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Sin Eaters

Apocrypha, Book One

Kathryne Lentes


This book is dedicated to my son and spouse who make living livable and gave me all the love and support I needed to make this book a reality.

 


“Long is the way and hard, that out of Hell leads up to light.”

― John Milton, Paradise Lost

 

I’m the new messiah

Death Angel with a gun

Dangerous in my silence

Deadly to my cause.

—Speak, song by Queensrÿche, Written by Geoff Tate/Michael Wilton


Prologue

The young woman looked at the growing crowd of children; they had come back every day and brought more friends each time. Some liked her stories, some just wanted to be part of the group, and a select few listened and were getting close to understanding. Not too close, she hoped; she knew what came from complete understanding and wanted to let them enjoy their youth more than she had.

“Any questions before we start today?”

“What’s your name?”

“How did you get in here?”

“Why is your hair so many colors?”

“Will you go out with me?” That one was new; she must have started attracting an older audience without noticing it.

She thought about the questions. She had not given a name at these events yet and hesitated. She had gone by many names, some inappropriate in this setting. Crossroads thought about using the name she had been given by her parents, but she couldn’t; that was all she had left from them, and she could not share it. She thought about where her life had begun and said, “Crossroads.”

“Crossroads—that’s a stupid name.”

She glared at the child in the front row, and he closed his mouth. She continued, “My stage name is Crossroads; you know, like a band has a name they perform under. How I got here… Well, there are not many places I can’t go if I put my mind to it. As to the hair, well, that is a long story, and I am not dating anyone now, no matter how cute they are.” She finished with a wink toward the teenager in the back row. That should give him some points with his classmates for a day or two. “I have come here to tell you a story. The story is of this world and how it got to be the way it is.”

“We know that story. Our teachers taught us that.” Another look at the kid in the front row; she was starting to think he was going to be trouble.

“And what did they tell you?”

“The aliens came and destroyed the world, and only the people who were safe in the biospheres survived. That’s us; everybody else is dead or has turned into a monster.”

“That is an interesting story, and I am sure they would not lie to you, but let me tell you a different story. If you don’t believe me, then just remember it as a fantasy to think about when you are daydreaming.”

She put down the guitar she had been idly tuning while she spoke and stood up. She was tall for a woman at five-ten, and many years of performing had taught her to have a commanding presence, and the children quieted down as they approached the center of the makeshift stage. She pulled back her long rainbow-tinted hair and twirled it into a bun with a pencil, a trick she had learned from her mother, who had been a librarian of sorts.

“The world has not always been as it is. That statement is true of almost any age, as Dickens said.” This time, she froze the child in the front row before he could ask who Dickens was. “But times do not usually change as quickly as they did in the last ten years. Your parents created this place before the time of change. They thought the world was going to hell and wanted to divorce themselves from the outside. Then came the visitors, the aliens as you call them, and as they say, all bets were off. The war was terrible and cost more lives than most people can count. It also made a shift in the very laws that people thought regulated the world. The visitors had highly advanced technology and weapons that seemed to be more powerful than imagined. They rained destruction on the world, took thousands of people hostage, and performed experiments on them to see the range of our genetic code. They were amazed at what potential we had within us; just as it is almost impossible to see that a wolf and a poodle are cousins, so you could not look at many of these people and recognize them as human. This was the first mistake they made because many of these Cybreds, as they were to be called, broke free and fought the invaders with their newfound abilities.

“Your parents were not the only ones who fled the cities. There was a mass exodus to places of worship and sanctuary; the Vatican, Stonehenge, Cahokia Mounds, and the Masjid al-Haram all were soon surrounded by teeming masses seeking solace in the old ways to save them. The visitors thought these were military enclaves and sent fire from the sky to consume them. Then a strange thing happened; there were some deaths but not as many as there should have been. The holy places seemed to take in the energy, and the ley lines erupted.” She made no face at the kid in front; she wanted him to ask the question.

“There’s no such thing as a ley line. You made that up?”

“Have your teachers taught you about latitude and longitude, lines drawn around the world that sailors of old used to navigate the globe? Ley lines are the lines of power surrounding the earth, but they hold the life force of that planet; they hold its magic. The power of the weapons filled the lines, and they erupted, spilling out the magic they held and creating the Manna Sphere. A source of energy that the strong-willed and skilled could manipulate…”

A host of children started to open their mouths at this but stopped as a glowing nimbus of energy appeared over her outstretched palm. It widened and opened to seemingly become a hole in the air, a hole that appeared to lead to somewhere…elsewhere.

“The power does not just exist in an active state. It also affects things passively. Changelings have started to appear, babies born to normal parents whose appearance and abilities match those of races thought extinct or just a product of myth and legend. It also had an effect on diseases, creating new ones that rob a person of all semblances of life save the hunger for flesh. These diseases have consumed the country of Australia and there the world is just as your teachers describe it. But there are other places such as England, which has become a new home for all changelings and where magic has transformed it.”

The children listened intently, and their eyes were fixated on the sphere, which showed scenes corresponding to the vistas she told them of.

“Not all people are so accepting of the new things. Europe has banned either changelings or Cybreds from having any form of citizenship. America is a divided place; some people live in biospheres like you do, cutting themselves off from any outside contact, while others embrace the new frontiers we have been shown. Some parts of America have even greatly benefited from the Manna Sphere, such as the Alliance of Tribes, who have taken back parts of the lands they once lived on. The other people who have gained are the criminal element who were swift to bring those with dark gifts into their organization. Now they truly deserve the name the underworld.”

Some of the children had begun to back up as the visions in the sphere turned dark.

“The world is not all safe and quiet. I would be a fool to tell you it is, but I am letting you know that you have a choice between what you have and what you could have.”

The portal winked out of existence and the children snapped out of their reverie. A moment later, a terrible shouting came from the back of the crowd. Five men in long gray dusters that marked them as Pilgrims, the law enforcement arm of the biosphere corporation, yelled at the children to disperse as they moved toward Crossroads.

“Took you long enough, guys. Minneapolis found me in three days, and it took you guys a whole week.”

*

Crossroads sat in the steel-back chair in the same gray room she had sat in a score of times before. She kept hoping that someone would paint these differently. They could have tried black instead of gray or maybe dark blue. She knew all the biospheres were constructed from the same plans, but she hoped someone, somewhere would display some creativity. Though that wasn’t the purpose of the spheres; security was, at any cost.

Exactly twenty-five minutes later, the supervisor slammed into the room while the second-in-command strolled languidly behind them.

“Who the hell are you?”

If you had gotten to my show a little earlier, you would have caught the introduction. “I’m Crossroads. Well, that is more like my nom de plume, but that’s all you are going to get. And I bet you’re pissed because my fingerprints did not come up in the federal banks, nor did the DNA come up in the Mormon records. Now you’re wondering, if I’m not on the grid, how did I get through the front door?”

The supervisor backhanded Crossroads, and she went to the floor. Then the subordinate helped her up. She wondered if the slap was in the textbook or if she just brought that out in authority figures.

“You’re not helping yourself out.”

“Actually, that is exactly what I am doing. You can play dumb, but I checked out your gates, and they have magic and tech security measures, so you know what you’re doing. And if you know what you’re doing, then you know what’s coming. I’m just trying to make sure the huddled masses have a clue, and maybe one or two of them grow up to be of use in the coming fight.” She laid the handcuffs they had placed her in on the table in front of her. “Now I have a performance in Seattle that I have to get ready for. TTFN.” She stood up and made a gesture at the mirrored surface on the wall, and it grew translucent. A moment later, she dived through it and was gone.


Chapter One

Apocrypha was in the hospital again. She closed her eyes for a moment and drank in her surroundings, which were at once so familiar yet disquieting. The smell of antiseptic, the sound of the nurses’ conversation at the front desk, the echoing cries of people who had given up on using the call button, the feel of the vinyl armrests of the chair, so close to comfortable. She released her breath and opened her eyes. Her father was silent as he had been for two days, the only indication he was still with her being the rising and falling of his chest and the regular beeping of the machines monitoring his condition. She gripped the handles of the chair as the machines briefly changed their syncopation. Still, a moment later, they returned to their gentle pattern.

She rose to her feet, her hands moving across her body to check on her phone and keys. Then, she adjusted the shoulder rig that held her gun and went to the window. The doctor had said he would be there in the morning to discuss her father’s illness, but it was now almost 12:30, and she was swiftly running out of patience. The window showed nothing but the large expanse of the hospital’s parking garage, a view she had long since memorized. She turned around as several people entered the room. Her father’s roommate had a steady stream of people moving in and out. She wondered what it would be like to have a large family; for as long as she could remember, it had only been her and her father. She sat back down in the chair and waited.

Three hours later, the doctor walked in.

“Hi, I am Doctor Studivant.” The doctor handed her his card. She looked at it briefly and slid it into her back pocket to join the ten or so other doctors’ business cards she already possessed. She shook his hand and smiled. She had long ago stopped getting upset at the doctors showing up late; it was part of her life, like being shot at.

“Is there any news about my father?”

“Well, your father’s condition is complicated. We are not just dealing with a normal disease. The influenza is manna-infused and actively disrupts any drugs we try to use. I have never seen anything like it except in journals. His reports say he spent a lot of time out of the country.”

“We traveled a lot as missionaries in the past, but we have been in the city for the last couple of years.”

“What can happen is that a person can catch the disease in an area without magic, and then once the patient enters an area with more magic present, it can feed off that power and use it to attack the carrier.”

The doctor stopped for a minute, and his face slid into a carefully constructed expression, giving away no emotions. Apocrypha knew that face. It meant bad news was coming.

“The problem is that while we can treat the symptoms he is experiencing and keep his vital functions going, we do not have the ability to fight the root cause. I am not sure of your religious views, but have you contacted The Word? They have bishops who are capable healers and might be able to purge the infection from your father.”

“My father has certain…objections to the church. Are there any other options?”

The doctor looked around the room, not meeting her eyes.

“Listen, doctor, I am open to anything that might help him.”

“I do know some people who provide alternate care, but they are not licensed and highly expensive.”

“Just give me their names and I will go from there.”

Apocrypha looked at her dad in the hospital bed one last time and walked out of the room. After listening to the doctor’s prognosis, she knew she was going to need cash to fix this. Black market shamans were never cheap and rarely dependable, but her family would never go to The Word for help. She pulled out her phone and hit the first speed dial.

“Sin Eaters corporate resolution solutions. How may I help you?”

“Marie, this is Apocrypha, is Vince around?”

“He’s not in.”

“Is he not in or not taking my phone call?”

“…um…well.”

“It’s okay, Marie. I shouldn’t have put you on the spot. Just let him know I called and am open to any assignment he might have for me, dungeon crawl included.”

“I will.”

Apocrypha closed the phone, took a few steps away, then turned back, balling up her fist to smash the wall. She stopped the punch one inch from the wall. The last thing she needed was for her dad to be removed from the hospital because she got violent. She should go back into the room and hold her dad’s hand. That would be what her mom would have done, but she couldn’t take his unresponsiveness and fled out of the door. She jumped onto her motorcycle, a fully customized Lady Shiva. She revved up the engine, knowing she would have to sell it soon if she did not get a job. The bike steered itself through the streets for several hours, and eventually, she found herself in front of an old church.

Apocrypha slipped quietly into the church. She found a place at the end of the pew all the way in the back and sat down. She pulled her hooded sweatshirt closer around her head, tucking in the edges of her long white hair, which was trying to escape. It was late at night, and the building was largely empty. The cathedral had once been part of the Catholic church but had been repurposed and expanded into one of the bustling mega-parishes of the Church of the Word.

The Word, as most people referred to it now, had risen to prominence during the great conflict when man learned that he was not alone in the universe. The ten-year war had changed many things in the world, including magic returning to the globe and the reintegration of most Christian sects into the Catholic Church. The Church of the Word was an attempt to bring the Christian religion back to the forefront like it had been in the Middle Ages. The new church offered people relief from the disasters of the great conflict through traditional means, and it did not hurt that many of the heads of the church could now perform actual miracles. Gone were all the small churches of the different denominations. They were replaced by grand edifices holding thousands of believers, but within some of them were the same priests who tended the flock before everything had changed.

Father Raphael was one of them. He stood at one of the microphones, his graying hair barely covering his head as he practiced a sermon he would be giving on Sunday. He made a sweeping gesture with his hand to illustrate a point and caught sight of Apocrypha. She locked eyes with him, then looked over at the confessional booth.

He nodded his head and gathered up his sermon materials. Apocrypha stood up and pulled the back of her sweatshirt down to make sure the gun she had stuffed in her waistband would not become visible. She walked into the confessional and kneeled. After a moment, Father Raphael opened the divider separating them.

“Greetings, Apocrypha…” Father Raphael sighed loudly. “Do I really have to call you that? It’s not who you are; it’s just some headhunter persona you wear on the streets.”

“It’s who I am now. Who I must be, and I need to always stay focused.”

“You have other options.”

“No, no, I don’t. With all due respect, Father, I came for penance, not for career counseling.”

“Fine, how long has it been since your last confession?”

“A couple months.” Apocrypha waited to be admonished, but Father Raphael merely continued the ceremony.

“Announce your sins so that you may receive absolution.”

“I miss the Latin.”

“So do I, but we give up a little ceremony to reach more people. Besides, you can’t be old enough to remember when services were in Latin.”

“My first church was what you call old school.”

“Really…” Father Raphael waited for a long moment to see if Apocrypha would share, but only silence answered him. He decided to continue with the sacrament. “What are your transgressions?”

“I have borne false witness. I have harbored lustful thoughts. I have sworn and taken the lord’s name in vain.”

“And how many have you assaulted this week while performing your job duties?”

“I don’t count that as a sin.”

“You are going to tell me what constitutes a sin?”

“Well, they were all bad people; besides, it was for their own good.”

“Please enlighten me.”

“I had to gain entry to someplace I should not have been…”

“Which you also failed to count among your sins.”

“…and if I were to go in like a ninja, then the guards are punished for not doing their job. If I smack some people around, then they get to keep their job, plus they get worker’s compensation, so it’s for the best if I assault them.”

“That might be true, but you like smacking them, which turns it into a sin.”

“Okay, I assaulted about twenty-seven people.”

“And…” Father Raphael let the silence linger for a moment, which he usually did when making a point. “That is not why you are here today. This is an unscheduled visit. I know if you had to confess every time you smacked someone, I would have to install a drive-through window.”

“I have been unfaithful to a person who I considered family, and because of my actions, my father is now going to suffer.”

“That does not sound like you. You are many things, but unfaithful is not one of them.”

“How would you know what I am really like?”

“How do you kids say it? This is not my first rodeo. I have learned a lot about judging character and, your choice of occupation notwithstanding, I believe you to be a good soul.”

“I once believed that, Father, but the choices we make drive us down bitter paths, and sometimes I can’t even remember the person I used to be. A friend labeled me as a betrayer and cut me off from their life.”

“Tell me the whole story, my child.”

“I was working. It was a simple job recovering a hard drive full of pharmaceutical data from a rival corp that had stolen it. Me and my partner Novembre went in. We overcame the resistance and penetrated the facility.”

“So, you broke in and assaulted their guards.”

“Yes. We got into the lab, and they were already starting to produce the drugs. I prepared to destroy the product while Novembre checked the data. It turned out the drug was a treatment for Achilles Syndrome. The corporation apparently had one for several months and not released it to the public. Novembre said we had a duty to give the information to clinics, but we were under contract to return the hard drive to the company.”

“Novembre does not sound like a usual headhunter.”

“She’s not. She had some trouble with the law, and I convinced Vince to put up bail for her in exchange for her doing work for us. We had history. She helped me when I first came to St. Louis. We had run the streets for a while before I got recruited for Sin Eaters. She was never comfortable with the arrangement but signed up because she trusted me that we would not do the really dirty jobs.”

“So, what happened?”

“When she saw that I wasn’t going to go for it, she tried to cast a spell. She was a major league mage, but those things take a little time to generate. I decked her before she could. Now she hates me; Vince didn’t pay me for the gig and has been slow in giving me a new assignment. Which means I don’t have the money to pay for the care my father needs. Am I being punished by Him for my choices?”

“My child…”

Apocrypha continued before he could finish his sentence,” I am not a bad person. I have done things I had thought I never would; I do retrievals, I do protection, I do dungeon crawls, but I don’t do assassination or interrogation, and when I give my word on something, I follow through.”

“My child, I do not think you are a bad person. It is a harsh world with difficult choices. I am confused as to why your boss wants to fire you.”

“Well, he thinks I should have brought Novembre back in cuffs since he put up the bail bond money. Also, the client was concerned that all the samples made by the rival corporation might not have been destroyed. Apparently, Novembre was able to hide some in her pouch before I knocked her out. I guess the clinic she woke up at was able to replicate some of the materials and get it to people in need.”

“Novembre stuck them in her pouch?”

“She was always sneaky.”

“Apocrypha, I absolve you of your sins; for penance, I prescribe you to stop being so hard on yourself. God does hold us responsible for our choices, but I don’t believe He is punishing you. Maybe he is just trying to nudge you into a different career. I also suggest that whatever your objections, you avail yourself of our services for your father’s care, but I know you will not. I suggest you pray over your circumstances and do what you feel is God’s plan for you. Go and sin no more.”

“Thank you, Father.” Apocrypha closed her eyes; she had not believed in God’s plans for a long time. She thought of him more like an absent watchman or a man who set the chess pieces up before her but never bothered to teach her the rules. She wasn’t going to tell Father Raphael that. She also did not feel like thoughtful prayer; she felt like getting drunk or kicking somebody’s ass. She did know one place where she could probably arrange both.


Chapter Two

Caliber Cats was an unusual mix of bar, cat café, and pawn store. It was the only place in Saint Louis that let you drink or buy guns twenty-four hours a day while also playing with cats. She grabbed a stool at the end of the bar and looked at the wide assortment of bottles and firearms adorning the walls while a large calico walked across the bar in front of her. She tapped on the bar and entered her customer code into the display that popped up; a moment later, a Budweiser rose out of the bar. Apocrypha popped the tab, wrapped her hands around it to put it to her lips, and stopped.

“If you put your hand on me without permission, you’ll lose it.” She swiveled around on the stool; standing before her was a lanky man wearing a Hawaiian shirt covered in kittens and a pair of enormous handguns.

“How is it you always know?”

“Trade secret, Woody, you know how it goes.”

“Not anymore, I retired from that life. Also, don’t call me that; people around here call me Mr. Wood. I can’t believe I got drunk enough to tell you about my nickname from basic. That is one of the many reasons I stopped drinking. Anyway, now I just pass out the guns and let you kids have all the fun.” Mr. Wood put a box on top of the bar. “I figure you are here for the usual.”

“Yeah…sure.” Apocrypha started pulling out guns and knives and placing them in the box. She did not have a job pending, but she should be prepared in case Vince changed his mind.

“I still don’t get why you replace all your guns after every op.”

“Just a superstition. It’s like baseball; you got to respect the streak.”

“If you say so. Your superstition puts more money in my pocket, but I feel a little bad about taking the cash from you. I heard you got stiffed for that last job.”

“Wow, that got around the neighborhood fast. You feel bad enough to not charge me?”

“Not that bad.”

Apocrypha watched as Mr. Wood picked up the box. She did not share the fact that she was getting rid of them because a skilled mage could track you by items that you carried on your person for extended periods of time and, given the person who told her that might be tracking her right now, she did not think it was time to break the habit. “You are destroying those and not reselling them, right?”

“Scouts’ honor.”

Apocrypha turned her head sideways and gave him a doubting look. Mr. Wood held up three fingers in the Boy Scout salute.

“I was really, back in the day when we still had Boy Scouts. So, besides replacement guns, can I get you anything? I have an excellent selection of plastic explosives that just came in.”

“No thanks on the boom-boom, but I am looking for any kind of work.”

“I don’t know of anything paying at the moment, but I will keep an ear open.”

“Is there anything out there not paying but a good cause? I need to work out a bad mood, and smacking somebody who deserves it would be a good start.”

“Not much. I mean, there is the auction, but you don’t want to mess around with that.” Mr. Wood motioned to a towering minotaur who was passing by and handed him the box. “Throw those in the grinder.”

“Auction?” Apocrypha took a long drag from the beer.

“There is a new group of crazies who just moved into town. They call themselves the Purifiers. They believe in humanity first; think the KKK, but for changelings. They want to wipe out anything magical or non-human in America.”

“And they have auctions?”

“They like to round up young nubile changelings, elves, dryads, nymphs, etc., etc., and sell them off to the highest bidder. They have converted the old racetrack into an encampment.”

“And no one has done anything about this.”

“Well, the authorities keep condemning it, but it’s across the river, which means the corps don’t care. They are also heavily armed, so the local cops don’t stand a chance.”

“Well then.” Apocrypha finished what was left of her beer in one drink and placed it back on the bar. “Why don’t you get me my replacements, and I will go pay them a visit.”
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