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Chapter 1: Somewhere Someplace


	The girl walked down the dark highway without acknowledging the bitter rain that had driven everything else into seeking shelter. Her only protection from the storm raging around her was a hoodie under a short nylon jacket. The hood hid her face from the buffeting winds while the rain plastered her clothes to her body. 

	Her jeans were faded with one knee frayed into a thin white layer. Scuffed motorcycle boots barely made a sound against the road, and she moved steadily, as if the weather was nothing more than a backdrop to her intent. She stopped. Her eyes scanned the trees searching for something that was not in view.

	 “Where, where, where?” she sang, her voice snatched away by the wind. She continued undeterred by the outraged howls of the storm. 

	The noise, which would have echoed forever on a calm day, was nothing more than a gentle whoosh from behind. She didn’t turn as the big truck raced past with not even a glance at who might be out and about on such a dangerous night. It was the squeal of brakes, sudden and angry on the glassy, unforgiving road that had her look up. A brief smile touched only her lips as her eyes were fathomless depths hiding all secrets. She made no effort to run up to the truck and instead walked slowly up the idling mammoth. It was a huge semi designed to crisscross the country with a transport logo colouring the side of the trailer and a generous cab large enough for a sleeping berth behind it. When she reached the truck, she climbed up to open the door and got inside without hesitation. The driver gave her a once-over, his smile betraying interest.

	“Going your way?” he asked.

	 It was a pointless question as she had been walking a desolate highway in the middle of the night during a raging storm. She glanced at him. He looked around forty, with greying stubble and a face carved by years. His build was thick and strong, the kind of man who would do fine in a fight. His jeans and jacket were worn, the cuffs stained with grease. The cab smelled of old fast food and stale sweat. She had smelled worse: cigarettes and beer, blood and guts. He was nothing new. 

	She shrugged. “Everywhere is my way.” 

	He put the truck into gear, and they roared off into the night. The road ahead was barely visible as it was not lit. Long inland roads only hosted lights at large crossroads, food stops or rest areas; even then they were far and few between. 

	He prodded at her silence. “I’m Mike.” 

	She knew it didn’t matter if she knew his name, because he would make sure no one ever found out. 

	When she made no reply, he pushed again. “You are?” 

	She pulled down her hood, revealing short-cropped hair and delicate features. It was a pretty face, maybe even beautiful, under different circumstances.

	 Her lips lifted in something like a smile. “Who do you want me to be?” 

	He frowned, but the girl wasn’t worried. He wouldn’t let this bounty go so easily. He got over it. “Okay, you can be Jen.” 

	This time she smiled, not because of his choice, but because it moved them closer to where they needed to be. She could be Jen, Debbie, or Gina. It didn’t matter what her name was as she could barely remember a label from long ago. Everything about her was from long ago.

	“So, where you headed?” His question was to keep the conversation alive.

	“The next town down the road.” She was uninterested because it didn't matter which town. They were all the same. The same streets. The same night. The same end.

	“Someone waiting for you there?” he was feeling out the situation. 

	She had expected him to, since that was how they usually functioned: to see if anyone was looking or missing her.

	“Not really.” Her voice was flat and revealed nothing more than needed.

	He nodded in understanding, but she saw what lurked behind his eyes. The gears of his mind turning with thoughts darker than the road before them. 

	“What makes a young girl walk alone in the rain? You know it’s not safe out there.”

	It was an invitation. A prompt for confession. But she knew better as this was about gathering information, not concern. 

	“Too many things to count,” was her brief answer. She used to tell stories. Pretty lies to keep them entertained. Now, she couldn't be bothered. His smile widened and this time there was no hiding his pleasure. She sounded lost and indifferent, a child battered by the trials of life taking risks deemed unacceptable by everyone else. The truck zoomed past a well-lit rest spot ideal for a stop, but he kept going. Too many eyes there. She turned to face the window as the flash of overhead lights caught her reflection: bright blue eyes, pale blonde hair starting to dry.

	“Not stopping for a rest?” she asked. She always gave them a chance, and considering what they were up against, it seemed only fair.

	“No need to, I rested a while back.” He whistled tunelessly through his teeth while glancing in the rear mirror.

	 She almost smiled at his caution. As if anyone was chasing them. As if anything else existed out here besides dark and wind. The gloom of a storm building, nothing else; no one else to notice them. 

	He kept talking, as if he had a need for noise or distraction. She could sense the fire of his blood building to a boil. She had felt it more times than she could count, the anticipation before the action. This covert knowledge had been the gift or curse bestowed upon her; either way it was part of her now.

	“The next town up is Marion. There’s not much going on there. I can take you onto Freemont if you want somewhere bigger.”

	She couldn’t help but grin at the pretence of extending the belief that they would continue forward. Mike smiled back mistaking hers for agreement. He turned on the radio, except the rain stopped the reception and all they heard was static. In frustration he started whistling through his teeth again. She knew the waiting would be almost unbearable and it would take all his self-control to reach their destination. It would be a small rest stop just past Marion. One so small it wouldn’t rank being lit by the infrequent highway lights. No stations or diners, nothing for the motorist apart from a safe place to park off the road. He leaned forward and tapped a gauge on the dash. It was out of her vision, so she couldn’t tell what he was referring to. 

	“Playing up a bit I might have to check it.”

	He didn’t explain what might be playing up or what needed to be checked, although she didn’t expect him to, and a grim look made her eyes grow dark and grey. 

	The charade had begun. He continued with frowns and mutters, and she could have played along, but that amusement had faded a long time ago along with hope and happiness. Instead, she looked out her window as if oblivious to the performance beside her. He slid a few surreptitious glances her way and seemed satisfied with her relaxed position. There was nothing to warn the predator that he was the prey of a far superior creature. 

	The truck roared past a sign announcing they were entering Marion and although another sign announced a change in speed he did nothing to slow down. It was time to put the future in motion, and she gave a weary sigh before starting the story. There was always a story, and the information was stuff she didn’t want to be privy to, yet another decision not her own.

	She turned to the driver. “Those girls.”

	Mike’s head snapped around at the words. “What girls? What are you talking about?” His words were too fast, as if she had accused him of something. She knew it was not fear of her knowing it was more about anything thwarting the rise in his blood. She was ruining the sweet spot; the anticipation of the evil to come.

	“The girls that came before me.” She answered slowly not to linger, but because this was an old story with an ugly ending. He tried to appear confused, but secrets spilled from his eyes.

	“I’ve given rides to lots of girls, lots of drivers do this. Sometimes I’ve even helped them out with money or a meal. If I’m going the same direction it’s no problem to give them a ride.” There he was, the Good Samaritan with nothing to hide.

	“It isn’t your generosity I’m talking about. It’s what happens during the ride.” Her words were hostile, leaving him nowhere to hide.

	As he pondered her knowledge his foot lifted off the accelerator and the truck slowed for a few seconds before he pushed it down hard. The sudden jerk of speed did nothing to alarm her. She’d been in worse situations than a speeding truck in the middle of nowhere, in the middle of the night, in the middle of a storm. There were far worse things in the universe than facing a serial killer.

	“You kill girls at rest stops. You leave their bodies at the edge of clearings. Far enough to be out of direct view, yet close enough to be found. You like them to be found, so the world knows you are out there and what you’ve done.” Her voice was matter of fact, as if she were reading a shopping list. 

	Mike made a sound that was supposed to be a laugh. “You’ve mistaken me for someone else. All I do is to pick up a few hitchhikers nothing more.”

	He was deflecting, as they all did. They liked the power of being the unexpected and in control of their plans. She had upset his equilibrium and could sense the panic of discovery echoing from him. There was no stopping now and like the truck she was speeding towards their destination.

	“The last one almost got away. She was in shape and flexible not the usual drug addled runaway desperate to escape everything. She kicked you in the balls, managed to get out of the cab and run to the tree line, and she almost made it. A few yards more and you might have been found out. A description and an accusation haunting you is the last thing you need. You like being the secret that no one knows.” She twisted around to face him. “Except that I know.”

	His mouth had stretched into a thin white line as panic darkened his face. He accelerated again causing the engine to scream with speed.

	 “How do you know this? No one has seen anything, and no one knows about me. There’s no one left to tell.”

	No longer in denial, he was barely in control and determined she wouldn’t survive their encounter. “No one knows this.” He repeated under his breath. His clenched hand hit the steering wheel with each word.

	“I know. I know everything, everyone you killed. I know the dirty thrill you get from it. The lies you tell so you sound like everyone else. The mask you wear so you look like everyone else. I know exactly who you are and exactly what you do.” 

	She murmured. “I see you clearly.” 

	Once she would have been vindictive, hating what she had to do and hating who put her there. The invisible beings that controlled Purgatory—that controlled her. The venomous words she spewed used to leave hate lingering in the air. Now she was immune to the story for there was nothing new here. A different name, a different face, but the stain on their souls was always the same.

	The mask dropped and he glared at her with the hatred of a killer. There was no point hiding the beast and it growled across the cab. “How can you know? She didn’t tell you; she died—I checked.”

	The girl gave him back an equally dark glare. “You don’t want to know, because you don’t want to meet him any sooner than you have to.”

	The truck roared into the darkness, faster and faster as the driver lost his composure. “You bitch. Do you think you can tell anyone? You can join the others.” 

	He took his eyes off the road for a second as he grabbed her arm. It was the second she was waiting for, the starting point of a hairpin curve with a sign obscured by the storm. 

	She pulled away and the action had him glance back to the bend where the road fell away to a sharp drop into huge trees. He shouted in rage as he tried to correct back onto the road, but it was too late. They were going too fast on a wet surface that was no longer road. The truck bent while the squeal of brakes had zero impact on their speed. As it jack-knifed, she let her body bounce without resistance. 

	It was an old story, and one she had lived many times before.


Chapter 2: Somewhere Else 

	Most people can trace their current predicament to past decisions, some even made before they were born. But for Kara, it was nothing more than a small sum and a large nuisance.

	Kara was here because of fourteen cents. A trivial amount, yet nothing was ever free. Not education, not forgiveness. Nothing. She resented the thought of an insignificant figure that had somehow spiralled into this burden. The rules were clear, but she'd always been taught they were someone else’s problem. Now, she was about to learn that every part of existence, from heaven to hell, had its own rules, and no one was exempt.

	That forgiveness did not equal gratification was another lesson she would soon learn. But for now, her mind was distracted by something else, something that had once been tied to, but was now detached from, that unimportant yet vital fourteen cents. This moment, this was the one that had put her here.

	Reality clutched her back, dragging her to the grey hallways where she'd supposedly absorbed academia. She was made of dry sarcasm—devoid of wit, lacking originality. She scorned what she couldn’t be bothered to understand, rote learning enough to secure a degree. With fees paid, there was no need to prove her worth, education was bought, and she, a consumer, demanded her return. A degree for simply turning up, and though she barely showed up, it seemed to be enough.

	She had led a charmed life. Named Kara after a beautiful grandmother who lived adventures, collected admirers, and never did anything she didn’t want to. Kara modelled herself after that dream, ensuring she was as self-absorbed and indulged as her namesake. To be fair, the child named Kara had never been exposed to any other frame of reference. By the time she was born the die had been cast.

	Blackmailed into returning to the university to pay a library fine, she had been threatened by her degree being withheld. It was stipulated as a debt and no one graduated with this particular debt.

	“Fourteen cents!” Kara had shouted over the phone. “Why can’t I do this online?”

	The institutional voice droned, “Our system can’t handle such a small amount. We sent you several reminder emails before the semester ended.”

	“My car’s in the shop. I will have to take the bus.” Kara stormed, furious at the affront. 

	The voice on the line offered no sympathy. Uninterested in absolving the University of causing inconvenience, it added to her fury. This had to be illegal, some kind of extortion, and she called her father to complain.

	“Just pay the damn fine.” His reply was short, severe, and entirely uninterested in her plight. She could have called someone for a ride but had already deleted the numbers of people she deemed no longer valuable. Kara only kept useful people in her life. Friendship was a burden she had no time for. 

	She stepped off the bus, recoiling at the worn seats and the musty smell of damp fabric. The hum of the engine, the idle chatter of strangers, the jolt of the bus. Everything had felt like an intrusion. She was too refined for this, too cultivated. Yet there she was, ensnared by circumstances that belonged to others, a life she imagined for the unfortunate—not one meant for her.

	The campus stretched before her, familiar but distant. She had already dismissed it as a place that no longer held her attention. Kara viewed life through the lens of interesting or boring, black, or white, there was no grey for her. She moved through the space almost as if she were a ghost, passing through the world without truly engaging with it.

	A voice broke through her sulk. “Hey Kar, are you going down to Sixes later?”

	“Kara.” She was tired of correcting people. If she had wanted a nickname, she would’ve chosen one. The voice was slightly husky, and if heard over the phone, one might imagine a sultry beauty echoing noir movies.

	Instead, the speaker was short, shaped by generations of overindulgence. Someone Kara considered genetically unfortunate, thick in body, with round feet that allowed for nothing but sensible shoes. Her hair was black and glossy in a way Kara found inexplicably irritating; blonde hair did not shine like that. Maria moved through the world with the confidence of someone raised in a large, loving family, untouched by doubt and buoyed by affection. She believed her presence mattered. Kara might have found that insufferable if she had cared enough to bother. Maria was nothing to her, a nonentity. Background noise, unless by chance she said something worth hearing, which was rare. 

	“I’ve got interviews tomorrow. I’m too busy.” She forced emphasis on busy, but the lie felt foreign on her tongue. Usually, her deceptions flowed smoothly, like her skin, effortless. But the truth of her fruitless job search stung. Her beauty had made it to interviews, but her arrogance and ignorance hadn’t secured a result.

	“Come on,” Maria wheedled. “It won’t be fun without you.”

	Kara didn’t doubt Maria’s belief as it was clear enough. What she questioned was whether it would be fun for her.

	“Need to go.” Her bored tone ended the conversation. She turned away without a second glance or goodbye, uninterested in spending any energy on someone of inconsequence.

	Inside the library, she paid the fourteen cent fee with practiced indifference and stepped out into the harsh sprinkle of rain, which soon turned to light hail. The cold forced her to quicken her pace, her feet slipping against the uneven path until she found refuge in a familiar building. Business Studies. The place where she had spent four years of her life, time she now considered mostly wasted.

	For Kara Bevan, doing anything she didn’t want to do was time squandered. She carried the weight of her name, a reminder of the woman who never compromised. A woman who lived as she pleased until the day she died, leaving behind the discontent of a neglected family.

	Kara wrinkled her nose as she stepped inside, the familiar, pungent smell of the university assaulting her senses. It was a scent particular to these halls—a mix of aging neglect, failed dreams, and anticipation. To someone like her, who set factory-fresh as her baseline, it was an affront. Today, the air seemed heavier, as if unspoken thoughts were suspended in the atmosphere, waiting.

	A true child of a consumer generation, Kara had carefully curated her presentation. She ensured the unattractive was removed, and the world saw only what she allowed—her beauty, her grace, and a desirable woman in every glance. She had crafted herself into an ideal.

	Except, she was a girl who couldn’t reconcile the blemishes of humanity with life, which made her judgemental, intolerant, and a true reflection of her family.

	As she walked down the corridor, a crack of thunder jolted her, and the hail turned to storm. "Great," she muttered. “What a time to be without a car.”

	She glanced around for any familiar face, but the place had grown desolate as people rushed off to their destinations. She descended another level, moving toward the car park where the bus stopped.

	A noise behind one of the doors—a shuffle of footsteps—caught her attention. Her gaze shifted instinctively just as the door swung open, revealing a man in his early thirties. Worn satchel slung over his shoulder, sandy hair grazing his collar, faded jeans, and a cotton shirt, another lecturer closing up. Without a second thought, he tore the consultation hours sign from the door, ripping it in two.

	He glanced up, noticing her watching, and smiled. “That’s another year gone.”

	She didn’t recognise him. His hazel eyes were striking, but something in his smile left her confused. Before she could register the shift, thunder cracked again, jolting her focus away from him and to the storm outside. His eyes darkened for a moment before his grin returned, flashing in the dim light.

	“Time for the umbrella—it’s going to pour any second now.”

	Kara frowned. “I forgot it.”

	His grin widened. “Then you’ll have to run to the car before it hits.”

	She shrugged. “I’m taking the bus to the station.”

	He shook his head. “Not for another two hours. You missed the last one this morning.”

	Her irritation at the university flared again, their blackmail forcing her to wander the streets like some random. She was better than that. She looked back at him, expectation clear in her gaze.

	He glanced at the large glass doors, which showed a sky darkening with imminent rain, and nodded at her.

	“Will a lift to the station be any good?”

	Kara smiled the smile she knew men liked—one that made them feel seen and special. Normally, she wouldn’t waste time on anyone she deemed unimportant, but there was something about him. His casual confidence, the air of authority, the familiar, protective way he seemed to regard her, all these made him seem safe, familiar. So, despite the unknowns, Kara accepted the offer, confident that her beauty made her both desirable and precious.

	“Yes, thank you.” She added just the right amount of gratitude to her tone, something she rarely felt but was careful to project.

	He led the way into the car park, and the rain spattered down in erratic bursts. It wasn’t quite a downpour, but it was enough to make her uncomfortable.

	They reached the end of the lot, where two cars sat alone. Kara half-expected him to head for a family sedan, the back cluttered with life’s detritus, discarded clothes, a stray book, toys, the mess of a world in motion. But instead, he walked towards a sleek BMW. Kara eyed it with a quiet appreciation.

	“Nice car,” she said, as he opened the door for her.

	It was more than nice. It was the kind of car she expected to own, what she deserved to own. She sank into the plush seat, and he slid in beside her with a grin.

	“The old girl’s not too bad,” he said, patting the dash.

	Kara smiled. “I’m Nick,” he introduced himself.

	“Kara,” she replied, her name slipping out with practiced courtesy. She rarely gave it to strangers, but in this moment, it felt obligatory.

	As he started the car, Kara caught her reflection in the rearview mirror. Her eyes, her skin, the symmetry of her face, as if she had been sculpted by an invisible hand, every feature placed with precision. Her beauty wasn’t an accident; it was an inheritance, a gift passed down from a grandmother who had never known compromise. But beauty, in all its curated perfection, was a mask, a façade. It was the currency she used to navigate a world that had no patience for imperfection. If anyone could embody the adage “beauty is only skin deep,” it was Kara.

	Kara embraced her beauty the way an addict embraces their drug; it was her religion. It shielded her from judgement, making her untouchable, just as it had for the women of her family. Flaws, real or perceived, held no sway; beauty elevated her, set her apart from those who struggled in less ideal skins.
The BMW reflected her image, seamlessly fitting into the world she’d crafted, one where validation was unnecessary. The car wasn’t just a vehicle; it symbolised her superiority and place at the centre of her meticulously controlled life. 

	The hail came down in jagged bursts, each one sharp and defiant, much like the world Kara had always commanded. The cold pellets splintered against the windscreen, a display of power that echoed her own unyielding nature. The rain followed, heavier now, a soft but relentless force. The storm rumbled on, but Kara remained undisturbed. She wasn’t a part of the chaos outside; she was above it. No force could disrupt the world she had built.

	He eased the car down the narrow road that led to the university. One side was lined with small homes built a century earlier, double brick with tiny rooms and large yards. The other side was acres of natural land owned by the university. Probably held for future development, but in a century the sprawl had not come close to the untouched land. 

	Kara leaned back into the seat and watched the wipers clean the rain away. This was her future, as someone like her deserved a life of good things. That much she was certain of, for why else had she been given the gifts of beauty and intelligence if not to rise above the rest. He turned to her with a vestige of small talk.

	“You know,” he said. “I can tell you a secret.”

	Kara smiled, everyone always wanted to tell her secrets—as for some reason they thought she cared.


Chapter 3: Another Place Entirely

	It was always the smell that hit first, burnt rubber, leaking oil, even ripped metal had a stench. The cab had lifted off the ground when the trailer slid sideways into the trees, finally coming to a halt as the dense trunks broke its momentum. 

	She struggled against the angle of the cab, pushing the door open with her legs before jumping out. She landed in the soft mulch of wet leaf litter as the unrelenting rain plastered her hair to her scalp. Her faded clothes clung to her thin frame, their scent barely registering as unpleasant when wet. She felt herself looking for damage; it always looked worse than it was as her wounds healed almost immediately bar a few bruises. In seconds, she returned to being unharmed and navigated the damaged site with ease, another allocated skill. The truck sat sideways against the guardrail, steaming. Its headlights were still on. Something twisted inside her, revulsion, anger, and she steeled herself, for this is what she did. A grunt behind her had her turn to see Mike had followed her out. His face was black with fury, but she wasn’t worried. He couldn’t harm anyone anymore. He followed her back along the crooked trailer, that now blocked part of the road.

	“You fucking bitch. You wrecked my truck.” 

	When she didn’t reply he hobbled up and tried to grab her arm. She swivelled around before he could touch her. “I wouldn’t do that.”

	His face contorted at her confidence, and she knew he wanted to kill her regardless of the risk of discovery. She was bored—he was boring—they were all boring. All the same, rage, violence, blame, all the tools of a killer’s kit. 

	“I’m telling the cops that you did this.”

	She had to smile. “They will look in your truck, they will see the trophies scattered all over your cab. The box broke open, and someone will wonder about all that jewellery.” She shook herself for getting drawn into his nonsense. “It doesn’t matter because you’ll be gone before they get here.”

	He looked confused. “I’m not going anywhere.”

	She waved to the tall figure that had suddenly appeared behind Mike. Dressed in black his coat remained dry, as even rain avoided the dark being. His face showed no emotion as he regarded the two drenched figures before him. 

	“You’re getting sloppy; you nearly missed your mark. Less chitchat and more get on with the job.” 

	This was the thing far worse than a serial killer.

	She pulled a face, unbothered by his reprimand. He didn’t make the rules, just enforced them. “And you’re too early.” Her voice was irritable. She pointed to the cab where a figure was shuddering in the depths.

	Mike barked in astonishment. “What the hell is going on, what is that?” 

	“That’s you dying.” She told the hapless killer. Her ears were ringing from the crash. Was it a phone in the distance? It annoyed her, like something left unsaid.

	Mike backed away without taking his eyes off either of them. “What are you talking about? Are you trying to steal my truck?”

	She kept talking as she knew the dark being would never explain since that was her job. Lately it seemed that everything was her job. She knew there was an urgency in their dealings, but he never clarified. Just pushed and pushed for her to do more.

	 “This is the Agent of Hell, and he has come for you. Well not him exactly. More like he called some minions to pick up the filth.” She pointed at two swirling black forms that suddenly appeared in the rain. “Those are demons, and they will take you to hell.”

	Mike didn’t believe her. “You can get fucked.” He swore as he tried to walk away, but his feet wouldn’t take him, and he remained frozen to the ground. 

	“Stop this.” He shouted. “What are you doing?” his voice rose in panic as the two swirls wrapped around his arms. He gave her a terrified look. “I’m sorry. Stop them, please Jen.” 

	The girl looked into eyes that were not sorry, a liar that would say whatever to get away with murder. “Kara, my name is Kara.”

	 It was from long ago and sometimes she had to think to remember it. The shuddering in the cab stopped and in a flash the shadowy swirls jerked the evil straight to hell. At least that was her theory.

	The dark being stood expressionless in the pouring rain and Kara looked over towards the truck. The body inside was barely visible and she felt nothing at having experienced his death. That was trauma for others. 

	“Playing with them now?” his deep voice was smooth, like a late night radio host. His features were stern, handsome, if one considered someone she called Agent of Hell handsome. Had his existence had not been such a terrifying concept, Kara might have felt attraction to such a well put together creature, but terror was not an aphrodisiac she appreciated. Everything fades, even terror, and so she wasn’t bothered by his question. If he were going to do something it would have been done long ago. This was their dance. 

	 “I thought I’d give him the opportunity to reconsider his choices.”

	He smiled, but it did not soften his face. He didn’t even look amused. It was merely the jerking up of facial muscles, the semblance of a smile just like she was the semblance of life.

	“Demons from Hell, is it? A new addition to the horrors, I see.”

	Kara made a face. “Need to call them something as it’s not like we’ve been introduced. And shouldn’t our targets know what is in store?”

	“You should know by now that they do not care about their sins that is why they wind up here. They are not about to repent, because that is the nature of the beast. Giving them chances and trying to scare them into caring will not work on a corrupt soul.”

	She looked over at the creature that looked like a man yet spoke of the beast. “Are you saying redemption doesn’t exist? That would mean no hope for anyone.”  

	Kara felt no immediate need for redemption as she had yet to consider herself requiring it. However, it would be a fool that didn’t keep their options open.

	She had yet to grasp why she was here. A young woman, on the cusp of a life meant to be full, now bound in a desolate, barren place. What did hell, demons, the Agent, and killers have to do with her? She glared at him, her pride burning. She was far above the dregs they hunted.

	He moved closer, and she waited, expecting some spark of emotion from him. Even anger would have been less unnerving than his unbroken stillness.

	His voice was calm, as was his well-worn explanation. “Redemption is more than a simple apology when demons coil around you. The path back is a mountain, the path down a gentle slope. Forgiveness does not always lead to release. No one escapes reckoning. But sometimes what is needed first is enlightenment—a vision that opens beyond the self, to see others as real.”

	Kara despised how easily he read her mind. "Mind yours," she snapped, her tone sharp.

	She kept her distance, hiding the truth that hope had abandoned her long ago. It was no more than a dream—a faded relic of her past, of her life. She had tried bargaining, pleading, but it had never worked.

	"So, I get to pay for the sin of simply existing?" Her voice was laced with outrage.

	The dark creature shook his head, his gaze steady. There was no pity here. "You know it is more than that. You must remember your life. The way you lived it brought you here."

	"This is rubbish," she spat. "I wander aimlessly, doing who knows what, so demons can take souls somewhere worse than this? You talk, but nothing changes. No explanations. No rules that make sense."

	For a fleeting moment, his frustration broke through. “Everything has been said, yet you do not listen. You believe you know all the answers and thus remain trapped, spinning in circles. We do not have the luxury of such indulgence. Whatever your past may have been, it has brought you here. Accept your sins, complete your tasks, or we will both face consequences far graver than hunting. You are here until whole but be clear, your time is finite.”

	Kara shook her shoulders, dismissing his words. "Maybe you don’t know either. Maybe we're both trapped in hell. No one has ever told us. It’s not like whoever’s in charge visits or leaves us a guidebook. You just know things, and I just do things. So how does that bring growth?"

	Her hunger for an answer was her only solace. The Agent had droned on endlessly about it, but she hadn't done anything to deserve this. She hadn’t stolen from a bank or hurt anyone, not really. Maybe lied a few times, not paid for coffee, but that wasn’t worthy of hell. They were someplace dark, and she had been given powers to achieve their ends. That was the limit of her knowledge. And there was the Agent, of course. The enigmatic, controlling, slightly neurotic Agent.
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