that idea, and I’ll make sure nobody ever saves their cheese for you again.”  
 
    Not able to help it, Reaper gave a chuckle. “No need to get rude.”  
 
    “Bullshit!” Pain cried out. “I’ll sit this fucker out if you stop eating that shit!” 
 
    “Denied,” Reaper sang out, reaching into his thigh pocket and pulling out a cheese packet. 
 
    “Thor, I said I’m goin’! Don’t make me put my foot up your ass!” Odin growled coming over, and saw Reaper squeezing the packet of cheese into his mouth. “Oh fuck. Yeah, you’re staying here, Thor. I’ll swim across the pond back to England.”  
 
    Smacking his lips loudly under his mask, Reaper gave a wink to Pain and Misery and both promptly flipped him off. “Odin, big guns, the biggest you have,” Reaper said, turning to face Odin and Thor. Each had a look of utter bliss and were content with the assignment.  
 
    Havoc pulled out ten minutes later and the others set up around the base. When the sun set, those heading to the small island hit the surf and Phantom came up to Reaper. He wasn’t wearing a mask. Instead, he was wearing a black skintight ski mask. “See you before dawn,” he nodded at Reaper and vanished into the night.  
 
    Knowing there was nothing else he could do because he was in charge, Reaper turned around and saw Viper, the kid who’d joined them. The few months of training and ‘enhancement’ had definitely put size on the kid. But they’d Doc to make sure the enhancements never bothered the body. Viper was here only because Havoc and other captains said Viper could handle himself. “Viper,” Reaper called out and the kid ran over. “You’ll report to Titan and do what he says.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Viper answered in an excited voice and heard heavy footsteps approaching. When Viper turned, he felt a massive hand grab the front of his assault vest and then his body was hauled up.  
 
    Holding Viper three feet off the ground with one arm, “Viper, you fuck up, I’m going to grab you by the ankles and make a wish, do you understand me?” Titan asked and Viper’s face went pale, but he nodded. “You’ll be my wingman. If you show my team you’re ready, then you’ll get an assignment on the team. I was told in training you liked to keep your finger on the trigger during room clearing and got punished several times for sweeping team members. That happens here, you won’t know it because I’ll kill you.”  
 
    “Yyyess, sir, Titan,” Viper answered, and Titan lowered him to the ground.   
 
      “Get over there with Axe,” Titan said and Viper took off running. After he was gone, Titan looked over at Reaper. “He’s ready, and thank you for letting him come.” 
 
    “Titan, you ever pick me up like that, I’ll take a cheese shit in your sleeping bag,” Reaper warned and felt Zeus rub against his leg. As he patted Zeus, Titan just chuckled and walked off. Havoc was back before midnight with not one, but four prisoners. What had taken him so long was Havoc had driven their SUV to Brunswick and parked it, leaving the LoJack hooked up. 
 
    At dawn, Reaper got another surprise. Phantom had gone into every building on the base getting video, then got on a boat with the shift change crew at midnight going over to the island. Scouting the complex there, Phantom made his way to the water and swam back. After he’d rejoined up with the others, Phantom punched Galloglass in the gut because the water was very fucking cold. When Phantom said he had photos of the site administrator and all four managers, even Reaper was speechless.  
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 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Gone too far, so many sins … 
 
    Outside the base, laying prone in the west tree line Viper tried to calm down. His heart was beating so hard it was shaking his vision. There were four guard towers around the perimeter and he was watching them, waiting. The Opera had the job of taking them out before the attack. Except for Phantom, he had to get to the island complex to secure the control room, alone. Straining his eyes to watch the stairwell on the guard towers in his night vision goggles, Viper wished the Opera would hurry up. More than anything he wanted to move because he was sure that would slow his heart rate some, or at least let him get control of it.  
 
    On his right, Viper saw the massive form of Titan get to his knees and start crawling toward the fence. Fighting not to pass out as his heart skipped a beat and awaiting gunfire, Viper got to his knees and crawled just behind Titan, and was shocked no gunfire or lights hit the field surrounding the base. Shifting his gaze to the guard tower to his front, he saw an IR laser blink two times. “How in the fuck did they get up there? I was watching?” he gasped in a mumble.  
 
    More than anything he wanted to fight, but he wanted to fight as a Sin Eater. Viper was smart and he could tell a huge difference from the Sin Eaters and regular soldiers. It was only after he was allowed in, Viper questioned the wisdom of wanting to become a Sin Eater. Not because he was scared of dying or the commitment. Viper was terrified he didn’t have the skills and couldn’t get good enough to do his part. In training, he’d thought he was doing very well in each area, and then a Sin Eater would come down and join the trainees. They would do the same drill and everyone could see they weren’t anywhere near the level a Sin Eater was. So after the Sin Eater left, they would all continue to repeat the drill.  
 
    When it came to stealth, Viper was certain Phantom wasn’t human but an apparition like his handle. The others in the Opera were nearly as good, and Viper was positive they were all genetically enhanced by aliens at the very least.    
 
    Reaching the fence, Viper got to one knee and held his M4 low as he scanned his area and Titan covered them while Axe and Scorn, the two Sin Eaters, cut the chain-link fence. When Titan tapped his shoulder to follow, Viper nearly pissed his pants. Duck walking through the gap, he saw a bush stand up. Realizing he was looking at Specter, one of the Opera, Viper really doubted he would ever get to a level to feel ‘comfortable’.  
 
    One thing that every Sin Eater knew was the sign language, and you were forbidden to speak for a week to prove you’d learned it. Watching Specter move her left hand, Viper saw Specter was telling Titan there were guards awake in his building on the right side, second room from the front. After Titan signed he understood Specter moved off, and Viper was in awe at the way she moved. Even with his night vision goggles, he soon lost sight of her.  
 
    More feeling than seeing Titan move, Viper got to his feet and followed. Scanning like he was supposed to, he could see other Sin Eaters moving to buildings around the base. What he couldn’t understand was how the guards in the towers had been taken out. He had been watching and nothing had ever gone up the stairwell to the guard booth thirty feet up in the air. Coming to the conclusion Sin Eaters had teleportation technology and he wasn’t high enough in rank yet to know about it, Viper concentrated on his job. 
 
    From the drills that afternoon, he knew Titan was leading them to the building they were responsible for. Unlike other buildings, this one had no high value targets so the targets could all die. But if they could be taken alive, they should. Reaper had stressed the sisters needed to set an example. Those two were the only ones who scared Viper more than Reaper. Only to himself would Viper admit the sisters scared him more than Titan. Even with half their face covered anyone could tell they were beautiful, but the coldness that seemed to emanate from the sisters could break anyone before either donned an apron.  
 
    After Titan, Viper admitted it would be Jaws who scared him next. He’d hated dentists to begin with, and Jaws had fixed his entire mouth in one night. A ten hour marathon session. And holy shit, that short fucker could swing a bamboo cane hard. Only in the Sin Eater camp a few months, Viper already had scars across his back but like the others, he just stayed still and took them. It didn’t matter if it was Jaws or an instructor. You fucked up, so you took the punishment. Just like everyone else, Viper always punished himself after the bamboo cane. Viper started getting harder on himself so badly, Doc had told Viper to lighten up on his self-punishment. Only after Doc had told Viper he would let the sisters know if he didn’t stop did Viper lighten up.  
 
    Pushing his M4 to his back and pulling his 1911, making sure he was number three in the stack, Viper followed Axe and Titan up the steps and into the building. On the right was a rec room and then a hallway ahead with doors on each side leading to rooms. The guards stayed two to a room, but Viper could see light coming from under a door on the right and low and behold, it was the second from the front. With no doubt in his mind, Viper concluded he would never be up to the level of the Opera.  
 
    Titan entered the first room with Axe. Both had pistols with suppressors in their left hands and the super stun gun in their right. Fighting the urge to watch, Viper covered the hall as others filed past and he heard the muffled popping of electricity behind him. Razor and his team hit the room next door with the light still on. No sooner than the door was opened, Viper heard gasps from inside followed by suppressed shots.  
 
    Feeling a tap on his shoulder Viper aimed down the hall passing the other open doors to the rooms being cleared and stopped at the next closed door. Ahead, a door opened and a young woman stepped out yawning.  
 
    Without thinking, Viper ripped the stun gun off his left forearm from the holster and charged her. When the stun gun touched the woman as her eyes registered what she was seeing, Viper pressed the button. Vaulting back and hitting the door jamb, the woman crumpled to the floor. Like he was taught, Viper entered the room to see another woman waking up from the commotion and he charged over to zap her before she sat up.  
 
    Sweeping the room and not seeing more bodies, he turned to the door to see Axe’s back as he covered the hallway. Tapping Axe on the shoulder to let him know the room was clear, Viper followed Axe out and rejoined up with Titan as he exited the room Viper had passed. When Titan gave him the slightest of nods, Viper had never been so proud of himself in his life.  
 
    In five minutes the building was secured and Viper moved through the rooms with others, securing those who had been zapped. This was one thing that was stressed, securing prisoners, and Viper found out he had a skill doing it. He could tie up two prisoners in the time it took for other Sin Eaters to tie up one. 
 
    “Oh, the sisters are going to be happy,” he heard Titan chuckle, walking back up the hall. “All right. Second team, hold. Primary, let’s head to the complex.”  
 
    Like the weight of the world was lifted from his shoulders, Viper sighed with relief. He had performed like he’d been taught and wasn’t responsible for a teammate dying. Reaching up, he rubbed his gloved hand over his mask and could feel the newly-painted needle teeth. “I’m a Sin Eater,” he mumbled to himself, rather proudly.  
 
    *** 
 
    Walking down the center of the road to the gate at the base with Zeus at his side, Reaper saw the gate opening. In his earbud, teams were reporting clear, number of workers taken, and primary targets captured. “Oh, hell yeah,” Pain sang out, hearing over fifty were taken alive over her earbud.  
 
    Most assigned here were just workers. Only twenty were actual Homeland contractors responsible for security. The workers weren’t even allowed to carry weapons.  
 
    Because Havoc had captured four, and Jaws had them talking before they were even back at camp, Reaper found out just how the death camp operated. It took everything he had to hold the attack when the trucks showed up at 1045 that morning and another group was lead off to the island complex.  
 
    Continuing on to the dock but turning his head, Reaper spoke over his shoulder. “Sisters, make sure Jaws is set up with the commander over the contractors and then join me at the dock.”  
 
    After they jogged past, Reaper patted Zeus. He had finally just given up and let the sisters perform as his bodyguards. The only time they weren’t near him was when they were wearing aprons, and it damn sure wasn’t to cook in the kitchen. 
 
    Reaching the dock, he saw Havoc at the controls of one of the boats. The boats were large and reminded Reaper from his past life of boats that were used for tours. A hundred people could fit on one with ease. There were seven and they were used to ferry detainees and workers to the island, but only the workers ever returned from the island. 
 
    “Did you hear of any problems?” Reaper asked, jumping on board. 
 
    “Wasp twisted his ankle,” Havoc shrugged.  
 
    Having no desire to find out more, Reaper just stared at the island almost a mile away. In his night vision goggles, the low level lights on the guard houses on the coastal side seemed eerie. He didn’t say anything else and just continued to stare at the island as those on the island assault moved to the dock.  
 
    “Guards down,” Ubiytsa’s voice came over the earbud.  
 
    Three of the boats pulled away from the dock and headed toward the island as Reaper just continued to keep it locked in his gaze.  
 
    Leaning close to her sister, “Fuck me, is he pissed,” Misery told Pain.  
 
    “Yeah, we need to make sure the fuckers scream really loud when we put on the aprons. That always cheers him up,” Pain suggested and Misery nodded, liking that.  
 
    They didn’t circle the island to the dock, but just ran the boats close to the rocky shore. Before the boats hit rocks, Sin Eaters jumped over the side and more than one sucked in a breath at the frigid water. “Ach, ats nae caul’ bairns,” (It’s not that cold, children,” Galloglass called out softly, wading to shore. Reaching the shore, he shook the water from his kilt. “Jump in ti the North Sea in February, yer baws shoot up inside yi, its ‘at caul. Polar bears roamin Aiberdeen beach steal a’ the bairns scarves.” (Jump into the North Sea in February, your balls shoot up inside you, it’s that cold. Polar bears roaming Aberdeen beach steal all the kids scarves.) 
 
    Wading out of the water holding her rifle over her head, “And that’s why there aren’t many Scots, cold water and male body parts don’t mix,” Misery informed him, walking past. It did irritate her that Galloglass and Pipes weren’t even shivering. She stopped and moved to the side as Reaper and Zeus walked out of the water and passed her. When Reaper flipped his goggles up, Misery saw his eyes staring through the island toward the complex. Never before had Misery seen such hate displayed by Reaper.  
 
    When Reaper’s arm moved she gave a startle, but he just reached up and tapped the phone on his shoulder. “Phantom, Reaper,” he called out. 
 
    “Phantom here.”  
 
    “Move to secure the supervisor’s office,” Reaper ordered.  
 
    “Already here and have the shift manager tied up at my feet. There are two more workers on the floor, but since they were just workers I shanked ‘em,” Phantom reported.  
 
    Tapping the screen to turn off the phone, “I shouldn’t even be surprised,” Reaper said with a forced scoff and Misery wanted to object to that. 
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, “Reaper, I love how Phantom operates, but he’s getting a little too wild,” Misery told him. 
 
    Still staring through the island toward the complex, but shaking his head, “No, Phantom wanted to take the supervisor before we reached the island, so he couldn’t detonate the failsafe. Phantom would rather die than see any of the Sin Eaters die if he could help it,” Reaper told her. After talking with the four workers Havoc had brought back, they’d learned of the failsafe. A twenty thousand pound thermobaric charge in the island complex. A supervisor was to always be in the office and in the event of an attack, it was to be set off. 
 
    “Sorry, but I don’t think they would’ve done it,” Misery scoffed. “That takes balls and commitment. Something lacking here in the federal states.”  
 
    Not replying Reaper just started walking, and the others fanned out to move over the island. Nearing the complex, he tapped his phone. “Odin, Thor, do either of you have the two armed guards in your crosshairs?” he called out. 
 
    “Yep,” Odin answered promptly. “Both are at the dock smoking.”  
 
    Coming out of the trees Reaper saw the main building, a monster seventy-thousand-square-foot metal building, the death house. “Take ‘em,” Reaper called out, lifting his rifle. Six bodies were on this side of the death house near a small pedestrian door. Some were smoking as they all talked. All six dropped to the ground without heads as a dozen rifles coughed.  
 
    Heading into the pedestrian door, Sin Eaters fanned out and in six minutes the ‘all clear’ was called. Since none of the workers were armed, because they hadn’t been trained, the only others who’d died were the two contractors at the dock. Reaper stopped at what was left of the contractors’ pelvises with the legs attached. The arms were strewn apart, but Reaper only saw three. “Them and their damn cannons,” he chuckled out forcefully as Stingray jogged up. 
 
    “Want me to call Pearson now?” he asked.  
 
    Not answering, Reaper moved down the dock and took another dock between two berths where the barges were held. Sea barges were much bigger than river barges and one was piled high with ash. A conveyor belt jutted out from the death house over the other barge and it was still emptying ash from inside. Looking at the full barge, “Call ‘em,” Reaper finally said.   
 
    Half an hour later, standing on the main dock that jutted much further out than the others because this was where the cruise liner was moored, Stingray saw four zodiac boats heading for him. He aimed his rifle out and flashed his IR laser. Grabbing a real radio, “This is One. Just flashed IR laser,” he called out. 
 
    “This is Two. We got you and are heading for you,” a voice he knew was Pearson. The four zodiacs were soon pulling up to a floating dock on the water that had stairs up to the dock.  
 
    Not surprised, Stingray saw everyone was dressed in Hodge Podge camouflage and wearing a balaclava, leaving only their eyes exposed, but these were covered up by night vision goggles. One figure jumped over, who he knew was Pearson and another complained he needed to wait. That, Stingray knew, was Gomez.  
 
    “With all due respect, sir, will you let me go first?” Gomez barked. 
 
    “Speed up,” Pearson called over his shoulder, jogging up the stairs with Gomez hot on his heels.  
 
    Taking his night vision goggles off, Pearson stopped in front of Stingray. “Son,” he sighed out, turning to look at the complex. “Don’t tell me this was really a death camp,” Pearson begged.  
 
    “Yes, sir, Captain Pearson. It was,” Stingray answered, and saw what little skin he could see on Pearson go pale. He turned to Gomez. “Lieutenant, you will assign three to the captain. If we’re hit, their one and only job is to get his ass off this island, no matter who else makes it. That comes from my boss and it will be followed,” Stingray told Gomez.  
 
    “Oh, I’ll stay on his ass and I’ll throw his ass over my shoulder if he doesn’t move,” Gomez vowed but Pearson didn’t say anything, still looking at the main building.  
 
    “We have a defensive perimeter out to a mile, so you’ll have plenty of time,” Stingray assured him, and saw Gomez had brought the entire SEAL platoon on this outing and two additional sailors. “You’ll be taking intel back and need to assign a detail.” 
 
    “Whoa-,” Gomez stopped, catching himself before saying Stingray’s old name. “Stingray, you know what we’re on. I can’t just haul anything aboard.”  
 
    “What you don’t take, you toss in the ocean. We’re pulling the computers here and that’s what you’re to get aboard. We’ve made copies, but want the actual hard drives in Republic hands.”  
 
    Having shifted his gaze, Pearson saw a lone figure on a dock just staring at a barge piled high with dirt. “Just how am I to explain I came by those?” Pearson asked, but didn’t take his eyes off the figure. Watching two Sin Eaters approach the lone figure he somehow knew was Reaper, Pearson saw one was very short, and for a brief instant felt sorry for the shit he probably put up with. Then he realized it was a Sin Eater, and nobody would fuck with a Sin Eater.  
 
    “Reaper will explain,” Stingray answered, then waved his hand out for them to follow.  
 
    Falling in step with Stingray, “I hate to ask, but was that Sin Eater a horse jockey before?” Pearson asked, but did so in a low voice because he was talking about a Sin Eater. 
 
    Scoffing, “Hell, no. That’s Jaws, he’s an orthodontist. You should fear him more than the sisters,” Stingray advised. “The other is Wizard, and he can build shit that’ll amaze you.”  
 
    Knowing who the sisters were and also what they did, Pearson found that hard to believe but would take Stingray’s advice. “You free any prisoners? I’ll figure a way to get them out of here,” Pearson offered.  
 
    “They never held any here overnight,” Stingray answered in a dead voice. “The boss will explain,” Stingray said, not wanting to talk about the evil done here.  
 
    Reaching the main dock, they followed Stingray to the dock that ran between the two barges as Jaws and Wizard left Reaper. Pearson noticed a conveyor belt dumping dirt in the other barge. Following the stream down, he saw it was about half full. He turned to the full barge of what he’d thought was dirt. Now closer and under lights, he froze just a few steps from Reaper. “Holy mother of God,” he gasped, realizing what filled the barge.  
 
    “Yeah, shows we haven’t evolved for shit,” Reaper stated, still staring at the ash mound. “The average adult leaves seven pounds of ashes after cremation and that barge is full. That’s close to eight thousand tons.”  
 
    As his mind tried to process the numbers and what his eyes were seeing, Pearson felt nauseous. He ripped the balaclava off and spun away as puke spewed from his mouth. When nothing else came up Pearson wiped his mouth off, and saw a bottle of water held beside his face. Following the hand to Gomez, “Thank you, LT,” he breathed out, taking the water. 
 
    Washing his mouth out Pearson saw several others in his group had puked with him, but not Gomez. Spitting the water out and then taking a long drink, Pearson lowered the bottle. “Sorry, LT,” he mumbled, taking the top to the bottle from Gomez.  
 
    Shrugging, “Don’t know what for. I puked for an entire day when I found out Homeland shot my family,” Gomez told him. “My sister had three kids and my brother two, the oldest out of all of them was only six.”  
 
    Putting the top on the bottle and shoving it in his thigh pocket, Pearson put his balaclava back on. “I hate to ask, but any ideas on numbers?” Pearson asked, squaring off with Reaper as he still just looked at the mound of ash.  
 
    Lifting his left hand that held a notebook opened to a page, “Two million, one hundred and seventy-four thousand, six hundred and seven,” Reaper answered and Pearson’s vision wavered as he wobbled on his feet. Thinking he was about to pass out, Gomez moved over to catch Pearson but he stopped wavering, and Reaper dropped his arm back to his side staring at the mound again. “This was a sin I wasn’t prepared to consume,” Reaper mumbled. 
 
    “LT, get a detail to load up what Stingray wants us to take,” Pearson ordered with a tone of dismissal. He then moved beside Reaper. As the others moved to the base of the dock out of earshot, “Reaper, you make plans, but you know all plans go to shit because the enemy makes plans that throw yours off,” Pearson told him and looked at the side of Reaper’s face. 
 
    He didn’t see the eyes he’d met in the Atlantic. Pearson saw the eyes of a commander who was shaken. When Reaper spoke, Pearson had to move closer to hear him. “Six thousand, one hundred and two died here in two days while Sin Eaters sat outside. The first day we didn’t know shit, but I watched as the trucks were unloaded. We captured four the night before so when the trucks arrived this morning, I knew what was happening. But we weren’t ready to attack. If they had come later in the afternoon, I would’ve attempted it,” Reaper mumbled.  
 
    Putting a hand on Reaper’s shoulder, “Reaper, I hate to say this, but I’m glad those trucks arrived when they did,” Pearson told him and that caused Reaper to finally face him. “You don’t rush. Reaper, you’re like the commanders they teach about in history at the Naval Academy. If you had attacked, I’m nearly certain you would’ve taken the site, but you would’ve lost soldiers. Sorry, Sin Eaters.” 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, we would’ve all died,” Reaper stated with certainty. “They had a failsafe. A twenty thousand pound thermobaric charge set in the event of attack to wipe the site clean.” 
 
    Having no doubt Reaper spoke the truth, “Then I’m very grateful you didn’t attack. Yes, I mourn those Americans who died, but we need the Sin Eaters to win this war. We have to win so this stops,” Pearson told him.  
 
    Barely shaking his head, “You don’t understand,” Reaper told him. “This only means the sins we must consume have to be bigger. And it wasn’t just Americans. England was sending over their troublemakers for ‘permanent detainment’.”   
 
    Not really liking the sound of that, Pearson didn’t ask for elaboration. “You know how long they’ve been operating?”  
 
    “Just over eighteen months. Construction started a week after the collapse,” Reaper answered. “For the first six months, they were killing six to nine thousand a day. Then they got into a rhythm, figuring out three thousand a day gave them time to prep for the next group,” Reaper paused, “I can show you the reports where they prove it to make sure the complex operated at peak performance. England was sending over six to eight thousand a month to be dealt with. Other countries in the EU were going to start sending some over next year.”  
 
    Turning away and dropping his hand off Reaper’s shoulder, “I’m going to be sick,” Pearson warned, feeling bile at the back of his throat.  
 
    “Later,” Reaper said and walked past. “Come.” 
 
    Walking beside Reaper and stopping more bile from coming up, Pearson listened as Reaper spoke. “Everything I tell you is on the servers and computers you’re taking back. The trucks picked up at two collection points, one in Rochester, New York and the other in Charleston, South Carolina. There, the detainees were stripped and ordered to get into paper pants and shirts before being loaded in ten trucks but some wore shirts because apparently they were running out of paper clothes. Now think about that, three thousand in ten semi-trailers. They were told they were being extradited from the country to Santo Domingo in the Dominican Republic. Before any detainee could argue, they were told anyone could refuse. Then the guards would select a detainee at random, pull them to the front and shoot them in the head in front of everyone. That, the detainees were told was how the Federal Government dealt with those who refused to do what they were told.”  
 
    Listening as a wave of disgust washed over him, Pearson had the desire to resign his commission as an officer in the Navy and become a Sin Eater as Reaper continued. “Naturally, none refused and when they got here,” Reaper stopped and turned around to point to the end of the long main dock at the cruise liner. For such a small base the dock was very large, like six fingers jutting into the ocean with the first twice as long. The other small fingers were still a hundred yards long and Pearson knew dozens of ships, not boats, ships could be anchored here. “What did the detainees see but a ship that could carry them away from here?” The level of thought in this death camp was really tempting Pearson to find some paper to write his resignation on.   
 
    Dropping his arm and turning to the stairs that led to the large building above them on the island, Reaper continued. “There’s a visitation center here,” Reaper said, and Pearson nearly grabbed the notebook from his hand to rip out a piece of paper. “We’ve hit so many now, I’ve lost count. In all of them we find a few inside who have been indoctrinated to their fate, but not here,” Reaper told him. “Those women, girls and little boys were all brought out here to the complex and got to see what happened. And they were told, if any caused trouble, they would be in the next group.” 
 
    Grabbing Reaper’s arm and stopping him on the steps, “Reaper, I’ve been in war. I should be able to smell it,” Pearson told him, but just couldn’t say ‘burnt bodies’. “Where’s the fuel? It takes high temperatures to burn a body.”  
 
    Reaching down and removing Pearson’s grip from his arm, “Come,” Reaper stated and continued up the steps. “During the first six months when they were killing more a day, the workers here perfected their art. Those groups at the beginning were the lucky ones.” 
 
    “What?” Pearson cried out, fighting not to stop Reaper again.  
 
    Stopping at a line of double doors, Reaper pointed to the north at a lone cinder block building. “In the beginning they used VX gas before burning them, and that at least was humane. But after the Republic formed, they stopped because the feds didn’t want any detection equipment going off, since the Republic has gas and nukes,” Reaper told him, dropping his arm.  
 
    “Humane?!” Pearson cried out.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, humane. VX kills in minutes. It’s a harsh few minutes, but still minutes,” Reaper explained, yanking a door open and walked inside. Following, Pearson got an appreciation of just how damn big the building was. Then his stride paused and he stopped. There were two buildings inside the massive building. “These are the processing buildings,” Reaper explained, heading to the one on the right as screams erupted from the one on the left.  
 
    Very curious and stopping, Pearson looked in the left building and saw the sisters. Each one was at a table with a worker nailed down. Each sister looked like they had just been swimming in a tub of blood, and the area around them would put any teen slasher movie to shame. Around the room other workers were tied up, screaming against gags as their coworkers were dismembered exceptionally slowly in front of them.  
 
    Watching Pain put a tourniquet on the man’s arm nailed to her table Pearson took a step closer, almost telling her to take it off. Grabbing a hacksaw, Pain rested it on the man’s forearm right above the wrist and then ever so slowly pulled it back and forth, gradually sawing through the man’s wrist as he tried to thrash about but couldn’t. “I’m so proud of those girls,” Pearson declared, then turned around and found Reaper waiting at the other building.  
 
    Following Reaper inside the building, Pearson stopped at the door. “Looks like a government waiting room, doesn’t it?” Reaper growled. “Every person who came here filed into one of these processing buildings. Notice the size,” Reaper said, waving his hand around. Cement benches formed rows running end to end. “These benches can accommodate fifteen hundred people sitting down waiting to be processed. Small kids don’t count because they can sit in an adult’s lap.”  
 
    Pulling his balaclava off so he could gulp down air, “My god,” Pearson mumbled.  
 
    “Oh, they have the numbers to back it up. There are stacks of procedure books explaining the entire set up and how to run the site. I’ll get you copies, even though each one has ‘Do Not Copy’ stamped on every page,” Reaper said and lifted his right hand, pointing. “Look near the ceiling. Vents go all the way around the room and other vents are near the floor. That’s how they cooked ‘em.” 
 
    “Reaper, where did they get the fuel from? How can they burn them in here? The walls aren’t scorched.”  
 
    “I’ll get to the first point in a minute. Look closer at the walls and floor. That’s not paint, those are thermal ceramic tiles. The ceiling, look closer, that’s stainless steel reflecting the light back. Notice how all the lights are recessed with what look like fire sprinklers by each light inside that recess? A partition slides over to seal them off from the room. You’re standing in a seven-thousand-square-foot blast furnace,” Reaper informed him. “But look closer at the edges of the floor near the walls. Those are drainage grates. So after it’s done, water comes out of those sprinklers near the lights to wash away what’s left. Under this building is another room where the ashes fall on the conveyor belt, and the water is drained off while the conveyor belt deposits the ashes.”   
 
    Watching Pearson gulping down air and fighting not to puke, Reaper gave him a minute before continuing. “The workers here never had to handle dead bodies. Yes, VX was humane because this is a furnace, but it takes nearly an hour for the temperature to reach two thousand degrees. But they were dead by then. Many were still alive at twenty minutes, but all were dead in forty.”  
 
    With his legs giving out, Pearson dropped on all fours and lost the battle of bile coming up his throat, puking on the floor. “On the computers you’re taking, there’s video,” Reaper told him. “They didn’t film all of them, but there are several hundred executions, even some with VX. Now, you might wonder, what did the detainees do in here? Were they not suspicious? The answer, no. Like all government locations, they were processed. Each person, no matter what the age, was photographed and had their palms scanned into a computer,” Reaper told him as Pearson wiped the spittle from his mouth. “You must wonder why in the hell they did that, because I sure did. Did they do that to keep track of numbers? No, that was a secondary reason. The main reason was the feds wanted to know who was dead, so none could lay claim on what they’d left behind.” 
 
    Taking deep breaths, “As God is my witness, I’m killing them all,” Pearson vowed.  
 
    “Oh, then you and I will be at war, good sir, because those at the top are spoken for,” Reaper informed him, then sneered as he spoke. “Come, let me show you how this marvel of engineering worked.”  
 
    Stepping over, Reaper helped Pearson up as Gomez walked in and broke into a run. “I’m fine, LT,” Pearson said, pushing him away and they both followed Reaper out. “We’re going hunting after this,” Pearson told him, and Gomez just nodded because he was numb.  
 
    Walking between the two death buildings to the west wall of the structure that housed the area, Reaper stopped and pointed ahead at two twenty-foot-long, eight-foot-tall boxes. There were huge pipes to each one, and Pearson could swear he heard fluid rushing through them. “Each of those is a nuclear reactor capable of producing thirty megawatts,” Reaper informed them and then lifted both arms to point at two massive units, one beside each death chamber. “Those are the furnaces. From what I got out of the workers, it took two hours for the bodies to turn to ash. I’m going to take their word because I’m not watching the videos. The furnaces were turned off and then the chambers were cooled off with cool air and water. They’re remarkable because the workers could go inside the ovens an hour after they were turned off. In the walls are pipes where the water is pumped through and it only takes another hour. Then the sprinklers were turned on to wash their fellow Americans down the drains. After that, they brought in crews with power washers to make sure there were no stains, stuff left that didn’t burn, like artificial joints because all jewelry was removed before they got here. Then they made sure the place was spic and span for the next group.”   
 
    Panting hard and trying to wake up from this nightmare, “Whatever you need to make these fuckers pay, you call. I don’t care if I spend the rest of my life in prison. I’ll do all that I can,” Pearson vowed, then turned to Gomez. “We’re sinking those damn cruise liners that run back and forth to Europe.”  
 
    “Hold up!” Reaper shouted out. “Not yet, and yes, that was how England sent their detainees across but in England’s defense, most there didn’t know they were sending them to a death camp. That is also in one of the procedure manuals.”  
 
    “Intelligence says they’re bringing supplies,” Pearson countered.  
 
    Nodding, “Oh, they are. Tanks, choppers and ammo. They were hauling back food, but we stopped that,” Reaper told them.  
 
    “Then they’re military targets,” Pearson replied.  
 
    “If you’re ordered, then sink the fuckers, but I know Fern would never clear it. Besides, I’m not ready to back the feds up in that corner yet. I want them to have hope they can win, and slowly take each idea and plan of optimism away, one at a time, until they’re left with a drowning of hopelessness.”  
 
    Despite all that he had heard about this death camp, Pearson thought that was a cold statement, and he really loved it. “So you have a plan for those cruise liners?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, and to be honest, that’s what I was going to call you on to repay the favor for Bermuda. I was going to need your help to pull it off. But,” Reaper said, waving his arms around, “I need you to get this information back to the Republic. I’ll figure out another way to deal with the liners.” 
 
    Staring hard at Reaper, “This doesn’t count, and what you just said about those liners doesn’t count as returning the favor. That’s helping win the war. You call me over to help move furniture, then I can call us even on the favor,” Pearson explained. “Just how do you want me to cover this? Because I have no fucking problem going back and telling Fern to his face I pulled up here in the Kraken.” 
 
    “Whoa, cowboy,” Reaper snapped. “You don’t let anyone know, ever, we saw your goddamned underwater spaceship. Contact your XO. We’re going to call out on a naval bandwidth that Sin Eaters need help. You can then make up a story that you came ashore with the SEALs. Saw what was here and loaded up.” 
 
    “Why risk calling out?” Pearson asked. 
 
    Pointing east toward the ocean, “Because your old boat the Jimmy Carter is out there off the East Coast, and it’s rumored to be the most sensitive listening station ever built. You’ll have witnesses that we called out,” Reaper explained. 
 
    Finally, a small smile hit Pearson’s face. “Oh, my old boat is out there and yes, you’re right. The shit it can do would blow you away, but compared to my new ride, Jimmy Carter is ancient. But because my new ride is so good at sinking boats, we don’t really concentrate on the intel mission.”  
 
    Holding up both palms, “I don’t want to know what your fucking spaceship can do,” Reaper told him flatly.  
 
    Feeling better despite where he was, “So, wait on the liners?” Pearson asked, and Reaper nodded. “Can you elaborate just a little more?” 
 
    Shrugging, “Sure,” Reaper said. “I’m draining the money men behind the feds and EU.”  
 
    Pearson and Gomez just gave him blank stares. “Guys, all those ships, well, big boats and yachts coming from Bermuda are smugglers. The money men are throwing vast amounts around now, but they’re doing it now on IOUs. In the very near future, I’ll give you a call to help with those liners, and then Fern will declare the entire Atlantic a war zone. Any vessel heading toward America that doesn’t stop to be boarded for inspection will be sunk,” Reaper told them.  
 
    As the words sunk in, Pearson realized Reaper was fighting this war on all levels. The Sin Eaters were killing those they could and destroying the others until they could get to them. It was the fact Reaper was going off a plan that made Pearson realize Reaper was the most dangerous man he had ever met, and probably in history.  
 
    Realizing Pearson’s face was pale again, “My plan’s working, I assure you,” Reaper told him, and Pearson could only nod because he damn sure didn’t doubt Reaper. “Now, I need to ask a favor. I need to borrow your SEAL team.”  
 
    “Huh?” Pearson and Gomez grunted together in shock.  
 
    Turning around to look at the two death chambers, “Tomorrow around 1130 hours, the trucks will be bringing the next batch. We couldn’t do shit about the others but we can with them. I hate to ask because I do have Sin Eaters who could operate that cruise liner. But they would have to drive it to the Republic. If any of my Sin Eaters were arrested or even fined for following my orders, sins would have to be consumed, and I really don’t want to do that to any in the Republic unless there’s no other choice,” Reaper explained.  
 
    “I would burn the nipples off anyone with a fucking cigarette lighter if they tried to arrest a Sin Eater who’d brought back survivors of a death camp!” Gomez shouted. 
 
    Impressed with that, “Damn,” Pearson mumbled. “I was just going to haul their asses out to sea and toss ‘em overboard.”  
 
    “If you can’t or the SEALs can’t drive that ship, you need to start pulling out,” Reaper said. “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    Turning to Pearson, “Sir, permission to take the team?” Gomez asked. 
 
    “Granted,” Pearson responded.  
 
    Holding up a hand, “Oh, Pearson? You’ll have to stay close to the cruise liner until the other ships can guard them because we’re going to broadcast the first video of this hell the day after tomorrow. The feds would just love to sink that ship,” Reaper told him.  
 
    “They would have better luck looking for the Pope’s wife,” Pearson huffed.  
 
    “Thank you,” Reaper said. “Now this isn’t a favor, I’m begging,” he stated. “Will you take the site commander with you? I really don’t trust myself with him, and he has information the Republic really needs. I know he’s valuable and the Sin Eaters should deal with him, but all I see is a sin needing to be consumed … and I would take fucking weeks to consume it and never even ask a question.”  
 
    Pearson almost shouted ‘Hell no’, because he wanted to get medieval on the cocksucker. Finally nodding, “You don’t beg, and I swear, I’ll deliver him alive,” Pearson pledged.  
 
    Lifting his head to look at Pearson, “Oh, I’ll come calling on the fucker later. I don’t care where the bitch goes. He’ll scream for the sisters before I’m done,” Reaper stated with conviction.  
 
    “If you’re close, call me. I want to watch. I’ll bring popcorn and beer,” Gomez stated very seriously.  
 
    Leaning to Gomez, “Pick me up on the way, I’ll bring chips and dip,” Pearson added. 
 
    “Pearson, in a few weeks, your wife will be getting a package in the mail. On the package will be a sticker of Old Glory. That’ll let you know it’s from me. It will be the copy of what’s on all those procedure manuals,” Reaper told him, and Pearson wasn’t even surprised Reaper knew where he lived.  
 
    “Reaper?” Gomez called out and Reaper nodded. “I do have one thing to ask. When these trucks get here, I want my team on the take down.” 
 
    Cutting his eyes over to Pearson, Reaper saw he was looking off at the furnaces but was nodding. “Go find Stingray. He’s leading the ambush,” Reaper said and Gomez turned to ask permission to leave, but Pearson was pointing at the door.  
 
    They both started to follow and Pearson saw a line of people who he hoped were Sin Eaters, but they were all in bomb disposal suits. Stopping and watching how they were walking he realized those weren’t bomb or chemical suits, they were radiation suits. Anyone could tell because of the hundred plus pounds of lead. “Reaper, let me get some of my boys to work on those reactors,” Pearson offered.  
 
    “Nope. I didn’t plan on this sin, so I’ll show them what they get for making me consume sins I didn’t plan on,” Reaper told him and led Pearson outside. Pearson saw Sin Eaters at the cinder block building, rolling large steel drums along the ground. He knew what was in those heavy drums they were stacking outside. VX gas, the deadliest gas mankind had ever created.   
 
    “Oh boy,” Pearson mumbled.  
 
    “They left it, so I get to use it,” Reaper stated proudly.    
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 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Manpower? We don’t need no steekin’ manpower 
 
    Landing on the South Lawn as the sun set, Marshall jumped out with Bolton behind him. The first Sin Eater broadcast of the death camp had been yesterday morning. During the broadcast, Marshall had gotten a call from the president. Gifford gave him a location and ordered him to stop what he was doing and get there, now.  
 
    Like the soldier he was, Marshall had taken off. When he’d reached the site, he now understood where those prisoners had disappeared to when he’d asked the president so long ago. Going over the site Marshall had to admit the site was black, and he was shocked the Sin Eaters had even found it. There was nothing on any data bank. There were no large support structures like transformer yards and the security should’ve been adequate. Sites like this stayed hidden by anonymity.   
 
    It was only when he’d found an empty service station with a diner twenty miles away, Marshall knew he was looking at the location of an angel and how the site had been discovered. He’d immediately stopped Bolton from assisting him and told him to find out everything about who’d worked at the store and the diner.  
 
    Reaching the doors, Marshall looked at the Secret Service agent holding the door open. “Where?” was all he asked. 
 
    “Oval Office,” the agent answered and Marshall headed inside.  
 
    Coming into the secretary’s area, he saw the younger secretary at the Oval Office doors had a fresh black eye and busted lip. “Guess you pissed him off again,” Marshall sighed as she opened the doors to let him in. Walking in, Marshall stopped. The only person there was Gifford sitting behind his desk. 
 
    “Good, Colonel. Can you have Bolton wait out there for now?” Gifford asked, but it was an order.  
 
    Not even turning around knowing Bolton would find a chair to wait, Marshall took one of the tote bags and headed inside as the secretary closed the doors. “What did Glenda do this time?” Marshall asked, dropping in a chair and setting his briefcase and tote bag on the floor. 
 
    “Huh?” Gifford asked. 
 
    “Glenda, your secretary? I trust she pissed you off again to get a black eye,” Marshall said.  
 
    Brushing his hand to the side, “Oh,” Gifford scoffed. “No, I needed to punch something this morning and she just happened to walk in. Bitch bled all over my hand and carpet. Had her lick my hand clean and then made her scrub the carpet with a rag.” 
 
    Thinking that was childish but keeping his opinions to himself, Marshall pulled a folder from the tote bag with his padfolio. “Sir, I must ask, is there any way that site can be connected to you?” Marshall asked. “Did you ever sign any order or correspondence?” 
 
    “Hell no,” Gifford snapped. “I learned that long ago, and you taught me how to distance myself even further.”  
 
    “I trust that’s where the missing detainees went who I’d asked about nearly a year ago?” 
 
    Nodding, “Yes, but I vowed I wouldn’t let anyone know. I’m sorry, Colonel,” Gifford told him.  
 
    Giving a curt laugh, “Don’t apologize, you’re the boss. That was a very good call because the fewer who know, the fewer can tell or be traced,” Marshall replied. “Contrary to popular belief, I don’t want to know everything because I love saying, ‘I don’t know’ and meaning it.”  
 
    Very glad Marshall wasn’t offended, “So, what did you find there?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “Besides a Sin Eater attack with lots of chopped up bodies? Not much of anything else,” Marshall answered, putting the folder down and opening his padfolio. “All computers and servers were gone, and I don’t mean destroyed, I mean they were taken. Also, there wasn’t a single operations manual at the base or complex on the island.”  
 
    This was another thing that’d always amazed Marshall. No matter how secret or public, every government building, office and department had manuals on how to run that area. To him, that was just an easy way for information to get out, but the only black site he’d ever had control over was his own base, and there were no manuals there.  
 
    Scanning his notes, Marshall began. “I don’t know what was there, and I’m sure you don’t either, so I can’t tell what was taken. Sir, I have to ask because steps may need to be taken. Who was over that black site?” 
 
    “Blaine Sullivan,” Gifford answered. 
 
    Jerking in response, “Undersecretary of Homeland?!” Marshall cried out. 
 
    “Yes. Problem?”  
 
    Shaking his head, “I just never figured he had the backbone to run a real black site. Granted he’s smart enough, but just never figured he would do it,” Marshall admitted. “I haven’t seen him since-,” he paused, trying to remember. 
 
    “Eighteen months ago when the site went operational,” Gifford offered. “I vowed to him I wouldn’t tell anyone he ran the site, and I’ve never told anyone until now,” he stated rather proudly, sounding like a little boy who wanted a treat for not telling a secret.  
 
    With a very impressed nod, Marshall started to relay what he’d learned but then stopped. “Wait,” he gasped. “Blaine was at the site?!” he shouted. 
 
    “Colonel, I know the office is soundproof, but let’s not push it,” Gifford told him, glancing at the door. “Yes, Blaine ran the site and since it went operational has only left four times, and that was straight here to brief me and then he went straight back.”  
 
    Hearing the level of dedication, Marshall felt a little sorrow for not getting to know Blaine better. “Like I said, there are only body parts left, but I’ll send a team back to inspect them and collect his remains so they can be disposed of,” Marshall said.  
 
    “Did Blaine make a mistake?” 
 
    Shaking his head, “Not that I’ve found. But I did find out how the Sin Eaters discovered him,” Marshall stated, also sounding like a proud little boy. Seeing the president leaning over his desk in anticipation, “An angel,” Marshall told him.  
 
    “One of their spies?” Gifford asked with a grin starting, and Marshall nodded. “Oh, tell me you caught the son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Sorry, no, but I know who he was and that’s all I need,” Marshall replied, leaning to the folder he’d put on the desk. Pulling out a sheet of photocopied paper, he handed it to the president. “Meet Timmy Gleeson.”  
 
    On the paper, Gifford saw a photo copy of a government ID all citizens had to have. No federal state was allowed to issue IDs or any type of license, only the Federal Government had that right, including driver’s licenses. On the ID, Gifford saw Timmy Gleeson was employed by them, the federal government. 
 
    Giving up, “Sorry, but how does this help?”   
 
    “Excuse me, Mr. President. Mr. Gleeson is listed as a fuel station supervisor. We let him continue to operate the store he used to own. He was responsible for filling government vehicles. The perfect type of job to relay information for the Sin Eaters. They’re low key and everywhere. Just think of all they see and nobody ever notices them.”  
 
    Hearing it explained, Gifford jumped up pumping both arms. “Fuck, yeah! This is almost worth losing the site!” he cheered out.  
 
    “Sir, you keep on learning like this and you won’t even need me anymore,” Marshall laughed.  
 
    Stopping his cheering for a second, Gifford looked at Marshall. “Bullshit. You fix shit and get rid of problems,” he stated.  
 
    “I do what I’m told, sir,” Marshall reminded him.  
 
    Dropping back down in the chair, “So, you think you can get the Sin Eaters?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “Oh, I was always going to get them, sir, but this will speed the process up. Before you get too excited, we have eighteen hundred and change of people working for us who fit the same profile as Timmy Gleeson.” 
 
    Hearing the number, some of the cheer left Gifford’s face. “Sir,” Marshall said and Gifford raised his gaze to him. “Before this, I was having to go through tens of millions of suspects. I’ll take eighteen hundred any day.” 
 
    Not able to argue that and just going to let Marshall do his thing, “So, what else can you tell me about the site?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “Like I said, sir, everything of importance was gone. I don’t even have a list of what was at the site. I’m still trying to figure out how in the hell Blaine powered the rooms he had as ovens. I’ve never seen electric blast furnaces set up like that before.”  
 
    Furrowing his brow, “What, there weren’t generators there?” Gifford asked.  
 
    “We didn’t find any on the island complex, but there were two for the base onshore. Did he ever say how he was going to power them? Hell, I want his generator. The engineer on my team said each of those blast furnaces would take twenty-five megawatts to run. We found spots where generators were wired up, but the Sin Eaters must have taken them. How they did that, I’ll be asking when I catch them. Each one looked over twenty feet long from the impressions on the floor.”  
 
    “Colonel, I honestly don’t know, and never thought to ask how Blaine was going to power the operation,” Gifford admitted.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Shit, I wouldn’t have asked, but that kind of power I would love to have. Please tell me Hubbard wasn’t in on this because I’ll have to disobey you and make him disappear,” Marshall ended bluntly.  
 
    “I don’t trust that stupid fuck any more than you do. If it wasn’t for his backers and the Democratic Party telling me they wanted Hubbard and I had no choice, I never would’ve nominated the asshole for the job.” 
 
    Very glad to hear what he’d always suspected from the president, “Sir, do you think Blaine ever read anyone else into the operation?” Marshall asked.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Everyone who was read into the program was at that site. Only four at Homeland knew about the operation before it was put into action, and they were his managers. The contractors and workers, they didn’t find out until they arrived on the base. All support personnel at the two outlying sites where detainees were picked up were told those being picked up were being extradited out of the country, forcibly.”   
 
    Getting more impressed by Blaine’s actions and planning, Marshall really wished he would’ve gotten to know him. “Like I said, there wasn’t anything of importance. Hell, even the visitation center was empty and usually a few of them stay behind after an attack. The only thing that could implicate the site as something other than a deportation site was an ocean barge half full of ashes,” Marshall said, and Gifford looked at him uneasily.  
 
    “There were two,” Gifford said and Marshall nodded, digging out a satellite photo from the folder on the desk.  
 
    “Yes, I checked satellite feeds and found this one which was two days before the attack. There were two there and the other was full,” Marshall said and didn’t see Gifford relax. “Sir,” Marshall sighed, “the Sin Eaters didn’t take an ocean barge full of ashes, that I can assure you of. Blaine probably had it towed to sea and emptied.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, he came on his last visit three weeks ago. He couldn’t get one of those pushing boats to come that far up, so he was going to ask the Navy to send him something on his next visit which would’ve been in three weeks,” Gifford explained. “I did stay in contact with him via landline only. Blaine still kept up-to-date even there. His and only his laptop could link up via satellite. He had something in place that only allowed his computer to use the satellites. If anyone even tried to use a cellphone within a mile of the base it alerted the guards. Blaine always said if anyone attacked they would use radios, and that would let him know they were close. I’m sure you saw his failsafe.” 
 
    Wrinkling his entire face, “Failsafe?” Marshall asked.  
 
    “Thermobaric bomb,” Gifford answered, and Marshall’s wonder grew more for Blaine. “And you may not believe it, but he would’ve used it if he could’ve.” 
 
    “We didn’t find anything like that,” Marshall admitted and jotted notes down about some kind of jammer and triangulation for radios. “Sir, they could’ve used the cruise liner instead of a tug boat,” Marshall stressed subtly so the president wouldn’t call them ‘pushing boats’ anymore. “If Blaine used his computer at the site, then I can’t rule out that’s how the Sin Eaters might’ve found him.” 
 
    “I don’t care how good Jasper is, Blaine only downloaded information on his computer. If he had to send anything, he went to a sto-,” Gifford stopped. “Oh, fuck me. He went to a store down the road with a diner and used their hardline to hook up to Homeland’s databanks.” 
 
    “Well, well,” Marshall said, again making notes. “That leaves little doubt on Mr. Gleeson.”  
 
    Finally catching the earlier question, “Why did you say that about the cruise liner?” 
 
    “The cruise liner is gone also,” Marshall answered. “But the ten trucks used for delivery and the escort SUVs are there.” 
 
    “Colonel, they didn’t start the operation of extermination until every detainee was photographed and had their palm scanned. That took several hours. You think some of the detainees escaped on the cruise liner?” 
 
    Shrugging, “If they did, so what? They don’t know shit except they escaped a center that was going to expel them from the country. Even if they did, we won’t get them because the Republic rules the pond. With any luck, the Republic will sink the damn ship,” Marshall said. “Even so, I doubt the detainees hooked up the barge and hauled it away. For all we know, Blaine escaped on the liner with some of the contractors, and he hooked up the barge to drop off out at sea.”  
 
    Thinking about that and finding it plausible, “He’d better contact me then,” Gifford huffed. “So, how should I handle this Sin Eater broadcast? My staff says to ignore it.” 
 
    “You need new staff,” Marshall sighed heavily. “Sir, ignoring it is a sign of guilt to the commoners. Publicly state that you doubt what the Sin Eaters say they found, but you will investigate. You’re certain something like that couldn’t happen here, but won’t rule it out. Just in case it did happen, you will launch an investigation. But stress that you are currently leading a war against those rogue states that broke away.”  
 
    Grabbing a pen and writing that down, “Colonel, I’m glad you didn’t go into politics because nobody could’ve beaten you,” Gifford told him. “You come up with answers before someone even asks the question.”  
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Marshall nodded.  
 
    Never pausing his writing, “I trust you to keep this information to your chest, even with Bolton,” Gifford said and Marshall laughed. 
 
    “Sir, I won’t tell him anything, but Bolton knows what the site was and that someone on our side ran it.” 
 
    Shrugging, “That I don’t care about. I don’t want anyone but you to know that I knew about it and who actually ran it, unless you find Blaine’s remains there,” Gifford told him.  
 
    “Sir, I don’t tell anyone everything, and I only tell you what you ask about just so you can always say, ‘I don’t know’,” Marshall stated with conviction.  
 
    “Yes, I love plausible deniability,” Gifford replied.  
 
    It didn’t take a rocket scientist, Marshall knew why Gifford wasn’t afraid of the real reason of the site being uncovered for what it was. He’d been appointed for life. The bill that appointed him clearly stated, the only one who could remove him was himself or death. Gifford just didn’t want the animals to become aroused. Thinking of the animals, “Sir, has Hearst started on gathering food stores?” Marshall asked with an easy tone.  
 
    Giving a nod as he chuckled, “First shipment will be coming in next week, twenty thousand tons of rice. Then we’ll get at least two shipments a week like that from the supplier. He’s working on wheat right now and says we should get deliveries that size in the next two weeks,” Gifford answered. 
 
    Knowing that would barely keep up with demand Marshall just left it to Hearst, glad the money men were finally joining the party with action and money. “Do you need anything else, sir?” 
 
    “No, but if you don’t mind, I would like for that platoon you sent here to stay,” Gifford told him and Marshall grinned. 
 
    “Of course, sir. The captain over them called me and I told him to stay here until you ordered him to leave.” 
 
    Finished making notes, Gifford dropped the ink pen. “I can honestly say they’ll do whatever I ask and won’t question me,” he stated cheerfully.  
 
    “As they should, Mr. President,” Marshall said, getting to his feet. He walked out and saw the secretary look up from her computer and dab a napkin to dry the tears in her eyes. As he closed the doors behind him and Bolton came over from a chair in the corner, she didn’t make any move to stand or smile as Marshall held out the tote bag for Bolton. “Glenda,” Marshall said as Bolton took the tote bag. 
 
    Hearing Marshall call her name made Glenda jump in her chair. She looked up at Marshall with fear. “I suggest you keep what happened while you were scrubbing the floor on your hands and knees to yourself,” Marshall told her and tears welled up in Glenda’s eyes. She could see it in his face, Marshall knew what had happened, and then Glenda thought the president had probably bragged about it. 
 
    Turning to Bolton and then pointing at the door for Bolton to head out, Marshall turned back to Glenda after Bolton was gone. Only the older secretary was with them. “In case you’re wondering, he didn’t say anything. You weren’t that important or undoubtedly that good. But I warn you, I hear anything from anyone about it, you’ll be in a visitation center in hours. I’ll make sure it’s near the front lines because they’re much rougher to the women there. You did your duty, so suck it up and stop being a crying bitch. You have it good here, so do your job and what’s asked of you because you’re not that important. I suggest if it happens again, put on a better performance.”  
 
    When he turned to the older secretary, Marshall was certain she was ready to faint. Shifting his gaze back to Glenda, he saw utter shock and fear. “You, like all the others, want, but don’t want to work for it. You always pay. Now you understand, those above you are better and you should do what you can for them willingly and happily. Because in the end, we always collect from those who just held their hand out riding on our coattails,” he told her and walked out. 
 
    *** 
 
    As Marshall was walking out, Admiral Wagner and General Reynolds were walking into Fern’s office and found him laying on a couch. Fern turned to see them walk in and sat up. “Sorry, felt sick,” he told them.  
 
    “Mr. President, I puked when I looked over the photos and read Captain’s Pearson’s report,” Wagner admitted.  
 
    “I still feel sick,” Reynolds admitted. He and Wagner sat on another couch that faced the one Fern was sitting on. They both put folders down on a coffee table between the two couches. “Sir,” Reynolds started, then stopped. “Never mind, I’ll let Wagner start.” 
 
    Looking at Wagner, “I trust you showed him the Kraken,” Fern chuckled.  
 
    “It was the only way he would believe me after I read him in like you told me to,” Wagner admitted. “To Reynolds defense, I didn’t believe until I saw it either.”  
 
    Bobbing his head around in disbelief, “I still can’t believe Pearson covered over two thousand miles in two days,” Reynolds scoffed, and Fern turned to Wagner. 
 
    “No, I haven’t told him of all of Kraken’s capabilities,” Wagner replied. “Reynolds kept asking what drug I was taking and if I had any more because he wanted some.”  
 
    “So did you look at the prisoner Reaper wanted out of his sight?” Fern asked, leaning back on the couch and getting comfortable. Then he saw both get edgy but had grins. “What?” 
 
    “You won’t believe me,” Wagner said digging into the folder he’d placed on the coffee table and pulled out an eight-by-ten photograph. “I took his picture,” Wagner said, passing the photo over.  
 
    Snatching the photo and vaulting to his feet, “They captured Blaine Sullivan?!” Fern bellowed and the doors busted open as two Texas Rangers rushed in. 
 
    “Sir, this isn’t the Oval Office and this room isn’t soundproof,” Wagner reminded Fern.  
 
    Panting hard and lifting his eyes to the Rangers, “You will not repeat if you heard, and don’t barge in unless called when I’m with my military staff,” Fern told them and both nodded, stepping out and closing the doors. Dropping his eyes back to the photo, “I swear, if you two are fucking with me that we have Blaine Sullivan in custody, I’ll kick your asses,” Fern warned. 
 
    “Oh, it gets better,” Reynolds chuckled. “I have no fucking idea what Reaper told him, but Blaine is singing like a canary. He’s the definition of ‘spilling his guts’.”  
 
    “I want daily briefings of what he’s saying,” Fern said, dropping back down on the couch still looking at the photo. “Do either of you think Reaper knows who he gave us?” 
 
    Nodding his head excessively, “Oh, I’m certain he knew,” Wagner replied. “Reaper told Pearson we needed him, but Reaper didn’t trust himself to deliver him.” 
 
    Dropping the photograph to the floor, “Whoa, hold up,” Fern barked. “Does Reaper know about the Kraken?”  
 
    Looking Fern in the eyes, “If he does, nobody from our side told him,” Wagner stated. “The Sin Eaters put out a call and we have confirmation of that. Just so happens, the Kraken was in the area. Well, for the Kraken, two hundred miles away is in the area,” he mumbled the last part. “Pearson surfaced two miles out and took the SEAL team in to see if he could help. Pearson admitted he puked his guts up when Reaper explained what the site was for. Pearson told Reaper they were from the SeaWolf, which was their report sign when and if they had to radio out, since the SeaWolf is in drydock for refit.” 
 
    Satisfied the Kraken was still a secret, Fern picked the photograph up off the floor. “I hate to admit this but at one time, I liked Blaine,” Fern stated. “Was he really over a death camp? And what’s this report I got about a SEAL team driving a cruise liner hauling an ocean barge?” 
 
    “Mr. President, on the second question, they’re hauling in those who were delivered to the death camp the next morning. The barge is carrying the ashes of over a million dead Americans. Pearson refused to leave it, and his SEAL team vowed to try to bring the ashes here. On the first question, not only was Blaine over it, he came up with it, drew it up, and oversaw the program before the collapse. Reaper has the only others who were on the team,” Reynolds answered. “You’re not alone. At one time I liked Blaine too. I never pegged him as capable of something like this. The only one above him who knew anything was Gifford.”  
 
    Only when he’d said that did Fern look up from the photo. “So only he and Gifford knew?” Fern asked and both nodded. “That’s why Blaine did it. He loved knowing secrets only a few others could know about.” 
 
    Turning to Wagner, “That makes sense,” Reynolds said. “Blaine was promised the head of CIA once this project was done.” 
 
    “Done? They had a goal for killing Americans?” Fern asked with disgust.  
 
    Giving a curt grunt, “If you could call it a goal,” Reynolds replied. “He was to keep the site going for three years and then he would find a replacement so he could take his new job.”  
 
    Thinking about that, Fern nearly told them they could just tell Reaper to kill everyone in the federally controlled areas. “Do you think we should ask Reaper for the other four who knew? I mean, we could use them as witnesses to let those under the feds see what they’re serving.” 
 
    “Sir, you’re the president. You say, we’ll do it unless it’s to not serve the people. If you want, I’ll send the message off now,” Wagner told him. “But sir, we have Blaine. They won’t tell us anything he can’t. As far as exposing Gifford, who are you exposing him to? The common citizen in the fed doesn’t care as long as the person who tells them what to do hands out free stuff, everyone gets a prize no matter if they suck, and reminds them they’re happy. I hate to say it, but they aren’t Americans. Americans love freedom. They don’t like being told they can’t have a large soda even when they’ve paid for it.”  
 
    “Damn,” Fern said, looking at Wagner in disbelief. “I thought I was the only one who thought that.”  
 
    “You need to move around the citizens and troops more then,” Reynolds laughed, then became serious. “Sir, even if we could, do we want to let the feds know we have Blaine? They have no reason to even think he’s alive. If they find out we have him, Blaine’s information won’t be that much use to us.” 
 
    Tossing the photo on the coffee table, “Have someone type it up that Blaine is a priority, and none who don’t need to know find out,” Fern stated, then looked at his watch. “Where the hell is General Thompson?” General Teddy Thompson was the head of the Republic Airforce.  
 
    Reynolds and Wagner faced each other. “Where do you think, sir?” they asked in unison. Both Reynolds and Wagner were nearing their sixties, but Thompson wouldn’t turn fifty until next year. He’d been appointed his fourth star by Fern after Kansas and was named head of the Air Force. Fern and everyone else soon learned, Thompson still loved to fly and was damn good at it. He still flew sorties on combat air patrol or CAP, in a Raptor of course.  
 
    Tilting his head back to look up at the ceiling, Fern gave a long sigh. “Did I not ask him to stop flying combat missions?”  
 
    “You did,” they both answered, but Wagner continued. 
 
    “But you didn’t order it, sir. Thompson has twenty-seven kills and wants thirty,” Wagner informed Fern.  
 
    Liking the fact, in a way, that someone on his staff was actually fighting, Fern still needed commanders to inform him. He’d admitted to all of them, he didn’t know shit about war and wanted options. “When and if the feds launch Water Well, do you think his plan to hit China will work?” Fern asked.  
 
    Leaning to the side and grabbing a bottle of water from an ice bucket on an end table, Reynolds nodded. “Oh, if the pilots can pull it off, China will pull their troops. They need manpower at home. Since we hit all those oil fields with the Aussies, Israelis, India, and South America, China needs to secure some fuel. Our latest intel says the Russians are supplying them, but only because everyone in the EU and Gifford told them to.”  
 
    “Any word on Water Well? I’m sorry, I just want them off our backs so we can pull those troops here,” Fern said, getting up and also grabbing a bottle of water before dropping back on the couch hard.  
 
    “Shit, I still haven’t found anything about Water Well, but I’ve damn sure seen reconnaissance photos of the practice runs,” Reynolds blurted out. “I would love to have the Sin Eaters spy ring,” he mumbled.  
 
    “We do,” Wagner laughed, then turned the water bottle up to drain it. Smacking his lips and recapping the empty bottle, “He always tells us information before, when or if, it affects us.” 
 
    Slowly uncapping his bottle, “Yes, the most violent killers in the history of America are feeding us intelligence. At first, I was troubled,” Fern admitted as he played with the cap. “Now, with what we learned Blaine was doing, I’m nearly willing to just sit behind our lines until the Sin Eaters kill everyone on the other side. We win by default,” Fern stated with a forced chuckle. “And when he’s done here, if he crosses the ocean to take his war over there, I’m willing to do what I can for them.”  
 
    “Sir,” Wagner said softly, and Fern lifted his eyes. “If the Sin Eaters cross, we can’t let them return. Ever,” he stated, and knew it was his own daughters he was also referring about. “I’m worried about them now after this is done, but if they cross over, taking their kind of war to Europe, they won’t be human when or if they return.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s something I don’t wish on anyone,” Fern admitted. “I hope when this is over, they can all put down their masks because I have no doubt if any become a problem, the other Sin Eaters would solve it, their own way. I’ve never been in combat, except the few times gangs tried to storm the governor’s mansion and I helped the Rangers fight them off. But a teammate should never have to put down a fellow team member.” 
 
    Tossing his empty bottle across the room, Wagner grinned when it landed in the waste basket. “Like Reaper said, that’s the oath they took, and I don’t know of many who could take it, but I’m glad some have.”  
 
    Finally taking a drink from his bottle, “Since the Air Force isn’t here yet, anything I need to know on the battle front?” Fern asked.  
 
    “We’ve had no hostile actions from them,” Reynolds reported. “But we are seeing units being moved and supplies shifted. From radio traffic and other sources, it looks like they’re prepping for an attack,” he said, pulling out his laptop and setting it aside to pull out a map. 
 
    Stopping Reynolds from unfolding the map, “You have that on your laptop?” Fern asked and Reynolds nodded. “Then hook it up.”  
 
    For several seconds Reynolds gasped in skepticism, Fern always liked to look at maps he could touch. What he really loved was when sand tables were set up with miniatures that could be moved around. “Yes, sir,” he mumbled and opened his laptop up.  
 
    After his laptop was up and linked to the monitors on the wall, “It looks like they’re going to try to push across here near Vicksburg with the main attack. There will be two feints into our bridgehead, one here from Tupelo launched toward Oxford. The other is either going to be aimed at St. Louis or Memphis. As of now, we can’t tell because they’re still shifting units and supplies,” Reynolds told him.  
 
    “I thought they wanted a ceasefire. Why are they preparing to attack?” 
 
    “Cyber warfare division has found reports that the feds have finally figured out we’re out producing them in every area, except manpower. They still have more bodies. Unless they can open up the Atlantic to receive supplies, they can’t match us in material,” Reynolds answered.  
 
    “They can have their numbers, we have citizens, real Americans. For all intents and purposes, they have serfs,” Wagner pointed out.  
 
    Laughing, “Oh, I think they’ll love the news broadcast on Friday then,” Fern said.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, sir. I’m certain Gifford is going to shit himself,” Reynolds stated with confidence.  
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 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    I took your toys 
 
    After leaving the death camp three days ago and moving slowly south because of the weather, Reaper was lying prone outside the perimeter wire of an Air Force Base in Rome, New York at the Griffiss International Airport. The sky was overcast, the temperature was cold as hell, but there was no wind or snow yet. He could see some sixty planes in barricaded storage bunkers around the runways and nearly that many choppers. Conversing with Oracle and needing to get rid of some stuff, he’d chosen this base. It housed over eight thousand soldiers and airmen from three countries: Indonesia, Russia, and the Feds.  
 
    One thing that did piss him off, there were no Raptors assigned here.  
 
    Prone on Reaper’s right, “You’re sure you want to take this route, Reaper?” Havoc asked again. 
 
    “They started it, and we will consume the sin,” Reaper answered.  
 
    Following the order, Havoc crawled away and the sisters moved up on each side of Reaper. “We don’t mind sitting this one out,” Misery informed him.  
 
    Breathing shallow so he wouldn’t blow fog, “I should be the one doing this,” Reaper told her.  
 
    “I’ll go with ya,” Pain replied and Misery rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You are kissing of ass again,” Ubiytsa whispered behind them, and Reaper couldn’t help but chuckle.  
 
    Scanning the base, “Sometimes I just love a communist motherfucker,” Misery stated, and Pain just held up her middle finger for Ubiytsa. “We aren’t going to be this close, are we?” Misery asked.  
 
    “Hell, no. This was Stinger’s MOS in the army. After they’ve set up, we’re gone. We won’t see this sin consumed, but we’ve done that before,” Reaper told her.  
 
    Around the base, teams of Sin Eaters were rolling heavy steel drums along the ground as others kept watch. When they reached their goal, they flipped the drum up and hooked up a small charge on a timer. Unlike any other time, not one Sin Eater eased back out. Once they were done, they hauled ass. Not even Phantom took his time exiting the base, he led his group out in a sprint that would’ve gotten a medal at the last Olympic Games.  
 
    Feeling his phone vibrate, Reaper reached up and tapped the screen. “Reaper,” he called out. 
 
    “They’re set up and we want to get the fuck out of here,” Havoc informed him.  
 
    Easing back to get off the small hill he was laying on, Reaper finally stood up. Pulling out a Sin Eater card, he tacked it on a tree and then spun around and started jogging with the others behind him. “You can go faster. We can keep up, I promise you,” Misery assured him.  
 
    Feeling the group’s apprehension, Zeus moved in front of Reaper like he was saying, ‘keep up’.  
 
    Not taking the bait from Zeus or the prodding of the others Reaper stayed in a steady jog, weaving through the trees until he reached the assembly area. He skidded to a stop to see all the ATVs and UTVs formed up in lines ready to leave. The only vehicles not mounted belonged to those in his own group.  
 
    Never pausing, Pain and Misery jogged past Reaper to jump into the Flyer and Ubiytsa leapt in the air, landing on his four-wheeler and cranking it up before his butt hit the seat.  
 
    Calmly walking around to the passenger side, Reaper saw the satellite link to Oracle was up and on. He typed, ‘Send it’, then hit enter. Turning the link off, he faced north toward the base. “Sin Consumed.” When the unit was powered down, he packed it away and then climbed in. Pain was driving and Misery was with Zeus in the cupola manning the minigun.  
 
    Reaper never said anything as they literally sped south. When they were ten miles away, he was happy to see everyone slow down and move like they always did.  
 
    Forty-one minutes after the Sin Eaters had pulled out, seven small charges went off around the base sounding like very large firecrackers. Seven drums of VX, the most deadly gas ever created, had their valves blown off and geysers shot from each drum, only because of the air cavitation and temperature difference. VX is odorless, colorless and tasteless. Because of the cold weather, the gas was held close to the ground as it sped outward from each drum like it was trying to escape the prison of the drum that had contained it since it had been created.  
 
    One minute after the valves were blown off, the first victims started to fall. Most were dead within three minutes of exposure, some in under a minute and still the invisible killer spread outward to deliver its deadly message that it was free. Within an hour, an area of eight square miles had been wiped out. Not only humans but dogs, cats, cows, birds, all life fell under a killer they couldn’t detect and they died fast, so fast nobody even had time to raise any kind of alarm.  
 
    The only saving grace for Rome was after an hour, a steady wind blew in from the west driving the killer toward town faster but also diluted the gas. More would be exposed, but the poison would be dissipated. In the trailers of the Sin Eaters were another thirty drums.   
 
    *** 
 
     It was 0310 when Marshall’s helicopter set down on the South Lawn. The structure was lit up with all the ground lights on. “I’m about to ask for a fucking room here,” he bitched, jumping out with Bolton hot on his heels. When both were clear, the chopper shot up in the air and sped away.  
 
    “I’m sure the president has a very good reason for needing us in the middle of the night,” Bolton told him. Unlike the other times they had come to the White House, Bolton wasn’t loaded down like a pack mule.  
 
    “What he thinks is urgent rarely rates as a problem in my world,” Marshall replied.  
 
    Bolton didn’t say anything because he and all those under Marshall knew, Marshall was hostile when he woke up. Getting a call in the middle of the night saying ‘Get here now’ didn’t help, no matter who had sent the message.    
 
     It wasn’t long before they walked into the Oval Office to find Gifford, Weaver, and Hearst there waiting. What did shock Marshall and Bolton, all three were in men’s pajamas complete with long silk robes. “Am I overdressed?” Marshall asked, since he and Bolton were in full combat gear complete with M4 assault rifles.  
 
    “Colonel, we have a situation!” Gifford shouted and then Weaver and Hearst started in. With all three basically yelling at him and looked to be in a near panic, Marshall couldn’t tell what any of them were saying. 
 
    “Hey!” he bellowed and the three stopped and looked shocked. “I can’t hear what’s wrong, with all of you yelling. I can’t fix what I don’t know about.”  
 
    Realizing Marshall was right, Gifford looked to Weaver and Hearst. They both gave sighs and sat down. “Colonel,” Gifford started as he faced Marshall. “Just over three hours ago, I got an email from Reaper.” 
 
    That was truly the last thing Marshall had ever expected to hear and waited for Gifford to continue, but he just stood returning Marshall’s stare. Finally Marshall stated, “It wasn’t forwarded to me, sir, so I have no idea what you’re talking about.”  
 
    “Reaper gassed an Air Force base in Rome, New York,” Gifford told him. 
 
    “Gassed?” Marshall asked. 
 
    Nodding, “We have a team there now and they’re reporting it was VX,” Gifford told him.  
 
    “Sir, VX isn’t something you can cook up in the field. I’m not saying they can’t make it, but there are many other gasses the Sin Eaters could make that aren’t so labor intensive. VX requires a complex set up to make it in quantity,” Marshall told him. “Are they certain they’re using the detection equipment correctly?” 
 
    “Homeland, the Army, and Air Force all report it was VX,” Gifford told him. 
 
    Taking his M4 off and passing it back to Bolton to hold, “Sir, can I see the email?” Marshall asked.  
 
    Dropping in his chair, Gifford tapped his computer as Marshall turned to one of the monitors on the wall. He saw a desktop pop  up on the screen as an email account was uploaded. “Fuck,” Marshall sighed, seeing it was Gifford’s private account that few, very few knew. “I might not be able to take Reaper alive, but I can damn sure take Alexander alive. I swear, Jasper will die so slow he’ll think time has stopped.” 
 
    “An aide woke me as soon as it arrived and the NSA traced it to a server in Rio,” Gifford told him as the page finished loading and at the very top was a message with a video file. In bold letters, Reaper was listed as the sender. The label was ‘It’s your move’.  
 
    Gifford clicked the email and it opened. Typed above the video file, “You really want to watch this ASAP, so quit playing with your pussy and click the file below.”  
 
    “Reaper is so immature,” Marshall groaned as Gifford opened the video. The image was Reaper standing in a field and Marshall thought it looked like later afternoon, then Gifford hit play. 
 
    “Hello, Samuel,” Reaper chuckled. “I take it, you’ve realized we found your death camp. That was rude, pussy boy. You think you’re the only one who can use evil toys? Well, I took yours, so now I’m going to use them.”  
 
    The image changed to show a type of steel drum that Marshall knew. “Pause it,” he snapped, moving closer to the screen as Gifford paused the video and Marshall studied the drum. “That is VX and it came from our storage site in South Carolina,” Marshall stated with certainty and that impressed the civilians in the room. “Bolton, get on the phone and ask the CO to start a count and find out who’s signed out any VX.” Moving to a phone in the back, Bolton grabbed the receiver as Marshall told Gifford to hit play. When the camera panned around it stopped at the plate with the serial number, and Marshall had Gifford pause again as he copied it.  
 
    Giving the paper to Bolton, Marshall nodded for Gifford to hit play. The camera continued moving around the drum, then the scene stopped and cut back to Reaper. “I don’t like these toys, but you used them so I must,” Reaper stated. “But I have a deal for you, Samuel. You don’t let the feds or UN use them again and I won’t either. My word means something, but to assure your word, if any more is used, I’m taking these across the pond to Europe. If you accept my deal, have a press conference tomorrow. I don’t care about what. In this press conference, if you accept my proposal, wear a blue tie with a red handkerchief in your breast pocket. This will let me know and I’ll put away the toys I stole from you, just in case you break your word or don’t accept. One word of warning. If you don’t accept, I’ll be sending a copy of this to your fellow dictators. I’m sure they’ll love it when they realize I’m killing tens of thousands there and you could’ve stopped it. Not something as foolish as surrender, I want to stomp your entire army in the ground as I swim in their blood. All you have to do is don’t use biochemical weapons, even in secret, and I won’t either. Now, I leave the decision to you.” 
 
    The video ended leaving a Sin Eater skull on the window. “So, you do have limits,” Marshall smirked.  
 
    “Tell them we need to let Reaper know so he doesn’t use any more!” Hearst shouted.  
 
    Jumping from his chair, “We don’t negotiate with terrorists!” Weaver shouted back.  
 
    Holding a hand up to get them to stop shouting, “Colonel, your recommendation?” Gifford asked. 
 
    Turning to Gifford, “I would schedule a press conference in the morning and give the message. Hell, just schedule one to tell the people they’re doing well, but we need to do better,” Marshall answered, then turned to Weaver. “Reaper isn’t a terrorist. He’s worse.”  
 
    “You think he’ll keep his word?” Gifford asked.  
 
    Nodding, “I know he will, unless we or any of our allies use chemical weapons,” Marshall answered with no doubt. “He sees chemical weapons as cheating, sir. He wants his Sin Eaters to kill, be it with knife, gun, hand, or explosive. Reaper doesn’t see chemical weapons as an extension of a person. For all intents and purposes, he sees chemical weapons as impersonal and rude.” 
 
    Pondering what Marshall had said for several minutes, Weaver finally spoke. “Doesn’t that mean we shouldn’t give in to him because he doesn’t want to use them?”  
 
    Hearst cringed, expecting Marshall to unload on Weaver for questioning him, but Marshall just chuckled. “Oh, you’re on the right train of thought, but not with the Sin Eaters,” Marshall told him. “That one drum, used correctly, could kill a hundred thousand people with ease. Do we really want Reaper to go across the ocean and wipe out a huge swath of Paris, London, or Berlin? Our allies would have no choice but to turn on us because their entire populations would revolt. I don’t see it as losing face and neither should you. If Reaper used chemical weapons here he could make our jobs a thousand times more difficult, which is his goal. Think of how the public would respond? So should we look at the war like he does, kill by his accepted means? I plan to, unless the president orders me to do otherwise.”  
 
    It didn’t take but seconds for Weaver to picture the civilians in an uproar after an attack. “Well, yes, when you put it that way, we should show him we’re going to kill with more conventional means,” Weaver answered.   
 
    Before anyone could ask further, Bolton came over and handed Marshall a sheet of paper. Taking the paper and reading what Bolton had written down, Marshall lifted his gaze to Bolton. “This is confirmed?” he asked in a startled voice. 
 
    “The major on duty read it right off the sign out log,” Bolton reported.  
 
    Gripping the paper in his hand hard and dropping his hand to his side, “Fuck,” Marshall groaned. “Bolton, call the chopper and tell him we’re flying to South Carolina.”  
 
    “What?” Hearst asked, but Marshall ignored him as Bolton headed back to the phone.  
 
    Moving around the desk, Marshall handed the sheet to Gifford. Confused and slowly taking the sheet of paper, Gifford read it and gasped. “Holy fuck!” he gasped, then looked up at Marshall. “I didn’t know!” he cried out. 
 
    “Sir, I know. If you had, you would’ve told me. But this mess needs to be cleaned up now. I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to pause my hunt for the Sin Eaters. Just erasing this is going to take all day. Then I’m going to start a search to see what else was taken in his name that could lead back here. As I’ve said, we don’t have to worry about our population, but this could irritate some in the UN,” Marshall replied. 
 
    “What?!” Hearst shouted.  
 
    Turning to Hearst, “You don’t want to know, trust me. I know, and I don’t want to know anything about it. I was sucked into this before the colonel and should’ve known that was a mistake,” Gifford informed him, and just from the panic on Gifford’s face, Hearst suddenly had no desire to find out.   
 
    “Sir, it wasn’t a mistake on your part,” Marshall assured him and took the page back before heading around the desk. “Call someone and have them make me a copy of that recording. I can go over it on the flight to South Carolina.” 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel,” Gifford sighed. “How long do you think you’ll have to pause your hunt for the Sin Eaters to take care of this?” 
 
    “Oh, my troops will continue the hunt, but only ‘I’,” he stressed, “can take care of this.”  
 
    Pressing the intercom, Gifford asked for a copy of the recording on a thumb drive. “I’ll tell you once again, Colonel. You are indispensable,” Gifford told him.  
 
    “I follow orders, sir. Now if you excuse me, I must get going to take care of this,” Marshall said and Gifford nodded. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sergeant First Class Eason was watching the sun rising when Marshall’s helicopter landed in South Carolina over four hundred miles away, and a line of buses was pulling into Camelot. Eason was so thankful that his unit had been assigned to Camelot after Kansas. Camelot wasn’t a detention center. It was a relocation center where high value targets lived. Like the families of soldiers and federal employees, any supporters of the Federal Government who had money or a skill that was needed, and many others were moved here. But not just anyone could move here, your worth was assessed and if deemed high enough, you and your family were moved there. Soldiers on the line could rotate back with permission to see their families. Eason was part of the twelve thousand troops protecting Camelot. At one time there had been much more, but the war demanded bodies so they’d been pulled from Camelot.  
 
    Camelot was located on a peninsula in eastern Virginia that jutted into Chesapeake Bay. There hadn’t been any real cities, and the only hamlet on the mostly farming peninsula Eason could recall was Kilmarnock. But where it used to be were now massive apartment complexes. Eason never knew you could build ten-story buildings out of wood. Each complex covered thirty acres and there were dozens of them, and more still being built. There was no pre-collapse existing structure or road that was still in place where Camelot now occupied. The entire area had been cleared and an entire road system, power grid, with a water and sewage system were put in.  
 
    Eason wasn’t an idiot. He knew you couldn’t throw together a community this size without planning. He just couldn’t figure out how long ago someone had come up with Camelot and then drawn out the plan. In fact, he really didn’t want to know. 
 
    It did scare him how fast the buildings were being put up because he and his family lived in one. Thankfully they only lived on the second floor because there weren’t any elevators. Well, there were no elevators in what was referred to as ‘common’ apartments. Those where soldiers’ families and the like lived. Now the ‘moderates’, those like federal employees’ families and junior officers, had some elevators but in the mornings or evenings when everyone was coming and going, it was faster to take the stairs even if you lived on the tenth floor. The other apartments were called the ‘uppers’. These were the people who had some money, not millionaires, but used to living very comfortably or they had a very important job, and the senior officers in the military. Those apartments had many elevators, and one only took the stairs if they wanted to.  
 
    There weren’t but ten of the ‘upper’ apartment buildings in Camelot, but another two were nearing completion. It was rumored that senior non-commissioned officers, NCOs, would be moving from the ‘commons’ apartments to the ‘moderates’ while the junior officers were moved to the ‘uppers’. 
 
    The living area alone where all the apartments were, near the end of the peninsula, covered over ten thousand acres. It might sound like a lot of room, but with how close the massive structures were to each other, it made one feel like you were in New York. Sunlight only reached the roads that ran between them at certain times of the day. Many in Camelot were assisting in the construction of new complexes and expanding the ‘Town’.  
 
    The town was much bigger than the living area because it housed the dining halls, movie theaters, and other things to entertain those in Camelot.  
 
    There was another group who lived in Camelot, at the very tip along the bay, and it was separated by a fence from the rest of Camelot. The residents called the area, ‘Heaven’. There were huge houses and duplexes there, and now two ten-story brick apartment buildings. Eason didn’t think they needed to be called apartments. He lived in an eight-hundred-square-foot apartment with his wife and three kids.  
 
    In ‘Heaven’, those apartments were three thousand square feet. Eason knew for a fact, many of those apartments only housed one or two people. Multi-millionaires lived in those high-rise apartments. The super millionaires and billionaires lived in the houses or duplexes along the bay.  
 
    The only reason Eason got to go into ‘Heaven’ was when his platoon was assigned to patrol Camelot.  
 
    This week he was assigned to intake but Eason didn’t care, he wasn’t on the front lines. He had been in the military for over twenty years and seen combat before the collapse. But none of the firefights he had been in could have prepared him for the battles of the Second Civil War. When the Republic had launched a counterattack, he had seen an entire division to his front, sixteen thousand soldiers and nearly a thousand tanks, along with light armored vehicles, destroyed in an hour in Kansas. Some of the troops, a few trucks and fewer APCs did escape, but no tanks.  
 
    As far as Eason was concerned, if he served the rest of his career in Camelot, he would die a happy man.  
 
    “Sergeant Eason, buses are nearly here!” a private shouted and Eason gave a wave.  
 
    At the base of the peninsula there was an eight-mile-long wall that sealed the peninsula off from the mainland. From the gate to the tip was over eighty miles and Camelot only occupied a small portion of the peninsula when you looked at it on the map, and Eason did wonder why they didn’t spread it out more. They did catch people trying to get across the waterways to the north and south. There were no gangs in Camelot. Everyone ate in Camelot. There were things to do in Camelot and besides petty theft, there wasn’t much crime. Not out of any sense of pride. If you were caught breaking the law or disturbing the peace, you were thrown out of Camelot. There had been a few cases early on from what Eason had been told, and even a rich person in Heaven had been thrown out. What for, Eason didn’t know, but the man had just taken his family to France where he had another house.  
 
    From the fence to the beginning of Camelot was over fifty miles, and the old vacant homes were now overgrown. They did find areas where kids played, but nothing else.  
 
    On the day he and his platoon reported for reception duty this week, the captain had told them they were at a milestone. Nearly five million Federal citizens would be inside Camelot before they were rotated back to patrol duty. Eason had a hard time believing there weren’t more when he patrolled through the towering maze of apartment complexes.  
 
    Hearing the buses approaching, he headed to the intake hall and to his desk. One of his first assignments was at a detention center right after the collapse. One didn’t have to be nice to those brought in because despite what they were called, they were prisoners. Here, it was stressed, be nice because you don’t know who the fuck you were processing in. One of several sergeants, they and Eason were responsible for checking the name and comparing it to the approved list, then filling out a spreadsheet and taking a picture for the ID that every resident of Camelot had. No ID could be taken out of Camelot, and that was another offense that could get a person kicked out. Just losing one was bad, but some leeway was given for kids, young kids only.    
 
    A resident couldn’t do anything without their ID card and the embedded computer chips inside it. They couldn’t eat, go to any store, or enjoy any recreational activity. The ID card was even used to scan into your apartment. The powers-that-be didn’t want them off the base, so counterfeits couldn’t be made. It was your house key, your credit card, meal card, driver’s license, and permission to be there. Only senior NCOs and officers could sign out blank cards to make one for a new arrival, and at the end of each shift the blanks were counted. To his knowledge, Eason hadn’t even heard of anyone trying to steal one, but until the card was programmed it was worthless, and the computers that did that were locked down just as hard as the IDs.  
 
    Looking out the windows at the line of buses parking, Eason gave a sigh and dropped into the chair behind the desk he was manning for the next two weeks on processing duty. The line of people entered inside and was directed toward the row of desks, and everyone was told to only move from the lines and proceed to the desk when told to do so.  
 
    Seeing a man and woman with two kids coming to his desk, Eason smiled and motioned to the chairs in front of his desk. “I’m Sergeant First Class Oscar Eason. Can I get your IDs?” 
 
    They all returned his smiles and sat down. Fifteen minutes later, all four were clipping their IDs on and Eason stood up showing them where to go in order to head over for housing assignments. The father was only a level two, so Eason knew they were going to one of the ‘commons’ apartments. “Next please,” he called out and stopped as he was about to sit back down. 
 
    An elderly lady walking with a slight limp was approaching his desk. She was pulling a rolling suitcase, but in the crook of her left arm was the handle to a wicker basket hanging off her arm. On the basket, he saw what looked like a manila folder. It was her warm smile that made Eason return a real smile. Something he’d never done before, Eason moved around his desk, forgetting to introduce himself. “Let me help you, ma’am,” he said, going to grab the suitcase. 
 
    “No, dear. You’re working hard here, young man,” she smiled at him. Since she refused, Eason pulled a chair out and moved the others so she could sit down without having to dodge them. After she was seated, Eason went back to his chair and was about to ask for her ID when he saw she was holding out a manila folder.   
 
    About to tell her he only needed her ID, he saw her Federal ID clipped to the front of the folder. He took the folder and pulled the card off. He’d had many people give him documents before and he rarely looked, but he was curious now. At the very front was a letter from Brigadier General Sanjay Hansen. Feeling his pulse quicken, Eason scanned the letter quickly and flipped to the next document and found a letter from a full bird colonel, then continued flipping to find two more and then a letter from a major, two captains, and a command sergeant major. Most read that she was an excellent cook and if there were any problems to give them a call.  
 
    Having no intention of doing such a thing, Eason closed the folder and placed it on his desk before typing in her name, social security number, and date of birth. When the screen came up, Eason saw her picture on the screen and then nearly passed out. She was a level six. There were only eight levels, seven and eight were housed in ‘Heaven’, so he knew she was going to the ‘upper’ complexes.  
 
    Since she was so high, Eason turned around and held up his hand, motioning the captain over. As the captain came over, Eason opened her work record and then other history just to check that they matched up. When the captain reached him, Eason handed over her ID and clicked the main window with her information back onto the screen. “Whoa,” the captain mumbled and Eason passed the folder to him.  
 
    The captain quickly scanned the letters as the lady squinted her eyes, looking at Eason. Then he realized she was looking at his rank and before he could speak, she did. “Sergeant, you look peaked. Did you eat this morning?” Before he could answer, she continued. “You’re a big strong man and need to eat, Sergeant,” she told him opening the wicker basket, and a smell Eason hadn’t smelled in two years filled his nostrils, blueberry.  
 
    Pulling out a huge muffin she handed it to Eason, and the only thing he could think of, he had never seen a wicker picnic basket except on TV. Fighting the urge to shove what he could of the muffin in his mouth, Eason set it on the desk. “Ma’am, I’m sorry, but how do you pronounce your name?” he asked with his fingers already typing.  
 
    “Ethel, Ethel Retaenis,” she told him smiling, then adjusted the glasses she was wearing. “Now you eat that muffin. I don’t want you gettin’ sick because you’re not eating, Sergeant.”  
 
    “Oh, I promise you I will, Miss Ethel,” he vowed and again fought the desire to start eating. 
 
    “Eason,” the captain said, putting the folder down on the desk. “I’ll do the background.” 
 
    “Already did, sir,” Eason said, grabbing his mouse and clicking open the windows of his search. The captain scanned the screens and then leaned in before scrolling to the bottom and clicking open a link. When it opened, he typed in a password saying it was verified. One thing that was watched closely was unnecessary trolling of bio sheets. There was a lot of information in them and some of that information could be used for blackmail or to gain favor. So only those in authority, not soldiers, could troll.  
 
    Since Eason had already done it, the captain wasn’t about to open her file up again. Especially since she was a level six. “I’ll get you an ID card,” the captain told him, and that really made Eason uneasy. The captain had never done that.  
 
    When the captain got back, he found Ethel holding out a muffin for him. “Captain, you eat this. Lunch is a long way off and you’re having to run around too much, young man,” she told him, forcing the muffin into his hand.  
 
    Coveting the muffin and giving an appreciative nod, “Thank you, ma’am,” he replied. After her picture was taken and an ID printed, the captain grabbed her rolling suitcase and guided her over to housing. Again, something the captain had never done, but to be honest, Eason concluded he would’ve escorted Ethel. Looking at the screen, “Ethel Retaenis,” he mumbled, “must be Italian.”  
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    Jackson 
 
    Nelson (Reaper) 
 
    Michelle 
 
    Gavin 9 (Dead) 
 
    Olivia 5 
 
    Devin 2 
 
    Christian Gavin (infant) 
 
    Dogs- Zeus & Hera  
 
    Wolfe 
 
    Matt 
 
    Ashley 
 
    Brittany 5 
 
    Mike 2 
 
    Jenny (infant) 
 
    Wallace 
 
    Gerald 
 
    Nancy 
 
    Dog- Duke 
 
    Parker 
 
    Bernard 
 
    Nellie 
 
    Alex & Adam (twins rescued) 10 
 
    Sims 
 
    Ronald 
 
    Ariel 10 
 
    Mason 8 
 
    Kimble (Neighbors) 
 
    Hank 
 
    Judy 
 
    Tim 17 
 
    Mark 16 
 
    Wilma (sister in law) with Gerald now 
 
    Vance 16 & Emily 15 (Wilma’s kids)  
 
    Staying with Kimble’s 
 
    Josh (with his family) 
 
    Kevin (with his family) 
 
    Prepper Group 
 
    Curtis Moore {accountant} (Death) 
 
    (wife Jana kids Cody and Katie) 
 
    Rick (artist) (War) one kid dead 
 
    (wife Nikki RN) 
 
    Kenny (Conquest) wife 
 
    Justin {machinist} (usually spots) (Famine) 
 
    (wife Leah) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Holmes (Vikings)  
 
    Dallas 70 & Kathleen 69 (* their kids) 
 
    *Sean 45 (Titan)(served) &Dianna (Lives with Bernard) 
 
    (kids) 
 
    Cody 18, Blake 17, Kim 15, Ryan 14, Lucy 13 
 
    *Scott 50 & Alanna  
 
     (kids) Larry wife Brandy 
 
    *Tony & Carrie  
 
    *Grant & Erica 
 
    *Jacob & Haley 
 
    *Amber (served) & Curt (served) 
 
    *Cara 36 & Glen 
 
    All have multiple kids but not characters.  
 
    William T. Morris a.k.a. Big Gun .458 Socom AR 
 
    Rob Brumbach a.k.a. Little Gun .300 Blackout  
 
    Brandy Yassa (Leader of Mountain View) 2 sons Marines, 2 army one Navy. 1 daughter 
 
    Major Harding  contact for Republic in area.  
 
    Sixteen acres inside berm.  
 
    Jamie Reed – spotter really colonel  
 
    Grant Harlan – sniper  
 
    Sebastian Marshall – CID colonel that gets assigned to go after Sin Eaters 
 
    General Reynolds – in charge of theater  
 
    Feebs - traitors  
 
       { Sin Eaters} 
 
    Nelson- Reaper  
 
    Curtis- Death 
 
    Rick- War 
 
    Kenny- Conquest 
 
    Justin- Famine 
 
    Sean- Titan 
 
    Aaron Neal –Havoc  
 
     Nancy- Oracle 
 
    Wrench – mechanic  
 
    Siren – 62 old lady cook when spying goes by Ethel Retaenis 
 
    Razor – man joined with Havoc 
 
    Scorn – girl joined with Havoc 
 
    Venom – 30F cat burglar 
 
    Walter White – chemist 
 
    Wizard-electronic geek.  
 
    Q- geek 
 
    Doc – doctor 
 
    Cyclops-photographer  
 
    Rattler 
 
    Chaos-coast guard  
 
    Eagle 
 
    Nitro – explosive expert 
 
    Atlas- rapes and gets killed 
 
    Hate-assistant to Jaws and Doc 
 
    Troll-photographer 
 
    Shank 
 
    Stingray- SEAL 
 
    Galloglass-Scottish, wears kilt &carries claymore sword 
 
    Pipes-Scottish, plays bagpipes, from isle of sky  
 
    Jaws – dentist  
 
    Buzz – electrician  
 
    Pain – Cheryl  
 
    Misery – Gina 
 
    Grinder- machinist 
 
    Clockwork- engineer