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​Dear Reader, 

As your eyes scan these words, I can practically hear the collective groan. You've grabbed this book, maybe even ripped open the cover, desperate for the immediate answer to the gut-wrenching cliffhanger from Embracing the Phoenix—that final, earth-shattering phone call.

And yet... here you are, faced with completely new characters and a fresh, unsettling prophecy.

What the hell was I thinking? I want you to ask that question. I want you to feel disorientated. It means you're exactly where you need to be.

Have no fear, dear reader. You will soon see the method in my madness...or perhaps, the glorious madness in my method. I promise you one thing: the world we are building together is far more precarious than you have yet realized. Every character you meet, every dark shadow cast by a new prophecy, is a necessary thread in a tapestry that is rapidly unfolding. As this saga continues, those paths will not just cross—they will collide. 

The single most important concept you must grasp, the one that ties every story together, is the Child of the Balance. These are the chosen few, born to maintain the fragile equilibrium between the primal supernatural world and the vulnerable human world.

Without these Children, without the weight of these prophecies, mankind would be subjected to a fate darker, more crushing, and more inescapable than you can possibly imagine.

And this is the crucial part: The Children of the Balance are the ones who carry the burden, the destiny, and the power. They are the marked souls. This book is the beginning of their interconnected journey. This is why you are reading the Marked Souls Saga.

Keep reading. Pay attention to the quiet moments. And trust the process. The answers are coming, but first, we must understand the true scope of what is at stake. You may not know it yet, but these new characters hold the key to understanding everything that came before, and everything that is yet to come.

Welcome back to the edge,

SC Hutchinson
Other titles from SC Hutchinson:

Genre: Dark Paranormal Romantasy

Marked Souls Saga


●  Embracing the Phoenix (Book 1) 

●  Winter’s Echo: Mark of the Gods (Book 2)

●  The Rune of Ice and Hail (Book 3) Not yet released as of the release of this book


Subsequent books of the Marked Souls Saga have not been titled but there will be roughly 12 - 13 books in this series. 



Genre: Sweet Reunion Romance


●  Alabama Sweet Tea (part of the Southern Comforts Anthology)



Genre: Thriller/Psychological


●  Like My Status 




​Key Pronunciations 

According to Dr. Jackson Crawford, a historical linguist and an experienced teacher of Old Norse, Modern Icelandic, and Norwegian, the following pronunciations of the words you will see in this text are based on the following information. More on his series: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R_zjXZwD42Q

	a

	pronounced like the o in ‘got’


	e

	pronounced like the e in ‘pet’


	i

	pronounced like the ‘ea’ in heat


	o

	pronounced like the o in ‘wrote’


	u

	pronounced like the ‘oo’ in root


	á

	difficult, but pronounced like ‘ow’ with a more rounded sound but more emphasis on the frontal part


	é

	pronounced like the ‘ai’ in ‘said’


	í

	pronounced like the ‘ea’ in heat


	ó

	pronounced like the ‘oa’ in ‘road’


	ú

	pronounced like the ‘u’ in ‘rude’


	y

	pronounced like the ‘u’ in ‘dude’ with a surfer type accent


	Þ

	pronounced like the ‘th’ in ‘thing’



​

​Names Pronunciation Guide  

Eilif: AY-Lihv 

Anneli: AH-neh-lee

Linnea: Leen-AY-uh

Solveig: SOHL-vayg

Kåre: KAH-reh

Gunnar: GOON-ar

Hrafn: hrɑh-ven

The rest of the names are typical Americanized/English names that most people, in general, have an idea of how to pronounce
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This book is a paranormal romance novel with elements of dark romance. Content/Trigger warnings are always difficult for an author to write because we don’t want to give away too much or mistakenly omit something that should be included. We also don’t want to shatter the hopes of those readers who enjoy such content if it does not contain enough of it. 

Given the genre/subgenre, it contains mature themes that are not suitable for all readers. Examples of elements include but are not limited to:


➔  Morally ambiguous and violent characters

➔  Stalking

➔  Intense power dynamics and obsession

➔  Sexual content

➔  Mention of attempted S.A

➔  Graphic violence and gore

➔  Elements that could be construed as psychological and emotional manipulation

➔  Character death
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The scent of pounded earth, roasted meat, and mead blanketed the waiting villagers inside the longhouse, anticipation glistening off of their skin as smoke from the hearth snaked upward into the rafters.  This was no ordinary gathering for the Seer was coming. In just moments, he would be here. No one noticed the shrouded figure walk in, his dark cloak blending in against the night sky. 

The figure sloughed forward, weaving through the cloud like a whisper. The wooden platform sighed beneath his steps as he rose to speak. He looked out over the crowd, his presence finally commanding the attention of every man, woman, and child who now held their breath, waiting to hear what the Norns had revealed. 

The Seer’s voice crackled in the air like dry leaves in the wind. “The Allfather's single eye, a token for his thirst, saw not the bitter truth that was to be dispersed, says Urðr, the weaver of what was. He sipped from Mimir's well, a draft of hidden sight. But with that wisdom, the Allfather stole from the world all its might. The law of Tyr states a hand for every deed, honor and glory is the only way. But all of this was lost to Odin's treachery, casting a shadow over all the human seed.”

A voice shouted from the back. “What are you talking about, old man? Odin’s sacrifice was not unjust!” Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Some agreed with the man, others with the Seer. Voices grew louder as they argued amongst themselves until finally, one rang out above the others.  

“Silence!” the voice echoed through the great longhouse. “Let him finish.” Hrafn shouted over the noise as his brother, Askild, stood next to him. “We must hear his words, like it or not.”

Without lifting his head, the Seer gave a small bob of his head. His brittle voice snaked through the tension like vines in the woods.  “Verðandi, the weaver of what is, whispers that one among you shall rise above the others.” He turned to Hrafn and Askild. “A man whose veins flow with the blood of Askild’s line, the burden of wading through oceans of blood he will bear, upon his breast a mark of chaos and ice.  The honor of this man echoes the god Tyr, a righteous hand ready to take what is owed.”

As the words left the Seer’s lips, Hrafn’s eyes shifted to his brother’s face at the mention of Askild’s name and his bloodline. Askild’s wife was with child and due to deliver any day. Those virtues his brother so fiercely clung to like a wet blanket were utterly useless, Hrafn thought to himself as he felt resentment bubbling up from within. But the seer had yet to finish. 

Askild stood with no expression on his face as he listened intently. The weight of honor and duty pressed down on him.  He felt no pride, only trepidation as he thought of the child his wife now carried.  But the Seer remained silent. So, he spoke up and asked without fear in his voice, “And what of Skuld?” 

The Seer looked to the back of the hall, casting his gaze into the mists and smoke where no one stood. A vision of a young woman with dark hair and impossibly bright eyes danced in the haze. The image, shared with him by Skuld, was a phantom presence that only he could witness. His lips parted and the words crackled in the air. “A great nexus comes from the binding of these two souls, bound by the thread of the Norns. Fated to rejoin, life after life, the union of their souls is where all chaos lies. One, the blood of Askild. The other is a woman willed by the gods with a mark, an echoing, spiritual flame. Upon her breast, two runes stand as one, a sign of stillness and a chaotic strike. The Nexus, once forged, can bring forth a sun or plunge all into a final, destructive night. Listen all tonight and know, the betrayal of the Allfather must come to an end, the Age of Tyr must ascend.”
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Easy money had lured them to the docks into the late hours of the night for a clandestine meeting. Their boss was told this man could deliver with discretion, a deal too tempting for him to refuse. But, since he had never met this particular man before, he sent three of his men instead. Too bad they didn't know about the other deal.

These particular docks were a notorious stretch of the harbor, forgotten by law enforcement. The few that did dare to encroach on the area were often on the take, part of the docks’ seedy underworld, tasked with protecting its most vile secrets. But the cops who looked the other way were still in the dark about certain secrets, secrets only the puppetmaster of these docks held close to the vest.  

Their boss, a wealthy importer, needed discreet access to the harbor for a special shipment from Europe. It was their job to ensure that a blind eye was turned in exchange for a piece of the profit from its sale. Dock usage, storage, the usual arrangements – all lucrative, all easily handled by men who knew their way around the shadows of this ignored part of the city.

The old warehouses stood, their rusting corrugated metal sides were streaked with salt and neglect as they loomed like skeletal giants along the water's edge. The slick, barnacle-encrusted docks held the faint scent of rot and iniquity as they stretched into the obsidian tenebrosity. The men stood huddled next to the door of the warehouse, waiting. 

“Where is he?” Frankie, the shortest man, asked nervously, shoving his hands in his pockets as he fidgeted. “It’s late.” His eyes darted around looking for any sign of police. This was his first real job, but every shadow looked like a cop. Sure, he needed the money desperately, but the knot of fear continued to tighten in the pit of his stomach.

Sal, who was only a few inches taller than Frankie, took a last drag from his cigarette, the ember glowing a bright red in the night before he flicked it to the ground. His boot came down on top of it and ground it into the asphalt. “Don’t be such a little bitch, Frankie,” he said, his words sliced into the night. Turning to the third man, a silent giant named Enzo, he said, “See, Enzo. I told the boss the kid weren’t ready for something like this. He’s gonna embarrass us.”

Enzo’s gaze remained fixed in the distance, not turning when Sal spoke. He remained still, except for the hand he placed on Frankie’s shoulder, the weight of it ceasing the younger man’s fidgeting. “He’ll be here. Boss said he would.” His hand on Frankie’s shoulder wasn’t a threat, but rather a silent reassurance that everything would be okay. 

Eilif watched the exchange from where he stood at the edge of the pier, his figure appearing as nothing more than a silhouette against the dark, rippling water. Though the damp air clung to his dark, tailored coat, he was unphased by the chill in the air. On the phone, his smooth voice aided in him playing the part of the wealthy intermediary perfectly, his persuasive promises piquing the interest of their boss with ease. Little did they know, the man who hired him wanted these three ‘handled with care’. Eilif knew exactly what that meant, and it brought him immense gratification each and every time he did it.  

He remained hidden for a while longer, silently observing them in the inky depth of the night. His eyes, sharper than a hawk’s, followed every subtle movement and twitch of the three men: Frankie’s nervous fidgeting, Sal’s grinding of his cigarette against the pavement, and even the subtle reassurance of Enzo’s large hand on the smaller man’s shoulder. The low murmur of their conversation confirmed the ease of the tension he hoped to create. The larger man would be the first to fall. 

A cold, predatory smile twisted against his features as he made his way unseen toward the back of the warehouse. He moved with a purpose, closing in on his prey as he slipped in through the hidden entrance only he knew about. Removing a key from his coat pocket, he unlocked the warehouse from the inside.  As the old door groaned, the protestations of the warehouse door echoed in the night.

“Gentlemen,” he began, his velvet voice lulling them into a near-hypnotic sense of security, “I trust you found your way here without... complications?”

The three men exchanged wary glances with one another. “We’re here,” Sal grunted, his voice thick with suspicion. “Let’s get this over with. We ain’t got all night.” His eyes narrowed on Eilif. Enzo folded his arms across his chest, his facial expression giving nothing away while Frankie, a live wire of nervous energy, shoved his hands in his pockets in an attempt to keep himself from fidgeting. Sal continued. “You promised my employer a smooth deal, so let’s make it smooth.”

Eilif smiled, a disarmingly warm smile that erased any hint of the predator beneath. “Patience, gentlemen,” he assured them. “All in good time. First, we must finalize the terms of our agreement, of course.” He let out a soft liquid laughter, a sound that seemed to ease the remaining tension in the thick, damp air. “Wouldn’t want any misunderstandings, would we?” He made a small gesture toward a stack of crates where a small, makeshift bar had been discreetly set up, complete with crystal tumblers and a bottle of Macallan 1926. “Shall we discuss the finer details... over a drink?” The amber liquid glinted invitingly in the dim light of the single lantern hanging overhead. “A rare vintage that I doubt your boss has in his collection from a private collection of mine. Consider it a small token of my appreciation for your... discretion,” he purred as he poured generous measures into crystal tumblers, the clinking sound adding a touch of civility to the bleak wasteland of the docks. “To a profitable partnership,” Eilif toasted, raising his glass. 

The initial suspicion held by Sal, Enzo, and Frankie melted away under the combined influence of the whisky's warmth and Eilif’s effortless charm as they eagerly echoed the toast. It wasn’t long before the three men completely relaxed as their laughter echoed through the warehouse, lulled into a false sense of camaraderie, their senses dulled by the smooth whisky and the illusion of safety.

Over the next several drinks, Eilif continued to engage them in light conversation, listening with feigned genuine interest as they regaled him with tales of their exploits and their aspirations. Their voices grew louder and more confident with each sip of whisky. He was playing with his food, drawing out their false sense of security like a cat toying with a mouse. He let the silence linger, the anticipation building within him. “So, tell me,” Eilif asked, his voice laced with a subtle undercurrent of something darker, something they were too intoxicated to notice. “What is the end goal here?”

Sal spoke first, his words slurring slightly. “Our boss wants a seventy-percent cut. He thinks, since we are doing the work and taking the risk, that it’s only fair he takes a larger portion.” Enzo nodded in agreement and added, “All we need from you is to look the other way while we use your facilities and make sure the schedule works in his favor.”

Eilif simply nodded, his gaze lingering on the man’s flushed face. Turning to Frankie, the smallest man in the bunch who would have obviously been the patsy had anything gone awry with the meeting, he asked, “And you? What are your thoughts?” Eilif could smell the fear rolling off him in waves.

Frankie trembled as he sipped at his whisky, perhaps to seek a bit more liquid courage to even speak. “I-I’m just here to do as I’m told,” he stammered, his eyes darting nervously around the docks. “I’m not paid to think.”

Laughing, Eilif walked around over to him, placing his hands on his shoulders, his touch surprisingly gentle. He could feel the tension beneath the man’s threadbare shirt, the fear radiating from him. “Relax,” Eilif whispered a silken caress in his ear. “We’re just talking here. There’s nothing too scary about negotiations.” He gave the man's shoulder a light squeeze, before letting his hands fall away. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

Frankie smiled nervously, “Yeah, I g-guess,” he stuttered. 

“Don’t pay any attention to Frankie,” Sal said dismissively as his jaw tightened. “The boss thought he should tag along tonight to test his mettle. I told him he was too green.”

“Nonsense,” Eilif rebutted, his blue eyes twinkling with a dark amusement. “Your boss knows who to trust. You, my friend, are a testament to that.” Eilif patted Sal on the back with a gesture that seemed more like a pat on the head of a loyal dog rather than one of camaraderie.  He stepped around to the other side of the makeshift bar and began refilling the glasses. “So, that's the starting point?” Eilif asked. “Let's have another drink and see where the evening leads us.”

They gathered around the crates, their attention momentarily diverted by a particularly humorous anecdote Eilif shared about a customs agent that nearly caught a shipment of antiques. “There was this customs agent, a real pain in the ass,” Eilif began. “You know the kind, those that have their mind set on making a name for themselves, finding a big illegal shipment that makes headlines.” 

Enzo’s eyes widened, but the rest of his expression remained stoic. “Yeah, we’ve come across that type. Sal here usually pays them off, or I ensure they remain quiet on a permanent basis.” 

Eilif grinned, “Ah, so you know how it is. Sometimes, you just talk to people. After a few words and a few well-spent dollars, he told me that he'd be waiting for my call anytime. All in a day’s work.” All four men began to laugh, the sound rippling through the warehouse. Just as their guard was at its lowest, Eilif’s fangs extended, his icy blue eyes held a volcanic heat of hunger as the mask of geniality melted away to reveal the predator beneath. His movements became a blur of deadly precision.  

Sal barely registered the shift in Eilif’s stance before he felt a hand clamp around his throat, the iron vise crushing his windpipe. Even as his eyes bulged in panic, Eilif's razor sharp fangs plunged into the soft flesh of his neck as a wet, tearing sound echoed in the damp air. The warm, coppery tang blood was thick and intoxicating, erupting in Eilif’s mouth and sliding down his throat as Sal’s body convulsed before going limp. The sound of Sal’s death rattle was swallowed by the rhythmic lapping of the waves against the pier outside. 

Amidst the chaos, the other two men made a break for the docks, their feed pounding against the asphalt. They were propelled by the horror and disbelief of what they had just witnessed, searching desperately for a boat, any boat that would help them escape. But there was no boat to be had. Enzo and Frankie looked at each other, their hopes dashed by the sight of desolation amidst the empty boat slips. 

Eilif trailed behind them. He didn’t run, but followed at an unhurried pace. Each step echoed in the night, a rhythmic reminder with the unyielding precision of a metronome. He knew they couldn’t outpace him, but they didn’t need to know that. He enjoyed the thrill of the chase, the faint sweet honeyed taste of their fear hanging in the air. 

Eilif's gaze flickered to Frankie who now stood frozen, a look of fearful madness etched on his face, his limbs locked in place as his body refused the frantic command of his mind to keep running. Eilif held his gaze for a beat, cruel amusement flickering in his eyes. Not yet, he thought, a dark satisfaction curling in his gut. He’ll be the last. Eilif turned his attention back to Enzo who now reached for the weapon he just now remembered he had. 

But he was too slow, too clumsy, his movements too sluggish from the whisky.  The air crackled from the sound of Thor’s hammer striking the anvil as Eilif moved, his movements a dance of death as his fangs tore through flesh and bone, tearing Enzo apart. The gruesome symphony of splintering bone and the wet sound of ripped flesh rippled across the waves. Enzo didn’t even have the chance to beg for his life.  Eilif reveled in the chaos, the fear in their eyes, the desperate cries that echoed in his ears. A slow smile spread across his face, their cries for mercy music to his ears. He enjoyed this, every second of claiming their lives for his own amusement. He was a predator, and they were his prey, lured into his trap by the promise of easy money.

Frankie stared at the scene before him, the world he thought he knew flipping upside down as his stomach threatened to spill its contents. The air that was previously filled with the scent of rotted wood and decaying fish was now thick with the scent of a different kind of death, a coppery stench that filled his nostrils making him gag. Through the haze of his own terror, he watched as Sal and Enzo were ripped to shreds as if they had been nothing. Frankie knew Sal was not a man of brute strength, but to see Enzo torn apart as if he were made from papier-mâché was traumatizing beyond comprehension. He saw Eilif’s face, a grotesque mask of crimson, his clothes nothing more than a canvas for the brutal violence he’d just committed. Yet, Frankie couldn’t help but to stare at his unnaturally long and pointed canines coated in blood. Frankie was certain Eilif was the Devil himself, thrust from the deepest bowels of Hell. 

Now, he stood face to face with that devil, his back pressed against the splintered edge of the pier, as he began to plead for his life. “Please,” he whimpered, his voice trembling. “I won’t tell anyone... I have a wife and kid at home. Please...”

Eilif revealed the full extent of his fangs as he smiled, savoring the man’s fear as it clung to him like a second skin. He could hear Frankie’s heart beating against the cage of his ribs, but he wanted to draw out the anticipation of exquisite agony. “A wife and child, you say?” Eilif murmured, his voice a silken caress. “How  unfortunate,” he paused, his head tilting to one side. He reached out, his fingers tracing a cold, deliberate path across the man’s cheek, his touch sending a surge of terror through the man’s body. “For them.”

Savoring the moment, his gaze locking with the man’s, his eyes burning with a cold, unholy light. “Tell me,” he whispered, his voice laced with a cruel amusement, “what does it feel like to know you’ll never see your family again?” Frankie’s gaze remained locked on Eilif’s, his eyes filled with pleading. But Eilif saw nothing more than the despair he craved, the taste of fear oozing out of every pore. The silence wrapped around them both, embracing what was to come. The agony was not just in the pain of the death at Eilif’s hands but also in the knowledge that every choice Frankie ever made led to this moment. And his family would be the ones to pay the price. His lips trembled in a desperate attempt to form the words, but no sound came out.

“Don’t worry, Frankie,” Eilif chuckled, a guttural sound that echoed across the water. He leaned in close, his breath warm against the shell of Frankie’s ear. “I’ll make it quick.” But he lied.

Plunging his hand into Frankie’s chest, the sound of tearing flesh and cracking ribs echoed through the night air. Resisting the urge to immediately rip the heart away from its place in his chest, he paused. His fingers held firm around the pulsing muscle, feeling its frantic thumping beneath his grasp, as he balanced him precariously between life and death. Slowly, he incrementally increased the pressure of his grip as he savored Frankie’s final desperate gasps. 

As his body began to sag, Eilif wrapped around him to keep him from collapsing. He could feel his life ebbing away, the warmth of his blood seeping in between his fingers. He leaned in and whispered into Frankie’s ear, “Your wife, your child won’t even know you’re gone. What a beautiful morning they will have thinking you’re still alive.” He pressed his blood-stained lips to his temple. “And when they wonder why you never came home, I’ll be sure to show them why.” But there would be no answer. They say the last thing to go before death is the sense of hearing. Eilif took great pleasure in his last moments. 

He leaned in close, his lips almost brushing the man’s ear, and began to whisper. He could feel the last tremors of life in the heart he held, a fading, frantic beat beneath his fingers, but he spoke as if Frankie were still capable of a full response. “Do you think I should visit them tonight?” It was only after he asked the final, brutal question that he withdrew his hand, his fingers slick with crimson, as he held the still-beating heart aloft, a dark trophy of his cruelty. A flicker of dark satisfaction flashed across his eyes, a twisted pleasure coursing through his veins like a dark, intoxicating wine. He released the body and dropped the heart onto the wooden planks of the pier, and kicked it into the water, the wet plop echoing through the night. He sucked the blood off each of his fingers before wiping his hand clean on the man's shirt and turning away. He had other things to do.

The only sound now was the gentle lapping of the waves against the pier. Eilif stood amidst the carnage, his body humming with the dark energy. He surveyed the scene, his eyes lingering on the lifeless bodies, a faint smile playing on his lips. He had thoroughly enjoyed this.

Taking his time to ensure there was no evidence left behind, no trace of his presence, he surveyed the scene once again. He was a professional, after all, and even in the midst of his macabre amusement, he maintained a sense of order, a sense of control. Satisfying, he thought, the taste of blood still lingering on his tongue. When he was finished, he vanished into the night, leaving behind only the echo of his presence and the lingering scent of blood.

With practiced precision, he wiped his hands clean, discarding the cloth into the dark waters below. He retrieved his phone from his coat pocket once his hands were now meticulously clean, dialing a quick number to a man who preferred to remain anonymous. Another job, another payment, he thought, the familiar tone echoing in the silence. “It’s done,” he stated, his voice flat and devoid of emotion. “The contract has been fulfilled. You won't have to worry about those three disappointing you anymore, or causing issues with the rest of your men.” He terminated the call, the click echoing in the stillness of the docks. 

The act of taking a life had become a mere transaction, a cold, calculated task. He remembered another time, another life, when the taking of a life was a celebration, a rite of passage. He remembered the bloodlust that he felt, the savage thrill of battle, the raw, untamed violence that had shaped his youth. He remembered the taste of victory, the brutal beauty of a world where only the strong survived, but only now, there was silence.

He sighed as he glanced down at the dark stains on his clothes. It was a problem with a simple solution, he thought to himself as he reached for his phone, dialing a different number. It was answered on the first ring. “Joseph,” he said, his tone flat. “Meet me at the warehouse with a fresh suit. The dark gray one.” Without waiting for an answer, he ended the call. 

He often reveled in the chaos, the fear in the eyes of those he was sent to kill, the desperate cries that erupted from their throats just before he silenced them forever. Islandske keeps the council off my back, he thought, remembering a prophecy he was allegedly supposed to be a part of. These little contracts keep me entertained, and paid. He cared little for their grand schemes, for councils or prophecies. He cared only for his own freedom, his own amusement. And he was determined to keep it that way.
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Linnea shivered as she awoke from another dream, pulling the covers tighter around her. Yet a strange warmth lingered beneath the chill, a phantom scent of frost and pine whispered in the air. Him again, she thought, her heart still pounding in her chest from his embrace. It felt so real. Her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting of her bedroom. She couldn’t help but replay her dream over and over fighting to trap every fragment of this dream before it faded into obscurity. The only thing that remained the same was him—his broad frame, solid as if carved from stone. His golden hair seemed to catch the fluorescent light in her memory, but it was always his eyes that drew her in the most. She shuddered from the chill, but it wasn’t from the cold. Her mind drifted to the memory of his gaze, a piercing sapphire blue that held her in his thrall.  The phantom pressure of his hands on her skin, a soft embrace that lingered with an ominous vow of the elegant torment of his touch. 

She had dreamt of this stranger ever since she was a small child, the dreams innocent at first. Yet, the feeling that she knew him intimately was so strong, so profound, that it was difficult at times for her to separate these dreams from real life. Her fingers drifted to the silver pendant she had worn since she was a baby, intricately carved with Norse runes. Its small, reassuring weight against her skin was a tangible link to something, but to what? It was a familiar question that always went unanswered. 

It was then that the sound of the alarm clock interrupted her thoughts, a sound she dreaded every single morning.  She knew that if she didn't get up, she would be late. And the idea of being late gave her incredible anxiety. Reluctantly with a sigh, Linnea threw off the covers and swung her legs over the side of the bed, placing her feet gently on the cherry-stained hardwood floor below. Shit, that’s cold! she thought.  She was no stranger to cold weather, but she still regretted it if she fell asleep without socks on.

Shaking off the remnants of sleep, she finally managed to get out of bed and trudged silently out of the bedroom.  So tired, she thought. The dream responsible for fracturing her sleep this time, its emotions clinging to her like a shadow, were brutally disturbing. It felt as though she had just exited stage right of a production she didn't know she was in, as if the scene was on pause, waiting for her to return, the room seeming to be a foreign place...unfamiliar.

The comforting hum of her favorite appliance—her coffee maker—stirred a sense of normalcy in her groggy mind as she flipped the on switch. 

She glanced around the living room as she waited for the first pot to brew, a space that was slowly becoming her own. Dust motes danced in the streams of sunlight that glanced off of the cherry-stained hardwood floors, echoing the clean lines of the white trim that framed the bare eggshell white walls. The true owners of her house were the mountains of unopened boxes containing pieces of her life scattered throughout the house. It didn’t matter that she moved to Boston six months ago. The blank canvas of the muted walls were still pleading with her to finally put her roots down. But it wasn’t a refusal to settle that kept her from making this home, or any home, her own. It was the brutal manipulation of each and every one of her forgotten memories contained inside those boxes.  Each box held a piece of a life she missed, a life before losing everyone else she loved. She still wasn’t quite ready to deal with any of it. 

She walked back into her bedroom while the coffee continued to percolate in the kitchen and carefully  selected her favorite outfit—a pair of khaki slacks, her favorite seafoam colored blouse, and comfortable black flats. She pinned her long dark-brown hair in a twisted up-do, hoping it would give her the boost of confidence she needed to face the day.  I'll get to the rest of this mess later, she assured herself, even though she knew the likelihood of that actually happening was slim to none. The last place she lived saw boxes sit unpacked for nearly a year, and she'd lived there for five. Today, though, was a new day, and perhaps at some point this weekend, she would finally make a dent in the chaos. Maybe. she thought to herself. Not likely, though.

With her clothes on and her long dark brown hair finally tamed, Linnea returned to the kitchen to pour herself a steaming cup of coffee. Savoring the first sip, the dark roast was a welcome slap to her senses as the warmth spread through her. Her mind wandered to the dream she had, and she knew she would have some interesting stories to share with Ingrid, her best friend. It would definitely make Monday a little less Monday-ish. 

She took one last look in the mirror, her blue-green eyes sparkling in the reflection, as she gave herself a mental pep talk before walking out the door to brave the morning commute. The familiar rhythm of her drive, the city waking up around her, helped to ground her, to bring her back to the present. By the time she reached her job at the Museum of Fine Arts near Fenway Park, the remnants of her dream had faded to the recesses of her mind.

“Good morning, Linnea!” Ingrid Michaels, said as she waved enthusiastically, her vibrant red scarf fluttering  in the wind like a banner.

A faint smile touching her lips that didn't quite reach her eyes as she saw her best friend. “Good morning, Ingrid!” Linnea replied. “How was your weekend?”

“Ooh, I have got some tea to spill to you,” Ingrid said, her tone slightly hushed. “You know that date I went on this weekend?” 

They both walked through the doors, showed their employee badges, and were waived through by security.  Once through the checkpoint, Ingrid continued, her voice dropping lower. “He said he was twenty-six, but his hair was already running from his face!”

Linnea couldn’t help herself when she rolled her eyes as they continued toward their work stations. “So,” she paused. “The Prince of Wales began losing his at twenty-four.”

Ingrid sighed. “Well, if this guy was the Prince of Wales, or at least wasn’t an absolute failure where it mattered, I wouldn’t have any issues.”

Linnea held back a chuckle. Her best friend was nothing if not direct and only after one thing from men at this point—great sex. If they didn’t deliver, they didn’t get a second date. It was that simple. 

“Let’s just say I know how many stitches are in the hem of my comforter.” Ingrid grumbled but then changed the subject, “So, girl's night this weekend or next?”

“I think next weekend might be better,” Linnea said. “The local SCA is doing a Viking reenactment that weekend, and there will be home-brewed mead all over the place!”

“Mead? Seriously?” Ingrid asked, her eyebrows raised. “Is it really even that good?”

“You bet every shitty lay you’ve had that it’s good. You have to try it. It’s so good. Picture this,” Linnea pulled Ingrid close with one arm, her eyes wide, looking into the air as if she could conjure the images with a swipe of her hand as she directed Ingrid’s attention to the same distant, imaginary spot in the air. “A full-fledged Viking village. Craftsmen, warriors, skalds performing epic sagas...”

“Skalds?” Ingrid’s face crinkled in confusion. “You know I just handle numbers, right? That’s not a number.”

“Give yourself more credit than that, Ing.” Linnea hugged her. “They’re poets! People dressed in authentic period costumes, men wielding swords and shields, engaging in mock battles. There'll be demonstrations on blacksmithing, weaving, all sorts of traditional crafts.”

“Sounds intense,” Ingrid commented. “Though I’d be more interested to see just how good the men are with their hands.” 

“You’re incorrigible!” Linnea added with a grin, “But did I mention the mead?”

“And?” Ingrid wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

With a feigned exasperated sigh, Linnea conceded. “And it’s part of your charm.” 

“You’re da—, I mean, darn straight.” Ingrid's green eyes sparkled with mischief as she corrected herself. She had a history of getting into trouble at work for her colorful language, frequently letting a few f-bombs slip out. It was a running joke between them, and Linnea could always tell when Ingrid was holding back. The playful glint in her eyes and the slight smirk on her lips made it clear that her true thoughts were far from censored.

“Girl, you’re a trip.” Linnea dropped her purse next to her chair.  Her tan suede heavy research tote landed on her desk with a thud.  Ingrid, carrying only her purse, slung it across her desk situated three desks down from where Linnea sat. As they turned to head to the break room, Linnea’s eyes lit up. “Oh, I almost forgot. Speaking of Vikings,” she murmured as she pulled Ingrid close, her voice dropping to just above a whisper. “I had the strangest dream last night.”

Concern washed over Ingrid’s face as they walked down the hall. “You’re still having those dreams?” Ingrid asked. “I know you’ve had a helluva time sleeping since, well, since everything. The dreams must make it so much worse.” 

“Yeah,” Linnea let out a weary sound. “You know I’ve had them all my life. They just got... more intense after Shawn and then after my parents. I thought moving here would help. A fresh start, being near my best friend, a way to leave the nightmares behind.” She paused, a flicker of intense sadness clouded her eyes. “But they follow me. Just like the grief.”

Ingrid wrapped her arm around Linnea’s shoulders, giving her a gentle squeeze. “I miss them too, you know,” she said softly. “But they would be so proud of you, Linnea. So incredibly proud of all you’ve done. You know that, right?”

“Yeah...” Linnea murmured, leaning into Ingrid’s embrace. “I know. It was just such a crazy dream, and always the same man.”

Just as Linnea was about to tell Ingrid the details she could remember of this dream, a man’s voice cut through the air. “Trouble in paradise, ladies?” 

Immediately recognizing the grating sound, Linnea and Ingrid both tensed and quickly stepped apart, looking toward the doorway. There stood Raymond Astor, a mug already clutched in his hand. He was the type that Ingrid often referred to as ‘a perpetual preener’, the kind who were so wrapped up in their looks as if they were making up for other deficits. His dark hair was obviously painstakingly styled, suggesting he'd spent a significant amount of time preening in the mirror that morning. Linnea found herself briefly wondering just how many hours he spent on it that morning. The crisp, tailored white shirt he wore that morning was clearly expensive, hinting at a bank account clearly above his archivist pay grade. 

He flashed a quick, almost oily smile that didn't quite touch his eyes as he stepped fully into the room, his focus resting solely on Linnea. “Linnea, are you alright?” he asked, his voice dripping with venomous concern. “You look a bit... emotional this morning.” His eyes lingered for a beat too long on fatigue etched on her face.

Her jaw imperceptibly clenched from suppressed annoyance, the tiny muscle at the corner of her eyebrow twitching as it did when she struggled to hide her irritation. “We’re fine, Raymond. Just
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