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It was begun with the sending of his legions. He wished to test his quarry first, to gauge its strength and savvy, so the Hunter only loosed his incomparable armies; he did not also lead them. They found the soul-killer in the depths of the strange-wood, where the trees sometimes named the terrain jungle, sometimes forest. Ponds changed from clear water pools to murky, mist-covered mires in a blink, and the sun and moon played in the sky, dancing together. The Hunter imagined that was why the vampire had chosen to make his final stand beneath the thick canopies. It was said the soul-killer was a great warrior, and all great warriors wished to die in spectacle.

Discovering the bodies disturbed the Hunter’s musing, not that there were dead, or even the amount, but how they were arranged. They occurred in piles, sometimes so tall that they made walls rather than slopes. Sometimes the Hunter climbed, other times he leapt over the obstacles straight away. So the soul-killer’s menace was real. Otherwise why would the Dragon have called so many of their number to parlay, to discuss what would be done about two troublesome men, one already dead.  The Hunter had attended the gathering, but only because confronting the upstarts would give him the opportunity to indulge in his passions. 

However, when plans were discussed, all of it made his flesh crawl. He detested coming at his enemies from behind and sideways, and he despised those that thought such battles great ones. It was a wretched weakness. The Hunter did agree that something had to be done. The Smith of Knives and the Matron of Goblins had to be avenged.

Beneath an old tree, perforated with feathered spears and lead bullets, the Hunter stopped when he heard a mocking caw. Looking up, he spied a seated woman and a horribly misused raven. The bird looked like it had been smashed and its fragile bones poorly reset, its beak chipped in places to the point of making it look uneven and serrated. It had only one eye. Juxtaposed, the woman looked perfect, fearless eyes set into an unmarred face, porcelain skin visible in slashes of an ankle-length gown of darkness that was split up to her hip on both sides. Her legs, ending in the knee length straps a gladiator might wear, curved around the tree limb, while the tail ends of her pitch-black garments swayed in the occasional, frigid wind. She had a sword on her back. The Hunter looked around, taking into account the way she was facing. He also noted her heart was still. The mocking bird laughed again.

“A welcome audience,” the Hunter declared, and for a moment he tried to remember when his deeds were last observed. Some straight-backed warrior cast in the role of a sacrifice with their people overlooking from safe haven, a champion waving to adoring fanatics before entering their final contest. “I am the Hunter of Men, which takes of their pride,” he intoned, removing the massive bow from his back. The quiver at his hip was an empty pit of arrows of all different material and heads. All that was required was to reach a hand in and wish and out came feathered shafts tipped with bone or mineral in desired shapes. “Remember it well,” and then he stepped forward. He wondered briefly if vampires indulged in such things as mates.

The field of bodies seemed endless until he decided to run, and then he arrived just in time to see the last of them fall. Ousu from the left and Achilles from the right, sharp weapons at the ready, charged the quiet figure, rigid in a defenseless posture. They came within ten paces each and then promptly died. The Hunter paused, feeling the icy wind again, and distantly, heard a crow laugh. He focused most carefully on the thing, the giant soul-killer which had been such the topic of conversation among the peerage. He contained himself well, and was dressed befitting a fighter of his era, everything pulled in and restrained, no sweeping capes or flowing robes. After a moment of careful observation the Hunter finally saw it, the faint shimmer about the chest and shoulders caused by the smallest flakes of ice and snow. Traced outward, the intense cold seemed to almost outline enormous wings which connected to a monstrous cowl shaped like a snout with fangs. Behind the vampire, a seemingly endless tail dropped and coiled in a pool between his legs and behind him, the nethermost end stirring every now and again. The Hunter smirked, pleased.

He set an arrow onto his bow, a long, thick shaft that a lesser being might have called a javelin, and loosed it. It hardly took a breath to traverse the distance between them, though the vampire still caught it. The head hummed, seeking his eye, but his grip held. The force of the impact still slid him backwards four paces. Then his hand began visibly smoking. The Hunter stalked forward as the soul-killer forcefully discarded the shaft and then examined his hand. Of course hunting a vampire would be different. No subtle or aggressive heart-seeking or strength-weakening poison would do, so the Hunter had settled for a concoction predators used to liquify their prey before drinking the remains. 

He loosed another arrow. This one the creature smartly dodged. He took a long, quick step in the Hunter’s direction and then stopped when he realized the shaft had circled back, still bound for his throat. At that, one of the mammoth wings animated and the Hunter learned the origin of the icy wind he had felt earlier. A gale kicked up rapidly, and the arrow wobbled and arced off course, lodging into the ground. The vampire looked at the Hunter, and saw the satisfaction playing across the lips. Every proud warrior’s abilities had been tested to the utmost, and then they had stepped over their own graves. It was a delicious sensation. 

The vampire thought to close the distance, but before he could move, the Hunter had loosed ten shafts. Each had been shot compelled with the Hunter’s will, and so each would fly tirelessly until they did its master’s bidding. The vampire sensed the danger, too, and the look in his eyes said he realized that no amount of lesser power would stop the Hunter’s power directly. 

Halfway to their goals, each of the arrows was neatly bisected. The Hunter frowned. He hadn’t seen them all, but had caught enough of the streaking movement to make him take new stock of the situation. Looking around, he saw the murder of ravens. Each was abused like the first he had seen, but each of them in different ways. Some only had the top or bottom of their beaks, others perched impossibly on one leg. Pieces of them were missing, yet they still seemed whole. They choked the light with their black number. Experimentally, the Hunter loosed another shaft, and paid closer attention. One of the birds, staring down at the arrow like it had a mind, simply distended itself like a long shadow with a bladed end and cleaved the arrow in two.  Then the bird was not where it had been, but was drifting clumsily through the air, in search of another branch. The Hunter looked back at the vampire curiously, then down at his bow. By the time he had looked up again, the soul-killer had halved the distance between them again.

The Hunter surrendered his bow to the ground and assumed a fighting posture, smirking. The creature was not the first to assume that since he preferred long range, the Hunter had not also mastered the sword and the spear and the fist.  The tail of the vampire’s specter lanced forward, coiling around his legs and waist. Immaterial, it did not restrict his movements much or impede his upper body at all. A strike against the vampire’s head was like a thunder clap. It pierced the protective shroud easily and connected squarely with the creature’s jaw. The blow snapped the head halfway around, an injury that would have killed a normal man. The return strike was strong, and the Hunter could feel the appreciable force of the vampire’s power. It also brought forward the wing, which cleaved down in a piercing wind. It made the Hunter shudder, but nothing more.  He brought his other hand forward and clasped the fingers around the vampire’s throat. It was time to bring the contest to a close. 

After a moment, the Hunter became more aware of moments. He could suddenly more keenly sense the passage of time. The sun was setting soon. When the Hunter moved his hand through the terrible maw, it slowed with difficulty but he still managed to land a palm on the creature’s forehead. The head had to be removed. That he knew. The one hand wrenched while the other twisted but he felt strength leave his fingers, then his hands, then his arms. First the strength, then the feeling altogether. The neck in his grasp widened again to normal dimensions and the monster raised his head and his eyes. The soul-killer opened his mouth at the same time the ferocious maw hinged wide. The vampire breathed in, and the dragon mask breathed out. The wind from earlier, the slicing cold, was not wind at all, but the chill of the grave.   

Something similar must have befallen the Matron, the Hunter realized, and he struggled, even as death reached out to grasp at his own throat. He discovered of what use the tail was, and its incredible coils, along with the enclosing wings. It had not bound him at all before but now it was as if he were submerged in a block of frozen water. Still, even in desperation, he was able to loosen the bonds enough to drop flat to the ground and roll and slip away. The feel of the ground against his belly and backside were the newest of a whole host of foreign sensations.

He stumbled trying to rise again and landed face first against the ground. He rose gingerly, and as he turned, he came face to face with the still form of one of his legions: a proud warrior, his mouth frozen open in rigor. The Hunter blinked, struggling to remember the man and the story of his taking. A proud chief laid to rest on a distant savannah? A reckless outlaw whose road through hubris had delivered him to oblivion? The Hunter pushed himself into a standing position, looking around him at all the hollow corpses. Then one of them laughed in a familiar cry. It even stirred as if the body might rise, the head jerking and the mouth animating as if it might speak. Then it belched a raven. The creature rolled and landed at the Hunter’s feet, frustrated seemingly at its graceless entrance. Similar things were happening all around him, and looking up, he could see that there were as many eyes in the trees as leaves. Still in the same position as before, the vampire was poised, waiting. The Hunter realized the danger then, but it was not the time to admit such things to himself. He had to find his bow. He needed to grab hold of his footing in the situation, and summon his strength. He would not run. 

The laughter, in unison, was a deafening cacophony that made the air vibrate, and when all the birds took to the air, the host of them gobbled up the last of the light like a corpse’s eyes. The Hunter could no longer see the vampire, only darkness. The cold was all around him, and numbness was crawling up his legs. The Hunter pondered at the sensation trailing the numbness up his spine, even as the sound of innumerable beating wings filled his ears. 

The dark crushed him flat and swallowed him in tiny, tiny bites. In the end, as his essence was consumed utterly, he realized what had occurred to him, but had not the capacity to scream.
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Her father was the last man to surprise her. She had felt that warm palm of his hand on the top of her head for the last time as he had encouraged her, pushing her gently, into the company of those evil strangers. She wouldn’t know what a debt was, or how an innocent could be used to pay one, for many years. Every man that had come to her since was unremarkable in his predictability, even the one called Silas. He, like the others, had assumed her name was Kimiko simply because the words had been sloppily painted on the door to her room, had been printed beneath the naked black and white photograph of her in the display case. At least he had given her power; she had used that to give herself freedom. So for that she was grateful, however she didn’t mourn his passing. She had wished him to die just like every one of her patrons. Just like her father. 

“There’s someone I’d like you to meet,” the musician had said after giving her the news of Silas’ demise. The Count was impressive to be sure. It might have even been safe with him, for a little while. She had acquiesced to the meeting because there was a power to the man’s words that belied denial. Saying he wanted something was akin to his possessing the item. The man in black had introduced her to Jarvis.

The threshold of the gathering place was an impossible barrier. One moment there was nothing to hear, only alley breezes and foraging rodents, to feel, only the emptiness and abiding hunger, and the next moment her faculties were being overwhelmed by the raw presence of the great one before her. Her hand went to the hilt of her sword at the same moment she was instantly compelled to run away. Touching the weapon prevented her from battling or fleeing, because she felt the resonance between the other vampire and the blade. It had called out to her, an artifact of death, when she had come across it beneath the city. It radiated a power that bespoke of its deep intimations with killing. It had seemed like a gift from beyond, but at that moment she was given clarity as to the weapon’s origins. It was not a thing lost by a powerful being. It had been discarded because that being no longer needed it. Yet it was his in a way that was difficult to describe. 

Unlike every other introduction she had ever had, Jarvis didn’t speak one word to her. He didn’t even look, simply stepped past her and over to the musician as if they had arranged business. That she could have struck him in the front, in the side, in the back, mattered to him not at all. A bird’s laugh had shaken her from her thoughts. A raven was perched on the empty bar. She turned and stared.

“This is her,” the musician had said, turning the giant with his gesture and words. The Count’s power was there, the same as always, but it seemed not to affect Jarvis, who gave off waves of potency himself. He emanated death like a statue of ice might exude cold.

He stared at her then, but the taper of her waist, the color of her skin, and all the other things other men had seen, seemed invisible to the giant. “Hello,” is what he said. 

She had said nothing, as usual. The piano player had simply left during the interchange, as if his work was done. She couldn’t say anything, as opposed to normal occasions when she simply wouldn’t. Jarvis wasn’t annoyed, though. He was confused. He seemed aware that the musician had gone, but he moved his eyes inside their sockets anyway. Something like a shrug occurred to his massive shoulders. “It will be dangerous, but if you wish to come, then come,” he said. When he turned and stepped away from her, one of her legs had moved on its own accord. With just that much momentum, it was easy to continue to follow him and his power, which was like gravity. 

That hadn’t been the last time he had surprised her, either.

It wasn’t as if his actions were unpredictable because of their being sporadic in nature, though. On the contrary, his methods were thorough and well conceived. His actions were unpredictable because of their scope. They had stepped out onto a foreign savannah from the shadow of a dense thicket, from the shadow of an overgrown hedge, creatures she had only seen in magazines and on television running away from them through the high grasses. The horizon was tinged red, and initially she hadn’t known it was dawn because her bearings were disoriented. Then the sun rose, and they were completely exposed. In the beginning, she couldn’t conceive of reaching out and grabbing him, much less accosting him with her voice. It had seemed so foolish, too, in retrospect, to continue to stand there next to him even as their deaths crested the horizon. Then nothing happened. The sun struck across the world at them, but it was as if all around Jarvis remained chilling night. She had walked a little bit quicker then.

When his bungling began, it was more difficult to look down on him like she had the creature Silas. There was something different about how the great one before her failed. They walked into poor, overpopulated areas, and she watched him tirelessly attempt his hand at the foreign languages. He tried signs with his hands and even drawing pictures on the ground. In the beginning, even she didn’t know what he was looking for. They encountered the war zones on accident. He seemed unaffected by the hunger, and while she fed greedily, he continued his quest. They had veritable banquets before them, lawless feeding grounds with nothing but confused, screaming bystanders. Yet if what he searched for wasn’t present, he left easily.

Somewhere along the way, curiously, she discovered that he was looking for his home. It took her weeks after that to even realize why. She had questions then, but still didn’t ask them, a refusal which seemed more and more petty the longer time went on. It was a promise she had made to herself, never to speak or cry out. It was satisfying to use her silence as a kind of power or leverage. It had worked on Silas. Jarvis seemed indifferent as to whether she spoke or not. 

While questioning one man, who spoke limited English, robbers in matching clothing had run into the gutted ruins and attacked. She had reached behind her for the sword. The man being interviewed had even screamed in defense. Jarvis had continued on with his sentence as if nothing was happening. Neatly, she had killed the attackers and Jarvis had nonchalantly goaded the first man into continuing his explanation. The other vampire spoke to whomever would listen, even if they couldn’t understand. Eventually, he had his answer: the place Jarvis was looking for no longer existed. 

Yet still he searched. She had no idea what drove him. She had no idea about him at all, she came to slowly realize. He did little at all except for ask questions to which he continued to receive discouraging answers. 

Finally, the place he sought was uncovered, and from the few residents who would speak with him, he learned about it having been renamed, then renamed again, colonized and resettled, fought over, bled on, then finally set fire to. It seemed to be a fitting place of origin for one such as he, except on closer inspection. For the first time, it occurred to her that he might not have always been what he was. It seemed that perhaps he had been innocent once. 

Those days were long gone, however. He had confirmation then. He could never return to where he was, to what he was. He had lashed out with such a rage that he liked to have destroyed her simply because she was in the vicinity. The bands of gravely cold unfurled into killing gales and hunting ribbons. Crows died from their swollen bellies, and slowly, as more weeks passed, his sensibilities returned. He went back to asking questions, but different ones this time. He wanted to understand the reasons for the conflicts, and the origins behind those. The stories were long, and sad, and the tyrants pushing the agendas forward were also endless. On more than one occasion they had slipped into a guarded compound and killed the leader and all of his subordinates, then waited for things to improve. When they did not, the next statement was a bit more overt. Still the fighting continued. 

There was no safe place for them after the massacres. People had named them, him for his dark power, and her for the comparative paleness of her skin. Without their knowledge, legends of the destruction they wrought were carried before them. Sometimes, people came and attacked them. At first it was small groups. Jarvis called them hunters. Then entire military caravans came. After them came the children. She had seen them before, smattered through the ranks of killers, but thought little of their presence. She hadn’t realized there were enough of them to fill entire brigades. They carried their weapons with small hands and weak arms, but with no quarter. It took two of them to fire a single missile launcher, and they shook frantically with the recoil of the larger machine guns. They had scars like men, and eyes like men. Beneath the madness and the strangeness, there might have been a bit of comedy in it. The crows had fed well on the previous groups, but Jarvis was powerless against the little weapons. She couldn’t renounce him.

They were harrowed for more weeks until they came to an abandoned place, one of several which were associated with their haunting. Jarvis put a hand up for caution, but she had felt it, too. There was another of their kind waiting. Inside, they found a pile of Jarvis’ books aflame in a large pile, and in front of it was one of those boys that were too young to be killing. He was somewhat older than the other child soldiers, but only slightly. He wore a faded, red beret and reflective sunglasses. He was using the bayonet of a gold-plated rifle to throw books into the fire as if he were picking up trash on the side of the road. When he smiled, he had gleaming fangs to match his weapon. In broken English, he demanded that she and Jarvis work for him, in a mercenary group that was going to change the world. All she knew was that had she been alone, she would not have been able to refuse. She wondered at the life of the young man before them, and at the nature of the pit of bodies that he had crawled out of, resolute to live to the point that he would murder others to do it.

For the first time since they had arrived in the awful region, Jarvis asked no questions. It was as if he could finally see the only outcome, and it wasn’t a peaceful one. Jarvis vanished in the middle of the small general’s reiteration of his proposal and reappeared right before crushing the boy through the fire. She couldn’t follow everything, though she found herself trying without even realizing what she was doing. The youth was strong enough to protract the violence, but not fast enough to escape. Jarvis tore him apart. He took his teeth and his eyes, his hands and his legs. As it was done, Jarvis had the remains pinned to the floor, his massive hand crushing the head to flatness. When the floor gave instead of the skull, Jarvis crushed it in his hand. After it was done, he stayed kneeling on the floor, as if frozen, for hours. She couldn’t think of a single time yet when she wanted her tears back.

The bounty was plentiful, all the stores of death unbundling and filling the scene. Jarvis had the victory, and took in all of it for himself. She had grown to know the other vampire, though. She knew he was defeated. For the first time in all the months she had known him, he sat. Not even his knees seemed low enough right then. 

She had gone to him with a bit of understanding then. He had been trying to rebuild something inside of himself, and he was without the proper tools. There existed those that did not deserve to die, but short of killing everyone there seemed no way to end things, and the villains, it turned out, were liken to victims themselves. It was like fighting the sky. He had finally come to the end of a road, and the question trailing him the entire way had caught him at last: he was a wrong thing, so how could he bear to live?

“I want you to help me with something,” she had told him. She had been a bit surprised to hear her own voice, her first words to him. Somehow, she had imagined that if she ever wanted to use it again, that having died would have changed it. However her hearing was excellent, her memory even sharper.  Jarvis hadn’t looked up at her. He was still contemplating how he might dig the hole he would lay inside of forever. “There is something I wish to take back,” she admitted. First he turned his head, then he raised his eyes. He stood again, if not rejuvenated, then at least re-purposed. 

They had departed on a different quest that was kind of the same.

The place called Sin City had occupied her only briefly. The men who bought and sold women were few and far between, which was not something she had expected. They were supported by vast networks of other kinds of criminals but the names of the traffickers in that city wouldn’t have covered a single page with moderately sized print. She imagined that she felt similarly to how Jarvis had when he had come across his first roadblock. She had pondered some then, to the familiar noise of feasting crows. The light of a neon sign flickered off to the side, the signage impeded by gunfire. The ravens were coming and going through a skylight they had used as an entrance, and as the happy birds hopped from corpse to corpse the fallen glass beneath their talons tinkled like chimes. 

Jarvis had regained his balance. He waited in a corner of the room, staring at the pages of one of his books. He was watching and yet not watching. This was her quest, and he was happy enough to be of some use to help her along the way. In her past of bringing to men what they desired, she had never once found satisfaction in the task. Mostly, the activity made her want to wretch, even when she had no bowels to accomplish the procedure. Staring at the other vampire, innocently parsing the frustrating words, she happened upon a completely foreign emotion. It had a nebulous location, but was no less real for it. 

She thought about the pathways Jarvis took them through. He had explained honestly that it required one part knowledge, and one part ability, the latter of which she lacked. There were places untouched by human thought, either forgotten or never investigated. They floated freely, connected to nothing, waiting. If a body had the power to impose a will on such a place, they could step from one to the next as if they connected physically, like the hallways of a massive home. In the right order, a person could end up near enough to anywhere in the world, and do so quickly if they could step fast enough. 

“I suppose if it’s the world’s oldest profession,” Jarvis said from his corner. “Then it would stand to reason that it is heavily practiced in a city known to be the greatest in the world.” 

She looked over at him. The strange feeling increased and changed. The most surprising thing of all was that he had never stopped surprising her.  

“Take me there,” she said. 

Jarvis closed his book and walked over to her, extending his hand. She took it, and held on more tightly than was strictly necessary. 
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Jack had been intrigued when the courier had come bearing the unusual flash drive, and had conducted the typical research in preparation for her presentation. Anomalies had turned up, which always vexed her, but that vexation had simmered up into a boil when her client had brought a guest with him. Favorite seemed like the wrong word to use in reference to him. Objectively, he paid her the most money for the most interesting assignments, and always with such mystery. However it wasn’t like they were friends, especially after he had broken one of her most sacred rules.

Her guest and the stranger came through Arlanda. Her erstwhile employer had never inquired as to how deeply she could reach, or how far. He had only asked her to find a ghost from time to time, or back track the movements of some invisible person, falsify an electronic artifact or forge a digital signature. Never once had he asked about what research she had done even on him before their first meeting, almost a decade back. Nothing had turned up then, and she had been more than a little afraid to meet a specter that hunted spooks. She had heard stories of the quiet deaths others of her trade had experienced when governments caught up to them. However he hadn’t asked at all, or seemed curious. Which made him all the more intriguing. After that, she had spared no expense to learn the true identity of her client Mr. B.

Baron Blake, ostensibly born at 17 years of age, had served tours in Vietnam, and had service records both public and private. Files detailing his role in Korea were redacted to the point of gibberish. He had died with more medals than would fit on the correct side of his uniform, a hero. Benjamin Bellemeade was an operative for clandestine services before it had an official name, but the career was brief. Following that, the man entered a moderately long and infamous career as a mercenary, thief, and assassin. As the story went, he had killed men on every continent of the world, and in every ocean and sea. He had a similarly vague and unremarkable demise. Bennet Bellingrath had no storied beginning, middle, or end. So far as she could tell he was a wanted criminal by the FBI for killing several civilians in half as many different states. He wasn’t even in the top ten of the most wanted list. She presumed that’s how he liked it, the snake that he was. She watched a recording of him as he spoke to the other man, the stranger he had brought with him, as he purchased a sports drink and expensive crackers at an airport vendor shop.

From there her client and the stranger had hopped and skipped through the public transport system to reach her loft. There were circuitries placed about the premises, and in preparation for her tirade, she was finally able to hear bits of conversation. 

“I’m not sure if I could do it like this,” the stranger was saying. B seemed to be ignoring him. “Too much travel. Cameras and cops coming in and coming out, and in between you’re just hanging in the air, waiting for the electronic trail to beat you to where you’re going. First class seats are nicer than I thought they’d be, though.” The chatty one looked over at his quiet partner. “Yeah, I guess I’m a little juiced. I don’t even know what kind of person someone your age would be excited about meeting. Maybe Hoover?” 

B frowned and looked sideways at the man then, which shut him up. 

Jack smirked. She decided to forgo the typical pass phrase nonsense at the thick steel door fifteen feet beyond the lift exit and simply unlocked it as they approached. B knew he had violated their compact, and he knew that she was aware of that, and upset. She didn’t launch into a speech immediately though when they passed the threshold. The stranger was looking around, a bit excitedly, and B had his gaze pointed down, directly into her face, a bit of a bemused expression painting his features. The stranger caught up a moment later, and his happiness melted.

“Jack Flash is a chick,” he said, but he didn’t catch himself until he finished, “a chick in a wheelchair.” 

“Did I leave those details out?” B asked innocently. It was a private joke he shared with her, and it was difficult to be overly mad at him right then. Plus he was about to wire millions of dollars into one of her bank accounts. That helped, too. 

“Yes,” the stranger said, then addressed her. “Big fan, by the way, big fan. I’m sorry for what I said, I just didn’t, you know, know,” he said. As he spoke he bent his knees more and more to perhaps shake her hand or get eye level with her. 

“This is going to cost extra,” she said, pretending to be exasperated.

“Apologies. I’ll pay you double for the transgression,” B said, even bowing. 

“Damn right,” she said, wheeling herself around quickly and rolling away. “And yeah, whatever,” she said to the stranger.  Double was good. Double was excellent. The two men followed Jack to her work station, and she could see in the reflection of one of the blank monitors how the newcomer gawked and salivated at her set up. She interfaced a secure routing program of her own design with one hand then turned herself with the other to make way for B.

“This is sweet,” the stranger had no better word. She smirked again as B leaned over and put in a banking number. It was different than the one he used usually. She didn’t comment though. More wood for the mystery fire.

“I trust there were no complications,” B said. Bending over had made a white bang fall into his face. The rest of the shoulder length hair was still pulled back into a pony tail. 

Jack frowned slightly. She hummed in thought, but didn’t explain. It was presentation time, and all questions would be illuminated either way. B stepped back and gave her room as was customary. He squared his feet next to the man he’d brought with, almost as if he’d then put his hands behind his back and stand at attention. Physical memory from his time in the service, she surmised. He was still holding the plastic bag with the drink and crackers. Without further ado, she launched into the run down with a series of key strokes.

“Okay,” she said, wheeling to face them. “First of all, I couldn’t get a name on the guy, which was the first anomaly,” and behind her, the pictures on the flash drive were spread out among the various monitors, then other images she had found, closer, crisper ones were added to the scrolling album. The newcomer squinted in concentration. Maybe that’s why he was there, to identify the target. “But he travels a lot, and I thought that he did so alone until I found this,” and she glanced over her shoulder to make sure the picture was coming up. “I only found the one. Subject number two seems to be female, and I searched for her, and got similarly nothing, no name, nada. That was the second anomaly. One person with no records can happen, even to me, but two people together? That’s an uncomfortable trend,” she said. 

B nodded, which made sense. He wasn’t inept at finding his targets. Actually, he was quite good, and as she understood it had done a remarkable job keeping up with the technology invented to that end over the years. He only came to her when it seemed that who he was looking for could not be found. Then she found them, and found out about them. B read her expression.
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