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# Episode 50 — The Road Continues
## SECTION 1 — THE MORNING

The drive away from the estate began in darkness. Ace navigated by instinct and the pale gleam of
the headlights on asphalt that she'd driven a hundred times before, though the estate had been so
new to her that each departure felt like the first time. The light was just beginning to change as she
reached the boundary of the region where she'd spent the last three days — that liminal stretch
where the sky became a color that wasn't quite night anymore but wasn't yet morning either. A shade
between things. A moment of transition.

By the time she'd driven for two hours, real light had begun to return to the world.

The countryside unfolded in the way of countryside — fields that belonged to no one she knew, small
towns with names she didn't remember, intersections where the road took turns that seemed
arbitrary until you'd driven them enough times to understand that they weren't arbitrary at all, just
following the shape of the land, the old decision made decades before about where it was practical to
lay pavement.

Ace thought about the archive. Thought about Kade's photograph. Thought about the unnamed
woman's methodology, those careful notations in the margins of her file documenting the refinements
she'd made to her approach over twenty-three years. Thought about the archer, 247 hunts, and the
five-year withdrawal that the Watcher hadn't been able to explain.

What happened in those five years? What made the archer decide to stop? And more than that —
when it did stop, did it feel like relief? Did it feel like failure? Did it feel like peace?

Ace wasn't at the point where she could stop. She knew that about herself. The work was in her in
ways that she couldn't articulate and wouldn't try to. It was movement and purpose and the specific
clarity that came from knowing exactly what needed to be done in a moment where all the
uncertainty had been stripped away. Everything else in life was ambiguous. Everything else required
decisions that couldn't be unmade. But the work — the work was always clear.

She had a destination now. A coastal town, two more hours south, where the water had been claiming
people. A report had arrived two weeks ago while she was still in pursuit of the estate records. She'd
shelved it, set it aside, gave herself permission to wait. But the waiting was done now, and the work
was calling.

The kind of thing that was in the water — she'd encountered similar configurations before. Not often.
The water entities were more elusive than the ground-based ones, harder to track, harder to engage.
They lived in spaces where humans were visitors, transient, dependent on equipment or breath that

the water itself could steal. But they followed patterns. They had patterns. And if you understood the
patterns, you could meet them.

She thought about the postmistress in Harrow. The woman who knew her name. Knew it without Ace
ever telling her, which meant that the knowledge had come from somewhere else. From records
perhaps. From documentation. From some network of people who understood what the work was and
who the workers were.

Or from the Watcher. The Watcher had been sending her packages. The Watcher had been arranging
for her to receive information. She wondered how many other people knew what the Watcher was.
She wondered if the Watcher had ever tried to contact any of the other hunters, if Kade had known he
was being watched, if the unnamed woman had received documentation of her own work and
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understood what it meant.

Probably not. The Watcher was not an entity that did anything but watch and document. It couldn't
intervene. It couldn't explain itself until it was asked. It could only gather and preserve and hold the
record.

She thought about what it would be like to be the archer, retiring from the work entirely, and then to
have your silence documented, your withdrawal recorded as fact, the five years of not-hunting
preserved in the archive in the same way that the hunts were preserved. The record following you
even when you stopped moving. The preservation continuing even when the working stopped.

Maybe that was what the archer couldn't bear. Maybe the decision to withdraw was also a decision to
step outside the archive, to become something that couldn't be documented because the
documentation only applied to the work. Once you stopped, once you ceased to be a hunter, the
Watcher had nothing more to record. You became history. Past tense. Complete.

The landscape began to change as she drove. The fields gave way to smaller holdings, smaller towns,
the specific kind of rural decay that came when water was nearby. Things got wetter. Things rusted
differently when the air was salt-laden. Things corroded from the inside out.

She was heading toward the coast, toward the place where water met land and things that lived in
the deep could come up into the shallows to hunt for prey that never expected predators from the
depths.

The light was fully morning by now. A real morning, not the liminal space between night and day, but
genuine daylight, clear and unambiguous. The sun was behind her, which meant it was behind her left
shoulder, which meant she was driving almost due south. She knew the road. She'd driven variations
of it before. The town was named Hartsfield. It was small, built where a river met the ocean, and
according to the report, the water had been claiming swimmers for the past three weeks. Four bodies
had been found. Two were still missing. The authorities had no explanation. They'd closed the
beaches. They'd started patrols. None of it had helped.

A River Shadow variant. Something that lived in the brackish water where the fresh met the salt and
had learned to hunt the warmth of human bodies moving through its space.

She could meet it. She would meet it. The work was waiting.

But before the work, there was still distance to cover, and in the hours of driving, there was time to
think about what the archive meant. Time to process the weight of being documented. Time to
understand what it meant that everything she had done — every hunt from her first one in that tunnel
beneath the city to the minor entity in the hospital walls two weeks ago — had been recorded by
something that was itself watching her, paying attention to her, caring about her in ways that it
couldn't fully articulate because the caring emerged from functions that were fundamentally
inhuman.

She thought about the Watcher's answer when she asked why it watched her: *exceptional care in
observation. | do not fully understand why.*

The Watcher didn't understand its own attachment to her work. That was strangely comforting. It
meant that even an entity that had existed for decades beyond human lifespan, that had watched
four hunters across time, that had somehow emerged consciousness from the act of documentation
itself — even it was capable of something it didn't fully understand about itself. Even it had mysteries.
Even it had gaps in its own comprehension.
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Maybe that was true for everyone. Maybe everyone carried something in themselves that they
couldn't fully articulate or explain. For the Watcher, it was the specific care it took in documenting her
hunts. For her, it was whatever drove her to the hunts in the first place, the compulsion that made the
work the only thing that made sense.

The road stretched ahead. She was making good time. She'd reach the town by early afternoon. She'd
have time to survey the location, understand the configuration of the water, assess where the entity
was likely to be. She'd sleep if sleep was necessary. She'd hunt tomorrow, or the day after, whenever
the moment felt right.

The work would wait. The work always waited. And when she was done with this hunt, there would be
another one. And then another. Years of hunting stretching ahead of her, each one documented, each
one preserved, each one becoming part of the archive that the Watcher maintained beneath the
surface of the world.

She wondered if that knowledge would change how she hunted. If knowing that she was being
watched would make her more careful or less careful. If it would change anything at all.

Probably not. The work was the work. The Watcher could watch or not watch, and it wouldn't change
what the work required. It wouldn't change the precision or the speed or the willingness to risk death
if that's what the hunt demanded.

But it would change what happened after. It would mean that her death, when it came, wouldn't be
the end. There would be a record. There would be an archive. She would be preserved in the same
way that Kade was preserved, that the unnamed woman was preserved, that the archer was
preserved.

She would be known.

That was something. That was different from the kind of solitary hunting she'd been doing for the first
years of her career, hunting in silence, hunting with no one watching, hunting with the knowledge that
when it was done, it would be truly done, erased, forgotten.

Now it would be remembered. Now it mattered in a way that it hadn't mattered before, not because
the work had changed, but because the documentation had revealed itself.

The light on the road was clear and clean. The distance ahead was still considerable but manageable.
Ace kept driving, kept moving toward the coast, kept heading toward the next hunt with the
understanding that the Watcher was somewhere behind her, already documenting her departure from
the estate, already recording her journey, already writing down the fact of her movement through the
world.

She could feel it. The presence of the watching. It was different now that she knew it was there,
different now that she'd consented to it, different now that she understood what it meant.

It was still heavy. Still a weight. But it was a weight she could carry.
She kept driving.
## SECTION 2 — A STOP

The road had been going for hours. Ace's eyes were beginning to have that specific fatigue that came
from highway driving — the kind where the repetition of the landscape made your mind settle into a

DataVault - https://datavault.ws/



Last update: 19/03/2026 12:24 demon-hunt-years:episode50 https://datavault.ws/doku.php/demon-hunt-years:episode50

state somewhere between focus and reverie. She needed to move around. She needed something
warm to drink. She needed, briefly, to be somewhere other than the car.

She spotted the exit for a small café near a town whose name she didn't retain. The kind of place that
existed to serve people passing through on the highway, designed for speed and utility rather than
lingering. She took the exit.

The café was attached to a gas station. There were six other cars in the parking lot. Ace parked and
went in.

The interior smelled like coffee and grease and the indefinable scent of a space that had been
occupied by humans for many years. The coffee was bad but hot. Ace ordered a cup and sat down at
a table by the window, the way people did when they wanted to keep an eye on their vehicles.

There were two other people in the café. One was an older man working his way through a sandwich
with the determination of someone who had a long way to drive. The other was a woman with a child,
both of them sharing a table, the woman reading something on her phone while the child drew on a
paper placemat with crayons.

The child was drawing a monster. It had too many legs. They were connected to a body that was too
angular, too sharp. The child colored in the legs with intense focus, their tongue poking out slightly in
concentration. When the legs were done, they started on the body, picking a new color, leaning back
to assess their work periodically.

The woman didn't look up from her phone.

Ace watched the child work. She was struck by something about the focus of it — the absolute
commitment to the task, the refusal to be distracted by the fact that no one was paying attention to
what was being created. The child colored because the coloring was the work. The result mattered
less than the doing.

After a while, the child finished. It held up the drawing for the woman to see. The woman glanced up,
looked at the drawing for approximately two seconds, and said: “Very good.”

She looked back down at her phone.

The child looked at the drawing for a moment. Then, without expression, turned it over and pulled the
placemat back toward itself. Started a new drawing on the blank side. Started over.

Ace watched this happen. She understood it completely. The validation hadn't mattered. The
attention had mattered, but not enough to matter. The drawing mattered because the child had made
it, not because anyone else had seen it. The work was its own point.

The child was drawing something new now. Another monster, but different. Different legs. Different
body configuration. This one had what might have been wings or might have been additional limbs.
The child worked with the same intense focus as before.

Ace drank her coffee. It was bad in a predictable way. It was exactly the kind of coffee that was
served in this kind of place. She didn't expect better. She didn't demand better. It was fuel. That was
its function.

When the cup was empty, she stood up and left money on the table. The child was absorbed in the
second drawing. The woman was still reading. The man with the sandwich was still working through it.
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The café continued its existence in the way that cafés like this continued to exist, as way stations in
other people's journeys, places where people paused and then kept going.

Ace walked back to her car. The highway was visible from the parking lot, a line of asphalt leading
somewhere, leading away. She got back in the car and rejoined the flow of traffic.

The town receded. The highway continued. She thought about the child and its monsters, the
absolute lack of concern about whether anyone would ever see what was being created. She thought
about the work of drawing for the sake of drawing, the hunt for the sake of hunting, the existence for
the sake of existing.

She thought about how the work and the purpose were the same thing.
She kept driving.
## SECTION 3 — THE ROAD

The landscape began to announce the nearness of the coast. The trees changed first — they became
lower, more gnarled, shaped by wind that was different from inland wind, wind that carried salt and a
specific kind of pressure. The ground became less stable. Wetland began to appear — marshy areas
where the distinction between land and water had become negotiable.

The sky was bigger here. The horizon extended farther. Ace had always preferred the open spaces to
the enclosed ones, but she understood that this was not a universal preference. Some people needed
walls. Some people needed the sense of enclosure that came from being surrounded by solid things.

The open sky made them anxious.

She needed the opposite. She needed to be able to see distances. She needed to understand the
shape of the space she was moving through. The open sky had always felt like the only thing that
made sense.

The town appeared. A small cluster of buildings arranged around a central street that led toward
where the road terminated at what appeared to be a marina or dock area. The buildings were painted
the color that came from being near the ocean — weathered, worn down by salt spray, faded by
consistent sun exposure. The streets were not crowded. It was mid-afternoon on a day that wasn't a
weekend, so the movement of people was minimal.

She could feel the water from the car. Not see it directly yet, but smell it, sense it, feel the pressure of
it affecting the air. The ocean was close. The hunt was close.

She parked near the downtown area and got out of the car. She wanted to walk. She wanted to feel
the actual configuration of the space, not just drive through it. She wanted to understand where the
water was and what the shoreline looked like and where people would go to be near the water that
had been taking them.

The town was called Hartsfield, she remembered. It was small enough that you could walk it in maybe
twenty minutes from one end to the other. The waterfront was down toward the south end, the
direction of the smell, the direction of the sound.

She walked.

The streets were quiet. There were a few people visible — someone checking the lock on a shop,
someone sitting on a bench reading, someone with a dog that was straining toward some smell that

DataVault - https://datavault.ws/



Last update: 19/03/2026 12:24 demon-hunt-years:episode50 https://datavault.ws/doku.php/demon-hunt-years:episode50

dogs cared about. Ordinary people, living ordinary lives, unaware that something in the water was
hunting them.

She reached the waterfront. The beach was roped off — cordons and warning signs announcing that
the water was closed to swimmers until further notice. The authorities had done what authorities did
when they encountered situations they didn't understand: they had restricted access to the space
where the problem lived, hoping that restriction would prevent further incidents.

It wouldn't. Whatever was in the water didn't care about ropes. It didn't care about warning signs. It
would hunt when it was hungry and would stop when the hunting was no longer possible. The
cordoning of the beach was theater, a performance of control, a way for people to feel like something
was being done even though what was being done was inadequate.

Ace studied the waterline. The water here was muddy — the brackish water where the river met the
ocean, the mixture creating a specific kind of murk that made seeing into the depths impossible. This
was good habitat for something like a River Shadow variant. The creature could hide in the murk.
Could approach prey from below or from the sides, taking advantage of the fact that humans
swimming in water that deep had no ability to see what was beneath them.

She thought about the ones who had died. Four confirmed bodies. Two missing. Six people total,
taken by something they never saw coming. The unnamed woman in the archive would have
approached this methodically, would have documented what the Whisper Worms did, how they
entered hosts, what the progression looked like. She would have refined her approach based on what
she learned.

But the Whisper Worms had finally caught up with her when she engaged with too many of them
simultaneously, when the mathematics of their multiplication exceeded her ability to eliminate them
faster than they reproduced.

This River Shadow would be simpler. A single entity, probably. Or maybe two, a mated pair. They
hunted in the water because the water was their space, their domain. On land, they would be slow
and inefficient. In the water, they were nearly invulnerable until the moment of engagement.

Ace would need to enter the water. Would need to swim. Would need to be in their space, vulnerable
the way they were vulnerable when they came onto land to hunt humans. The work would be harder
here. The disadvantage was hers.

But that was the nature of the work. You went to where the thing was. You engaged it in its space, not
in a space you'd chosen. You did what needed to be done and accepted the risk that came with doing
it.

She walked along the cordoned beach. She could feel the Watcher watching her assess the space,
document it internally, understand the task ahead. The documentation was being recorded. This
moment was becoming part of the archive. Her decision to enter the water, her understanding of
what it would require, her acceptance of the risk — all of it was being preserved.

The sun was beginning to move toward the horizon. She'd arrived with enough daylight to understand
the space but not enough to begin the hunt immediately. Tomorrow. Maybe the day after. She would
hunt when the moment felt right, when the entity's patterns were clear enough to predict, when she
understood the water well enough to move through it without being seen until the moment of
engagement.

She walked back toward the downtown area. She would find a place to stay. She would rest. She
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would prepare. And then she would hunt.

This was the rhythm of the work. Move toward the job. Understand the space. Prepare. Engage.
Complete or survive. Move forward.

The Demon Hunt Years continued. They always did. They would continue until they didn't, until the
moment when she finally engaged something that was more than she could manage, the way Kade
had engaged the Bone Walker, the way the unnamed woman had engaged the Whisper Worms.

Or they would continue until she made the decision the archer had made, to step off the road entirely
and wait for a different kind of ending.

But that time wasn't now. Now was the time for movement, for work, for the specific clarity that came
from knowing what needed to be done.

Ace found a motel and booked a room. The proprietor didn't ask questions. She paid in cash. She had
a hot shower. She ate something simple from a vending machine. She lay on a bed that was neither
comfortable nor uncomfortable and thought about the archive and the documentation and the weight
of being preserved in ways she hadn't chosen.

The watching didn't stop just because she'd asked it to continue. It didn't lighten just because she'd
acknowledged it. It was simply there, consistent, patient, the specific burden of being known by
something that couldn't help her and wouldn't explain itself unless asked.

She could live with it. She had already lived with it for her entire career without knowing it. Now she
just lived with it consciously.

In the morning, she would begin the work of understanding the River Shadow's patterns. She would
identify where it hunted, what time it was most active, what configurations of human movement
would draw it. She would plan accordingly. She would move carefully. And when the moment came,
she would enter the water and do what needed to be done.

The water would resist her. The thing in the water would fight her. She might be injured. She might
survive. The outcome was not certain.

But the documentation would continue regardless. Whatever happened, it would be recorded.
Whatever she did, it would be preserved.

She closed her eyes and slept.

In the morning, she woke and showered and checked out and drove toward the waterfront again. The
cordoning was still there. The beach was still empty. The water was still muddy and impossible to see
through.

She spent the day observing. She found places where people had tried to ignore the warnings and
had entered the water anyway. She found the places where the current was strongest, where the
river's flow met the ocean's push. She found the places where the mud became deeper, where the
slopes became steeper, where prey would be most vulnerable.

And she waited. She waited to understand the entity's hunting pattern. She waited for the moment
when the work became clear.
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The Watcher waited with her. Somewhere, it was documenting this waiting. Recording the hours of
stillness, the careful attention, the preparation. When Ace's file was finally complete — when her last
hunt was done and the documentation closed and the file was placed on a shelf in the archive — this
moment would be preserved. This waiting would be part of the record.

That was something.

When the moment came to enter the water, it would come suddenly. The work would be fast, precise,
brutal. The outcome would be what it was. And then she would drive away from this town and toward
whatever came next, because the road continued, and the work continued, and that was the only
thing that made sense.

She drove toward the coast.

The sun was setting again, painting the sky in colors that belonged to ocean towns, colors that were
different from inland light. The road was clear ahead. The town was behind her. The work was waiting.

In her rearview mirror, the road behind her was empty. If anything was watching from that empty
road, she couldn't see it. She stopped trying to see it. It was there. It would always be there. The
Watcher would continue its work, and she would continue hers, and that was the accommodation they
had made with each other.

The road continued.
The Demon Hunt Years continued.
She kept driving. —
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