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Dedication
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This is for all the insatiable urges of making love, sex, and lust. 

This is for the greedy for wealth, so they become selfless. 

This is for the urge of violence to find peace and happiness. 

This is for pride; may your humility shine in your endeavors. 

This is for the glutton who knows only to devour; may you find self-control.

This is for the sluggish; may you find motivation to take on the world by storm. 
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Chapter 1

The Curse of Lust

[image: ]


“The human body is the best work of art.”

Noreen jolted awake, her body slick with cold sweat that clung to her skin like a second skin. Her breathing was ragged, each inhalation shallow and frantic, as if her lungs fought to fill with air. The nightmare still clung to her mind, a relentless, vivid echo that refused to fade. 

In her dreams, infants had appeared, dozens of tiny, fragile beings with wide, unblinking eyes that seemed to bore into her soul. Strangely, each bore a mark: an intricate, deliberate brand burned into their skin, as if etched by a cruel, unseen hand. 

She looked down at her trembling hands, fingers trembling uncontrollably. Her gaze was drawn to a strange, fiery glow emanating from her palm, a mark that pulsed with an unnatural light, flickering like a tiny, volatile star. It throbbed fiercely, as if on the verge of erupting into chaos, threatening to burst forth and consume her. 

Panic surged through her veins, but she fought to steady her racing heart, taking slow, deliberate breaths. She clenched her fists, trying to suppress the fiery ache within, anchoring herself in the present amidst the storm of her nightmare. Yet, beneath her calm exterior, a seed of dread had planted itself deep, an unshakable feeling that this mark, this nightmare, was more than just a dream; it was a warning to something dark and inescapable lurking just beyond her consciousness, and she didn’t want to know anything.

That morning, Noreen followed her usual routine, brushing her hair, grabbing a quick breakfast, and gathering her books for class. She moved through the motions mechanically, her mind still haunted by the remnants of her nightmare. When she finally settled at her desk, she meticulously arranged her textbooks and notes, trying to drown out the lingering unease. 

The classroom buzzed softly around her, students chatting and scribbling notes. Suddenly, a loud giggle shattered the quiet.

“Hey there, bestie,” El chuckled, plopping down beside her with his signature grin.

Noreen looked up, raising an eyebrow. “Bestie? Is that all you got?” she teased, a playful smirk tugging at her lips. Both of them shared a genuine laugh, the tension easing from her shoulders.

El leaned back, eyes glinting with concern. “Are you alright?” he asked softly, his voice a rare mix of sincerity and curiosity. The playful tone was there, but beneath it, she could hear the genuine worry.

“Yeah,” she replied quickly, glancing at the professor who had just begun to lecture, trying to focus on the words but feeling her mind drifting elsewhere.

Later that afternoon, while working on her homework in her dorm, an overwhelming surge of desire suddenly washed over her, powerful, urgent, and uncontrollable. It coursed through her veins like a wild current, igniting her senses and blurring her thoughts. She felt her body hum with an intensity she couldn’t explain, a craving that felt almost primal. Frowning, she decided she couldn’t stay in her room with such overwhelming feelings. She grabbed her jacket and stepped outside, seeking fresh air and space to clear her mind.

This insatiable hunger for lust had been with her ever since she turned 18. Back then, it had been fierce but manageable, a relentless but controllable force that she could suppress when necessary. Over the years, she learned to keep it in check, to hide it beneath a veneer of calm and restraint, despite her efforts, the craving never truly faded; it simmered just beneath the surface, always threatening to boil over. 

Now, as she felt that primal need surge within her once more, stronger, more urgent than ever, she wondered if she still possessed the strength to contain it. The familiar battle between control and surrender waged inside her, and for the first time in a long while, she doubted whether she could hold back the storm.

Not far from campus, she wandered into a crowded bar, the sound of laughter and music blending into a chaotic symphony. Her eyes were drawn to the makeshift arena where a mixed martial arts fight was underway, the crowd erupting in cheers with each punch and kick. The raw energy in the room stirred her further.

“Is that even legal?” she wondered softly, watching as a fighter delivered a knockout blow, sending his opponent crashing to the mat. The crowd roared to applause, and her gaze locked onto one of the fighters, a tall, intense figure whose eyes seemed to burn with fierce determination.

Their eyes met amidst the chaos, and an electric jolt shot through her. The urge to connect, to feel, surged again with renewed ferocity. Her breathing quickened, and she felt an almost magnetic pull toward him. She knew she needed him, had to have him. Without thinking, she started to move toward him, trying to avoid drawing attention to herself.

But he noticed her. His gaze locked onto her instantly, a mixture of surprise and recognition flickering across his face. Before she could retreat, he was by her side, voice tinged with confusion. “Hey, wait... I don’t even...” he stammered, caught off guard by her intensity.

In that instant, her hand reached out instinctively, touching his arm. The moment her skin made contact, a wave of desire crashed over her, more intense than before, as if her longing had been magnified tenfold. Her body pressed against his, and their breaths mingled in a shared, electric silence.

Words escaped her as their bodies drew closer, the magnetic pull between them undeniably. Passion ignited rapidly, fueled by a mixture of longing, raw energy, and something darker lurking beneath the surface. They exchanged heated words, but her focus blurred, the need to be close, to be consumed, overriding everything else.

Suddenly, she couldn’t hold back any longer. Turning away from the chaos, she tried to escape, but he was faster. He caught her again, this time pressing his lips firmly against hers in a kiss that felt like an explosion, powerful, unrestrained, and utterly consuming. The world around them faded into insignificance as they surrendered to the primal force, pulling them together, lost in a moment where desire and destiny intertwined.

They slipped into a nearby motel room where the air thickened with heat and urgency. Clothes were shed, and their kisses intensified. Noreen's hands roamed, exploring his body, savoring the sensation of his clean-shaven skin against her lips as she succumbed to the lust pulling her deeper. This time, she couldn’t stop it, and he couldn’t get enough of her.

He groaned in pleasure while tracing her body with his tongue. Overwhelmed by the ecstasy, she gave in completely to the frenzy of desire. Time passed unnoticed; they moved together in endless waves of passion. He explored every inch of her skin, and she gave in to his touch willingly. When he awoke, she was gone, vanished without a trace or a name shared.

Later, they crossed paths briefly. He looked through her as if she were a stranger, but something about her felt familiar, a strange déjà vu. He kissed his girlfriend as Noreen walked away, swallowed by the same confusing amnesia that always followed these encounters. It was weird and confusing to her, but even she had no answer to this phenomenon.

Midterms loomed ominously on the horizon, casting a shadow over Noreen’s every thought. Determined to succeed, she buried herself in her textbooks, poring over notes, flashcards, and practice exams. Hours blurred together as she tried to cram every piece of information into her mind, but exhaustion was relentless; her eyelids grew heavy, and her concentration waned. As she reviewed her materials, her eyelids fluttered closed for a moment, only to be dragged back into the nightmare she knew all too well.

In her dreams, seven infants appeared, each one marked with unrecognizable symbols burned into their skin, strange, jagged signs that seemed to pulse with a sinister life of their own. Murmurs filled the air, unintelligible yet deafening, echoing around her in a chorus of whispers she couldn’t escape. She reached out instinctively, her hand trembling as she stepped closer to the tiny, vulnerable beings. The symbols glowed fiercely under her touch, and just as she was about to grasp one, she jolted awake, drenched in cold sweat, her heart pounding like a drum in her chest.

“Shit, I’m late!” she yelled in a frantic rush, grabbing her bag and sprinting out of her dorm. Her hair was a mess, wild and unkempt from sleep, and her face was pale with the residue of her nightmare. She burst into the classroom just as the professor was beginning to speak, catching her breath and trying to steady her racing nerves.

The professor’s gaze lingered on her with mild disapproval, a silent reminder of her late arrival. Her mind, however, was elsewhere, flashing back to fleeting moments of intense passion she had shared. She remembered the heated moans, the warmth of his hands on her skin, the ache of longing that had consumed her in those stolen moments, but reality insisted on pulling her back, reminding her of the responsibilities, the exams, the looming deadlines.

Despite the chaos within her, she forced herself to focus. She completed her exam with a sense of burdened determination, her thoughts heavy yet clear enough to finish. When she finally handed in her paper, a strange sense of relief washed over her, an easing of the storm inside, if only temporarily.

On her way out of the classroom, she nearly collided with El, her childhood best friend and confidant, the one person who truly understood her, who had earned her trust and respect through years of shared secrets and unwavering support.

“You’re in a bad mood again,” El teased with a knowing grin, nudging her shoulder gently.

Noreen hesitated, then responded defensively, “No.”

El tilted his head, eyes twinkling with playful insistence. “Come on,” he coaxed softly. “Join me for a bite at the cafeteria. You look like you could use a break.”

She hesitated for a moment before nodding, recognizing the truth in his words. As they made their way to the cafeteria, El noticed the shadows behind her eyes and reached into his pocket, pulling out her favorite candy, something sweet to lift her spirits. She couldn’t resist; the simple act brought a faint smile to her lips, a brief respite from her stress.

Sitting together amidst the bustling noise of students and laughter, Noreen felt a flicker of gratitude. For a moment, the weight of her worries eased, replaced by the comfort of friendship and the small joys that kept her going.

Back at work, as Noreen carefully shelved books on the towering shelves, an overwhelming surge of craving suddenly washed over her once more. It hit her like a tidal wave, intense, unrelenting, and impossible to ignore. Her body tensed, a grunt escaping her lips as she clenched her fists, fighting to hold back the rising tide of desire. She pressed her palms against the shelves, as if anchoring herself to the wood for stability. 

But the craving was stronger than her resolve. It clawed at her mind, whispering seductive promises and igniting a fierce heat deep within her. Every nerve ending seemed to come alive, demanding release, urging her to surrender. Her breath hitched, and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to suppress the relentless pull that threatened to consume her. 

Yet, no matter how hard she fought, the urge continued to swell, relentless and unyielding. It was as if some unseen force was pressing against her, demanding her attention, refusing to be ignored. She pressed her forehead against the cool surface of a nearby shelf, trembling as she struggled to regain control, knowing that giving in, even just for a moment, would threaten to unravel everything she had worked so hard to contain.

“Hey, are you okay?” Joshua, the new guy, asked.

He had been introduced to her when their boss assigned her to train him in the library’s backroom. Her gaze had accidentally drifted downward; she noticed his physique and imagined him intimately. The sweat on her brow ceased only when he offered a handshake, but she ran away, away from any man in sight.

A month later, Noreen found herself face-to-face with Joshua once again. She was delivering food to an office on the second floor when their eyes met across the corridor. For a moment, there was only silence, then a flicker of recognition, a spark that seemed to pass between them. Their gazes lingered, and an unspoken connection began to simmer beneath the surface, growing stronger with each passing glance.

One quiet afternoon, in a vacant space upstairs where Noreen often took her breaks or studied alone, Joshua approached her unexpectedly. The elevator doors slid open, and he stepped inside, closing the distance between them. The atmosphere was charged but hushed, as if the world outside had momentarily paused just for this moment.

“You’re even more beautiful from behind,” he said softly.

Startled, she turned. He kissed her, sending shivers down her spine. The taste of his lips was intoxicating. She returned the kiss, peeling off his shirt to reveal his sculpted abs. The contrast between his nerdy appearance and masculine presence captivated her.

He tore off her clothes, revealing delicate silk and skin. Her excitement grew as she undressed him, amazed by what she’d been hiding behind that unassuming exterior. They fell to the floor, lips and hands exploring each other intensely.

“So wet,” he murmured, examining the evidence of her desire.

She whispered, “I want you,” straddling him as he lavished attention on her. Laughter and moans filled the room as they lost themselves in each other’s passion, then they finished with both ecstasy.

Then the moment he asked, confused, “What are we doing here?”

She looked at him as she finished changing, her heart pounding in her chest. Unable to find the words, she hesitated, her mind a jumble of conflicting emotions. A faint, ambiguous smile touched her lips, one that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Without a word, she turned away and slowly walked out of the room, leaving him standing there, silent and bewildered.

A cold shiver ran down her spine as the realization sank in. Once the desire was fulfilled, she was nothing more than a fleeting shadow in their minds, completely erased from their memories as if she had never been there. The moments they shared, the passion they ignited, faded into nothingness the instant it was over. It was as if her existence was obliterated the moment, they turned away, leaving behind only a vague, indistinct blur of intimacy that quickly dissolved into the emptiness of their recollections. 

No matter how vivid or intense the encounter had felt to her, to them it was as if she had vanished into thin air, forgotten, erased, insignificant in the wake of their own craving and desire. The stark awareness of her invisibility, of her disposability in their minds, deepened her sense of loneliness and helplessness, casting a shadow over the fleeting moments of passion she had sacrificed everything for.

Returning to her dorm, Noreen stepped inside and immediately noticed the mess: boxes scattered across the floor, half-unpacked and haphazardly stacked. She raised an eyebrow, a faint smile playing on her lips. “New roommate?” she wondered aloud, glancing around for any sign of who it might be.

A cheerful voice answered from behind her. “Hi, I’m Missy,” the girl said brightly, stepping into view with a friendly smile. She looked approachable, her energy infectious.

Noreen extended her hand, offering a polite shake. “Sorry, I have to go to work,” she said, glancing at her watch and hurriedly heading toward the door.

“It’s okay, I don’t have much stuff,” Missy replied, still smiling as she began unpacking her belongings.

Noreen left her new roommate to settle in, juggling her shifts between the library and the grocery store owned by Luis. The store was a hub of activity, bustling with familiar faces. Luis’s sons, Jorge and Nico, worked there too. Jorge, who had recently returned from deployment in Iraq, had undergone a remarkable transformation, from a slender, wiry figure to a broad, muscular presence that seemed to command the space.

“Hey, bro,” Nico called out one afternoon, spotting Jorge. 

“Noreen still works here?” Jorge nodded, a grin spreading across his face. 

“Yeah, don’t act surprised,” Nico said, his voice warm but teasing. Nico chuckled, leaning on the counter. “You know, I thought she’d have better things to do than hang around here.”

Their banter was interrupted by El arriving late, fashionably disheveled but grinning ear to ear. He greeted Jorge enthusiastically, slapping him on the back. “Hey, man! Long time no see,” El said, clearly happy to reconnect.

Jorge returned the greeting with a smile, but Luis, the store owner, barely seemed convinced by El’s tall tales, his expression skeptical, eyes narrowing slightly as he listened.

Meanwhile, Noreen was busy stocking shelves, but an urgent, familiar feeling began to rise within her, an undeniable, overwhelming craving that threatened to take control. She clenched her fists, trying to steady herself, but the sensation grew stronger, more insistent, frowning, she quietly retreated toward the backroom, seeking a moment of solitude and silence to regain her composure.

Later, she decided to come in early, hoping to get ahead of her shifts. As she pushed open the back door, she noticed it standing slightly ajar. A strange noise echoed from inside. Her instincts flared, she moved silently, cautious but determined to find out what was happening.

Suddenly, she startled Jorge, who was in the process of grabbing a jug of water. His surprise was palpable, and he accidentally spilled the cold liquid all over her.

“That’s cold!” she exclaimed, spluttering as she quickly stepped back to wipe herself off.

“Sorry!” Jorge stated, eyes wide with embarrassment, realizing his mistake.

“When did you get here?” Noreen asked.

“A couple of days ago,” Jorge replied, brushing water from her clothes. “You barely noticed?”

Noreen flashed a sheepish grin. “Yeah, I’ve just been busy with school and work, but thanks .” 

She headed toward the back room to change, but as she entered and started unbuttoning her shirt, Jorge appeared again, seemingly out of nowhere, staring at her cleavage.

“Ah... fuck! Sorry!” he blurted, flustered, immediately stepping back. His cheeks reddened with embarrassment as she looked at him, a mix of surprise and irritation crossing her face.

The room was thick with unspoken tension, both of them aware of the strange, charged energy lingering in the air. Then, Noreen felt the overwhelming urge again, powerful and undeniable. She looked at him, and she couldn’t stop herself.  She guided his hand to her, her own fingers following, their intense mutual need unmistakable. He carried her to the floor, his tongue tracing her most sensitive places. Her moans and smiles fueled him as she straddled him, riding him while he indulged her.

“So good,” she whispered, savoring every sensation.

Their pleasure intensified, rising in a shared crescendo that echoed through the room like a powerful symphony. Moans and whispers intertwined, each sensation fueling the other, creating a rhythm that was both wild and harmonious. 

They moved in perfect harmony, their bodies responding instinctively to each other's touch and desire. Every gasp, every shiver, and every trembling breath seemed to blend seamlessly into the crescendo of their shared ecstasy, filling the space with an electric, almost transcendent energy. 

In that moment, they were completely in sync, lost in the overwhelming wave of sensation that united them in pure, unbridled passion and just like that after finishing off, he forgot about her.

Later, Nico entered the store alongside Luis, their search for Noreen proved fruitless. Frustration crept into his brow as he looked around, unable to find her. He pulled out his phone and quickly dialed El, but his friend had no idea where she might be either. 

Growing more concerned, Nico traced Noreen’s location through her phone. After a few moments, he found her in the back, busy stocking shelves. Without hesitation, he made his way toward her.

“Where were you?” Nico asked, his tone gentle but firm.

Noreen glanced up, a relaxed smile playing on her lips. “Backroom,” she answered casually, as if it was no big deal. “I have been here for a while. Is everything okay?”

Nico studied her, then cast a subtle glance toward Jorge, who was nearby. His expression was filled with a mixture of confusion and something deeper, an almost unspoken understanding. He had known about Jorge’s feelings for Noreen long before Jorge even joined the military. It wasn’t just a fleeting crush; it was love, something Nico recognized from the way Jorge looked at her, the way he lingered in her presence.

“He liked you, you know, my brother I mean...what just happened between you two?” asked Nico.

“Maybe he’s getting over it?” Noreen joked softly, turning to walk away, her tone light but carrying an undertone of something more.

Nico watched Jorge carefully, noting the distant look in his brother’s eyes, something in Jorge’s expression told Nico that beneath the surface, the feelings ran even deeper than he had realized. He silently wondered if Jorge’s heart was truly healing, or if, perhaps, it was still holding on to what once was, but it seemed he forgot all about Noreen.

Meanwhile, Missy, the new roommate, began to show an increasingly intense fixation on Noreen. Her curiosity seemed to deepen with each passing day, and she started asking subtle, pointed questions to coworkers about Noreen’s habits, schedule, and personal life. There was a quiet eagerness in her tone, an almost obsessive interest that went beyond simple curiosity.

At first, it was casual, Missy inquiring about where Noreen liked to spend her free time or what her routines were, but soon, her questions grew more probing, her gaze lingering a little too long when Noreen wasn’t around. She seemed to be studying her, piecing together fragments of her life with a quiet intensity that made others feel slightly uncomfortable.

She often wandered near Noreen when she was working or studying, her eyes flickering with something bordering on admiration or obsession. The way she watched her, almost as if trying to understand her on a deeper level, hinted at an unspoken fascination that was growing more unsettling by the day. Her outward friendliness masked a growing obsession, one that seemed to blur the lines between admiration and fixation, leaving those around her to wonder just how far her interest might go.

Far from the roar of the stadium, Noreen was packing her bags in silence, the weight of her despair pressing down on her. She didn’t want to go home, but Christmas had a way of pulling her back to Z Town, a place that carried with it a strange, oppressive aura. The town seemed to breathe with a mixture of myth and madness, whispering secrets in the shadows. People spoke of it as if it were alive, an entity with a dark heartbeat. They warned of a witch named Salema, cursed bloodlines, and sins that haunted the heirs, condemning them to carry burdens they hadn’t chosen.

El Paraiso insisted on driving. Polite, confident, untouchable, he came from a family that owned half the city, their influence woven into every corner of Z Town. Missy tagged along, pretending it was only for company, though her quick, darting eyes betrayed a deeper purpose. Behind her calm facade, she seemed to be studying the town, the people, everything with an intensity that suggested she knew more than she let on. It was El she was interested in, her curiosity about him, and perhaps more.

As they neared the outskirts, the skyline dissolved into a bleak landscape of bare trees shrouded in fog. Missy pressed her forehead to the window; her gaze fixed on the ghostly landscape. “Something about this place feels wrong,” she murmured.

Noreen’s voice was quiet but steady. “It always has been,” she replied, her words weighted with unspoken history.

They arrived at her house, a structure that offered only a thin veneer of warmth. Inside, the feeling was superficial, decorations and forced smiles masking a deeper coldness. Claudia, her stepmother, greeted her with that polite, practiced smile she reserved for guests, never for Noreen. The laughter at dinner sounded rehearsed, hollow. When Claudia asked if Noreen had suffered any more “attacks,” the atmosphere tensed. The air grew heavy, and her father’s head remained bowed, refusing to meet her eyes.

Later, Noreen wandered through the old rooms, where relics of her mother still lingered, maps of ruins, charms etched with mysterious symbols, and books bound in cracked leather. The echoes of her parents’ arguments haunted her mind: her father’s roar of blame, her mother’s exhausted denial. The word “curse” had been spat between them like poison, poisoning everything they touched. They couldn’t even call her, their daughter, without shame or fear.

Desperate to escape the weight of the past, Noreen sought out Mileneva, the old woman who had once offered her shelter. Her humble home burned with a strange, flickering light; candles dripped red wax onto a worn wooden table. Mileneva’s smile was gentle but distant, her eyes clouded with secrets. “You came back,” she said softly, her voice carrying an unspoken warning. “The city remembers its children.”

Missy’s laughter faltered as she watched the exchange, a flicker of something unreadable passing across her face. She knew, somehow, something Noreen hadn’t yet fully grasped. Noreen could feel the weight of Mileneva’s gaze, heavy with knowledge and warning, and the unsettling truth of what lurked beneath the surface of Z Town.

The next morning, drawn by something nameless, Noreen returned to Z Town High. The halls were haunted by the ghosts of her teenage years, laughter, shame, and the taste of humiliation that still lived under her skin. By the trophy case stood Joey Patterson. He turned at the sound of her footsteps. His blue eyes were the same. For a long time, neither spoke. Recognition flickered, then vanished.

“He is still as proud as ever,” Noreen thought.

Later, Noreen found herself in the gym, watching another player train. Sweat glistened on his back, each motion awkwardly human, painfully alive. She felt the familiar stirring, an ache that began not in her body, but in her bones, in her blood. The urge clawed its way up. She fled before it consumed her.

Inside her car, she trembled, biting her own lip until she tasted iron. She despised herself, despised what the curse turned her into, a woman ruled by hungers that weren’t her own. She didn’t want to act on the pull of it all. Never. Not in her life, but the pull always wins.

When she returned home that evening, Missy was sitting at her father’s side, laughing easily. Noreen was invisible once again in their eyes. The curse, it seemed, was more than inherited; it was isolation made flesh.

Driven by an overwhelming sense of despair, Noreen returned once more to Mileneva’s house, her steps heavy and unsteady. As she approached, she hesitated, then pushed open the door, only to find it hanging loosely on its hinges. A cold dread seeped into her bones as she stepped inside.

The house was eerily silent, save for a faint, unsettling hissing that seemed to echo from the shadows. Her eyes darted across the dim room until she saw it: two snakes coiled on the kitchen table; their bodies intertwined in a sinuous mass, but these were no ordinary serpents. Their scales shimmered with an unnatural sheen, and their eyes glinted with intelligence, almost human.

One of the snakes, a striking yellow, spoke in a voice that was disturbingly articulate. “She’s come,” it hissed, voice smooth and deliberate.

The other, darker and more shadowed, replied with equal clarity. “She bears her mother’s blood,” it said, its tone heavy with foreboding.

Noreen stared, her breath catching in her throat. A strange, numbing sensation washed over her, she couldn’t breathe easily, as if the air itself had thickened around her. She felt herself rooted to the spot, paralyzed by a mixture of fear and bewilderment. She couldn’t understand why she was able to comprehend their words, why their voices resonated so clearly within her mind, as if she had always known their language.

From the shadows emerged Mileneva, her voice calm but layered with an ominous weight. “You were expected,” she said softly, her voice echoing in the stillness. “Every bloodline has its reckoning.”

Noreen’s heart pounded in her chest, her mind reeling from the revelation. The snakes, the whispers, the ancient curse, all converged into a terrifying truth she could no longer deny. In that moment, standing amidst the flickering candlelight and the coils of the unnatural serpents, she understood that her destiny was intertwined with the darkness that had haunted her family for generations, and as Mileneva’s words lingered in the air, the chapter closed on a silence thick with secrets, the weight of history pressing down on her shoulders, forever bound to the curse she had inherited.
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Chapter 2

The Curse of Pride
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"A man consumed by pride always looks down on others, but in doing so, he blinds himself from seeing the heights beyond his gaze."

Snow whispered against the glass, a gentle hush that muted the world outside the dormitory window. The night was thick and still, an unyielding silence that seemed to swallow every word, every breath, leaving only the relentless pulse of a single thought echoing in Joey Patterson’s mind: “win.”

He sat alone on his narrow bed, shoulders hunched as if trying to shrink away from the weight pressing down on him. His gaze was fixed on the trophies lined up on the shelf across the room, their surfaces catching the faint glow of the bedside lamp. They gleamed faintly, like a congregation of silent judges watching over him. Each gold plate was engraved with his name, a testament to victories past, moments of glory carved into cold metal, but tonight, those medals felt weightless, empty. They no longer sparkled with pride; instead, they seemed like epitaphs, marking the graves of dreams long lost.

The roar of the crowd, once a thunderous symphony fueling his every move, now faded into a distant memory, growing quieter with each passing day. The applause, the chants, the adrenaline, all had dissolved into a ghostly echo, leaving only this hollow silence that reverberated in his chest. The trophies, once symbols of triumph, now mocked him with their permanence, reminding him that victory was fleeting, an illusion that slipped through his fingers faster than he could grasp.

Joey’s mind spiraled in a relentless loop, replaying every game, every moment he had fought to win, but beneath the surface of determination lurked an unspoken despair: the nagging sense that none of it mattered anymore, that the true victory had already been lost, buried beneath the weight of unfulfilled expectations and the hollow ache of a future he couldn’t see. 

The night pressed in closer, and in that quiet darkness, Joey Patterson sat alone, clutching his unspoken fears and the fading hope that one day, the roar of the crowd might return, and with it, a reason to keep fighting.

He used to love the game. The weight of the ball, the clean snap of a perfect pass, the way unity burned through the team like lightning, but somewhere along the climb, the joy had bled out. All that remained was the hunger, the insistent voice that hissed whenever his name wasn’t the loudest in the room.

Joey Patterson had spent most of his life chasing glory. From the moment he stepped onto the high school football field, he was the kind of player who turned heads and broke records with effortless ease. His speed was unmatched, his strength intimidating, and his instinct for the game prescient. Everywhere he played, he drew admiration and envy. Coaches called him a prodigy, teammates looked up to him, and opponents feared him.

He was the star of his team, the one everyone expected to shine brightest at every game. Highlight reels showcased his most spectacular plays, and headlines often featured his name, yet beneath the surface, there was a quiet, relentless drive, a hunger to be the best, to etch his name into the school's history. He thrived on the applause, the cheers, the recognition. Every touchdown, every victory, was a step closer to his ultimate goal: greatness.

But as the years went on, that pursuit of glory became a double-edged sword. The praise he received was intoxicating, yet it also carried a weight of expectation he struggled to carry. The constant pressure to perform, to outshine everyone else, began to chip away at his sense of self. The medals and records, once symbols of achievement, started to feel like shackles, reminders that no matter how much he won, it was never enough. The admiration, tinged with envy, sometimes felt like disdain.

In the quiet moments, away from the spotlight, Joey wondered if all the sacrifices, the early mornings, the injuries, the relentless training were truly worth it. Or if the glory he so desperately sought was just an illusion, fading faster than he could grasp it. Still, he kept chasing, driven by a fierce desire to prove himself, to silence the doubts, and to carve out a legacy that would outlast the fleeting cheers of the crowd.

Sometimes, in moments between games or during the long drive home from practice, he caught glimpses of himself in reflections, store windows, darkened car glass. The man looking back was unfamiliar, eyes too sharp, expression too empty. That boy who once laughed with his teammates, who helped the underclassmen tie their cleats, was a ghost now, unseen and unremembered. Joey couldn’t even recall when the transformation began, only that it had already gone too far.

A girl, his on-and-off-again girlfriend, had been the only one brave or foolish enough to look him in the eyes and tell him the unvarnished truth. “You scare me, Joey,” she’d whispered once in a trembling voice. “Not because of what you do, but because of what you’re losing.” Her words had hung in the air, heavy with unspoken meaning, and for a moment, he’d laughed, brushing her off with an easy, prideful smirk. He’d thought it was just another one of her attempts to shake him, to make him see himself more clearly, but now, her words echoed in his mind like a tolling bell, relentless and insistent.

He couldn’t recall who this girl was, her face blurred in the fog of memory, her name slipping just beyond reach, yet her words haunted him, carving a hollow in his chest that refused to fill. What was he losing? The question tugged at him, stirring something buried deep within, the faint ache of regret, of longing, of a part of himself he’d forsaken or perhaps never truly possessed.

He felt the weight of emptiness pressing down, a hollow space where something vital had once resided. It was precious, he was sure of that, though he couldn’t quite remember what it was. When he reached out to grasp it, to hold onto whatever it was that might make him whole again, it always slipped through his fingers like water, cold and insubstantial. The more he tried to hold on, the more distant it became, as if the very effort pushed it further away.

A restless unease settled in his bones, whispering that he was losing not just her, or the memory of her, but a part of himself he hadn’t even known he cared about. The silence around him grew thick, echoing with the ghost of her voice and the unspoken fears that perhaps, in his pursuit of whatever he thought was worth holding onto, he’d already let go of the most essential thing of all, and now, all that remained was the aching suspicion that what he was losing was far more precious than he could ever understand, and that once lost, it might never be regained.

Now, in college, his obsession with being the best had transformed into something feral. It wasn’t enough to win anymore; he needed to dominate, to crush every opponent beneath his will. His pride had mutated into a relentless hunger that hollowed him out, consuming him piece by piece until there was almost nothing left of the boy he once was.

When that craving overtook him, the surge of need, the primal urge, he became someone else entirely. The boy who once helped teammates with a genuine smile, who posed for cameras with effortless charm, was stripped away, replaced by a ruthless, almost predatory version of himself. In that state, he was relentless, lusting not just for victory but for power and praise, craving the adulation as if it were oxygen.

It wasn’t ambition anymore; it was possession. Every ounce of his being was consumed by the need to be seen, to be revered, to leave no doubt that he was the best, at everything, at all costs. His obsession had turned into a hunger that devoured his sense of self, blinding him to anything else but the relentless pursuit of recognition and dominance. This was his stage and his pride.

Outside, the snow thickened relentlessly, blanketing the world in a cold, unyielding white. It erased the familiar contours of everything he knew, turning the landscape into a silent, featureless expanse. Joey stood motionless before the window, his gaze fixed on the darkness beyond the glass, a void that seemed to swallow the faint flickers of light from the streetlamps, the distant hum of life, and even his own reflection. The glass reflected back his image, cold and hollow, as though it too had become part of the endless winter, consumed by the hunger that simmered beneath his skin.

The curse of pride was patient, subtle and relentless. It did not arrive with thunder or bloodshed; instead, it whispered softly, promises veiled in the allure of greatness. It seduced him with the taste of victory, with fleeting moments of applause and admiration, each triumph feeding the insatiable hunger within. But with every win, it carved away at his soul, leaving behind slivers of emptiness; tiny wounds that bled silently, unnoticed until the debt collector finally came, an inevitable reckoning where even the sweetest triumph would turn to ash in his mouth.

His hands, once steady and confident, capable of crushing defenses, weaving perfect spirals, and seizing admiration, now trembled faintly. They were still strong enough to dominate on the field, to command attention, to leave opponents shattered and spectators in awe, yet beneath that strength, there was an utter emptiness. The hands that had once represented skill and purpose now betrayed him, trembling with the weight of unspoken guilt and unfulfilled longing. He pressed them against the cold glass, leaving smudges that quickly dissolved into the frost, traces of a boy who once believed in something more than this relentless pursuit, wilting away like the ever-changing seasons.

Deep within, a faint flicker of warmth persisted, an echo of the boy he once was, a whisper of kindness and innocence long buried beneath layers of pride and ambition. It reached out to him in a fragile, fleeting gesture, a reminder of the boy who had helped others without expectation, who smiled genuinely and believed in the good of the game, a boy who believed in others. But pride was a merciless jailer, its chains forged from the need to prove himself, to dominate, to be the best at any cost. 

Joey turned away from the reflection, jaw clenched tight, swallowing the quiet call of conscience that tried to reach him. That voice, faint but persistent, begged him to remember who he was beneath the armor of arrogance.

Tomorrow loomed on the horizon, a new game, another chance to carve his name deeper into the storm of competition. Another step further into chaos, another opportunity to prove himself, to silence the doubts, to drown out the whispering emptiness with the roar of victory. 

Outside, the snow continued to fall, soft, endless, soundless, covering everything in a shroud of white, burying not just the landscape but also every fragment of the boy he had once been, and as the relentless snow blanketed the world outside, inside he felt the quiet, merciless weight of what he was losing, piece by piece, moment by moment, until only the hollow echo of his pride remained.

Joey’s pride was a consuming, seductive force that gradually stripped away his true self. The "something precious" lost was his innocence and capacity for genuine connections, something so fundamental that it faded from his conscious memory but left an aching void. His unrelenting hunger to dominate, be admired, and never show weakness blinded him to what he sacrificed: authentic love, empathy, and peace; he was hollow inside, grasping at illusions of control while the curse tightened its hold.

The sin of pride manifested through seduction and addictive visions, whispered promises of grandeur and reverence that intoxicated him, and these temptations inflicted a slow corruption, alienating him from those around him, especially from the girl he loved, whose presence sprouts faint stirrings of a past self he no longer recognized.

The days blurred into one another, each victory stacking atop the last, yet all of them felt as hollow as the trophies lining his dorm room shelves. Joey moved through campus like a king surveying his dominion, confident, commanding, untouchable, but beneath the surface, behind every calculated glance and every forced smile, something darker simmered, cracks spreading within him, growing stronger with each superficial triumph, each fleeting moment of admiration. It thrived in the shadows of his pride, gnawing at the edges of his soul, whispering that none of it truly mattered, only the relentless hunger for more, for validation, for power, and with every step, he felt himself slipping further away, lost in a hollow empire built on illusions.

Practice no longer satisfied him. He crushed drills, humiliated teammates, and demanded impossible standards. When a receiver dropped his pass one afternoon, Joey’s fury exploded with such venom that silence fell over the field. The assistant coach called his name, but Joey didn’t hear him. He felt only the rush of dominance, the thrill of seeing fear flicker in his teammate’s eyes. That was victory now, not the scoreboard, not the crowd; it was fear, control, and worship.

This loss and the moment of vague awareness were the curse's cruel irony: Joey intuitively sensed that something vital had been stolen, but his pride forced him to bury the pain beneath layers of superiority. 

At night, he couldn’t sleep; his mind replayed moments of conquest, people cheering, cameras flashing, yet the sound warped and thinned until it became a single whisper threading through the dark. Sometimes it sounded like the girl in high school; sometimes it sounded like his own voice.

“You could be more, you deserve more, and they’ll never love you unless they fear you.”

He tried to drown the whispers by training for more victories, but the hunger never eased. It grew sharper, turning pleasure to ash. He began seeing shapes in the corners of his vision, shadows that looked like himself, twisted and grinning, moving just out of reach.

One evening in the weight room, he stared at his reflection in the mirror, drenched in sweat, muscles trembling. The mirror wavered, as if the figure on the other side breathed on its own. The reflection smiled, an expression too wide, too knowing. It was like someone he couldn’t recognize. 

“Is this what you wanted?” He declared.

Joey stumbled back, blinking hard, but the grin stubbornly remained plastered on his face. That night, for the first time, he felt fear, an icy shiver crawling up his spine, threading through his bones. He wasn’t sure if what he saw was madness or a revelation, a doorway to something he couldn’t yet understand.

Every conversation became a performance, every interaction a calculated move. He measured each word, each tone, each glance, as if orchestrating a symphony of control. The people around him, once teammates, friends, or simply fellow students, no longer felt real. They were mirrors reflecting his greatness, yet he despised them for it. Their admiration, no matter how fervent, was never enough. It left him hollow, gnawing at his ribs with insatiable hunger, an ache that no praise could fill.

The voice in his head grew louder, insistent and relentless. It whispered of destiny, of glory, of sacrifice, telling him to push harder, to destroy anything weak, anything standing in his way. Each word thrilled him with its promise of power yet terrified him with its darkness. Deep beneath layers of pride and rage, Joey sensed the truth: he was being consumed, devoured by the very hunger he had forged in his relentless pursuit.

The boy who once played simply out of love for the game was long gone. What remained was a hollow vessel, an empty shell fueled by ambition and obsession. A creature defined by hunger, unable to stop, unable to remember why he started, and as the shadows lengthened, so too did the chasm inside him, an endless void that threatened to swallow whatever was left of the boy he used to be.

Outside, winter thickened. Snow swallowed the campus in silence, and Joey moved through it like a shadow, chasing echoes of applause only he could hear. The stadium lights burned against the winter night, halos of white piercing through the falling snow. Breath steamed from every helmet, the cold biting deep. Joey stood on the field’s edge, heartbeat thundering beneath his pads, muscles coiled like wire. Around him, players warmed up, cleats grinding into frost, but his focus narrowed to a single point: the end zone.

This was his night. The scouts were in the stands, cameras waiting. He could already hear the headlines. All he had to do was dominate. When the whistle shrieked, Joey moved as something unleashed. He tore through defenders, barking commands, ignoring his coach’s shout to stay calm; every play had to go through him, every drive had to end in his victory. 

When a teammate called, Joey snapped, grabbing his jersey, shoving him hard enough that helmets clashed. The crowd gasped, but Joey didn’t notice. He was beyond the game now, pulsing with something feral and electric. For three quarters, he was unstoppable and felt infinite, then came the fourth.

The air turned heavy, thick with snow and noise. The team was down by three. Joey called the play himself, ignoring the coach’s sign from the sideline. The ball snapped; his heart leapt. He sprinted forward, eyes locked on the gap, but mid-stride, he slipped. The hit came clean and brutal, knocking the breath from his lungs. The ball tumbled, spiraling across the white field, and landed in the arms of the opposing linebacker.

The roar that followed wasn’t his.

Lying there, snow searing his skin through the grass, Joey lifted his head. The lights seemed farther, the world spinning slowly. His teammates raced past him, desperate and shouting, but it all sounded distant, muffled, like voices underwater. For the first time in his life, he couldn’t move, not because of pain, but because something in him broke; it was not a bone, it was something deeper.

He saw the girl near the bleachers, her hand covering her mouth. Their eyes met for a second, her gaze neither pity nor anger, just sorrow, that simple, unbearable sorrow. Suddenly his triumphs meant nothing; the trophies in his room, the headlines, the applause flashed through his mind like hollow images, brittle and distant. He felt the curse of pride settle over him, a weight pressing through his ribs. He had climbed so high only to find there was never a summit, just a void waiting at the peak.

When his teammates helped him up, he tried to smile but couldn’t, and his mouth trembled, his throat dry. He stared at his empty hands; they had once held the game, the glory, everything; now they only held air.

The scoreboard clock reached zero. The crowd’s cheer turned to murmurs. Joey stood still as snow gathered on his shoulders, and in that moment, he understood it wasn’t the loss that shattered him. It was the realization that even victory could not save what his pride had already devoured... his heart.

The locker room was silent except for the drip of melting ice and the soft rustle of jerseys being packed away. Joey sat motionless on the bench, helmet resting at his feet. His knuckles were raw, his uniform streaked with mud and blood, but it was the hollowness inside that hurt most.

Around him, teammates spoke in hushed tones, stealing cautious glances his way, none daring to approach. Even in defeat, Joey carried a strange, heavy presence, an unshakable aura of authority, like a king stripped of his crown, yet stubbornly refusing to kneel; he stood resilient, embodied a silent defiance that demanded respect, even if it was born of fear. His presence alone seemed to fill the space, casting a shadow that no words could dispel, as if he clung to his throne in the face of everything falling apart around him, and they were all falling apart faster than anything else.

The girl he had forgotten, Noreen, stood by the door. She hadn’t left after the game, though she could have. Joey noticed her reflection in the locker’s metal surface before he turned. 

Her eyes met his, soft but resolute. “You played like someone fighting ghosts,” she mouthed.

He looked down. His voice came hoarse, scarcely his own. “Maybe I was.”

For a long moment, neither spoke. The sound of teammates leaving faded until only the hum of the lights stayed. Joey ran a hand through his hair, staring at his palms. In the light, they looked pale, almost translucent, the veins dark beneath the skin. These were the same hands that had built his name, lifted trophies, signed autographs, and let everything that mattered slip away, even the girl he once loved.

“I thought pride made me strong,” he murmured. “But it just made me empty.”

He blinked, unsure whether to believe it. Somewhere in the back of his mind, a faint warmth flickered, like the ghost of sunlight through snow. He remembered laughter from long ago, faces blurred by time, his father's voice telling him to play because he loved the game, not because the world watched.

For the first time, that memory hurt less.

Noreen whispered as if she were there, “If you ever find that boy again, tell him I’d like to meet him.”

After she was gone, Joey sat in the dim locker room, surrounded by echoes of a life he’d worn thinly. Slowly, he stood and walked toward the exit. 

Outside, snow still fell, blanketing the field in quiet light. He stepped onto the grass, boots sinking into the soft crust, his breath curling in the air. The stadium was empty now, silent except for the whisper of wind across the goalposts.

Joey closed his eyes and let the cold bite into him, refusing to flinch. The hunger still burned beneath his skin, an unrelenting, gnawing ache that would never truly fade. It was a part of him now, as constant as his heartbeat, a shadow that lurked in every corner of his mind, but beneath that insatiable craving, something else stirred, something new, tentative. It wasn’t forgiveness, not yet, and perhaps it never would be, but it was the faint whisper of a beginning, a flicker of possibility amid the darkness.

In the distance, six figures stood silhouetted against the night, their shapes faint but unmistakable. They were shadows themselves, silent witnesses to his transformation, to the storm raging inside him. Their presence was both a reminder of what he was losing and what he might still hope to find. 

As the cold wind swept past, Joey felt the weight of their gazes, heavy and unwavering, like the promise of change lingering just beyond reach, and in the silence, he wondered if, maybe, just maybe, this was the first step toward something different, something beyond the hunger, beyond the hollow crown he refused to relinquish.
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Chapter 3

The Curse of Gluttony
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"Do you not realize that you are the dwelling place of the Divine? The Spirit of the Creator lives within you. Whoever harms this sacred temple shall face destruction, for this temple is holy, and you are that sanctuary."

It was a bright, crisp day, the kind of surprising warmth that made everyone’s spirits lift. To her surprise, Noreen found Missy and Mrs. Young already awake, their voices weaving through the house as they sang cheerful Christmas songs in the living room. 

Noreen paused in the doorway, smiling faintly at the sight, a rare moment of genuine warmth in Z Town’s cold atmosphere. She wasn’t jealous or anything; in fact, she was used to this kind of treatment from her family. She was just happy that Missy felt welcome in her home even though she herself wasn’t.

She was about to leave when Claudia’s sharp eyes caught hers. “Oh, there you are, honey,” Mrs. Young greeted with enthusiasm, her smile stretching from ear to ear. “Why don’t you take Missy to the festival today? It’s going to be amazing.”

“Festival?” Missy’s eyes sparkled. “That sounds awesome!”

“Sure,” Noreen said, joining in their singing softly. “As long as you don’t sing all the way there.”

They headed out into the bustling evening, the festive air alive with laughter, the scent of pine and roasted chestnuts wafting through the crisp air. The streets were teeming with energy; a lively crowd gathered for the main event that everyone had come to see: the annual food-eating contest. Bright banners fluttered overhead, and the sounds of cheers and chatter echoed through the lively square.

At the center of it all stood the spotlighted table, where the reigning champion, Agnez Martinez, prepared to defend her title. Six years undefeated, Agnez was a legend in the making, a figure both admired and cheered. Her reputation was carved from relentless determination and unyielding focus, a woman who had pushed herself to the brink and emerged victorious time and time again. No challenger had yet managed to crack her composure, and tonight, as she sat calmly, a steely glint in her eyes, the crowd knew they were witnessing something extraordinary.

Agnez’s presence was magnetic, an unspoken promise of victory, a testament to her discipline and fierce will. The air around her crackled with anticipation, and beneath that, a quiet respect grew; everyone knew that to face her was to face a force of nature. As she leaned forward, ready to start, the world seemed to hold its breath. The battle for the title was about to begin, and Agnez Martinez was poised to defend her throne, undefeated and unyielding, as the crowd roared in eager anticipation.

Noreen’s gaze caught someone across the crowd, and suddenly her breath caught. "I don’t know why or how," she thought, "but the sight of his face, that smile... it stirred something deep inside me." Her pulse quickened, warmth flooding her skin and igniting a private fire within. The feeling was sudden, fierce, an electric arousal she barely dared to acknowledge. 

Missy, oblivious, tugged her back, whispering, “It’s starting!”

Agnez was truly remarkable, an enigma in human form, seemingly immune to the consequences that others would inevitably face. Despite her excessive eating, her figure remained impossibly balanced, almost sculptural in its defiance of natural limits. Stories whispered behind closed doors painted her as a solitary figure, drowning in excess, hoarding not just food but an insatiable need for attention, possession, and control. Her reputation was a tapestry woven with rumors of obsession, tales of a girl who demanded the world revolve around her.

Once, her ex-boyfriend had left, unable to bear the intensity of her compulsions. It wasn’t just her relentless appetite for food but a voracious hunger for validation, an obsession with possession, dominance, and the need to be at the center of everything. There were whispered accounts of her being expelled from a charity ball after stealing food meant for the starving, insisting that all of it was hers and hers alone, an act of defiance, a declaration of her need to claim everything within her reach.

Now, as the contest commenced, the atmosphere grew electric. Plates of food appeared before her, and with fierce, almost balletic grace, Agnez devoured them, each bite precise, deliberate, and relentless. Her movements were both primal and regal, embodying a commanding presence that drew the crowd into a hypnotic trance. The roar of approval swelled around her, echoing the awe and admiration her reputation had cultivated.

Missy squealed with excitement, clapping along with the crowd, her eyes wide with admiration. To her, Agnez was a force of nature, unstoppable, fearless, and utterly captivating. 

With every plate cleared, Agnez once again claimed her victory, her dominance reaffirmed. The crowd cheered, caught up in the spectacle of her insatiable appetite and magnetic charisma, and as the final plate was triumphantly finished, the legend of Agnez Martinez grew just a little larger, an unrelenting queen of excess, ruling her domain with fierce grace and unyielding authority.

Then Noreen caught another glance from across the room; a man’s penetrating eyes locked onto hers. A silent conversation passed between them, a spark of something unspoken, but the moment was shattered. El appeared with his girlfriend, the inevitable interruption. Missy dashed off to congratulate Agnez, while El and his girlfriend cornered Noreen.

“Hey, stranger,” El uttered, smiling with his arms around his girlfriend. 

A man approached, greeting them smoothly. El introduced him, and as he extended his hand, Noreen hesitated, then took it. A jolt shot through her, intense, invasive, impossible to ignore. It rippled like fire through her nerves; the sensation was too raw, too electric. Her body betrayed her, twisting in sudden, uncontrollable arousal. She clapped her hand over her mouth, breathless, before excusing herself hurriedly.

“What’s wrong with your friend?” Satoru asked, curiously.

“She probably needs to go take a crap,” El muttered, brushing it off.

Meanwhile, Missy’s unrestrained enthusiasm shattered through the festive noise, her voice ringing out as she proclaimed herself Agnez’s “crazy fan,” waving a makeshift sign and bouncing with excitement. Her exuberance was infectious, and the crowd responded with cheers and laughter, caught up in her exuberance, but Agnez, watching from the sidelines, was less than amused. Her patience had worn thin after the repeated spectacle of spectators losing control, their frenzy and unwelcome reminder of the chaos she fought to keep at bay.

Later, Agnez reemerged, seamlessly slipping into her carefully orchestrated routine of excess, each motion deliberate, practiced, a performance she had perfected over years. She consumed with precision, each bite and each gulp a calculated act of defiance against the hollow emptiness gnawing at her insides. 

Watching her, Noreen couldn’t help but see the paradox beneath the surface, the torment masked behind the veneer of power. Agnez’s life was a paradox: fiercely commanding yet tragically imprisoned by a curse that no one saw but everyone felt, and behind her commanding presence lay a fractured soul, fighting against the insidious grip of her compulsions.

At home, her solitude was a silent testament to her inner torment. The apartment was cluttered with hoarded possessions, fragments of a life consumed by compulsions she despised but couldn’t control. She drank heavily, seeking momentary relief, yet never surrendered to drunkenness, always maintaining a fragile semblance of composure. She ate endlessly, never growing fat, her body a battleground where the “urge” seized her, devouring her mind and body in waves that left her exhausted and hollow. The craving was a relentless predator, leaving behind only regret and self-loathing once momentary satisfaction was achieved.

Her work life was equally fractured. Once employed as a cashier, she was often found hiding away in the back rooms or the quiet corners of her workplace, overwhelmed by cravings that threatened to undo her. Fired for losing control more than once, she eventually took a job as a receptionist at a small, tranquil spa, an attempt to regain some semblance of stability. 

The fragile balance between discipline and surrender was a daily struggle, each day a war between her desire to push forward and the pull of her compulsions. Despite her ongoing battles, she remained warm and charming in moments of clarity, those rare instances when the curse receded enough for her to connect with others.

She attended weekly meetings, desperately clinging to the hope of finding strength to resist the addictive pull that haunted her. In those quiet spaces, she sought understanding and solace, a fragile refuge amid the chaos of her mind. Every small victory, every moment of self-control, was a testament to her resilience, a fleeting glimpse of the woman she desperately wanted to be, buried beneath layers of shame and despair.

Her sin of gluttony began in her childhood, shaped by a painful mixture of neglect, scarcity, and an unconscious quest for control over the only thing she could claim: food. Raised in a home where love was conditional and often withheld, Agnez learned early on that hunger was not just a physical need but a way to fill the emptiness left by absent affection. 

Her family struggled with poverty and chaos, and meals were irregular and often meager. In response to these unmet emotional and physical needs, young Agnez developed an intense, compulsive relationship with food. Eating became more than survival; it became a source of comfort, security, and power, something she could control when everything else felt unpredictable. She hoarded snacks and treats in secret, stashing them away like treasure, and binge-eating whenever the urge struck, to soothe the loneliness and anxiety simmering inside. It wasn’t just a curse or a sin; she embodied both and some.

Teachers and caregivers often noticed her fluctuating focus, her attention drifting away in the middle of lessons, her gaze distant as she was lost in thought, primarily fixated on her next meal. Her classmates whispered about her insatiable appetite, casting sidelong glances and exchanging hushed rumors, despite the occasional shame and reprimand she received. Each rebuke only deepened her sense of shame, but the hunger persisted, an unrelenting force that made her feel trapped, as if she were caught in an endless cycle she couldn’t escape.

As she grew older, this compulsive eating extended beyond the physical act of feeding. It became a manifestation of something far more complex, an emotional excess that consumed her life and distorted her relationships. 

The hunger for food was intertwined with a craving for attention, affection, and control, an insatiable need to fill the void that childhood trauma had carved into her soul. Her gluttony was no longer just about sustenance; it was a deeply ingrained response to feelings of neglect and chaos, a way to momentarily soothe the pain or feeling in control amidst the turbulence.

For Agnez, the sin of gluttony was a paradox. It was not merely overeating, but a desperate, compulsive act rooted in vulnerability, a fleeting attempt to find stability, validation, and relief from inner turmoil. Each indulgence offered a temporary escape, a brief sense of power or comfort, but ultimately, it isolated her further, feeding her loneliness and deepening her sense of shame. The cycle was relentless: the more she fed her hunger, the more distant she became from the connection and peace she secretly longed for, slowly devouring her from the inside out.

Her life, marked by this insatiable craving, became a delicate balancing act, one where every moment of satisfaction was shadowed by guilt, and every act of indulgence carried the weight of regret. Beneath her outward confidence and fierce exterior, Agnez carried the quiet burden of a soul searching for peace in a storm of excess, an endless hunger that, no matter how much she consumed, left her feeling hollower and more alone than ever.

At night, Agnez returned to her apartment, a cramped but spotless space cluttered with boxes, grocery bags, and unopened parcels. The air smelled faintly of sugar and cardboard. Every surface had something on it: a stack of untouched pastries, jars of preserves, unopened letters, forgotten photographs. Despite the chaos, she knew where everything was. Each object held its own story, its own weight. It wasn’t disorder to her; it was memory, perhaps protection from the world against her sin.

Removing her coat, she walked into the kitchen, opening the refrigerator as though it were a confessional. The light hit her face, pale and weary. Inside waited rows of neatly stacked containers and desserts wrapped in foil. She closed her eyes, inhaled the chilled scent, and reached for a small tart, but as soon as she took the first bite, the familiar ritual began, pleasure sharpened into urgency, then into the need.

Food after food. She wasn’t eating to savor the taste or find comfort; she was eating to silence the sin that coiled inside her, an insidious voice that refused to be ignored. When she finally stopped, trembling, her gaze fixed on the empty dishes, guilt settled over her like a heavy layer of dust, thick and suffocating. She whispered to herself, desperately, that it would be the last time, yet, deep down, she knew better, she knew it was a lie she told herself every time, a fragile promise destined to be broken again.

Later, she stood in front of her mirror, eyes searching for herself amid the chaos of emotion that followed each indulgence. Her reflection was shapeless, blurred by the storm of shame and regret that trailed every act of excess. People called her beautiful, envied her slender figure, admired her seeming discipline, yet to Agnez, that beauty was nothing more than a deception, a mask that allowed her curse to hide in plain sight. It was a fragile veneer, a carefully constructed illusion designed to keep her from unraveling completely.

She pressed her palm against the cool glass, as if trying to contact the woman trapped behind it, her true self, buried beneath layers of guilt and longing. In that silent moment, she longed for connection, for understanding, for a way to break free from the cycle that devoured her little by little, but the reflection stared back, a ghost of who she was and who she desperately wanted to become, lost in a storm of emotion and despair.

“You’re not hungry,” she whispered. “You’re just empty.” Her voice cracked, and she looked away.

In the days that followed, her public charm remained unwavering. At the spa, where she worked at the reception desk, she greeted clients with her disarming smile and melodic laughter, effortlessly weaving warmth into every interaction. She flirted lightly, carried herself with an air of poised confidence, doing everything possible to maintain the illusion of control, yet, beneath the polished gestures and carefully chosen words, the craving never truly slept. Whenever the scent of coffee drifted through the air or someone mentioned dinner plans, an
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