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IN THE MINDS OF THE WICKED

^

The disappearance of four young women across three counties, all taking place within two years, has raised a flag at the Senator’s HQ. The Librarian finds two more cases, and the Coyote is sent out to do the groundwork for the coming mission. Then the Traveller drifts into town, ready to administer a certain type of justice. His justice.

First he must convince the head man of the Black Ridge Nomads to help him, and then he must follow the facts to find the killer, or killers. Only at the last will he lay his traps for the guilty. When he is asked who he is, he has just one answer. He is a foot soldier, doing his job.

I would like to add a warning for the more gentle reader. While there is no gratuitous sex or violence in this story, a number of very bad people die quickly and cleanly. The Traveller will also act outside the law in some cases to see that justice is done.

This book was published briefly at Amazon as a novella in 2024, and had a Goodreads score of 4.3 from 33 ratings when it was unpublished. It is now a full-length book, with new supporting characters, and much that was hinted at in the novella is fully explained.
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The Senator looked at the pile of paperwork on his desk and wondered why, with all the people he employed, he was the one who had to deal with it. Then he sighed, and picked up the first folder. He knew the answer to that question.

His years of experience made him the right person to lead the sprawling, multifaceted company that he had built up over time. Every one of his employees had their place within it, and this was his. Besides, what they were doing was worthwhile. It was good for the planet, and good for humanity. Then part of him idly wondered why he still insisted on paper submissions.

He decided he was too old to completely trust computer files. There should be a handwritten signature, for example, and he needed to feel the paper in his hands. But there were other reasons too. Digital files encouraged long-windedness, buck-passing, and backside covering, in his experience. 

There was also the length of submissions. He had sometimes taken proposals longer than three pages and thrown them back at their owners.

“Do it again!” he would bark. “If you have to use that many words you don’t really understand what you’re talking about!”

The Senator had made billions in the biochem industry, though he had steered clear of pharmaceuticals. Medicines that saved lives could become unaffordable as companies clawed back the research and development costs. Yes, there were the dividends that investors demanded for taking on a risky business. And yes, sometimes the top managers got paid outrageous salaries.

He understood business well enough, but the Senator didn’t want people dying because the medicine that might have saved them was too expensive. The proposals on his desk these days were of three types. How to better invest his vast fortune, how to improve farm and orchard production, and how to find solutions for a few obscure industrial problems he’d selected for his research teams.

Once he had made his fortune, the Senator had delegated most of his company responsibilities to people he trusted. The cutting edge of biochem had moved on since his early breakthroughs, and it was tackled by a new breed of researchers today. The Senator had been glad to let that side of it go – making it to the top in his early years had burnt him out. Besides, he had people to do any research he was interested in now. 

When he stepped back from active research it had left a void in his life, and he had struggled to find something meaningful to do. An interest that would fire up his blood the way his early biochem work had done, but that wasn’t easy. He had spent years ‘in the wilderness’, as he put it, trying to work out what his life was ultimately about. In the end he had pulled together the Organisation. Not the biochem organisation. The other one. The one that had given his life purpose again.

The new organisation had also been the one to give him his new name. There were Senators in democracies all over the world, and the word had become synonymous with power, and a long reach, and getting things done. It was enough to make the Senator smile. Those attributes described him perfectly these days, from his skin down to his marrow.

Then one of the patent attorneys that worked for the Senator stuck his head into the boss’ office. The door was always open, and employees were welcome at any time. The Senator thought of them as family, since he had no family of his own. In fact his office was more like a drop-in centre than a workplace. 

Sofas lined two walls, and another wall displayed the latest books relating to anything the staff were researching. There was a coffee-maker and small fridge in one corner, and a motto on the Senator’s desk that read: ‘Scientia ex mente impassibili venit’, or, ‘knowledge comes from a dispassionate mind’. The Senator always thought of it as very Buddhist. Mind you, his people had to come to him with a good idea, or a genuine problem. He didn’t stand for malingering.

“Jamie says that the Analyst wants to see you,” said the patent attorney, and the Senator’s face lit up. A good day had just become a great day, and he lived for times when the Analyst had something for him. He dropped the proposal he was reading onto his desk, and headed for the labs that covered the ground floor.

“How excited is he?” asked the Senator, once he had made it down the two flights of stairs and into his lab director’s office. Jamie’s eyes twinkled at the question.

“He’s the most upbeat I’ve ever seen him,” she said, and the Senator’s smile grew wider. He savoured her response for a moment before dropping into the seat opposite Jamie’s desk. There was a noticeable difference between his still-strong physique and her slender frame, but they both had the same dark hair and penetrating eyes. It was clear that clothing was a practical matter for both of them, not a fashion statement, and they were equally thrilled when the Analyst made a breakthrough. It made them more alike than different. 

The Senator had come to his lab director first with good reason. It could be difficult getting coherent details out of the Analyst, and Jamie was in a better position to fill her boss in on what was happening.

“What’s our man calling it?” he asked.

“A C4,” she answered, and the Senator sat back in his chair as he considered this. Four unexplained murders, or longstanding missing persons, or a combination. Unsolved cases that the Analyst had linked to a person, a place, or a group that might have been responsible. He had done that by using a type of pattern-seeking program that only he understood, and the Senator had rarely known him to be wrong. 

The ‘C’ meant that the deaths were all in small towns or country areas. The other designations were Business related, or had happened in an Industrial complex, or Suburban area: BCIS for short. To those in the know it had quickly become the Buxus system, and only later had the Senator realised how appropriate that was. Buxus was the Latin name for a box hedge, which was used as a tightly clipped border to define boundaries in a garden. That was what his new organisation was all about, creating boundaries between great evil and ordinary life.

The Analyst’s searches, though, only covered data bases maintained by large public departments and some private companies that kept similar files. There were often other murders related to the ones he had found. They would have happened in smaller centres with more basic record keeping, and the Analyst’s programs hadn’t been able to pick them up. The Senator’s experience suggested that there would be another two murders somewhere, and he said as much to Jamie.

“So we’ll need the Librarian?” she queried, and the Senator nodded.

“We’ll let the Analyst call her in on this one,” he added, and Jamie smiled. The Analyst and the Librarian were, for their own hard to understand reasons, very close.

“You know the drill,” said the Senator, as he rose from his chair. “Keep a lid on what the Analyst has discovered,” and Jamie looked at him reproachfully.

“It’s screwed down tighter than an armadillo’s you-know-what,” she said, and he laughed. There were three people with a foot in both of his organisations, or four if you counted the Senator himself. Otherwise he maintained an impenetrable wall between the two.

Jamie was one of them. She had several PhDs, and managed the four research teams that currently operated out of his sophisticated labs. The Analyst was another. His main job was to check the statistics on the teams’ research papers. Then he ran a chi-squared test to see if their results indicated anything useful, or were no more than chance. But he also spent his evenings searching for killers. 

The third to know about both organisations was Doctor Sibram Nair, who looked after the personnel in both organisations. Despite his busy schedule he maintained a special interest in the second organisation. The personnel sent out to follow up the Analyst’s predictions were his responsibility, and he had played a large part in developing the skills they currently had.

The Analyst’s lab was around the corner from Jamie’s office, and it was the smallest of the labs in the complex. Not that its size mattered. It was full of computer hardware and advanced holographic equipment, stacked in random piles that looked as if they were about to topple to others. What the Analyst hadn’t built himself he had bartered for with other independent thinkers, or swapped for some of his proprietary software.

When the Senator knocked on the door and entered the lab, he found the Analyst studying a 3D map of an area far to the south. It was a colour-coded representation showing hills and valleys, along with roads and houses and other such details. It was floating above the holographic base that projected it, and the Analyst waved the Senator towards the map without looking up.

“Areas wh-where the women were probably ta-taken,” he said, pointing towards red discs of various sizes that lay scattered about the projection. It was enough for the Senator to understood the maths involved. Based on times and distances the women had to have been abducted from somewhere within those circles. None of them overlapped, but they were dotted about the same town on the projection, almost like a poor grouping on a gun range target.

The Analyst turned diffidently towards the Senator, and looked down at the floor. He was devoted to this man who had taken him out of an IT sweat shop, and given him such an extraordinary purpose in life. There he had written programs on demand, while here he did original work and was respected. His streak of autism, and his stammer, disguised one of the sharpest IT minds on the planet.

“I need more data,” he said shyly, and the Senator nodded. Each of the cases the Analyst had connected so far would have been built up from probabilities that made them perhaps sixty or seventy percent certain. To get a convincing chi-squared result the Analyst would need a larger data set.

“For more cases we’re going to need the Librarian,” said the Senator, and the Analyst looked up, smiling. Whether it was a case of like minds, or an old-fashioned mother and son bond, the Senator didn’t know. What everyone in the building did know, however, was that the Analyst and the Librarian were close. They could, somehow, understand each other better than anyone else could. 

The Senator had watched in wonder as they talked. The Analyst slowly lost his stammer, and occasionally shared some of his usually hidden feelings. The Librarian’s systematic mind was, in turn, one of the few that could follow the Analyst as he talked about possible outcomes. He used a strange mixture of statistics and logic when he made his points.

“I would like you to be the one to call her this time,” said the Senator, and the Analyst hesitantly nodded. Then he walked towards the building’s comm link in the corner. The Senator could almost see the Analyst squaring his shoulders as he did so. He had been given an important task, and the man did not want to be found lacking. 

One of the numbers coded into the machine’s memory was the Librarian’s, though the connection to her cell phone had encryption better than anything the military had to offer.

“Hello, Is-Isobel,” said the Analyst, when the call was answered, and the Senator knew how the Librarian was going to respond.

“My favourite person,” she would say, and he saw the Analyst make the small swaying motions that, for him, signified happiness.

Then it was down to business, and the Analyst outlined what he had found, and what he needed from her to be certain of it. He did so in a condensed version of English and mathematics that the Senator could barely follow. Then the Analyst mentioned several towns, and assured the Librarian that travel funds and new ID cards would be ready for her in a day or two.

When the call was over, the Analyst came back to look at the 3D projection on his work bench. He considered it for a long time, as if he had forgotten something.

“Ta-taking away the lives of yo-young women i-is wrong,” he said, his voice catching, and the Senator gave him time to work through what he was feeling. The Analyst’s emotions weren’t perhaps as mature as in other adults, and were probably more black and white, but it was clear that this evidence of some people’s black hearts was upsetting him.

“We wi-ill find them,” he said uncertainly, and the Senator nodded.

“You have my word on that,” he added, but the Analyst wasn’t finished.

“And we wi-will end them?” he asked, and the Senator slowly nodded. The Analyst and the Senator were hugely different people, but in this matter they were united. Attempts at rehabilitation had a poor track record, and they never worked for extreme offenders. These people couldn’t be allowed to get out of gaol at some time in the future and return to their old ways.

“We will end them,” said the Senator flatly, and waited while the Analyst absorbed his words. Then he decided that the mood needed some lightening.

“That was good work today,” he said, extending his hand, and he saw the Analyst flinch. Touch overloaded the man’s senses, but social norms were important to him as well. Closeness made him feel included, and he didn’t feel included often enough. The Analyst jerkily extended his arm, and then they clasped hands.

If the way he screwed up his face, and jerked his shoulders, was any indication, the Analyst was having a terrible time. But when the Senator broke the handshake after a short time the Analyst kept his hand out in front of him.

“Again!” he said, and the Senator smiled as he grasped the Analyst’s hand for a second time. The man in front of him was an extreme case of a general principle – that it was a mistake to assume anything about a person. What was going on inside us was not always obvious to others.  
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The Librarian’s patent leather shoes clacked across the floor tiles at the entrance to the Metford Library. A moment later they moved onto industrial carpet, where they became a murmur. She stopped walking once she was clear of the entrance, blinking owlishly in the long LED lights above. She was barely five feet tall, with glowing white hair, and was dressed as if she came from a genteel retirement home. She was the perfect ‘little old lady’. 

Her classic sports car, a Triumph TR6, was now in a locked compound on the outskirts of Metford, and she had taken a bus to the centre of town. The sports car had been her husband’s pride and joy until he passed on – God rest his soul – and she still had a licence that allowed her to drive it.

One of the other passengers on the bus had helped her down onto the pavement outside the library, and the bus driver had lifted her bulky handbag out of a holding bin beside him. He had passed it through several helping hands until it came to its owner. A number of the passengers had waved through the windows as the bus pulled away, and the Librarian allowed herself a small glow of satisfaction. She was perfectly in character.

Now she began to look around the library from the entrance. She was cataloguing the place, as if she was about to write a report on it. In the old days she would have done exactly that, as part of her job. 

When she had finished her assessment she was pleasantly surprised at the results. For a small town miles from anywhere, the premises were smart and modern. Not too modern, she hoped. She was counting on the staff keeping archives that covered the history of the town. A collection of old newspapers, town notices, brochures, and other tangible artefacts. The drive to digitise every library’s archives shouldn’t have reached here yet, though she would probably have to deal with microfiche as she hunted for information.

Once she had located reception she headed in that direction, and was disappointed to see that two amiable young women were serving the library’s patrons today. She had hoped she wouldn’t have to work her way through too many layers of seniority to reach the top of the food chain. 

One of the young women spotted her approach, and smiled a welcome. The Librarian could already see the daughterly concern in the woman’s eyes, along with pride that senior citizens were so active these days. She pushed down a small stab of annoyance, and reminded herself that a ‘little old lady’ was the character she was playing today.

Her thick-lensed glasses didn’t help. They added to her frail appearance, though in fact they made no difference to the light that passed through them. The Senator had paid for her eyes to be lasered so she could read a book in her lap, or a computer screen at arm’s reach, with perfect vision. She had her own, built in, graduated lenses now.

“If I could have some time in your stacks, that would be very helpful,” said the Librarian sweetly, and the young woman’s face fell.

“I’m sorry, dear,” she said, “but the stacks are off limits to the public.”

The Librarian smiled a tight smile, and stepped closer to the counter. Stacks often were ‘closed’, or off-limits to the public, but this would not do. No, not at all.

“Except when permission is granted to journalists researching a major story, or academics preparing a paper for publication,” she said, having lived the rules that governed libraries for most of her life.

“If you could pass this on to the head librarian,” she said curtly, and proffered a card much larger than the usual size. On one side it carried the name of a company and its CEO, both in gold lettering on a pale blue background. Down the side ran a number of logos that the young woman did not recognise. On the back of the card were a few handwritten sentences, with a name hand-printed at the bottom.

“I’ll wait here,” finished the Librarian, and turned away without another word as she looked for a seat.

The young librarian looked at her friend, and their eyebrows rose at the same time. The one with the card would have insisted that the stacks really were off limits, but something about the little old lady had stopped her. It was the feeling that she would get a chewing out for not being able to recite the library rules from memory.

“I guess I’d better pass this on,” she said, and her companion nodded, prepared to work the counter by herself for a while. A minute later the young woman with the card was knocking on the door of a small office. She was in a very private area within the library, and was taken by how quiet it was around the head librarian’s office.

“She said that journalists and academics had access to the stacks,” said the young woman, as she passed the card over to her boss, “and she seemed to imply that she should have access too.”

“Approved journalists and academics have access to the stacks,” corrected the head librarian, glancing at the card.

“Well, she’s too old to be a journalist,” said the younger librarian, “and she didn’t show us any postgraduate qualifications,” but the head librarian wasn’t listening.

“That’s the biochemistry guy,” she said, looking at the CEO name on the card. “You know, the billionaire who gives a lot of money to charities,” and the other woman craned her neck around to get a better look at the card.

“So we should let one of his people have access to our stacks?” queried the young librarian, and the older woman looked up sharply.

“No!” she said. “This is a democratic country. That means one rule for all, and we don’t do favours just because it’s a billionaire who’s doing the asking.

“Even if he does give generously to charities,” she finished grudgingly. Then she turned the card over, and read the sentences scrawled on the other side. She froze, and the junior librarian wondered what was wrong.

“Do you know what this is?” asked the head librarian, pointing to the letters NLS HFell after the name Isobel Strom and the masters degree MLIS.

“Master of Library and Information Services,” said her younger companion, wishing that she had one of those.

“The other one!” snapped the head librarian, and her junior colleague shook her head. The older woman took a deep breath and read the sentences on the back of the card again.

“So, what do those letters mean?” prompted the younger woman, when her boss had finished reading the back of the card.

“It’s the highest qualification we, as librarians, can ever hope to achieve,” said the head librarian. “It means that the National Library Service has granted this woman an honorary fellowship,” and the younger woman tried to take that in.

“You mean, like a fellow of the Royal Society?” she asked, thinking of England, and the head librarian nodded.

“It means a trip to government house, a presentation, and coverage in all the national newspapers. As well as the right to put letters after your name,” she said.

“But this is a democracy, and we don’t bend for billionaires, or for those with an honorary fellowship,” said the younger woman, though the way her voice rose at the end of the sentence betrayed her uncertainty.

“Almost,” said the head librarian. “There’s one rule that’s more powerful than equality for all,” and she looked off at something the junior librarian couldn’t see.

“And what’s that?” asked the younger woman after a while.

“We look after our own,” said the head librarian, and her junior colleague smiled. That much she could understand. Then her boss stood, and the junior librarian opened the door for her as they headed out to the reception area.

“Your boss says that you need to look at our archives, Ms Strom,” said the head librarian, once she had introduced herself.

“It’s Mrs,” said the Librarian mildly. “We were married for more than fifty years, and I’m proud of that fact,” but the head librarian did not intend to be sidetracked.

“What, exactly, are you looking for?” she asked, and the Librarian thought for a minute.

“Transmission vectors,” she said at last, clearly trying to put something complex into understandable words.

“There’s something in the gene pool of this area that we need to trace back for as many generations as we can, so we can isolate it and do something about it,” she explained. It was enough for the head librarian to nod to herself. Finding bad genes and turning them off was the modern-day version of what biochem used to be.

What the Librarian meant though, and what she let the head librarian believe, were two different things. The transmission vector she was talking about was a tendency to evil, and the Senator’s team would, indeed, do something about that. Though it would be based on justice, and not medical treatment.

“There are rules for the use of the stacks,” said the head librarian bluntly, and the Librarian nodded. She already knew what they were, and she had come prepared.

“If you’re in the basement there won’t be any computer files to download – which is prohibited anyway – but you’re not to take photographs of the material you handle,” and the Librarian nodded.

“Anything you want copied has to be cleared by me, do you understand?” and the Librarian nodded again. She handed over her cell phone and signalled her willingness to be frisked. The junior librarian coloured at the thought, and the head librarian conceded that frisking would not be necessary.

“But I will have to search your bag, unless you want to leave it with us,” she said, and the Librarian handed the bulky handbag over.

“Lunch,” said the Librarian, as a thermos and packet of sandwiches were hauled out of its depths. “I intend to be here all day, and possibly tomorrow as well,” and the head librarian nodded.

“There’s a desk and tea-making equipment just inside the door, but . . ,”

“No food or drink near the archival material,” finished the Librarian, and the other nodded.

“Ah, I see you’ve brought your own nitrile gloves,” said the head librarian, nodding approvingly. 

Apart from these bulkier items, and a thick pad with a number of pens, the handbag contained nothing that the head librarian could be concerned about. She handed the bag back to its owner, and reminded her that she would get a last call before the library closed that evening.

The Librarian thanked her graciously, and looked at the junior librarian beside her.

“If someone could show me the way?” she prompted gently, and the young woman was startled into action.

“Of course,” she said. “If you could follow me,” and she headed for a door behind the reception area. It led down into a climate-controlled basement, and she soon had the Librarian set up at one of the study desks along the far wall of the stacks area.

When she was gone, the Librarian moved over to the microfiche section, and began trawling through the microfiche sheets for the information she wanted. She was not, in fact, interested in the older material, since the murders that had been uncovered had happened in the last two years. No, she wanted to see the more recent newspaper pages and editorials. They were contained in the microfiche system, and it was a great help that they were in chronological order.

As her research turned up some of the information she wanted, she started to record it. Not on the pad in her handbag, but with the powerful camera and hard drive that had been secreted in the lower half of her thermos flask. The Analyst had set up the concealed tech for her, and she had never felt more like a spy. It was a thrilling moment as she unscrewed the bottom half of the thermos, and set up the cable with its miniature camera at the end. 

She had hugged the Analyst when he presented it to her, before she remembered that he didn’t like to be touched. Though he had just smiled that slightly crooked smile of his on this occasion, and stammered out that she was welcome.

They had both started working for the Senator about the same time, though she still didn’t know what the Analyst’s background was. Her own world had come apart when her husband died, and that was just after she had retired as a head librarian herself

Not having the work that she loved to do each day was hard enough, but her husband’s death had set her completely adrift. Then an old-fashioned card had arrived in her mailbox one day. Not posted, just hand-delivered, and that had intrigued her.

It was an invitation to lunch with the CEO of one of the largest biochem companies in the country, and there had been no indication of what the man wanted to discuss. Though it had become apparent that he knew everything about her by halfway through lunch.

“It seems to me that you need a purpose in your life,” he had said, and the Librarian couldn’t have agreed more.

“Well, this is what we can do about that,” he had continued, and outlined an organisation, and her part in it, that sounded like something out of a fairytale. She would have to meet the others involved first, she had said, and he’d nodded. The truth was, though, that she had already made up her mind.

She still replayed in her mind her conversation with the doctor, Sibram Nair, from time to time.

“We can turn back the clock for you,” he had said, “and give you another twenty years of working life. 

“It comes at a cost, though, and will shorten your life by five to seven years.” It had seemed a small price to pay for doing so much good in the world, and the Librarian had readily agreed. Now she took for granted the physical strength and sharp mental focus that he had granted her.

“We can arrange the end of your life as well,” he had added, his voice softening, “and you can go when you choose, surrounded by friends.” She had liked that part as well. Then she shook off the memories, and brought her mind back to the next microfiche sheet that she was there to look at.

By the end of the day she had finished her work, and was confident that a death written off as a drowning accident was a case of mistaken identity. If she was right about the Jane Doe that had arrived at the hospital morgue, then it would add another missing person to the Analyst’s tally. She wouldn’t know for sure, though, until he had worked his magic on the information she was about to send him.

She had two more libraries to visit over the coming few days, and that should reveal at least one more missing person. The Senator was expecting her to find a total of two, but real life didn’t always fit in with our expectations. Whatever the total was though, she would find out soon enough. There had been one thing that she had dug up, though, that she felt was a solid lead. Something that could open up the whole case.

The police had interviewed a person of interest and then let him go, even though circumstantial evidence planted him firmly in the area at the time of the drowning of her Jane Doe. The Librarian wondered why the police had done that, but it didn’t mean the investigation would stop there. The Coyote would be mobilised soon after she reported in, and the Traveller wouldn’t be far behind.

She wondered, as she packed up, what Clinton Deaks, sometimes service station attendant and high country tour guide in summer, would have to say for himself.
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An older model white sedan – chosen because white was the most popular colour on the road, and thus the most anonymous – pulled into a rental car facility on York Street. It was early afternoon in the small town of Watershed, and the fine day had made it a pleasant drive. The one occupant of the car parked outside the rental office and rested his hands on the steering wheel. Then he lowered his head and closed his eyes. The Traveller had been called in from some time off, and now he had to come up to speed once again.

Getting to Watershed had taken him several days, but the weather had been kind throughout the trip. He had even asked a receptionist at one of the motels along the way if she would like to take in a movie that evening. She had agreed, and he had enjoyed holding her hand for most of it. The things he saw and did in his work put dents in his soul, and her kindly nature had helped to restore some sense of balance.

When he arrived at the motel the receptionist had typed his details into the motel’s registry system, and absent-mindedly placed some keys on top of the counter. The Traveller had assumed they were for him, but as his hand closed around the keys her hand had fastened on his. 

A number of impressions had flooded into his mind, and he understood her ability to care for others. A mentally slow brother and nurturing parents had taught her how to do that. They had also taught her how to love. Her first loyalty was to family, but then to everyone who might be going through hard times. Her generosity had been like water in a desert to the Traveller.

At one stage she had asked how long he would be staying in the town, and whether she could cook an evening meal for him. It was an impulsive offer straight from her generous nature, though he had turned her down. It had been the kindness in her eyes, and the goodness in her heart, that he had wanted. Memories that would remind him why he should keep going, when he confronted the evil ahead of him. 

Another mission was about to begin, and how many times had he stood at this point? It always began the same way, and it always hurt him to be part of it. But it needed to be done. At this moment he was clay to be moulded, substance without form, an arrow without a bow, knowing little of what was to come. 

Then he was pulled from his thoughts by a sharp rap on the car window. When a man with the rental company logo on his shirt pocket made a circular motion with his hand, the Traveller wound down the car window.

“Drop off point is over there, fella,” said the man briskly. “You never hire a rental car before or something?” 

He didn’t look at the man in the car, because he was too busy checking its condition against the clipboard in his hand. A moment later, though, he looked up, and managed a smile.

“No matter, just drop in at the office when you’ve got your stuff out of the car and locked it, okay?”

The driver nodded, and the clerk headed back to the two-room prefabricated building that was his office. A few minutes later the Traveller was standing beside the locked car with a small backpack at his feet. Years of going out on assignment had taught him what was essential and what was not. 

He looked around, noting the small supermarket on one side of the lot and the farmers’ store on the other. A row of older homes lined the street on the other side. It was all so familiar in one sense, and he could have been in any small town.

For a moment he hesitated, wondering why Watershed was named the way it was. It wasn’t near a point where rainwater went one way or another depending on the landscape. Perhaps a religious or political moment had given the place its name. History was endlessly fascinating, and he liked to ponder the meaning of things. Then he shouldered the backpack and made his way to the office.

“Daryl Smith,” said the clerk, relaying the information from a driver’s licence onto the screen in front of him, and the Traveller nodded
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