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TRIGGER WARNING



This book contains explicit sexual content, including on-screen rape and prostitution. It also addresses miscarriage, themes of depression, and suicidal thoughts and actions. Additionally, it features apocalyptic scenarios that some readers may find upsetting. Please proceed with caution and prioritize your mental well-being. If these topics are distressing, consider skipping this content or ensuring you have support available. 







  
  
“We are brought to an end by your anger; by your wrath we are dismayed.”


Hosea 13:11
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PROLOGUE




Alice


PRESENT DAY


The stench hit my nostrils before I could see the cause. I had a clear line of vision, yet it still took my brain longer than usual to comprehend what I was witnessing. I couldn’t make sense of it all. Too much was happening all at once, too fast to keep up with. 

Flames danced before my eyes, like hands reaching up to the starless black night sky. A blazing, chaotic inferno had engulfed the city.

Deafening screams of horror and despair from the injured echoed above the flames, drowning out the wails of sirens. They were beyond saving now.

Those that were miraculously still alive fled for their lives, but the streets couldn’t protect them, their attempts were made in vain. 

Plumes of thick, tar-like smoke choked them. It filled their lungs as they ran, their panic-stricken eyes widening while they succumbed to their untimely demise. 

Heavy drops of rain fell upon their mangled corpses; Mother Nature’s feeble attempt to neutralize the flames. They burned like they had been released from Hell itself. This small spattering of rain could never control their fiery tendrils. There was nothing that could control their wrath like Hell Hounds whose irreparable damage tore through every building. The only thing that was left in the wake of the inferno was death. Anything that crossed paths with it would end up in the fiery furnace. There was no sanctuary; nobody was protected. No matter how hard they tried to hide, they all ended up with the same grizzly fate.

Lurking in the shadows behind the thick bellows of smoke, I watched it all unfold from beyond my physical body. Relishing how I could see it all. How I could feel it all.

I had destroyed her work. I was enjoying how it was being dismantled piece by piece. Torturous for her, no doubt. Yet I no longer cared about her thoughts and feelings. All of her creations would burn, her depiction of her perfect world shattering before her very eyes. Unable to prevent what was yet to come, the pain, the panic, and the devastation.

This city was a mere snapshot of the total annihilation, the impending doom facing them all. Across the world identical scenes played out at this precise moment in time. Even if she could prevail through it all, there would be nothing left.

Only the desolate wasteland I used to call home.

What had taken her several millennia to fashion would take a mere matter of minutes to eradicate. Unraveling all her efforts, her labor of love, by pulling at one thread.

This would bring the end to the world, to all life as we know it. The world would burn until there wasn’t anything left; relentless in its mission, until everything was decimated. Piles of ash replaced the tall buildings that had stood tall and proud. A graveyard of bones in place of the thriving societies. That was all that was left of the creations she’d been so proud of.

All of this may have been started by her, but it will end with me.

This wasn’t the result of the world-scale war on the cusp of fruition. No impending missile attacks threatened from beyond the seas. No, it isn’t because of any of that. The cause of this catastrophic destruction, on this worldwide magnitude, was…

Me. 








  
  
ONE




POV – Unknown


Fueled by hate. Desiring to destroy. Filled with an insatiable hunger for power. I’d adopted the ancient Videshan mantra; to create fights between my enemies, to divide them. 

My aim is to distract my enemies from attacking me, deflect their attention to their quarrels among themselves, weakening them so they would have no chance against me. The oldest tactic of war: divide and conquer.

I hadn’t always been this way, so overcome with this deep loathing for the world. The people, the cruel twists and turns of life, of this predetermined fate had changed me. Had made me what I am. I had no control over it. I just had to embrace the darkness and accept who I have become.

Humans have been the same since the dawn of time. Driven by the deadly sins; pride, greed, lust, envy, gluttony, wrath, and sloth. All predestined to be self-destructive, inflicting pain and suffering on others and the cause of their demise.

Ever since Eve tasted the forbidden fruit, humankind would fail. I should’ve seen it then, as I see it now. They all need to be destroyed. The slate needed to be wiped clean, to allow for a fresh start in an empty and desolate land.

Back to the drawing board, coming up with bigger and better ideas. How could I change things? To make the improvements it so desperately needs. To create an Earth 2.0.

How could I make a world free from evil? From suffering? From pain? When that was all I knew.
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Alice


It was the start of winter when color drained from the world into a monotonous canvas of gray. 

Gone were the songs of birds, which had become the soundtrack to life, harmonizing in the wind that fluttered the petals of blossoming flowers.

Dread and sorrow smothered life forcing it to wilt and wither under the weight of the oppressive atmosphere and the drastic change in temperature.

The wind, once gentle, now battled against branches of centuries-old trees, threatening to uproot them and destroy the wildlife hiding within. They huddled together, sheltering from the bullets of ice-cold rain that attacked from all directions.

Today was an omen of what was yet to be discovered, about the world, and about me. 

I have always been different. I saw things that no one else did, felt things in a way which was unfathomable at first.

I’m not your typical college student.

“Are you going to move over?” Effy asked, stirring me from my reverie, from my observation of the world behind the fogged-up windows.

The damp, earthy smell radiated from her, overpowering the sweet floral perfume she wore.

I tore my gaze away from the dreary scene beyond the bus window.

A pair of honey gold eyes bore into me like fire. They pierced into my soul. Her unusual platinum blonde hair was several tones darker and clung to her face like a frame around a photograph. Water droplets clung to the tips, threatening to succumb to the gravitational pull weighing them down, unrelenting in their desperation to fall.

Before me, swaying with the motion of the bus and unsteady on her feet, was Effy, my best friend, and truthfully my only friend. In some ways she was more like a sister to me, having grown up together and at one point living less than a stone’s throw from each other.

In this part of town, families and friendships ran generations deep. Once you were here, you spent the rest of your life here, unable to escape, stuck in limbo as if this was purgatory.

Apart from my family. My parents relocated from the roughest part of town, where drunks and drug addicts made up the majority of the population, to the quiet suburbs to give their unborn child, me, the best possible upbringing. Though they hadn’t been prepared for their frosty welcome. It soon became clear that this community hated change, especially new people in the neighborhood. Not that there were many. We had been the last new faces on the street, and that was over twenty years ago.

“Are you going to move or have I got to find a seat elsewhere?” she asked me, her nostrils flared and she puffed her cheeks out in annoyance.

Effy had always been the bossy, the domineering one between us, despite being shy and self-conscious, like me, in public. I loved her dearly, and although I found her overbearing at times, I missed her. Now that she lived on the outskirts of the village, it was more difficult to hang out, only able to catch small snippets of conversation on this overcrowded, damp-smelling bus.

The one thing we dared not to talk about was her father; to Effy he may as well be dead. He had an affair with a work colleague, forcing Effy and her mom to leave their old house; her mom could not handle the taunts by those with a poisonous tongue and a penchant for meddling in others’ lives. The village was rife with gossip the moment the words ‘affair’ and ‘divorce’ were mentioned. The lot of them sniffed around like a pack of wolves thirsty for blood.

I shuffled closer to the window, dropping my bag to the floor and gathering up my coat in my arms. Effy plonked herself down, letting out a loud, exaggerated sigh, indicating her irritation at being kept waiting. 

I knew Effy Valentine inside and out, but it wasn’t reciprocated. She tried, but her understanding of who I was barely scraped the surface. There were things I could never tell her, secrets that I buried deep.

“You okay?” I asked her, watching her shrug off her sodden backpack and flimsy denim jacket.

“Yeah,” she murmured, combing her fingers through her limp hair. “You?”

I nodded, letting my gaze fall over her heart-shaped face and pale complexion. There were black smudges beneath her honey gold eyes. She was the prettiest out of the two of us, with the figure, and the defined cheekbones of a model. There wasn’t a warm-blooded male who would deny her beauty. Especially compared to me: the runt of the pack. Compared to her, I was invisible. The only thing that people noticed about me was my wild mass of unruly, ginger curls.

Despite her stubbornness and the pissed-off look on her face, she buzzed with excitement. It was clear her annoyance with me was temporary.

Within a matter of seconds, she smiled at me, unable to contain it any longer. “So…” her voice chimed, high pitched. “Have you heard about Josh?”

I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t help it. It was my involuntary, instinctive, reflex reaction whenever his name was mentioned, which happened a lot. Effy was obsessed; Josh has been living rent-free in her head for years. He was all she could think about, all she could talk about.

It was rather irritating, listening to the continuous documentary of his life as if he were a celebrity. The latest news of who he was seen with, the cheating rumors, the drama that came part and parcel of being the most popular person. Not just in high school, but also in college. Hell, this entire part of town was under his spell. He had crowds eating out of the palm of his hands, holding onto his every word like he was God.

“Pfft. He would make a terrible god,” she whispered. Her voice was this little niggle that plagued me daily, surfacing from my subconscious during my dreams and my waking moments in between. This voice was a part of me, but she wasn’t me. She was a parasite, living through me.

I must’ve been missing some important information about him. Something that influenced the swarms to gather around him, catering to his every whim, while he pranced about like a king, or more like a dictator. 

One thing was for certain, regardless of who he was, or whoever he thought he was, he wasn’t a good person, and I wasn’t going to fall for his charm. I may have been invisible to most, but I prided myself on not becoming a sheep, a follower. Hell would freeze over before I became another person to pander to his already over-inflated ego. 

I hated to admit it but I lost a modicum of respect for Effy. When I learned of her crush, I was disappointed; saddened to watch her turn more into a Josh-groupie and less the friend I once knew.

He had been her crush for what felt like forever, intensifying further when she discovered he would attend the same college as us. “He is obviously not that special, if he were shouldn’t he be at an Ivy League College?” the voice sniggered, pulling the corners of my mouth into a grin. Sometimes we were on the same page.

“He broke up with Sienna!” Effy squealed in a childish whisper while cupping her mouth, scared of being overheard. Her shifted in her seat, aware that the bus was filled with students from our college; Valkyrie’s Hall.

I smiled at her, pitying the way she would always hope that she would become his girlfriend after he broke up with his latest victim. She was always clinging to hope, always trying to push herself into his sights. Although she did her utmost to get him to notice her, her attempts were in vain. Though Effy was unperturbed. Despite her disappointment when Josh overlooked her, she was determined to make him notice her. I’d long grown impatient with the same old charade; the continuous loop of Effy’s failed attempts. She’d be excited now, but in a few days she would be heartbroken. No matter how many times she vowed he wasn’t worth her tears, within a few days, she was obsessed with him again.

Truth be told, I was surprised that he hadn’t taken advantage of the fact she offered herself to him. She was gorgeous and smarter than any of his latest conquests.

“Perhaps he is intimidated by the pretty and intelligent ones,” the voice quipped.

I agreed, the girls he went for were ‘nobodies’, girls who would allow him to get away with his mistreatment of them. Too overwhelmed by their newfound popularity to stand up for themselves. More interested in pleasing Josh to notice that he was only using them to boost his egocentric position in society. The stereotypical ‘bad boy’. All colleges had one; the guy who donned the crown of popularity with no one else brave enough to try and topple him from the throne.

It was clear Josh didn’t respect the same values as Effy, she was a virgin like me, holding onto the belief that our virtue should be saved for the right person. Someone who would value it. That person was not Josh.

I despised him, every fiber of his being repulsed me. Though I could never divulge the full extent of my dislike while Effy was obsessed with him. I’d hoped it would’ve been a fleeting crush, yet the distance in our friendship widened, fueling my hatred for him even more. There was something about him, a dark and sinister aura that cloaked him. Effy needed to be protected from him. 

“Effy,” I sighed, getting to my feet while the bus drew to a stop. The vast buildings to the left of us towered several stories high. People in their hundreds were spilling into the main entrance already.

Her eyes showed the determination of a hunter tracking its prey. It was then that I had no choice but to admit defeat, accepting the fact that deep down, no matter how many times I warned her, she wouldn’t listen. Her rose-colored glasses were firmly planted on her face, seeing only what she wanted to see.

“Effy, you shouldn’t worship him and the ground he walks on…He isn’t a God,” I told her, my last-ditch attempt to encourage her to listen to me.

She shrugged, glancing over her shoulder as we stepped out onto the sidewalk. “He may not be God, but I will make him mine.” She winked. “One day.”
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I struggled to pinpoint what it was about her, why she intrigued me so. There was something about her, something that drew me to her. 

A certain je ne sais quoi about her that fascinated me.

It wasn’t her appearance; quite plain, average and unforgettable. There was something else about her, almost indescribable, for there were no words that could do it justice.

She had an elegance about her, an aura that shone like a beacon, even though it was invisible to the naked eye. The warmth she radiated was like an open fire that matched the color of the tangle of curls on her head.

I liked the fact that she was unlike any of the others. She paid no interest in who I was, who my family was, ignorant of the influence that I held because of it.

Perhaps she didn’t know. After all, she may have been born here, she may have lived here her entire life, but my family legacy was complicated. It ran deeper than just my father, a man whose name could get us into trouble, or get us out of it. 

Perhaps because I didn’t share the same last name as him, she wasn’t aware that I was the youngest son of Charles Morgan, of Morgan Industries. Except everyone knew, I made sure of it. My father was a hard bastard, a cruel man, and wasn’t one to be impressed by anything, but he garnered respect from his global success. He’d inherited a small family business from his father and transformed it into a multi-billion-dollar empire. I hadn’t lived through an insufferable childhood for nothing. I had to flaunt my legacy whenever I could to make it worthwhile.

I watched her from the driver’s seat of my car; my sight followed her from the bus to the college entrance. Her irritating friend was hot on her heels, not that she noticed with her head down as she made her way through the crowds. Her fingers wrapped around the straps of her heavy-looking backpack that made her shoulder hunch forward. There was nothing about her appearance that stood out other than the bright shock of hair and her piercing green eyes that she hid beneath her hood. Nothing that I would typically find attractive. 

Yet I found myself intrigued by her, nonetheless, vowing that this term I would make more of an effort with her. She dismissed me whenever I tried to strike up a conversation. Her defensive body language spoke volumes and her anger palpable as she strutted away from me. 

My time was running out, the end of term was near and so far, I was no closer to persuading her with my charms. She held no enthusiasm of speaking to me, it was infuriating when I was used to everyone demanding my attention, eager to become friends with me. Hell, girls were backstabbing their best friends to be with me, but not her.

Despite how frustrating I found her; it was also quite refreshing. I was so used to easy targets, offering themselves to me, that her lack of willingness was unfamiliar territory.

She had become my next challenge, and she wasn’t going to make it easy. For once I would have to do the chasing, rather than be the one who was chased.

I was going to take her; I was going to make her mine. But I needed to take baby steps first.

I was going to ask her to be my date for the Summer Solstice Soirée at the end of the month.
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“Hello?!” 

“What should we do?”

“Hello?!”

“Why don’t we try—”

“Hello?!”

“Do you think we should—”

“HELLO?!”

Muffled voices were suffocating me. My lungs constricted as if the oxygen was being sucked out of them.

If I was going to die, I wished for death to hurry and consume me. Please put me out of my misery.

They sounded distant at first, but whenever one of them spoke, it was clear that they were getting closer. They become louder, heavy with emotions, though they thought they were doing their best to conceal them.

An urgency was in their hushed exchange. The thrum of their uncertainty vibrated in the air. Their tear left a bitter taste in my mouth, mixed with the salty droplets of their perspiration as they leaned over me, their faces now inches from my own. 

I didn’t need to open my eyes, I had already distinguished who they were, where I was, and why I was here.

I recognized everything and everyone instantaneously. I was the trigger to the series of events that led me here. They’d been predestined to occur and there was nothing that anyone, including myself, could to do prevent it. Those around me would figure it out soon enough, but only when it was too late. Fate hung over us all like an oppressive cloud, no one, not even I could escape it.

Life was like a broken record repeating like a continuous loop. She destined every creation to follow the path she chose for them. Truth be told, the choices we made throughout our lives were ineffectual and immaterial. She gave us a false hope that led us to believe that we could change our Fate.

The journey never mattered. We were all heading toward the same destination: to the dark abyss, to the finality of death.

As my consciousness returned, it became impossible to block out the light, to ignore the warmth that radiated from their bodies that were too near to mine. Too hard to ignore the breaths on my face and the burning sensation of their stares.

It was difficult to remain in control of the situation, with all my knowledge, unable to prevent what was to come. I didn’t want to wake up, at least not yet. I wasn’t ready to accept my Fate. It would be difficult to face reality once I summoned the courage to admit I was awake.








  
  
TWO




Christopher- 1988


It was impossible to stay focused, driven to the brink of insanity listening to the steady rhythm of shoes on the streets’ cobblestones. Everyone was going to be in attendance tonight. I must be sharp, focused, and bite my tongue. Valkyrie Hall, named after the local historical links to the Vikings, had to be spectacular. It needed to live up to its name, its reputation and mine was at stake. 

It wasn’t just a party; it was a formal gala, hosted by me, the mayor, and my wife, Selene. Only the most elite and prestigious guests were invited to attend. It was the main topic of conversation amid the townspeople, whether they were invited or not. 

This party brought out the worst in people; it riled up the rich and spat on the poor. But stirring up envy and hate was a specialty of Selene’s. She made no secret of how selective and how pretentious this gala was going to be. It was an honor to have made the guest list. It showed whose company she could tolerate, because aside from me she liked no one. 

It was all for show, the gala, a stage for those invited to showcase their elevated social class. To flaunt their assets and boast about their achievements.

The irony was that this was Selene’s world, Selene’s infamy that flocked them to this gathering, rather than mine, their mayor. It was bizarre how easily she had slipped into this pretentious way of life, this judgmental and isolated existence, dining with the upper class, the crème de la crème of guests, when this wasn’t the world or the social status she had been born into. 

Raised in the streets among the sewer rats, her family possessed no wealth. In fact, they held very little to their name. They couldn’t afford to feed two hungry mouths, proffering her brother over her. When I met her, she meant nothing to no-one, not even to her family. They couldn’t care if she lived or died, leaving her to struggle and fend for herself on the streets. Selene soon learned that the streets were just as cruel as unkind, and no never trust another soul. 

I remembered in minuscule detail our first meeting.

Work had grown monotonous. I had deadlines to meet, important meetings to schedule, and palms to grease if I was to become the new mayor the following year. I had to think of something that made me stand out, stand out from my opponents. So far, I was drawing a blank, unable to think straight, venturing out for an evening stroll to clear my head.

The sun was setting in the distance, casting the sky in a sun-burnt orange hue that graduated into crimson and violet, accentuating the slate gray clouds that lingered overhead, threatening to make good of the local weather reports of out-of-season storms. 

I had reached the park without realizing, like an invisible hand was guiding me toward her. It was not my usual path, yet I followed it, curious to see where it would lead. 

Selene is a big believer in the supernatural, claiming our meeting to have been written among the stars. Fate. Though I believe I’d simply been in the right place at the right time. My father always told me, “Man makes his own Fate and his own luck. Only through hard work and sheer determination can man succeed in life.” It had become my mantra, my mission to prove I was the best, and to stay perched on the pedestal looking down over my peers. 

That day, I entered the park, a clap of thunder boomed, reverberating through my body. The damp earthy smell rankled my nose. Seagulls cawed as they circled in the dark, oppressive sky. An ominous sign, moments before the rain began. 

Thick, heavy drops plummeted to the ground mercilessly. Its suddenness caused flooding in the streets, soaking anything and everything in its path.

Deep regret set in. My tailored suit was made of the finest materials, designed to emphasize my status, my power. Not to withstand this torrential downpour. What would people think if they were to see me in such a sorry state?

Head bowed low, holding onto my hat, I stomped through the park to the corner of Fairgrove, a short distance from my abode. There was no way I could return to the office, not like this.

Perhaps an early night would do me good. A decent night’s sleep was what I needed to refresh my mind. It was always best to have a clear head before the start of a campaign.

I pushed forward, ignorant of the people who scurried around me, avoiding my path like the plague. They knew not to get in my way. So, it took me by surprise when we crashed into each other, both of us taking several steps back to see who, or what, we’d encountered.

I prepared to explode, poised to shout profanities and show my aggression at the lack of respect from those of lower status. How dare they walk into me? Don’t they realize who I am?

My gaze fell upon her, rags in her hair and a tattered dress. Words failed me, catching in the back of my throat while I stared at her, unblinking and unmoving. She was the epitome of beauty.

She blushed, flustered, and embarrassed, gathering her belongings floating in the puddles underfoot. They weren’t much; a basket of bread that grew soggy by the second and a small selection of fresh apples.

“I’m so sorry,” she gushed, avoiding eye contact. “I was too busy trying to dodge the rain…”

I smiled; an action my lips weren’t accustomed to. My facial muscle ache with my efforts. I picked up a stray apple and offered it to her. “What is your name?”

“It doesn’t matter, sir,” she muttered, her gaze cast to the floor. 

It mattered to me. For some unknown reason, she mattered to me. I needed to know. Her beauty was so compelling, I lifted her chin so that I could admire her face. Willing her to look at me for the first time. She flinched at my touch, cowering as she reluctantly met my gaze. It was obvious that no man had ever treated her right.

I swelled with anger at the thought of her ill treatment, at the awful life she must lead, when she deserved better.

Her eyelashes flickered open, revealing a set of vivid green eyes, almost too bright to be real.

“What is your name?” I asked again, softening my voice. I was surprised she heard me over the torrential rain that drenched us.

“Selene,” she whispered, her gaze never leaving mine.

Her name echoed in my head.

“Selene,” I purred. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.” Her cheeks grew red, blushing at my compliment. “Tell me, Selene, are you spoken for?” She shook her head. “Good, because you are now,” I said and pulled her into my embrace. “You’re mine… And I promise you’ll live a wonderful life.”

She glared at me as if I was mocking her, narrowing her eyes in suspicion. “You’ve only just met me,” she gasped, realizing by my stern expression that I wasn’t one to jest. “You’ve only just met me,” she added.

“I shall have the rest of my life to learn all about you, if you’re willing to give me a chance to give you a much better, happier life?” I pleaded with her. For me, it was love at first sight. It was as if she had cast a spell on me. I wasn’t one to be this spontaneous, to admit my emotions like this.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

I nodded, bringing my lips to hers. “I’m very sure that I want to make you my wife.”

A knock at the door snapped me out of my memory. The smile that brightened up her face that day lingered in my mind. She appeared from behind the door; she was just still beautiful now as that day I first met her. 

“Christopher, darling, they’re waiting for you,” she whispered, sauntering over to me, her dress rustling with each step.

She stood poised, a few steps away from the desk, the evening dress she’d been keeping a secret revealed—a deep emerald that hugged her figure and complimented her copper-colored hair. Looking every bit the part of the mayor’s wife. My wife. She was elegant, graceful, as though she was born into this world. Never in a million years would you believe I found her on the streets.

“Darling, are you okay?” she asked, reaching her hand out to my face in a subtle gesture of protectiveness. “Darling. we need to discuss—”

I held up my hand, silencing her. I wouldn’t discuss her sordid affair now, it could wait until after the gala. It made me sick to think she’d spread her legs for another man. I didn’t think it could get any worse, until she discovered a child was growing inside her from that man’s seed. Hatred boiled in my blood for the child; its existence planted inside her to taunt me until the end of my days. A product of wickedness and sin; it hadn’t even been born yet, but it had already managed to worm its evilness inside of me, making me lie and deceive my peers. I’d have to pretend that it was my child. To prevent the scandal from leaking to the public and the press, I’d have to convince them that I loved this child, until one of us perishes.

I prayed it would perish within her, gone before it was fully developed. As heartless and cruel though it may be, I wanted to save myself from living a web of lies for the rest of my life.

If the truth should ever be unveiled, it would tarnish my campaign, my reputation. I couldn’t have the public question my ability to be their mayor; how would it look? How can I control public affairs if I can’t control my wife? 

“We will, Selene,” I composed myself, unable to meet her intense gaze, “but not now. Like you said, darling, it is best not to keep them waiting.”
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I’ve existed for a long time. 

It’s almost impossible to know exactly how many years, centuries, millennia I have wondered about this Earth.

Choosing to live among the humans, to be a parasite, to become a part of them. Invading a small fraction within their unconsciousness to control them, to manipulate their surroundings and their Fate to my will.

To humans, the thought of immortality may be appealing, but it soon grows tiresome, and lonely. Watching those you love wither away, becoming a frail shell of the person they’d been in their youth. The heartbreak and sorrow of their loss when everyone around them succumbs to the finality of death. 

I tried not to get attached, to not invest my emotions into the lives of the vessels I possessed, but unfortunately, humans are notorious for allowing their lives to be dictated by their emotions. 

Yet it was their emotions that separated them from my other creations, despite how much their pain hurt, it also made me feel alive. Their happiness made me giddy, their love encompassed me in warmth, and their excitement buzzed through me like a nest of angry bees.

I couldn’t experience the highs of their emotions without enduring the lows, and none of it was possible without my vessels.

Throughout the centuries, I had countless faces and names. Regardless of gender, each one was unique, different, special. I was proud of my creations; none of them looked, spoke, or thought the same, and most importantly, none of them felt the same. Love’s still love, but to some, it was all fire and passion whereas to others, it was gentle and wholesome.

Alice, on the other hand, was the most unique and special of them all. No one ever noticed that I was there hiding in their subconscious. None of them had been able to channel my power, my strength nor feel my emotions. None of them except her. 

She was by far the strongest vessel I’ve ever possessed, despite her slight frame. She was the descendant of my very first human vessel. By making her my chosen vessel, I immortalized her for all eternity. She just didn’t know it yet. She’d remain human, fertile, and young forever. 

She could pull my memories from my subconscious; snippets from the previous vessel’s lives, something that no one had ever done. She could harness my strength and use my power from a young age, with ease and with accuracy, like they were her own.

Anxiety gripped me when the realization dawned that I’d been the one who was manipulated and controlled. I’d become suspicious that it would end in a way I hadn’t planned.

If I’d identified what problems would come with using her as my vessel, I would’ve contemplated remaining without a physical body until the end of time.
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As I lay here, drawing out my final breaths, savoring each moment while my time on Earth drew to a close, it seems only natural to reflect on life. To contemplate all of my decisions, all the sacrifices that had been made throughout my life. 

Some in their pursuit of happiness, of love, of seeking redemption, while others could’ve been made in a vain attempt to prevent those whom I loved from suffering. 

At this point in my life, I accepted that The Divine had destined my life to be the way it was. Despite the pain I’d endured, there was a plan for me. Life was nothing other than a journey mapped in the heavens above. Although we may never or understand why, we might find it cruel and wicked to test us in ways almost inhumanely possible. There was a reason for it; a justification that only The Divine was privy to. We were mere puzzle pieces whose lives made up the bigger picture.

My mother always said, “There are no such things as coincidences, Francine. Things always happen for a reason.”

I’d found it hard to believe that losing all my children had been for a reason. What justification could satisfy a grieving mother, a mother who was pushed to the edge of despair, of madness, of complete devastation not once, but thrice in her existence?

I think of Fredrick, George, and Oliver, my dear boys who’d all succumbed to various illnesses in their brief lives on Earth. How could such sweet, innocent children’s deaths be predestined before they’d been born? 

As I struggled on, wandering the Earth without them, I’d grown bitter and suspicious of The Divine’s ways. Part of me even questioned their existence. Questioning why they had chosen me to mete out a punishment.

Now, though, I was comforted by my faith. One day I shall join them in the sacred sanctuary of Heaven. I was hoping, praying to The Divine that he would be merciful and send my husband, when he perishes, straight to the dark, fiery depths of Hell.

“He? Why is it that so many humans refer to The Divine as a man? Do they truly believe women are feeble and incapable of such power?”

This raspy voice again. I’d been hearing it more frequently in the lead-up to my final day on Earth. Muttering and mumbling, sometimes it was incomprehensible and angry, and at others soothing and empathetic.

The voice, when it spoke, left a presence in the atmosphere, consoling me in my dying isolation. Even if it is a creation of my being, a figment of my imagination, designed to comfort myself while I took my final breath.

Just two words were all I needed to bring solace in my departure from this world.

“Goodbye, Francine.”


      [image: ]Alice


I woke up and cried. Mourning for a person who I didn’t know, while the trauma of watching her take her final breath rattled me. This while the events that transpired in my dream had occurred decades ago, it didn’t make the pain any less real. When my eyes opened as the morning sun filtered into my bedroom, feeling loss still felt so raw that tears continued to flow, clinging to my eyelashes. 

I wasn’t sure if I was mourning the loss of this elderly woman or my father who’d died when I was young. I missed him, his absence a void that couldn’t be filled. I regretted taking him for granted, and as penance, endured the sadness of lost experiences I’d always dreamed of sharing with him, like going for a beer on my twenty-first birthday, giving me away at my wedding, or handing him his newborn grandchild. All the milestones in life that I’d expected him to witness.

I’d been staring in the mirror for a while, trying to cover these blotchy, red eyes with concealer and foundation to the best of my abilities, but I was no professional make-up artist. Usually, I wore no makeup. So, when Effy remarked on my appearance on the bus that morning, I realized my attempts had been useless.

Effy and I used to tell each other everything, and sometimes I’d been indecisive about mentioning the parasite that lived within me. But it was a burden I must bear alone. She wouldn’t believe me; she’d ask me to prove it. Yet, if I done just that, she’d quake in fear. It would ruin the only friendship that I had left. Forever.

For the past few months, my dreams were no longer dreams. Instead, I was reliving scenes, memories, from past lives. The Divine’s past lives, spanning the ages of her existence. Each snippet was so vivid, so tangible, that upon my awakening, it had taken several seconds to adjust to where I was, what century I was in, even who I was. This morning was no different.

I questioned her, while trying to cover up my tear-stained face. Why she was showing them to me now? What was the importance of me witnessing her former vessel’s lives; their heartaches and their pain? She refused to acknowledge my questions, perhaps she didn’t understand them herself. Maybe I was never meant to see them.

There was something else that I was hiding from Effy, that I wanted, needed, to tell her. Before someone else told her. Josh had asked me out, in a round-about way. 

Not only that, but he’s kissed me. While she’d been on a field trip for her performance class. But if she ever found out, her jealousy would overrule any modicum of reason left within her, especially where Josh was concerned.

Over the past week, he’d been trying to converse with me, coming up with ridiculous excuses just to talk to me. I should be flattered; it evoked a lot of hate and whispers among the female population here at Valkyrie Hall College. Those desperate for their chance with him. Effy, included.

The difference was that while they all craved his attention, I did not. He irritated me when he engaged me in a conversation; he repulsed me when he touched my arm or my shoulder when giving me a compliment. The more I ignored him and abruptly rejected his advances, the harder he tried. He wasn’t a person who took ‘no’ for an answer.

It had been after my psychology lecture, the one subject that Effy and I didn’t share. The only one I had with Josh. During the past week, he’d opted to sit beside me, claiming that I shouldn’t be ‘lonely.’ Throughout the whole of the first year, I sat on my own. It gave me the space I needed to spread out the multiple textbooks, my notebook in the center with plenty of pens and highlighter for me to take notes.

Now with him next to me, all of this space was cramped, our legs touching, when he sat with his legs so far apart it left me with the smallest gap for my own underneath the desk. His self-assured grin and playful wink belied his confidence in his charm. Yet whenever I didn’t give him the response he’d expected, it would ignite a fire within him, give him further encouragement to try harder, where others would just accept the fact that I wasn’t interested.

When the class finished, I tried to squeeze past him to leave the lecture hall. He’d taken it upon himself to snatch up my notebook, the one that contained all my annotations. Considering he was much taller than me, he held it up high, out of my reach.

“Josh, please just give them back,” I sighed, but when he shook his head, and kept his arm raised, I stood on tiptoes to reach it, my fingertips just grazing the bottom of the book.

“Let me do it,” the voice within me seethed. “You can get that if you let me—” I silenced her before she could finish. A few years ago, she wouldn’t have asked permission, she’d have just taken over. I knew my strength, that I could do some damage to him if I wanted.

But I wouldn’t cause violence, nor was I going to expose my secret by unleashing her powers and her strength over a stupid notebook.

“Josh, just give it back,” I snapped.

He wrapped his arms around me and spun me to face the mirrored glass panel of the door. “I think we make a great couple,” he said, staring at our reflections. “A gorgeous girl like you with a handsome chap like me.” He smirked.

“That’s never going to happen,” I told him, trying to release myself from his grasp, but his grip on my body tightened. My notebook crashed to the floor.

“Alice, why don’t you just give in? Be my girlfriend. Let me impress you, so that you can see how right we are for each other,” he whispered; his mouth next to my ear, his voice oozing with desperation. “I promise you’ll like it.”

I shook my head, “Josh, n—”

The rest of my words, my refusal of his nonsensical idea, had gotten lost when his tongue writhed inside my mouth. His lips thrashed against mine, but I refused to interact, to engage. I was consumed by worry, my mind racing with thoughts of how Effy would react if she discovered the truth.

I imagined the pained look on her face, how heartbroken and betrayed she’d feel if she ever discovered the truth. It would destroy our friendship for good.

I let my parasite take over. Her wrath surged through me with the impulse to bite his bottom lip and knee him in his crown jewels.

“Fucking bitch,” he hissed when he released me.

Wounded and shocked, he staggered away from me. His eyes glinted and a dangerous expression flashed across his face: a mix of anger and determination. Something within him shifted. A darkness had taken hold of him; a shadow obscured his brown eyes making them appear more like oppressive black holes.

“Demon,” she whispered, forcing me to take another step away, refusing me to reach for the notebook. It was the first time I’d heard even a flicker of fear in her usual confident voice. “We need to leave. Now!”

Before I could comprehend what was happening or try to stop her, I bolted out of the lecture room, running as fast as my legs could manage.

“I will have you, Alice,” he roared. “You mark my words. You will be mine.”

Even though there was a distance between us, his words echoed in the now empty corridor. Fuck.

Tremors coursed through my body, rendering me unable to stand still while we neared the bus stop. My lungs were on fire, scorching my insides as she propelled me faster in a bid to escape him. My breathing was heavy; my stomach twisted in knots causing a wave of nausea to wash over me.

I couldn’t comprehend all of what she had been telling me in a hurried voice, navigating through the maze of the college, not stopping for anything or anyone. I was determined to get the Hell away from him.

I recognized that his threat was serious, that he would be unrelenting in his advances. If he wouldn’t take no for an answer, I was worried. How far would he go? Where would this end?

Josh’s threat had been aimed toward me, but the ‘demon’ inside him wanted her. My parasite.

This scenario was much worse than it appeared on the surface. The most popular person had chosen me to be his, and I’d refused him. By doing so, not only had I made him an enemy, I’d painted a large target on my back.

“If demons are around, Lucifer must be planning something; to free himself from Hell.” her voice was panicked. I tried to prompt her, tease more information from her, but she’d shrunk back into the furthest corner of my mind.

I always thought that Lucifer, the Prince of Hell, was just a character created to scare people into being more righteous citizens, to abide by the holy scripture. But she assured me, Lucifer was undeniably real and he was always seeking one thing.

Her.








  
  
THREE




Josh


It was difficult for me to contain my fury, not to release the dark shadow that lurked within me after her rejection. 

She wasn’t being a tease. She wasn’t playing hard to get. She didn’t want me, and I wasn’t sure how to react to it. No one denied me. Ever.

Who the fuck does she think she is? Why does she think she’s better than me? She’s nothing! A nobody!

Yet, if that was true, why was every part of me attracted to her? She wasn’t attractive in the conventional way, not like her friend. But her friend, Effy, was boring, predictable. Too eager and willing to give herself over to me. Alice was different. It was her inner strength, her inner power that attracted me to her.

My shadow craved for her in a way that made little sense to me. He longed to harness her strength, to wield her power as if she contained magical abilities that would boost his own inflated ego to match that of the ‘devil.’ Lucifer. To overthrow him in some kind of Hellish war between them, with demons like the one inside me on either side.
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Lucifer wasn’t free yet; he was still imprisoned, lurking in the shadows of Hell, biding his time while his abominations worked out a plan to free him. 

But he’ll come for me as he always did. I tried to keep him encapsulated in his realm, yet he always found a way to escape.

His demons scared me, these abominations that should never have existed. They held powers of their own, dark forces to be reckoned with and some stronger than my angels.

Alice needed to stay away from this particular demon; Asmodeus. He was up to no good. Lucifer might be evil, but this demon had an ambition to be worse. Much worse.

I had to give her credit, her initial instincts had been right about him from the start, but he’d set his sights on her now.

He knew she was special. Although, he didn’t know why yet, he’d soon learn. The shadow that he harbored would soon enlighten him.

Bad things were on the horizon. I could feel it.


      [image: ]Alice


The Summer Solstice Soirée. 

As decorations and banners were being hung around the college, the halls were lined with posters advertising the event, creating a buzz like no other party has.

This was the one party each year that wasn’t all about booze and drugs, where everyone could wear their best ball gowns and tuxedos. It was an open invitation, almost an unofficial competition, to see who’d be best dressed or who made the most effort.

It was all the students talked about, ignoring the fact that we’d sit for our most important final exams the following spring.

The Summer Solstice Soirée was the be-all and end-all, or so it would seem. Each year was bigger and better than the last. 

This year, it was supposed to be epic. 

Apart from one tiny snag; I didn’t have a date.

“Well, you could’ve had a date, but he was a demon,” the voice in my mind reminded me.

Scowling, I pushed through the busy corridor, ignoring the memory of Josh. It made my skin crawl and a shiver run down my spine recalling the scene when he asked me to be his date.

“Hey, wait up,” Effy shouted as she made her way through the bustling corridor. “Did you hear?” She eyed me, excitement oozing from her pores. “Josh asked me to be his date for the Soirée,” she squealed, jumping and waving her arms.

I attempted to force a smile, pretending to be filled with joy for her, but inside, I felt nothing. It was a struggle, after all he’d asked her in a bid to get closer to me.

“So? Do you have a date yet?” she asked, realizing that I wasn’t sharing the same level of enthusiasm as her. “You do know it isn’t the 18th century. Girls can ask guys to be their date now,” She elbowed me in the ribs.

She meant well, but since her dream had come true, she seemed to forget we used to share the same social awkwardness and have the same lack of self-esteem to ask someone to borrow a pen, or copy their notes in class, let alone ask them to be my date.

I was only going because Effy had been exhaustive in her efforts. Trying at every turn, having an answer for each excuse I’d tried to make. Truth be told, my stomach twisted into knots just imagining how many people would be there. The main hall isn’t that big considering how many students attended Valkyrie Hall. It would be intimidating, raucous, and cramped. My heart raced at the thought of making small talk among the pretentious alumni and other students I’ve avoided so far in my academic life. I preferred to have my nose buried deep in a book than be among my peers.

With the added insult that if I went, Effy would be wrapped in the arms of the demon that is Josh, or worse, I’d have to spend the evening with them both. Trying to avoid Josh’s flirtatious advances and remarks, while Effy’s attention was averted.

My chest tightened. My breaths grew shallow. Not now, we won’t freak out about this in public. I told her, catching Effy’s quizzical gaze.

I shrugged, hoping to be nonchalant. It didn’t work. Effy, no doubt, thought I was being overdramatic and problematic because of Josh. She sighed and rolled her eyes, looking like a complete stranger.

Over the last few months, she’d morphed into someone else. All in an attempt to become someone Josh would be attracted to. Wearing heavy set make-up, false eye-lashes, and painting her lips in a red that was too harsh for her pale complexion.

Even her attire was different; no longer reserved and respectable, skimpy outfits more suited for a woman of the night or the cliché pole dancer. I loved her, but the way she tried to embody someone she wasn’t, was pathetic. 

She’d changed. Her longing for Josh had morphed her into someone I didn’t recognize. So absorbed in attempting to fit a mold created by the trends of his prior girlfriends. Effy wasn’t the girl who befriended me in kindergarten and became my best friend. I wondered whether she’d noticed the shift in our friendship dynamic, the stirring of hate that swelled within me. Or perhaps she was too preoccupied to care.

She grinned, her eyes twinkling, “I have a plan.”
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All it takes is one moment to alter the course of destiny. One harrowing choice that crosses the line, rendering a person irredeemable. Once their soul was marked, they were beyond my protection or control. That responsibility lay with him. That stain upon you existence meant that you were irrevocably the property of the Devil.

Without being aware of it, you could’ve already crossed that line, and by the time you realize it, it would be too late.

It’s ironic, hilarious even, these desperate humans begging and praying for forgiveness from their deathbeds. Believing that their sins will be forgiven, and they’ll be accepted at the gates of tranquility that is eternal peace.

Perhaps they may have been forgiven, once upon a time. But trends and patterns reoccurred; it was clear these humans don’t deserve The Divine’s forgiveness.

Not a single one of them.
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The great hall was decorated with exquisite taste. No expense was spared for organizing this event, from the selected food being served, to the ornate napkins under the silver cutlery on each table. Each napkin was adorned with the guests’ hand-embroidered initials, showing them where they were to be seated. Extravagant floral masterpieces sat proudly in the center. 

All of this was because of Selene. She had a particular eye for detail, a penchant for the small personal touches to impress her peers. She planned it down to the embroidered napkins beside their name cards, the gold napkin rings, and the crystal flutes filled with champagne. No expense was spared when it came to influencing the guests to ensure they supported my continuation as Mayor. This was all that the gala had become this year, an unofficial campaign to wrangle their votes in my favor.

She danced and twirled across the room, welcoming and entertaining her guests: flitting around like a butterfly across a bed of wildflowers. Enticing and fascinating to watch. Goddess-like in every way imaginable. 

She’d been the perfect host for parties, knew the right things to say to bolster their egos, and how to cater to their often-ridiculous needs. Regardless of who she’d invited, she stood out in the crowd.

It was easy to see why other men found her attractive, why they’d try to seek her attention, but what I couldn’t fathom was what I’d done to warrant her disrespect. I’d given her everything she could’ve wanted, could ever have needed, and more. I’d introduced her into a society of a higher status. 

Her skin was glowing in her secret pregnancy, gaining multiple compliments from the guests whom she welcomed. My chest constricted, and my heart squeezed while I lamented in anguish. Envious of the nameless gentleman who’d fathered her unborn child.

For now, she could conceal it, capable of hiding it despite her slight frame. At the moment, she didn’t show she was with child, but soon, it would be obvious. A barrage of questions would be asked, and it was crucial that I was prepared for them. I either needed to stand by her and accept the responsibility of raising another man’s child, or shun this adulterer, publicly disgrace her, and renounce her from my life.

I couldn’t forgive her, couldn’t ignore her indiscretion. I couldn’t disregard her clear lack of love for me. For if she loved me, she would never have forsaken me and our relationship no matter how temporary, for the arms of another man.

Her forlorn gaze caught mine from across the room. She wore the same mask of suffering that had attracted me to her. My instinctive nature was to be her hero, to remediate her pain. She may have been smiling for the guests, but deep down, the weight of pretending to be happy burdened her.

A flash of color flickered across her eyes, looking red in the light, lasting only a split second. When she blinked again, they’d returned to their usual shade of brown. The pit in my stomach hardened; something wasn’t right.

A heavy, oppressive silence fell upon the attendees, before ear-piercing screams filled the room. Terrified guests fled from the hall, running for their lives. Their movements were chaotic, uncaring of class or social standing when they were preoccupied with their own self-preservation.

A sea of bodies, heads bobbing as they flooded the two exits. Arms flailing while they tried to shove their way through the throng of people in a bid to escape. The glass shattered when chairs were thrown out of windows in their panic and determination to flee outweighed any other thought. The broken shards descended to the floor like rain,

The thunderous sound of hundreds of shoes beating against the wooden floor vibrated through my skull like a baseline, replacing the soft thrum of conversation that had once filled the hall.

Then there was silence.

A metallic aroma like rust and iron permeated the air, so strong it stung my nostrils, and coated the back of my throat with its clotted, tangy taste.

I glanced down. A vibrant patch of crimson was seeping through my white shirt, spreading outwards.

Blood. My blood. I sensed it escaping my body with the ferocity of a wild boar, its unrefined strength surged through the wound, rendering me exhausted and weak. The dense viscosity coated my skin like a warm, sodden blanket.

Time stood still. I stared at this ever-increasing stain spreading across my chest. My body paralyzed in an icy grip that squeezed the air from my lungs. Confusion clouded my mind like fog. My pulse throbbed in my ears and the realization kicked in; I’d been shot.

Quickly followed by a bolt of excruciating pain, that tore mercilessly through my chest like I’d been struck by lightning.

I crumpled to my knees, pressing my hands to the wound in an incompetent attempt to staunch the blood. I understood what was happening to me. I was dying.

The intense pain contorted my face, scrunching my eyes into narrowed slits. My vision blurred, unable to focus on my surroundings to find who fired the bullet.

I saw her. Selene. My goddess, my tormentor.

In her trembling hands she held the revolver, lifting the barrel to her temple. My gun I realized, the very gun that had fatally wounded me.

As I was bleeding out, I tried to reach out for her, tried to tell her I’d forgiven her for everything, that I’d always loved her, but my words died in my mouth—distorted by the blood pouring from it.

In those conclusive moments, life ebbed from my body. My soul was ready to depart for the afterlife, only faintly noticing that Selene had rushed to my side. The gun still pointed at her skull.

“My darling, you must understand… The devil… He’s real,” she mumbled. Her cries grew louder and quaked her body, turning into howls of despair.

“The seed of the devil is inside me,” she whispered in my ear. “I never wanted to betray you, my love… I hope you can forgive me.”

The shot sounded, echoing through the silence.

The blank glare of her lifeless eyes was the last thing I saw before the darkness consumed me.








  
  
FOUR




Alice


PRESENT DAY


Blackened tower blocks and scorched skyscrapers descended to the ground like the building blocks of a toddler. Windows exploded with the intensity of the heat; their shards rained on the concrete sidewalks below. 

Each one crashed into the Earth; the impact cast shock waves across the desolate, ash-laden ground. The tremors could be felt for miles, causing a domino effect of other buildings to come crumbling to the ground.

Charred skeletal remains of those who tried to flee, of those who’d gotten caught in the wrath of the flames, littered the streets. Obliterated and cremated by the unruly fires wherever they’d fallen. 

Sadly, they were collateral damage. These human deaths had been in vain; it didn’t have to end this way. Decimating her creations and eradicating her world hadn’t been the initial plan, but no one would survive this apocalyptic-scale inferno. It worked in my favor, having no witnesses. It shifted the burden of my guilt; it wouldn’t be fair to expect anyone to exist in the aftermath of the destruction that I’d caused.

Sad, perhaps a little poetic, that the one who created this earth and all the creatures within, had been the one who gave me the opportunity and the means to destroy it.
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My existence didn’t matter. Not now, nor when I was a child. I blended into the background, seen but not heard. I was that child who slipped under the radar, forgotten about. A child that had gone missing and wasn’t heard from again.

It took me by surprise that my deadbeat parents had noticed I was missing. It may have been three months too late, but who was I to judge? At least they had sobered up temporarily to realize that they had a child in the first place.

Three days without electricity?

Bailiffs turned up on our doorstep, demanding repayment on a loan that my parents had snorted up their noses or injected in their veins, paying their debtors a bare minimum when their state funding came in?

Better late than never, that was my parents’ response to everything.

Lying to the police the date and time of my disappearance. Lying to social services that I’d been happy and healthy. Lying to the public that they cared for my safe return. 

Even the photograph they used for the ‘missing person’ posters was outdated, by at least five years, taken during a spell of sobriety. It was my last day of primary school, wearing a white shirt that was two sizes too small and a false smile that failed to reach my eyes.

These posters were plastered everywhere; from on lampposts and billboards, to newspapers and on the back of milk cartons. Though despite the wide coverage, the information on there was useless, making it impossible to find me. Perhaps that’s their plan? 

Since that photo was taken, I’d changed physically and mentally. First, my hair had grown unruly. My curls were limp, and its natural color had darkened with age. Second, I’d lost a lot of weight. The expected ‘puppy fat’ had dropped off once puberty hit. It only emphasized the scars of their abuse and neglect over the years. The three-day stint with no food had helped shed that weight. My face now gaunt, and dark rings circled my eyes from lack of sleep night after night.

Though sleep was a foreign concept to me, not only did I have nowhere to go, my brain wouldn’t switch off. The constant thrum of the city and the threat of danger, I always had to be alert, keep my mind sharp and focused. I watched the world around me, wishing that I didn’t have to walk miles to find something almost edible or somewhere I could hide from the pitiful, hateful glares.

When I’d first seen myself in the reflection of an abandoned shop window, I hadn’t recognized the girl staring back at me; a street-rat, a hobo, a junkie. Ironically, I was probably the only sober homeless person in this state, but the irony wasn’t lost on me that I looked more like the problem than the one I was running from.

In truth, their ‘concern’ was merely a charade, an easy way for them to exploit my disappearance for their benefit. For their monetary gain. In one article, it stated that a ‘collection’ had been created to help fund the ongoing search. Hundreds of concerned citizens had donated in the hope of me being found alive. That money funded their disgusting habits, the ones I’d run away from.

In the whole time I’d been on the streets, not one person had recognized me or cared enough to ask who I was or why I was there.

On my own, from the age of fifteen, I’d seen and done many things no child should’ve known about, just to survive.

As a nation, we are notorious for throwing away good food at supermarkets and restaurants. Even households wasted more food. Finding food to eat was easy, that is if you had a strong stomach and didn’t mind salvaging for it. With a mix of anxiety and disgust, she’d sifted through the nauseating, rotten debris, hoping to discover something edible and harmless.

The real struggle of life on the streets was remaining warm and dry during the blisteringly cold, cruel winter nights. Especially when exposed to the relentless downpours and gale-force winds, some so strong that it could uproot decades-old trees.

It was also important to carry a small amount of clothes, blankets, and other possessions in case you needed to make a quick escape. That being said, there was one thing that I couldn’t part with.

Scruff. A stuffed border collie dog, that lived up to his name. A social worker, one who cared about the children under their protection, had given it to me. I must have been five, but I remember her telling me that Scruff would keep me safe, and to cuddle with Scruff if I ever felt scared. For as long as I had him, I’d never be alone.

Scruff now had one ear almost torn off and a button eye missing. His fur was matted and sported some unidentifiable stains. He’d brought great comfort to me over the years, and still did to this day. 

A stuffed toy wouldn’t protect me from the horrors of the world. But he was a token, a reminder that there were still some good people in the world. 

I just had to find them.
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POV - Unknown


Some may question why I’d choose to live inside a human; such pathetic lives compared to being the celestial, immortal being that I was. 

Humans experience raw emotions, something that cannot be compared to any other living creation. No two humans could feel the same emotion in the same way. Love, hope, happiness, as well as pain, despair, and desperation were all subjective.

Experiencing these emotions was like a drug to me. Addictive. No matter how many humans I’ve lived through. I couldn’t get enough. Until they became too much; clouding my better judgment and spiraling out of control

She was different, stronger, potent. This vessel drained me, and although it pained me to admit, she was too much for me to handle. I was weakened by her, suppressed and out of my depth. It made me doubt why I’d chose her.

Without a human body, though, my ethereal being drifted through time. I grew tired and bored. I had no reason or justification for my presence beyond the first creations.

I used to enjoy the mundane routine of human life. The hard graft with little gratitude, and the greed of the rich, whose aim was to keep the poor in poverty. Enjoying the deceit and lies in the webs they spun, which made up their lives, until those closest to them no longer knew the truth of who they were. I reveled in the betrayals of those who were supposed to love them.

Hindsight is a wonderful but dangerous thing. Often, I wondered whether I’d do all of this again, with the knowledge that I have.

If I could go back, would I do things differently?

I’d never have experienced any of this had my first vessel, all those millennia ago, not been a complete accident. Question was: do I regret it?
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The spring air carried the fragrance of new life. The resinous smell of the forest; damp and earthy with woody notes from the mixed spruce, fir, and pine trees. 

I inhale a deep breath. This smell reminded me of home, of Norway, thousands of miles across the unforgiving sea. 

It’s been many years since I’ve been home. We traveled to England, with the hope of discovering riches beyond our wildest dreams. We weren’t wrong; the churches had silver and gold. The soil here was fertile; our crops thrived and its green grass fed our livestock over the cold months.

Some of us shared the same vision, to remain here, to build settlements. To create a new prosperous life in these foreign lands where our people could also thrive.

The English didn’t see us coming. They were too preoccupied with the bickering feuds that split the nations made it all too easy to invade their lands. Their division left them vulnerable to conquering.

Their ports and strongholds defended themselves, determined to stop us on their borders. They weren’t aware that we’d brought many warriors in our efforts. All my men were eager to fight for victory, putting their lives on the line with every strike of their swords. None were afraid of dying, comforted by the knowledge that Odin would welcome them in Valhalla should they fall in battle.

A tug on the sleeve of my shirt stirred me from my thoughts. I’d become overwhelmed by my worries, by the chaos that flooded my mind until I’d lost all awareness of reality.

There was another stronger tug.

Sylvi. My woman. Her stomach was swollen, ripe with my seed. We were expecting the babe to come any day now.

Fear and panic filled her bright green eyes. She blinked profusely, refusing to let the sea of tears drown them. Her anxiety buzzed through her touch, like being stung by a swarm of angry bees. Her fingers clutched my hand, squeezing tighter and letting me know her contractions had begun. Through clenched teeth, she stifled her cries of agony, trying to focus on the safe arrival of this babe and not dwell on the loss of the one that had come before it. Yet as I watched, hopeless, unable to ease her pain, the melancholy of grief was all I could focus on.

This would be child number four.

None of our previous children had survived the night. Doubt niggled in my mind that this child would suffer the same unfortunate fate.

My heart was shielded; it was too difficult, too upsetting to watch history repeat itself. I poured out my heart in prayer, imploring the gods to show us kindness by blessing us with a thriving successor, hoping They would shield us from the heartbreak of another child’s tragic Fate. For her sake. Sylvi couldn’t go through this again.

I didn’t want to think of betraying my woman I’d loved and married over a decade ago. I couldn’t imagine laying with another woman, knowing she couldn’t compare to Sylvi, just to produce an heir. But that’s what I’d have to do if this child should perish like its siblings.

“Please, deliver this child in health, to save my love, to save my child.” I muttered low and unsteady so Sylvi couldn’t hear me.

I couldn’t show her my fear, my concern. I had to be her rock. I was a warrior. I feared nothing, yet my stomach twisted in knots at the thought of losing her.

Yet our Fates were now in the hands of our gods. We’d done everything to ensure a strong heir would survive; made love under the full moon and gifted the gods with a sacrifice prior to the babe’s arrival.

My gaze fell upon my woman as the bleats of the goat echoed in the background.

“Bjorn,” she whimpered, her face contorted in pain, and wielding a silver dagger in her trembling hand. “It’s time.”

I finished my prayer to the gods, hoping they heard me, before I faced her. “I’m here, my love.”








  
  
FIVE




POV - Unknown


I’d been watching from above, unseen and undetected. I’d become invested in this Viking couple. 

Three children had perished before their lives had begun. The first born was a son, but he was born sleeping, formed, so beautiful they were beside themselves with grief.

Their second son was born deformed. He struggled to move, to writhe as a newborn babe should. It was often the Viking tradition to abandon them, to let them perish, but he hadn’t lived long enough. He succumbed to death within two hours of his introduction to the world.

When their third child, another son, was born, their arduous and agonizing journey to become parents, to produce an heir, was over. He seemed so promising, wailing loud and strong cries since his arrival, but he refused to suckle, to take the milk from her breast.

Without the food, he was beginning to starve. All night they tried the different ways the healer had advised to help encourage the infant to feed, but when the sun started to set, marking a new day, the child had gone. The cold winter air had whisked his spirit into the night sky to join his brothers.

I wanted to ease their suffering, to prevent further pain, but their lives had already been fated. Their children’s deaths weren’t in vain. They weren’t strong enough to continue the bloodline that had been foretold to last generations. One that I’d need to continue for many centuries to come.
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