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This book is only possible through the support of my family, but I dedicate this first book to the man and woman who inspired my life's work in "The only Holy War worthy of the name." 


I borrowed heavily from the trail you blazed and used the knowledge you shared in this book. I hope I did you proud, Andrew and Alice Vachss. 


Mr. Vachss, you can rest now, we'll take it from here.


For those that have never had the life-altering experience of reading his books, know that I reverently stole many terms and concepts from his life's work and dropped them straight into my story.  


https://www.vachss.com/index.php






















  
  
The recipe for monster is really kind of simple: you take a small human being and you surround him or her by the people that, having been designated to be the protectors, now mistreat the child. You have the child’s cries being heard by the larger parent, the government, and you have that government pat the abusers on the head, giving a seal of approval, and walk away. You have now created a child that will believe that all that can be relied upon is himself. That all he should care about is himself, because after all who cared about him?Andrew Vachss













  
  
About this Universe




Hi folks. 

Astute readers will catch several historical inconsistencies in this book.

Dates that are wrong.

Events that happened a year before or after stated in this novel.

That's because this universe in which this story takes place ain't ours.

It's a lot like ours. A scary amount of a lot, but it isn't ours, Okay?  

These are not the Druids from my ethnic and cultural heritage. 

This is fiction, of course, so it's easy for an author to be facile and dismissive of readers' concerns, and the excuse "IT'S FICTION!" has been used to cover up lazy writing before. I hope that this is not your opinion of my work.

There's a whole lot of truth in these pages.  A whole lot of overlap between this world and ours.

And so I've spent some significant time reaching out and asking, listening, and learning about various cultural mores and beliefs, and I have tried to keep my story general where I've been asked to avoid specifics, and fictional where I've been asked not to appropriate or take.  At the same time, pretty much all locations, countries, and myths are about 98% the same as our universe because that's pretty essential to where this series is headed.

I was asked by one person, "Why not just make it all totally different? Why not Fantasy in a modern setting, but a whole other world?" (They also hinted that maybe this was a smart idea since I'm…well…a cis-het-white-male and maybe I need to really think about the challenge of writing other perspectives and cultures at this current point in history – and they're not wrong). 

But the answer is, "Because I can't."  For reasons that will become clear later in the series, this HAS to happen in a nearby universe almost the same as ours. It's integral to the whole point of the damn books.  

The movies, songs, general histories, wars, and even certain historical leaders – same names and time frames.  Maybe you'll catch that a few years don't sync up, or that a few presidents, Premiers, or Kings don't exist, but that America, Canada, and Mexico have roughly the same borders and history as our universe.  Europe is really familiar. As is Asia. World War Two happened with the same names in charge, but the battles went a little differently sometimes.

That means that – if you happen to study or belong to a culture or faith that finds itself "represented" in these pages – you are DEFINITELY GOING TO SEE DISCREPANCIES AND "ERRORS". 

Those are intentional because – 

This is not our universe and these are not your Gods. This is not your religion. Think of it like the Mandela Effect.

It's a universe filled with cryptids that don't quite match ours, Gods that don't quite measure up to our myths, and cultural histories that might be just 2% off from what our history books tell us (which doesn't even mean accurate at this point, but that's a whole 'nother outrage). Please understand that all discrepancies are mine, all parallels are in service to the story, and I wrote every word with reverence and respect for all the people who shared their concerns and requests.  

I'm sure I made mistakes, and I apologize in advance for them.  Just please know I tried very hard to minimize them and I'll keep trying to eliminate them from future works.

But the movie quotes – they're all real.  That's how close this universe is to ours.

"If we shadows have offended, think but this, and all is mended: That you have but slumber'd here, While these changes did appear." –  Puck (in a play, somewhere, and in some universe much like ours)










  
  

Chapter one
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The End





For somebody as well acquainted with death as I am, I was doing an exceptionally shitty job of killing myself. 

A few months ago, I had started missing time. I’d look at my old watch and be shocked that only a few minutes had passed in what seemed hours of ennui. Then I’d look again to find it was three in the morning and I hadn’t moved from my couch for over fifteen hours. 

I also had recently started having flashbacks.  At least I think they were.  They were snippets of faces and places I didn't remember. Living alone, I had no one to talk to about it. 

It had just gotten progressively worse from there. A soul-crushing nothingness some people call "Down in the Zero”. An impossibly heavy absence of anything worth holding onto.

I had gone through something like this a few times before, and the cure was always to go find a war to fight in. But there was no escaping this time. No war, no Army that would have me. This time I was at the end of it.

Despite this, the household lights were bright and cheerful. I was sitting in my nearly empty living room listening to a fun, lighthearted audiobook. I had the windows open on a glorious, wet, September afternoon in Maryland, and a freshly brewed cup of a Sumatran coffee blend was steaming on the table.

I had done all of that to feel something - anything - and maybe have a reason to go another day.

It wasn’t working.

This morning, I made my decision and scheduled the power and gas to be turned off.

Thanks to some bad life choices in my youth, I’m pretty hard to kill. I'm not making tough-guy talk, I mean I am literally very hard to kill. 

That's why I was staring at the coffee table in front of me. Besides the mug, it held the only two things in my life that I considered work essentials; that battered, old, white-faced Omega Speedmaster watch, worn in countless deployments, and my old Glock service pistol. 

I was thinking on how pointless that gun was compared to the much better odds of success that the fucking painkillers in my bathroom offered, when the doorbell rang.

I grabbed the gun on instinct and went to pause the mp3 right as the narrator was about to explain how the streetwise and plucky Wizard managed to fire an accurate bolt of fire over his shoulder whilst diving through the air to take cover behind the statue in Central Park, but I missed the button. I didn't have enough mental energy to try again, so the story droned on through the Bluetooth speaker mounted under the TV on my wall.

I was irrationally annoyed at the interruption but also intrigued as to who could be knocking at my door. See, I lost my last friend the day I was brutally and forcibly discharged from the military. I had been working hard for months to recover from the trauma of the experience that led to that. Trying and failing.

So I was living the life of a semi-hermit and hadn’t talked to nor seen another human being other than the gal who delivered my groceries for almost eight weeks.

The bell rang again as I shuffled to the door and looked through the eyepiece. Outside stood a woman I had seen in pictures, but never in person. Confused, I thought for an instant that this was another flashback.

I automatically tucked my pistol into my waistband and reached out, opening the door to stand awkwardly staring at Sarah Egils, wife of that man I once called a friend from the service.

“Hello, I'm-”

“You're Frank’s wife, right?” I interrupted.

I realized how weird that was and tried to come alive long enough to have a conversation. Painting on a pretend face of humanity, I said, “Wonderful to meet you! I’m Drustan Seta. Please, call me Dru.”

With the faintest trace of a southern accent, she said, “Thank you, Mr. Dru.” She stood still for a moment. “Well can I come in?” Before I could recover my manners, from behind me the speakers let out a yelp and a mild curse as the bad guy got clipped by a bouncing fireball sent his way by the Wizard. “Am I interrupting something?”

“What? Oh, not at all. Come in and make yourself comfortable. I’ll turn off the book.”

She smiled a little bit wryly at that comment and I felt the need to explain myself. “Hey, I enjoy reading as much as the next guy, but I love listening to a well told story."

She walked into my house and across my floor timidly, her steps hesitant and her eyes searching my walls and floors for something. “Is everything alright?” I asked as she made her way deeper into my living room.

She deflected, “I like your house. It’s simple.”

Huh. Unintentional backhanded compliment aside, my house is a simple affair. It's one large living room that could act as my dining room assuming I ever had a guest. At the back of the house is the small kitchen hiding behind a half wall. You can see straight into and out of it.

On the left side of the house and behind a blond-stained wood door are my bedroom and master bath. Off to the right behind one plain white door is a bathroom for those same non-existent guests who get to eat in the dining room. It also connects to the room behind the other plain white door in the wall that is a second bedroom I had turned into a training space complete with heavy bags and fighting dummies. I'm not sure why because I never use it.

The interior of the house can pretty much be summed up as wide open and a shade of white or green, with a minimum of effort spent on decorative stuff.

As Sarah looked around my nearly bare walls, her gaze settled on a huge black-and-white picture of some ancient faded swirls carved in stone. It is the one thing other than a flat-screen TV (and the Bluetooth speaker) on my walls.

“Oh, I know that, I think. That's from Newgrange in Ireland, right?” she asked.

Surprised, I answered, “Yeah. I took that photograph myself. Nobody alive today is certain what the three spirals mean, but it gets lit up every year on the Solstice when the sun strikes it. I figure it must have been important.”

“Are you Irish, Mr. Dru?”

“Whole family is,” I replied. “but most of us come from Ulster, not County Meath,” as I gestured at the photograph.

“Was that where you were born?"

“I’m a naturalized American now. Look, Sarah, is there something I can do for you? You seem…How's Frank? Is everything alright?”

Sarah sat on my old, Amish-built sofa and stared down at her hands. “You knew my Frank well, didn't you?” she said.

I took a seat in the chair near the sofa, mainly to give myself time to think. This was getting into risky territory because Frank and I met in a military unit euphemistically called “irregular” by the government. We did what other special forces couldn't, and we did it with a mix of soldiers who weren't all, technically speaking, human.

Seriously.

And Frank was one of the guys not quite human.

“I knew him about as well as anyone on this earth, Sarah. Frank was my Lieutenant and my friend. What's going on?”

She met my eyes for the first time and said, “So you know my Frank wasn't normal?”

I looked her over as I tried to figure out how much to say. Sarah looked somewhere between the ages of 30-35 and was a beautiful woman. Standing about 5'8”, her blond hair was done up by a professional, and her attire was quality-made. She was wearing a gray business jacket and skirt with a pair of high-end, low-cut heels on. And no, I have no idea who made them. I'm a guy who spent the last seven years wearing combat boots, not a fashionista. They're only shoes to me, but even I could tell they were expensive.

Frank had told me she worked for some big tech conglomerate in Texas, but he never said her exact job, so I felt like I was looking at the C.E.O. of a billion-dollar company rather than the wife of a soldier.

Maybe if I was a detective or a cop or something I would have noticed the he never told me anything about what his wife did for a living, but I’m only a fighter; some would say killer. But it was strange. I mean, if I knew he wasn't human, what else would he have to hide? 

Still, it isn't like I told him every little fact about my life either. Everyone has stuff that doesn't come up in conversation. We were friends, not therapists. And I’m worse than most with relationships. I can admit that.

“Sarah, I know he wasn't like you at all. I don't know what he told you about our unit, but it was made up of all sorts of “different” people like Frank. We are not allowed to tell you more than that, but I'm betting LT – Frank – did anyway?”

“Mr. Dru, I know everything about my husband. All that Extra stuff...” The special emphasis on Extra was all I needed to hear. Frank probably hadn't held anything back from her. I briefly wondered what she knew about me.

What the world calls Cryptids or fairytales, we soldiers called Extras. As in extra strong, fast, hairy, ugly, whatever. They were Extras.

Fuck it. 

“Okay. I'll lay it out. Technically, we were a special forces unit for the United States Air Force, but that’s about as far as it went for a normal military structure.

"In fact, if LT told you as much as you say, you know that we are the most classified group of people to ever exist on the planet. We are so far outside the normal chain of command that few people outside of combat zones even know about us. Our orders actually come from civilians in an organization known by its initials, right? Seriously, we’re so black ops we pretty much scream ‘Big 'ole tired cliché!’ But we exist and we kill other real shit you have never heard of." I looked at her face, "But you already know all this, right?”

“Yes. Frank never told me stories, but I know what he did, and who he worked for.”

“You have any idea what’s out there, really?”

She looked down at those expensive shoes and forced out, “No, not specifically.”

“Well, let’s be specific then. We called ourselves the Nightmare Squad.” I held up my hands. “I know, I know, minus points for lack of creativity, but the name fits. The world is a scary place, and every country has its units made up of similar people. Sometimes we even worked together to kill something extremely bad. There are real monsters out there, Sarah.”

“Frank just called you the ‘Squad’.”

I remembered that not all the guys and girls in the unit were like Frank. Most wouldn't settle down at all, and the few that did have a regular girl or guy had to weigh what they could tell their significant other very carefully. Most never told the whole truth, just little white lies to explain away injuries that healed overnight, sensitivity to the sun, the need to shave five times a day, whatever.

The “regular” humans had it worse in some ways. We couldn't say a word about any of it to our families unless we wanted to disappear forever. Forever ever.

“So, are you getting me, Sarah?”

She looked up at me and her face set into a stern frown. “Yes, Mr. Seta, I get you quite clearly. You handle what most people think is fantasy," she waved her hands, "or horror maybe. And I’m well aware we’re not supposed to be talking about this. I honestly don't give a damn.”

“Good. Me neither.”

“But you’re a normal human, right? Why were you there with my husband?”

Reluctantly, I admitted, “A regular, plain old 'normal’ will never make it to Nightmare Squad. You have to be a savant at something deadly. I was sent to the unit for one reason only. I could shoot off the back of a fast-moving vehicle and hit whatever I was aiming at. I mean, I’m good in a fight, and I know how to handle myself as well as any soldier out there, but what actually got me sent to the Nightmare Squad was my ability to hit shit from far away with a .50 Cal from the back of a Humvee at 50 miles per hour.”

I also had what psychologists call a highly adaptable subjective character of experience. That means I don't freak out and try to deny what my eyes are telling me when I see a monster, and I don't lose sleep over killing it. The shrinks were pretty excited over my “adaptability” of thought. None of the other guys and girls in our unit handled the gray areas of our mission better than me. I simply didn't mind killing anyone I had to. Stupid bastards never thought to ask why.

I wasn't sure how this skill set made me the “go-to” guy for whatever Sarah had to say. 

Leaning forward a bit, she asked, “So you were a sniper?”

“No, I was a shooter,” I replied. “The Barrett rifle was a useful tool, but I’m pretty much the best you’ve ever seen with a gun of any type. There’s a handful of people on this planet that might be better, but I doubt it.”

“Mr. Dru, don't let the business clothes fool you, I'm a southern gal and know my way around guns. Are you telling tales? You pick up a gun and bam, you hit the bullseye?”

Forcing a laugh out, I said, “Umm...no. I’m not magic. I have to pick up the gun, shoot it, maybe set the sights, or zero in the scope, work with a spotter, or whatever else the tool and setting requires. But after practice and familiarizing myself, I’ll be well above average. With the right tools dialed in properly, I’m the best.”

I hate this part. I didn’t want to tell her more, but I was beginning to get worried about the reason she came here to find me. “There’s more to me than that, though. Did Frank ever tell you about the soldiers with knacks?”

“No, I don’t believe he did.”

“What can’t be explained by training is often called a “knack”. Some people have a weird, almost unexplainable ability in something. It’s rare, but it’s acknowledged by people who matter, and normal folks with these knacks are often scooped up by their governments. I have one. They don’t know how or why, but I can do all the things great shooters do while moving.”

“How is that a, what did you call it, knack?”

“Well, let’s stick with the “Sniper” thing for a minute. A good military sniper can hit targets from extremely far away. They lay or position themselves carefully, calm their heart rate, practice breathing techniques, and, well it’s fucking hard to hit something a kilometer or more away from you, right?”

“Right. Sure, but…”

“I once shot a target over a kilometer away from a moving vehicle.”

“That’s impossible!”

“Yes, it is. Yet I do it - did it. Regularly.”

She wagged her finger at me like a school teacher scolding a student as she repeated, “That’s not possible."

“That’s a knack,” I shrugged.

“So you’re telling me that you guys...”

“...Not only guys, Sarah. The Squad was a totally integrated unit. Girls, guys, neither, both. Didn't matter as long as you were the best at what you did.”

“I didn’t mean men. I’m aware that you had women in your Squad. Frank told me about,” she hesitated, “some of the women.”

I bet he did.

“You mean Jo.”

She had genuine concern plastered all over her face.

“Yeah. LT, me, and a woman named Jo. Jo wasn't even close to human. Her long, dark face looked like a statue from some ruins in the Chilean Andes, which made sense seeing as how most of those statues were made to honor and appease her family. Not ancestors, Sarah. Family. And she could drive like a bat out of hell.

“Frank rode shotgun and managed ground support for our unit. I killed anything bad around us, and Jo got us into, and out of, the hot zone.”

She didn’t seem surprised by this information. Apparently, She knew all of it already.

Dreading the answer, I finally asked, “So what is this about then?”

“Frank asked me to come to you if...”

“If what?”

Sarah looked back down at her hands all twisted up in her lap and whispered, “My Frank has disappeared.”  

“Disappeared from where, exactly?” I asked. As far as I knew he was still with the Nightmare Squad somewhere in the sandbox.

She looked perplexed for a minute, and said, “What do you mean? He’s disappeared – totally gone. He left the house nine days ago and never came home.”

I was flummoxed. “He was home? What, like on leave?”

She looked confused and shook her head, “No, he retired about a month ago. You know that.”

I sat forward on the chair and leaned towards her, “No, he didn't,” I whispered.

“I beg your pardon?”

“No. He. Didn't.”

“Well, of course he did,” she half yelled. She stood up as if to leave so I moved quickly and grabbed her hand. She looked at her hand in mine, then up with a look on her face as if she was torn between crying and slapping the shit out of me. Real heat in her eyes.

“Sarah,” I said, still quiet but letting go of her hand, “Frank wasn't due to retire for several years yet. Either you're lying to me, or you have been misled.”

“What are you talking about? You boys were talking to each other all the time.”

I stared dumbly at her for a short eternity. “What?”

She stared back. “You mean you weren't? Then who...” she trailed off and her eyes went unfocused as she reordered some facts in her head.

I, meanwhile, was totally lost. “Maybe you'd better start at the beginning.”

Numbly, she sat back down. I had to hand it to her. On her last reserves both mentally and physically, she was able to pull it together and regroup a few seconds after regaining her seat. I've seen experienced soldiers struggle longer over less.

“So Sarah, what is going on? When did Frank come home and why?”

She held up her hand for an extra moment to compose herself, so I sat my butt back down into my recliner and fidgeted and waited. Not my strong suit, let me tell you.

Finally, she began, “He called me about six months ago to tell me that he was retiring early from the military. They were letting him go early for “valorous service above and beyond,” he called it.

“Wait a sec. Letting him go early? You know that he wasn't strictly speaking a volunteer, right?”

Her features hardened and she glared at me as she said, “Of course I know that. You don't think I know that our wonderful country blackmailed my husband into service? Do you imagine he didn't tell me that they left him with the choice of service or deportation, or worse?”

“Well, I wouldn't call it blackmail,” I began.

“Oh really! What would you call it, Mr. Seta? Coercion? Or maybe you'd call it press-ganged or...”

“Slavery.”

That stopped her. “What?”

I repeated, “Slavery. What they do to the Extras is slavery; indentured servitude at best. Frank had to give 20 years of military service in exchange for an official identity and status in this country, Sarah.”

“Worse than that,” she spit out. “He had to give 20 years for one life, Mr. Seta. Do you understand what that means?”

I did. It meant that a guy who lived for damn near five hundred years like LT had to do it each time he wanted a new identity. Can’t just live down the street from your good friends the Smith’s for six generations, can you? Every “new life” required him to sacrifice twenty years doing the most dangerous, thankless, and dirtiest tasks for the privilege of being a US citizen for the next sixty. 

All the global powers did it, and it was so fundamentally wrong that some Extras refused outright and ran. But when it came to a runner, all the countries cooperated. 

Couldn't have Extras thinking it was possible to refuse their slavery and get away with it, right? So they were hunted down and killed without fail. Every single one. There was no deportation, that was a lie. There was service or assassination. I know because that was part of my job; to hunt down and kill the runners. It was part of Frank’s job too.

And no Extra ever ever got released early. Especially not a leader like Frank. He was too smart, too level-headed under fire, and way too experienced to let go.

“So you are saying he was allowed to come home early from slavery?”

“Yes! I know it sounds crazy when you put it that way, but yes!” she said, “My husband called me and told me he was released and coming home. He said that they had to let him go. That he had earned it. A few weeks later he arrived at Austin Bergstrom and I took him home.”

“That's right. You two live in Texas. He said something about a Big Rock.”

“Round Rock. We live in Round Rock, north of Austin.”

“Right, so what happened after he got home?”

“Well, nothing,” she said. “We celebrated for a few days, and after I went back to work he settled into the house and began looking for a job.”  She looked at me again before continuing, “He talked about you a bunch that first week, and started taking long phone calls several times a day. I assumed it was with you and his other friends from the service staying in touch. That was the impression he gave to me, anyway.”

“If you were at work, how did you know about the phone calls?”

“Well, I didn't at first, but he did take a few calls later in the evenings after I got home. Twice last week I called during the day and got sent straight to his message. When I tried back later I got sent to the voicemail again. I suppose it could have been two different phone calls, but I assumed based on his evening calls that he was taking long calls during the day.”  

“So Frank got to go home to you, his wife, but spent all his time on the phone? That doesn't track with the man I know.”

“It wasn't that bad, Mr. Dru, but it was the reason I assumed he was talking to you. I couldn't imagine another person being important enough to take up that amount of time." She leaned over and put her hand over mine, "He genuinely likes you, you know. I think you may be his best friend.”

I sighed and sat back, pulling my hand free. Damn it! I did not need this sort of thing in my life. I'm out of the Squad for a nasty reason, and LT knows that reason. I kinda figured Frank didn't care for me all that much anymore. I couldn't imagine why he would send his wife to me, so I decided to ask. 

“Why are you here, Mrs, Egils?”

To her credit, she didn't repeat what she said before. She understood what I was actually asking.

“Eleven days ago Frank took me out to dinner downtown. During the meal, he was distracted and jumpy. A waiter dropped a plate in the kitchen and I thought he was about to go through the roof. It scared me a bit. When I asked what was wrong, all he told me was that he had a job offer to work for a private military contractor called Broadhead Securities.”

Shit. “Are you sure? What would his job entail?”

“That's the thing, It was a dream job. He would be a consultant. No overseas deployment, no combat, no risk. I know what you guys in the squad think of Broadhead, he was crystal clear on that, but he seemed to think this job was a good opportunity.”

“I find that incredibly hard to believe, but we’ll get back to that in a sec. So why was he 'distracted and jumpy', as you called him?”

“I don't know! It doesn't make any sense! He shrugged it off, saying how important getting the job was to him. And later at home, he told me he had to leave in two days to meet the president of the company for lunch in Dallas.”

“That's their home office?” I asked.

“Yes, but Mr. Dru...The last thing he told me that night was that, of all the soldiers he knew, you were the man who would understand why he was taking the job.”

“Why did he say that?”

“I don't know, but he left for the meeting, and later that day he and I had a video call and he told me he needed to stay in Dallas another few days for meetings and onboarding.”  And with that, she broke down and began quietly crying with her face buried in her hands. “That was nine days ago,” she whispered between small shudders.

I went to the kitchen and grabbed a roll of paper towels since there was no tissue paper in the house. Tough guy, remember? 

“Sarah, I have to ask you – is that conversation the real reason why you came to me?”

She was able to look up at me again and answer, “No. That day on the video call, as he was about to hang up, he told me he loved me and looked around at the sky like he was taking in all the clouds and sunshine. Then he said, 'If you need anything while I'm gone, call Dru,’  and I swear I heard him mumble under his breath as he hung up, ‘He'll know what to do.’ ” She broke down and started crying again.

Interesting. Cryptic. Weird. Call me? Despite what she thought, I hadn't talked to LT in over ten months and never thought to hear from him again. He and I had been tight, but my last days left us with what could only politely be called a strained relationship. Why would he want his wife to come to me?

“So this doesn’t track straight. You’ve heard of contractor security firms like Blackwater, and the like? They’re always in the news for the wrong reasons, aren’t they? Well, Broadhead is the worst of the lot.”

She looked up at me and got herself under control. “How so?” She asked.

“Broadhead has multiple contracts with countries to supply logistics and manpower to their Extra units and missions. They employ many people from the squad after they get out of their units. Many soldiers turn around and join Broadhead, going right back to doing what they did for their country. Murder for hire.”

She wrung her hands in confusion, “Why would they do that?”

I shrugged, “Because a lot of Extras and people like killing things.”

“Not my Frank.”

“No, definitely not LT. That’s why I’m confused. Honestly, most of the squad, we hated Broadhead. They tend to start fires that we have to put out, then blame us for the trouble. They have friends in extremely high places, and they do it for the money. Period. No morals, no international relations, no diplomacy, no politics. Purely mayhem for money.”

“So why would my husband take a job there?”

“I don’t think he would. This whole thing makes zero sense.”

“Oh Lord.”

After the quiet tears subsided, she wiped her red eyes and asked me the question I had been expecting since the story came out, “Mr. Dru, will you help me find my husband?”

I'm nothing but a retired killer with an addiction to pills. I haven't the first clue how to find a missing person in a civilian setting, and I sure as hell don't have the money to go chasing all over America to find him. Hell, the last time LT had seen me I had been covered in Jo's blood up to my armpits and holding a gun to his head. 

But here was an option beyond eating the painkillers in my bathroom. I felt my heart start beating a tiny bit faster as I realized I might have found my next war. So I said the only thing I could do in that situation.

“Of course I will. He's my friend.” 








  
  

Chapter two
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Children of the Secret





The black slowly resolved into gray and white as I opened my eyes. I was sitting in a lotus position and had been meditating for a little over 4 hours. The sun was low in the sky, but there was still enough light to see the bare, white wall in front of me. 

After Sarah left and went back to her hotel, I spent the rest of that day packing a kit to take with me to Texas, figuring that was the place to start. Soon, it was obvious I had no idea what to pack. After staring at a week’s worth of opioids, socks and underwear for five minutes, I realized that I was completely lost.

What does one bring to a manhunt?

Let’s get a few things crystal clear. I am not a detective. I do not have “contacts” I can call on to do “leg work” in investigations. I loathe computers, though I am competent in their use. I am merely a retired soldier. I am not a patient man, either. I tend to pick a direction and start going until I meet a wall, at which point I usually shoot it. 

In order to prevent such occurrences from happening in civilian life, I have found that the study of Tai Chi, along with meditation, helps me find pathways that my target fixated bull rush approach might otherwise miss. This time, however, the meditation was primarily to get these Godsdamned flashbacks under control.

After Sarah had left, I had started seeing bright flashes of gunfire out of the corner of my eyes, and once a face that looked a lot like mine, but couldn't have been, because he was dead in my arms.

Anyway.  No time for that insanity just now. Now I need to pack.

What does one bring to a manhunt? A hunter of men, and I am that. In spades. The battleground is different this time, as are the rules of engagement, but at the end of the day, I spent a lot of time tracking, chasing, and yeah, killing Extras. I’m actually good at it. All I have to do is acquire a slightly different set of tools for my toolbox this time. Or maybe a better image would be a different set of armaments for the rucksack.

Whatever image you prefer, I needed intel, so the first stop after flying into Austin would be to sit down with Frank’s wife again and ask some relevant questions. As for packing, this battleground is a quiet, hidden one. The Barrett .50 caliber sniper rifle would stand out like…well…exactly what it is – a man killer. 

But I was going to Texas, so I doubted too many eyebrows would be raised by a big game hunting rifle and a large caliber sidearm or two. Pack some hunting camo, some outdoor clothes, and a decent shirt and pants for appearing human, a big bottle of grey market pain killers, and I was good to go. Let’s pretend it’s a week-long hunting trip as a long overdue vacation. 

I was getting the hang of this whole detective thing already.

Sarah had bought me a ticket on the same flight she was on, so we sat in excruciatingly uncomfortable silence on the airplane all the way to Austin. The less said about the trip, the better. I’m horrible at small talk, and Sarah obviously had a lot on her mind. I had eventually plugged in my headphones and listened to my Plucky Wizard overcome all odds to save the day. I was a chapter from the end when we began our descent. I still couldn’t figure out how he shot those accurate over-the-shoulder fireballs whilst running away all the time.

When we landed in Austin, I went to stop at the first coffee shop I saw in the terminal.  I looked up and got a gut punch when read it's name: Jo's. It stopped me in my tracks and gave me a little superstitious twinge.

I mumbled, "Shit," as my joint pain flared up and a headache started in my temples. I shook it off and made myself walk up to the lady behind the counter, finishing my mumble with, "You can get past this, soldier, it's just a fucking coffee."

She met me with a tired, "What can I get you?"

I forced myself to say, "What's a good, strong, cold drink?"

Her eyes lit up a tiny bit and a smile crept into the corners of her mouth, "Our specialty is the Iced Turbo."

My eyebrows rose. "Turbo" sounded right up my ally. "What's that?"

"It's an iced hazelnut and chocolate cold-brew. Delicious."

"Sounds sweet.  I'm not a huge fan of super sweet."

The smile slipped, "It is sweet. What you want is the Belgian."

Bemused, I asked, "And the Belgian is…?"

"Half Turbo, half black Cold Brew."

"Sold!"

She smiled as she rang me up and the drink was put into my hands in less than a minute.  I took my first sip, and the drink was the best thing that had happened to me in seven months. "Oh. Oh yes, thank you."

Sara and I met back up at the baggage claim. As we looked for the luggage to start down the chute, we stood around nervously fidgeting and studiously not saying anything. After about two minutes, my ADHD got the best of me and I had to ask, “Do you realize there are two bands playing in your airport right now? At the same time?”

She smiled a little and replied, “Austin is the live music capital of the world, and we take it seriously.”

“Sure, but two bands at once?”

“That’s a little unusual, but there must be a special occasion of some sort going on. Hardly a rare occurrence here. You know, Dru, you are not what I expected.”

I looked around the airport like I was searching for something, “I’m not?”

She adjusted her carry-on bag strap on her shoulder and said, “Oh, I know better than to assume anything where Frank's…friends…are concerned, but the way he described you, I thought you were going to look like Rambo.”

Straight-faced, “I thought I did.”

She laughed and seemed surprised at herself for doing it. I immediately realized why he fell in love with her. It’s not easy for a guy who can expect to outlive humans by four hundred years to let himself fall for a girl who will be lucky to make it to 90, but she had a laugh that would make a glacier melt. 

“So what you’re saying,” I continued, “is that Rambo isn’t a few inches shy of 6 feet and 165 pounds of pure awesomeness?”

This time she didn’t hold back with the laugh and answered, “Oh sweetie, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have red stubble on his face or grey eyes either.”

I immediately stopped laughing and stared at her hard. Her smile faltered and dropped, and her face registered concern. “I’m sorry. Did I say something wrong?”

I leaned in close and replied, “You callin’ me a ginger?” It took her a second, and she and I both broke into a laugh at the same time. “It’s a curse, dark brown hair and red beard. The Celts strike again.”

She finished her laugh and put her hand on my arm in a simple gesture of friendship. Frank, you lucky bastard, why would you risk this? Where have you gone? 

Don't worry, I wasn’t thinking impure thoughts about my friend's wife. I’m not normal as far as relationships go. As in I don’t want a physical one. At all. 

I’m not a loner per se (that’s a lie, yes I am), but I’ve wanted nothing physical from anyone for as long as I can remember. Those relationships seem to be a non-starter for me. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t recognize an amazing person standing in front of me.

As we left the airport, a wave of heat slammed into me and damn near took my breath away. “Wow,” I said, “I had no idea it would be this hot in Austin. It must be a hundred degrees! In September!”

“Yes sir, it’s getting more and more common to have these temps even into early September. Good news is that it’s supposed to drop into the low nineties starting tomorrow. This should be the last day over one hundred until next year.”

After we located her SUV in the aptly named "Blue Garage", I found myself a passenger in the largest non-military vehicle I had ever seen. Sarah’s SUV was a Chevy Suburban in silver grey, and it was approximately a city block long. Inside it was tastefully appointed in enough leather to clothe a large herd of cows, and it had all the bells and whistles available. The damn thing even talked to her and let her know we were headed to her house.

“You don’t know where you live?”

“What? Of course I do. What are you going on about? 

“Why do you have a navigation set up larger than my television, telling you where your house is?”

“Stop being silly.”

“In a way, I’m being serious. There’s no way a Lieutenant's salary bought this car, and he was never one to buy technology for the sake of technology. This is your car bought with your money, right?”

She drove on, silent for a few beats, eventually answering, “Yes. I work, make money, and spend it. Women do that these days, Mr. Seta.”

“What do you mean? I didn’t mean to imply you belonged in the kitchen making me a sandwich. I just wanted to know why you have a monster truck with enough technology to go to the moon.”

“My husband and I are different people, Mr. Dru; beyond the obvious. I’m a certified techie. I love tablets, smartphones, computers and all that stuff. I work for a company that designs, builds, and sells the most popular examples of those toys on the market. I make about five times as much as he did in the Squad, and I run an entire division of the company. Research and Development, no less.”

“So why does he need to get a job?”

She eyed me sideways as she drove, “Are you serious, darlin'?”

“As a heart attack.”

“He doesn’t,” she shrugged, “I make a strong six figures and he has been saving money for over two hundred years. We're quite well off. But he wanted to get a job, and if we’re being honest, he still has a little of that macho male provider bullshit left over from being born in the early 1700s." 

There's a trick southerners have when they speak where they can take a simple sentence and make you know exactly how low their opinion of you is, and Sarah nailed it as she said, "I’m sure you understand Frank’s thinking.”

That was about as clear a “shut the fuck up, man-pig” as you can get without actually saying it. Fair enough. I probably deserved it.  A quick flash of a woman's face, framed in bright red hair, and calling me an idiot ran across my brain. That was a new one.  Wonder who she was? Was she real? Did I once know her?

We arrived at the house about 40 minutes later and I was invited inside for lunch. As we walked up to the door, I looked up at the big Texas sky as the sun shone down hard on me. I noticed a black bird high up in the air circling the neighborhood and felt a chill. 

Sarah saw me, looked up, and said, “Yeah, it’s a big Texas sky, isn’t it? Bright blue and goes on forever sometimes.”

I pasted a fake smile on my face. “It sure is.”

“You looked like Frank did that day on the call, standing there staring at the sky.”

“I’m taking in all the clouds and sunshine.” I kept the smile on my face and looked one more time. The bird was gone, but that didn’t stop the shiver that went down my spine. We went inside.

I entered the front door to find myself in a large foyer with a nice limestone tile floor and some artwork on the walls. No idea who the artist was, but it looked like scenes of local locations, so I assumed it was a local artist. 

I followed Sarah past the dining room on the right, where she looked over her shoulder with an innocent smile and asked, “Want me to make you a sandwich?”

“Uhh…there’s no right answer here, is there?”

Laughing, she replied, “Bless your heart, you’re going to have to loosen up a little and get used to it. I’ve been teasing my husband about his old-fashioned thinking for our entire relationship, and you have to admit, you kind of set yourself up for that one.”

“Listen, I’m sorry if I said or did anything to upset you, I do recognize that a lifetime in the military did not do me any favors in the ‘toxic masculinity department’, but I certainly don’t think I have any hang-ups about gender equality. I’ll try to watch my attitude.”

“Huh. I’m…apology accepted, and I’m sorry too. I’m being a little defensive. Probably a habit from being the boss of a bunch of socially inept men who think their brains are bigger than mine because I have different plumbing than them. But you’re still going to make your own sandwich. Come on into the kitchen.”

Having come in through the front door, and passing the formal dining room off to the right, there was a weird little sitting room to the left. Immediately after that, a stairway to the second floor was in front of me to the right creating a “wall” for the dining area and going up to my right-hand side. Walking past this stairway led me past a hallway to the right side of the house and into the living room with the large kitchen with a dining nook to my right. It was an interesting layout with the back door almost directly across the house from the front door, and the bulk of the house extending away to one side.

We walked almost all the way to the back door, then turned right into the kitchen.

I made myself a big, classic, Italian-style sandwich on a surprisingly delicious sub roll after Sarah pulled out all the meats, cheeses, and other sandwich stuff from the gleaming, stainless steel fridge. Italian Subs might be the greatest gastronomic invention in human history…as long as you have a great sub roll to build it on. 

And as long as you don't include coffee in the definition of "gastronomic", of course, because coffee is in a class all by itself. 

Sarah made something I’ll politely call vegetable-based with some cheese thrown in. She grabbed a bag of potato chips, tossed them onto the counter, and said, “Help yourself, Mr. Dru”.

We sat down to eat and Sarah looked at me and said, “You really aren’t what I expected.”

“So you said at the airport.”

“No, not your physical appearance, well, not just your physical appearance. For example, what kind of name is Seta? It doesn’t sound Irish.”

“I changed my name legally. My Stepfather's last name was a real Irish “Mac”. For personal reasons I’ll have nothing to do with that family.”

She sat back in her chair, “Interesting, but it sounds like maybe you don’t want to talk about any of that.”

“I don’t, thank you. How about you, Sarah. Family?”  

“Frank was...is…my family. That’s it.”

“Well, I know Frank loved...loves…shit I’m sorry, this is hard.” I grabbed the edge of the table for support.

“Yes it is. Let’s please assume my husband is alive until proven otherwise. I don’t know what I’d do without him.”

“I agree. LT is alive, and I’m going to find him."  I looked up at her face. "He loves you very much. Said you were his world.”

“You know, my husband liked you, but he also thought that maybe you were…” she looked away from me and over at the wall as if the words she needed to say would be printed there.

“What? What did he think?”

“Well, that maybe you weren’t only an excellent soldier. He told me many times he thought that the skills – what you called your “knack” – was more than you let on. Mr. Dru, he told me many times the world was far stranger than we modern folks knew, and you were part of that strangeness.”

Well shit. I am a little different from most, and honestly, I don’t want others knowing. I’m not an Extra, but my “knack” has a few warps and twists to it I’ve worked hard to hide. I don’t want to lie about everything, so I figured it was time to try to change the conversation or deflect. “Sarah, I don’t know anything about that. I know what I can do. Not why or how.”

“My Frank was born in 1723. He’s seen a lot, and he thought maybe you were more than you appeared or pretended to be, but he understood why you kept it quiet.”

“Sarah, Frank was born in the seventeen hundreds, yes. But it’s only in the last few years that psychology and medical science have understood the behaviors of humans in any meaningful way. I need to be honest with you - I am a messed up person. I have seen lifetimes of trauma for sure, but that’s simply my bad luck. I do not function like you, think like you, or behave like you."

I rested my elbows on the table and learned in towards her, “Sarah, I get what he was thinking and why. I am different. Even taking our profession into context. But that’s because I’m basically a functioning nightmare. Regular, healthy, normal people - like you - can not understand.”

Sarah's eyes hardened. “Oh, you think so? You think little old me can’t understand? Mr. Seta, how many human beings do you think could accept and come to terms with a 300-year-old husband? I’m trying to get to know you, but you sure seem to think you already know all about me.”

I sighed inwardly and tried to make her understand. “That’s not what I meant. I honestly meant that you have no frame of reference for my experiences and the things that shaped me.”

“Like what?” she challenged.

I honestly don't know why I said it. There is not one time in my life up to this point that I can remember ever speaking about my childhood. Hell. I pretty much never even allowed myself to think about it. But before my brain could realize what my mouth was saying, I blurted out, “Like my entire abusive nightmare of a childhood.”

She got quiet and looked at me with an understanding that curdled my stomach. 

Oh shit no.

A switch was thrown in my brain, my ears started ringing like a bad case of tinnitus and my vision began to tunnel, tinged with red. I began to panic.

“I’m sorry Mr. Dru, but you're wrong. I understand that completely, sweetheart."

She suddenly noticed my labored, heavy breathing and said, "Are you alright?" It sounded like it was coming from miles away or maybe underwater or something. I couldn't tell, and I couldn't answer. I was starting to hyperventilate. My knees, elbows, and shoulders exploded in agonizing pain and I crashed up and out of my chair, stumbling back against the wall behind me, using it to hold me up. Snapshots of dead faces played across my eyes in a rapid fire migraine of death and violence.  Bodies, blood, and agony in flashback form causing my head to pound like a sledgehammer had come down on me.

She stood up to cross over to me, and even through my blurred vision I could tell she was concerned, "Dru, are you okay? Breathe, sweetheart. Relax and breathe."

I was waving my arms feebly. This hadn't happened in a long time, but I knew what was coming next and Sarah was in real danger. I gasped, "You need to get away from me. Get back!"

She stopped a few feet away from me, not understanding the danger but trying to put me at ease. "It's okay Dru. Don't speak, just breathe. Just listen. You don't have to talk about it. You don't need to speak. Just breathe, just try to relax. It's okay."

It was as if being given permission to stop opened a floodgate, letting the panic and hurt drain away.  I began shuddering with relief and slid down the wall until I was sitting on the floor.

Sarah looked at me for a long time and I could tell from the set of her mouth and eyes she had come to some sort of a decision. 

Eventually, my breathing began to return to normal and I was able to hear and see clearly again. I felt exhausted and could barely lift my head.

"Dru, I’m going to tell you my story, because you need to hear it. Can you listen to my story? It will be hard for you, I think."

I nodded my head. "I can listen, so long as I don't have to talk much, I think."

"Alright."  She visibly gathered herself together before she continued, "I was an orphan at age four and was placed in five different foster families before I ran away at fifteen. And yeah, it was every bit as bad as you could imagine. I was a very pretty little girl."  She sat as still as a statue and pinned me with her eyes, "They started whispering that to me in my bedroom late at night when I was eight.”

I sat there stunned. I forced out a whispered, “Then how…how the hell did you wind up…” I waved my arms weakly around the kitchen, “...here?”

“Frank.”

“Frank?”

“He showed me how to save myself. Plain and simple." She nodded to herself,  "If I tell you this, you’ll be the third person alive to know my secret. Don’t make me regret it. Please.”

I swallowed hard and nodded my head a fraction of an inch, “I won’t. I understand.”

“I was a fifteen year old runaway, smart but undereducated, and I was trying to hustle and con people on the streets to survive, desperately trying to avoid the fate of so many others like me. My eyes were wide open. I knew prostitution, drug addiction, and death were waiting for me, but I thought I was smart enough to play the game and win. "

I guiltily thought of the painkillers in my pocket.

"I was sure I could beat the odds. Then I met Lucas and we became partners. I knew shortly after he punched me for the first time I had gambled and lost. By the third beating, I did what he told me to do and tried not to make him angry.

“Then one night I tried to con Frank."

I tried talking, “Where?”

“Atlanta. I came onto him as he left a bar, figuring the middle-aged drunk guy would try to take me home and I could talk him into driving into a quiet parking lot where my partner was waiting. 

"Lucas was a big kid full of steroids and all muscle. He would bang on the car yelling and screaming about the mark ‘molesting’ his little sister and we’d shake our marks down for money, get their driver's license and threaten them with exposure if they were married, or violence if they were single.

“Frank started talking to me. He saw right through the con, offered me five hundred dollars so long as I went to a woman's shelter for the night, and somehow kept me talking for almost an hour right there on the corner. I can’t explain it. I should have hightailed it out of there and looked for another mark. I knew Lucas was one bad day away from becoming my pimp, and I was terrified of him. Somehow Frank talked me into walking away.

“I explained to him about Lucas, and he shrugged that way of his, smiled a sad little smile, and said he’d handle Lucas. I laughed. You know what Frank looks like. I thought, this middle-aged skinny guy is going to handle Lucas? No way! But he patted my hand and led me to the shelter.

“The next morning, for the first time in my life, somebody made good on their promise to me. He showed up, handed me five, crisp, one hundred dollar bills, took me out to meet Lucas, and beat him into the hospital in 30 seconds. I was stunned, and I was in love. Immediately. I turned to Frank and told him he was going to be my husband and I was going to take care of him forever. 

“To this day, I’m not embarrassed about that. This wasn’t some childish fantasy in my head. This was me seeing a man treat me like a human being for the first time ever, and I knew - I knew- this was the way forward and out of my dead-end future. But there was also something in Frank that told me he needed me too. I can’t explain it, but I felt for the first time in my life that I was an equal part of the equation. I trusted him completely and I realized he could trust me too. I was one hundred percent committed. 

"I’ll never forget his response as long as I live. He said, ‘I believe you mean that, but you can’t even take care of yourself yet. That five hundred can get you away from here. Take it and grab a bus to Florida or somewhere. Learn how to take care of yourself.’

"I was furious. I yelled, 'Don’t tease me, I’m serious! You are going to be my husband and I am going to take care of you!'

“He replied, ‘I said I believe you, but do you even have a high school diploma?’  So I punched him in the shoulder and yelled that I didn’t need one to love a man. 

"I was fifteen years old, Dru, but he could tell I was no stranger to what I was offering and that I meant it. I had no shame. I would have seduced him right there on the street if I could have."

She had tears in her eyes as she continued, "And he said, ‘As soon as you get your Masters degree from a college, I will accept your marriage proposal, if you still desire it. Not a day sooner. And until then, if you’re really serious, you will move into my spare bedroom and we will do the proper paperwork to make me your guardian so that you can legally stay in my house. Come on, we’re going home’. And he took me to his home, moved me into the guest room, and helped me get a GED so I could enroll in Georgia State by age seventeen."

She looked at me and raised her hand to forestall my comments. “Obviously he didn’t mean it when he said he’d marry me, and it was clear he wanted me to learn to think of him like a father, but I knew how flimsy and useless the word father could be, and I wasn't interested in that. I decided to prove to him that he was going to be my husband.” She smiled a wry grin. "That first night I tried his bedroom door to find it locked. He locked it every night for over four years.

“I busted my butt at Georgia State and spent three and a half years buried in books. At age 20 I had my bachelor's in Computer Sciences and we moved to Austin – Frank sold his house and moved with me to Austin –  so I could get my Masters. He never once tried to sleep with me, and I never once tried to sleep with anybody else.

“By then I knew all about him and his past. He had dropped hints for years, but he told me everything during my senior year at Georgia. He was trying to explain why we could never be husband and wife. Oh Dru, I cried so hard when I realized I couldn’t keep my promise to take care of him for the rest of his life, and apologized over and over again. 

“A few years ago, he confessed that’s when he began to fall in love with me. Until then, he was simply doing a good deed. Who does that? Who just saves lives for no reason?”

I was moved in a deeply unsettling way I couldn't define. “Frank, apparently.”

“We got married at the courthouse three hours after my graduation ceremony from UT, and that was seven years ago. You already know that four years ago he had to go back to slavery in the Squad, and now he’s gone and it’s my turn to either save my husband or avenge him. Because I promise you, if my husband is gone, I’m going to kill every single bastard involved.”

“Where were people like you when I needed them?” I mumbled.

“I’m sorry sweetie, but I know what it’s like being a Child of the Secret.”

“Oh, it was no secret in my family," I replied bitterly. “My step-father passed me around like a party favor.”

“My Lord.”

“Yeah. I've killed a lot of people, I really wish he was one of them.”

“He’s still alive then?”

“Oh no, he’s long dead, but I didn’t get to do it. In fact, the son of a bitch died a hero. How’s that for a kick in the teeth?”

“But Dru, people like us understand more than most that family has nothing to do with blood. Frank was my family of choice, and you are part of his family. That makes us family too.”

I had an electric jolt of self loathing shoot through my whole body and I had to step away from her. I stood up and walked away from the wall. “No, it doesn’t. Only a fool would choose to call me family, but LT is my friend, and friends are rare."  I stared into her face, willing her to understand. "That’s why I’m going to help you kill all of these motherfuckers."

I dropped my eyes and began to fidget. Gods I could use a few painkillers all of the sudden. "Sarah, this was a lot for me. Too much, really. I’m not ashamed to admit it. I think I need to be alone now. I’d better get on up to my hotel in Dallas.”

“How?”

“Umm…good question. Can you actually get an Uber to go that far?”

“Mr. Dru, why don’t I drive you?”

There was no way I was going to be able to sit next to her for that long in a car after what we had shared. No way. “And then you’d have to drive all the way back? Isn't it like three hours each way?”

“Well, I have a car you can borrow, I guess.”

“Actually, I don’t want any connection between you and me yet. I’m not sure what’s going on, but I do think it’d be better if everyone assumes I’m Frank's lone friend. So. Can you get an Uber from Round Rock to Dallas?”

Turns out you can, but it’s not fun. I sat in the back of the car for the whole trip thinking about Sarah’s childhood and how I’ve spent my entire life trying to forget mine. But it’s impossible to forget when everything you are was shaped in that crucible of hell. 

And the real punch to the gut is that I hadn’t told her even a tenth of it. I couldn't. We shared a horrific past, us children of the secret, but there are things in mine that would send her right over the edge, and she’d never trust me to be sane if I shared them with her, because I’m not. 

Oddly, there were no flashbacks for the entire ride.
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