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# Episode 48 — The Archive of Hunters

The door was wood and brass, weathered to the texture of old bone. It swung open without
resistance.

Ace descended.

The stairs went down farther than the estate's exterior had suggested was possible — down deeper
than basements went in ordinary houses, deeper than the accumulated weight of architecture should
have allowed. The air changed as she went: cooler, denser, carrying the particular dryness of a
climate-controlled space sealed from the world above. The walls were reinforced concrete, painted a
color that wasn't quite white. Lights — old fluorescent strips — activated as she passed, responding to
her movement or something else's judgment about what needed illumination.

At the bottom of the stairs, a corridor opened.

It stretched longer than seemed reasonable. Doors lined both sides, all closed, all marked with hand-
written labels in precise, unhurried script. The handwriting was consistent across every door: dates,
names, categories, cross-references in the margins. Not printed. Written. All of it written by hand.

Ace moved slowly down the corridor, reading.

*Kade M. — 1984-1998 (primary region: Eastern territories).* *Unnamed — 2002-2014 (specialization:
parasitic configurations).* *Archer/Bow-user/Pre-formalization — 1956-2036 (regional: Northern
sector, multiple. Longevity study).* *Ace (current) — 2009-present.*

The corridor turned. More doors, more labels, more decades of documentation stretching backward.
She saw patterns emerging in the labeling system: chronological, but also organized by region, by
entity type, by methodology. Someone had made a taxonomy of hunters the way biologists make
taxonomies of living things. Catalogued them. Named them. Preserved them.

The corridor opened into a room.

It was vast. The kind of vast that the exterior walls of the estate could not possibly contain. Ace stood
in the doorway and felt the specific vertigo that came from understanding that architectural space
was not behaving according to the rules she'd always assumed. The room was rectangular and
impossibly large, with a ceiling that rose two stories up, lined with skylights that showed nothing but
grey concrete above them. Shelving units stretched the full length, floor to ceiling, and every shelf
was full.

Files. Thousands of them. Organized, labeled, cross-referenced, color-coded by some system that
made sense to someone. Ace walked into the room and stood very still, letting the scope of it settle
into her understanding.

The Watcher had been documenting the hunts for a long time.

She began to move through the shelves. The organization became clearer as she walked: the oldest
files were at the back, their paper yellowed and brittle, some in leather folders that had to be at least
eighty years old. Newer files transitioned to cardboard, then to plastic sleeves. The most recent files
were on shelves at eye level, some still in the process of being added to, pages dated from recent
months visible through clear folders.

She found *Kade M.* on a shelf in the center of the room.
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The file was thick — maybe four inches of accumulated paper. She pulled it out carefully and carried it
to a reading table that had been positioned in the center of the room, as if the Watcher had always
known she would come and would need a place to sit. She opened the file.

The first page was a photograph. It was old, taken with a camera that predated color, printed on stock
that had faded to a sepia tone. It showed a man standing outside a building — a warehouse, maybe,
or the shell of some industrial space. He was compact, muscular, dark coat that might have been
black or might have been dark green. His face was difficult to make out due to the distance of the
photograph and the poor quality of the print, but his posture was unmistakable: he was standing in
the way that people stood when they were waiting for something to either be there or stop being
there.

The caption below the photograph was in the Watcher's precise handwriting: *Kade M., winter 1998.
Final hunt. Bone Walker, industrial sector, collapsed structure.*

Ace turned the page. The documentation began.

It was meticulous. Each hunt was listed chronologically, with date, location, entity type, outcome,
estimated duration, method of identification, method of engagement. There were sketches — rough,
functional diagrams of the spaces Kade had hunted in, notes about the entities' behavior patterns,
observations about what had worked and what hadn't. There were cross-references to other hunters'
methodologies, little observations in the margins: *similar to unnamed's approach, 1997*, *variant on
Archer's trap method, modified for indoor space*.

Kade had hunted for fourteen years. Forty-seven confirmed kills. Seven indeterminate outcomes
where the entity was driven off but not confirmed dead. Two losses — instances where Kade had been
injured and had to retreat. Both had healed. Both had happened mid-career, and both had made him
more methodical afterward, she could see that from the way the documentation changed. Post-injury
hunts were shorter, more carefully planned, with more advance observation time.

The final entry was dated in winter, fourteen years into his career:

*Bone Walker, industrial sector, abandoned warehouse complex on pier district boundary. Three-unit
configuration, interconnected through collapsed interior walls. Pre-hunt observation: 6 days. Entity
had been feeding on vagrant population, four confirmed deaths in previous 3 weeks, likely more
undocumented. Engagement began 14:00 hours. Interior collapse forced route revision at 14:47. Final
contact approximately 15:30. No signal after 15:45. Search and recovery initiated 16:30. Remains
recovered at 17:15 in sub-basement level. Recovery team: civilian authorities, no knowledge of actual
cause of death. Documented as industrial accident, structure collapse. Bone Walker configuration
suggests extended feeding period — entity was mature, integrated with structural collapse, possibly
unable to separate. Engaging force would have required access to both surface and sub-basement
levels simultaneously. Single hunter approach had 23% survival probability in pre-engagement
assessment. Kade did not conduct pre-engagement survival assessment.*

There was a blank space on the page where more notes could have been written.

*Date of death: established 1998, time of death during engagement. No survival occurred. Body
recovered complete. All equipment accounted for. Archive closed.*

Ace sat with the file open and read that final entry three times. Then she closed the file and set it
aside, and found herself staring at the table surface without seeing it.

Kade had known. The Watcher's documentation made that clear — it was in the phrasing, in the fact
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that Kade had known the survival probability was 23% and had engaged anyway, without
assessment, without some kind of preparation that might have changed the odds. He had walked into
the basement to meet something that couldn't be met and had died meeting it, and the Watcher had
been there to document the fact that he had done so willingly.

She pulled the *Unnamed* file next.

This one was even thicker. Twenty-three years of documentation, organized with extraordinary care.
The methodology section took up twenty pages — careful analysis of how this hunter approached
parasitic configurations specifically, what had worked, what hadn't. The Watcher had noted, in the
margins, observations about refinement of technique: *improved efficiency by 40% after 2008 retrofit
of standard weapons*, *shift in targeting sequences correlates with increased survival rate in multi-
host configurations.*

The unnamed woman — if it was a woman, the Watcher never used pronouns, just *the unnamed*
throughout — had been intelligent in a way that showed in the documentation. She experimented.
She took risks in controlled environments. She refined her approach based on what the Watcher had
apparently been watching her do.

The final entry was dated twelve years ago, and it was brief:

*Whisper Worm, urban sector, multi-host configuration (estimated 7-12 primary vectors), distributed
through residential building, feeding on building population for estimated 18 months undetected.
Engagement began 11:20 hours. Entity configuration more extensive than pre-hunt assessment
suggested — estimated 18-24 primary vectors rather than 7-12. Multiple secondary infections in
adjacent structures. Unnamed engaged full sequence despite expanded scope. Final contact 14:15.
Survival became mathematically impossible at 14:30 when host-to-hunter ratio exceeded 30:1.
Unnamed continued engagement despite this threshold. Last documented position 14:55 in sub-
basement where primary concentration of vectors had congregated. No recovery attempted — entity
infection rate in building exceeded safe containment parameters. Civilians evacuated. Structure
sealed and controlled burn completed by municipal authorities, documented as natural gas incident.
Archive closed.*

The Watcher had not bothered with the survival probability in the unnamed woman's case. It had
already known.

Ace found herself reaching for the third file without consciously deciding to do so. The *Archer/Bow-
user/Pre-formalization* file was old — the folder it came in was cracked leather, and the first pages
were in a different kind of paper, thicker and more fibrous. The handwriting changed partway through
the file, as if the Watcher's hand had evolved over time, or as if the person recording the information
had changed. Or possibly — and this was a thought that made her pause — as if the Watcher itself
had changed how it chose to document as the decades accumulated.

This hunter had lived an extraordinarily long time. Eighty years, the final notation said. Two hundred
and forty-seven confirmed kills. The methodology was alien to Ace in a way the other hunters'
methods weren't — this was from before the taxonomy had solidified, before there was a clear
language for what hunted and what was hunted. The documentation was full of ritual notations,
symbol-sketches, things that looked like prayer alongside the cold assessment of what had been
engaged and how.

But even with the alien methodology, even with the centuries of distance in terms of how humanity
had learned to think about the work, the core was the same: an individual, alone, moving through
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spaces where things that shouldn't exist did exist, and taking what action was necessary.

The final entry was in a hand-written note that was clearly dated much later than the hunt itself,
possibly decades after:

*Archer, age approximately 80 at time of death, natural causes. Died in sleep, location: small cottage
in Northern sector region, date approximately 1980 according to local death records (exact date not
available, Archer kept minimal contact with civil authorities). Hunts documented: 247. Methodology:
pre-formalization symbolic approach, adapted over decades to incorporate developing taxonomy. No
record of failure in documented hunts. Final documented hunt: 1975. Withdrew from active hunting
1975-1980 (five year period), cause unknown, speculated: age, injury, choice. Death confirmed by
local authority, cause listed as natural causes. Archive closed.*

The Watcher had counted. *Hunts documented: 247.* Like it mattered. Like the number meant
something beyond itself.

Ace stood and walked deeper into the archive. The shelving opened up, and she found what she had
been looking for without realizing she was looking for it: the section dedicated to her own
documentation.

Her file was the largest in the archive.

It started with a folder labeled *Ace — 2009, first documented hunt, age unknown, approximate 8-12
years old*. The early files were thin, individual pages, but they were meticulous. The first hunt had
been documented in extraordinary detail. Location, time, entity type, outcome — all of it recorded in
the Watcher's handwriting. And there, at the top of the page, dated to the exact day: a hunt she had
barely remembered until she was reading about it. A thing that had been in a tunnel beneath the city.
A small thing, quick, wrong in shape. She had been smaller then, and the thing had been smaller too,
and she had ended it in the way she always ended things.

And the Watcher had been there. Had seen it. Had written it down.

She stood in the middle of the shelving unit and read through the files methodically, chronologically,
watching her own history accumulate. Hunt after hunt, year after year, documented in the Watcher's
meticulous hand. The early hunts were shorter — single pages or two pages. But as the hunts
accumulated, they became more complex. The Watcher's documentation had grown more detailed
the longer it watched her. The later files contained not just the hunt documentation but analysis,
cross-references to other entities, comparative methodology notes. The Watcher had apparently
spent time studying her approach, understanding it, cataloguing the specific ways she moved and
struck and survived.

*Efficiency improvement over time: 15% per calendar year, average. Variation in method suggests
strong intuitive response rather than learned pattern. Vulnerability: reliance on intuition without
backup planning leads to 8% higher injury rate when intuition fails or when entity behavior deviates
from predicted pattern.*

The Watcher had assessed her. Had understood her. Had watched her for her entire career and had
written down not just what she did but how she did it and what it might cost her.

She sat down on the floor, right there in the middle of the shelving unit, and held the most recent file
in her hands. The last hunt was documented from two weeks ago — a minor entity, something that
had been living in the walls of a decommissioned hospital. She had terminated it in under an hour.
The Watcher had been watching. Had followed her in through the walls, had seen her move, had
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documented the outcome.

She had never been alone. Not for a moment. Not for her entire career.

The thought should have felt like violation. Should have felt like intrusion. Instead it felt like
something far more complex — like learning that all the moments she had believed herself to be
moving through the world unseen, unwitnessed, had actually been observed with a care that
approached precision. All the hunts that she thought no one would ever know about, that she thought
would simply dissipate into nothing when she was done — they were here. They were preserved.
Someone had decided they mattered.

Ace sat in the archive among the documentation of three dead hunters and her own living record, and
she allowed herself to feel the weight of that. Not just the weight of being watched, but the weight of
mattering enough to watch. The weight of being one of four people in this archive, the only one still
alive, and knowing that the others had walked the same road she was walking and had reached the
end of it before her.

She didn't cry. She just sat there until the fluorescent lights felt warm and normal and the impossible
size of the archive felt like home.

When she finally stood again, hours had passed. Her legs were stiff. The light through the skylights
had changed, moving toward evening. She put her file away where it belonged and climbed the stairs
back up to the main floor of the estate.

The chair was still occupied.

Ace walked across the room and sat down in the chair opposite it. She was ready to ask questions.

The Watcher waited.

“What are you?” Ace said.

The air in the chair shifted — not like something was moving in it, but like the pressure was changing,
like the temperature was altering in some way that had nothing to do with actual heat. When it spoke,
the words appeared on the surface of the table between them, manifesting like ink blooming on
parchment, each letter precise in the Watcher's careful script:

*An accumulation. A record that became aware.*

Ace considered this. Then she asked: “Why am I here?”

The answer took longer to come. The words appeared slowly:

*You found the first records. You said you wanted to understand.*

She had said that. She had been in a motel room — she remembered the room, remembered the
sound of the highway outside the window, remembered reading the photographs the Watcher had
sent her and saying aloud to the empty room: “I need to understand what this is.”

The Watcher had heard her.

“The others,” Ace said. “Kade. The unnamed woman. The archer. What happened to them?”

*They finished.*
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The words appeared, then faded. Ace waited. More words came:

*The work required it. They knew. They engaged knowing survival was unlikely. That is the nature of
what we do. That is why I document it. So it is not lost. So it is known.*

Ace looked at the chair across from her — at the presence in it that wasn't quite a presence, the
occupation that didn't quite take up space. “Why watch me?” she asked.

The silence stretched. Long enough that she thought perhaps the answer wouldn't come. But then,
letter by letter:

*Exceptional care in observation. The documentation of your hunts has required — attention. More
attention than the others. I do not fully understand why. I cannot explain the mechanism of what I feel
when I document your work. But the documentation is more complete. More careful. Whether that
constitutes something beyond observation, I am not certain. I have not been asked before.*

The straightforwardness of it struck her. The Watcher wasn't claiming certainty it didn't have. Wasn't
pretending to understand things it didn't understand about itself.

“Do you want something from me?” Ace asked.

The answer came swiftly:

*No.*

Then, a pause, and more words, appearing slowly as if the Watcher was considering each one:

*I brought you here because you asked and because your asking gave me — permission, perhaps.
Authority, perhaps. I have watched you for your entire career. I have not intervened. I cannot
intervene. I can only document. This is my nature, not a choice. I offered you what you asked for:
understanding. The information is here. You are free to take it or leave it. You are free to continue as
you have or to refuse the watching. If you ask me to stop, I will stop. I have never offered this before.*

Ace understood what that meant. It meant the watching could end. She could walk out of this estate
and back into a world where the Watcher didn't exist, or where it existed but no longer paid attention
to her movements. She could be truly alone again.

She thought about Kade, entering a basement with 23% survival probability. She thought about the
unnamed woman, continuing engagement even when mathematics had made survival impossible.
She thought about the archer, 247 hunts, and a decision to retire that the Watcher had failed to fully
explain because it hadn't been explained to the Watcher either.

She thought about her own first hunt, in a tunnel, small and quick and wrong, and knowing that
someone had been watching her even then. That from the very beginning, her path had been
observed. That nothing she did would ever be lost to the world again, because the Watcher would
keep it.

“Keep watching,” Ace said.

The words hung in the air. She meant them. Not as a request. As a directive. As her choice, made with
eyes open.

A long silence. Then words appearing, and this time they seemed to come more slowly, more



02/04/2026 11:22 7/8 episode48

DataVault - https://datavault.ws/

deliberately:

*Understood. Archive continues.*

“The others,” Ace said. “The ones who died. Are they — ” She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't
need to.

*They are preserved.*

The Watcher's words paused. Then:

*They are here.*

Ace looked around the room — at the walls, at the space, at the impossible dimensions of the estate
that contained far more than its exterior suggested. She understood. The archive wasn't just
documents. It was place. It was preservation. It was the continuation of the three hunters who had
finished, kept alive in the same way that stone keeps alive the shape of the hand that carved it.

She stood up. She said: “Thank you.”

She meant it. Not gratitude for the invasion of her privacy, not approval of the watching. But gratitude
for the preservation. For the care. For the refusal to let the hunts be forgotten. For the decision that
her work, like the work of the three who came before her, was significant enough to document.

“I'll keep going,” she said.

The Watcher's answer appeared as she was already moving toward the door:

*Archive documents.*

Ace walked out of the estate. She didn't look back. She could feel the watching at her back as she
reached her car, could sense it settling into place like it always had, like it always would. She had
consent to it now. That changed something about the weight of it. Not making it lighter, but making it
bearable — like Kade had borne the weight of the basement, like the unnamed woman had borne the
weight of the Whisper Worm's multiplication, like the archer had borne the weight of 247 hunts and
then the weight of watching them all be recorded.

She drove away from the estate as the sun was setting, and in her rearview mirror, the building
receded into distance.

The archive stayed where it was, unchanged, waiting. The Watcher continued to document. The
record continued to grow.

And on the road ahead, the next job was waiting for her. The work went on. It always had. It always
would.

Ace drove toward it. —
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