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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Trial by Light series.
      

      

      Those born in the light, die there.

       Annie's dreamed of the future her whole life. What she sees comes to pass - unless she stops it. She's carried this burden alone, until chance throws her together with Mark, an army lieutenant with a secret. He's moved to the sleepy village of Sunny Ridge to track an enemy like no other.

       But his enemies will soon start tracking him. Annie will be all that stands in their way.

       It is time for her to awaken - awaken and fight.

      ....

      Trial by Light follows a mysterious woman and a soldier destined to meet her fighting an ancient curse. If you love your dark fantasies with action, drive, and a splash of romance, grab Trial by Light today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Trial by Light Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    Annie

    It was a dream. I knew it was a dream, but that didn’t change the horror of the destruction.

    It was all around me, all through me – everything, never-ending.

    I stood on the city street, my hands stretched out, light spilling out of me. It infected anything it touched. It dripped from my fingers, played down my wrists, trailed along my legs, then reached the pavement. As soon as it struck it, it burrowed right through as easily as molten metal driving through plastic.

    The street around me started to bubble and crack. Great fissure lines tore their way down it. The cracks echoed through the air, getting louder as the infection spread. I could do nothing but stand there and tilt my head back as even the sky became afflicted with my light. It pushed away the clouds, burning them up never to return. The houses around me started to burst into flames, then the trees and cars. Finally, the people.

    The destruction was complete. I tried to close my eyes, tried to shield myself from the horror, but I couldn’t move them. They were riveted open as more power spilled out of them and contaminated my environment.

    I found myself taking a step forward, then another. Every jolting, staggering movement brought me closer to the center of town.

    By now, the sky had turned this god-awful blood red that was struck through with lines of my light.

    As I staggered forward, I caught sight of my bare arms and legs. All along them were blue symbols. They were not neat and ordered, but chaotic as if someone had grabbed a Scrabble board and thrown it over me. They glowed with every step. Pulses of light shimmered through them, illuminating some symbols only to bury others.

    They could not distract me from what I was doing. As I took another step, I walked past the hospital. I could see the people inside, their faces consumed with horror. They didn’t get a chance to scream. My power flooded in, past the steel beams, past the thick concrete, past the reinforced doors.

    All was burned up. For my light was merciless.

    By now, so many tears rained down my cheeks, it felt like I was crying a river, but no matter what I did, nothing could quench the greedy light that spilled out of me.

    Another step, then another.

    I reached something, right in the middle of town. Something my objective mind – the part of me that knew I was dreaming – understood could not be here. It was a glowing crypt. Its outsides were dark, yet the door that led into it was as bright and inviting as a flare on a dark night.

    Softly burning torches were arranged around it.

    As I approached, those torch flames became chaotic. It looked as if someone had thrown kerosene on them.

    The nearer I came to that crypt, the more my light spilled out of me.

    I couldn’t see the rest of the city, if it even existed anymore. Either I’d burned it up completely and now it was nothing more than ash, or this crypt and its promise now consumed my attention forevermore.

    One more step, and I arrived at the wrought-iron gate that led inward.

    It wasn’t solid. I could see around it. This glow emanated from within – one that matched the symbols that perpetually danced down my skin.

    There was a simple lock this side of the door. I reached for it. Just as my fingers settled on it and I went to slide the bolt to the left, something grabbed the bars of the door.

    The whole door jolted forward, and I screamed, lurching back.

    I watched as someone pressed their face against the gaps in the bars. I could only see their lips. They looked like mine, but the skin that surrounded them couldn’t possibly be from an ordinary human being. It was consumed by writing. It looked as if it was nothing more than a blank medium for some scripture to race across, as if my cheeks and arms were a canvas for someone else’s project.

    “Go back,” the face hissed. The voice, just like the lips, were mine. “Go back.”

    I shook my head and staggered.

    “Keep hidden. In the shadows you must hide, because in the light, you will burn everything.” She reached a hand out.

    I didn’t accept it. I didn’t have to. With one flick of her wrist, she ignited everything behind me. What remained of the city, what remained of the crypt – even the air. The whole world burst into flames.

    Flames that came from within me.

  
    Chapter 2

    I woke with a start. Fortunately, I didn’t bang my head on the wooden headrest behind me. I’d already stapled soft foam to it.

    Bleary, I groped to the side, leaned far enough, reached the bedside table, and snatched up my glasses. I shoved them onto my face.

    I just sat there, my knees up, my head resting against them.

    I breathed. Then I went through my progressive muscle relaxation technique. I squeezed various large muscle groups, waited for fatigue to set in, then let them go.

    When I was done, I almost felt human again.

    “Almost,” I muttered to myself as I leaned over again, opened my drawer, rummaged around in it, and grabbed my dream diary.

    I leafed to the right page and started to jot down everything I remembered.

    That last dream hadn’t been the only one I’d endured. I dreamed every night – hell, I don’t think I had ordinary sleep like normal people. I wouldn’t have light rest or deep slumber. All I had was REM. And all of it was so detailed, they were like movies I’d stumbled into.

    Movies that, critically, could predict the future.

    Last night, I’d dreamed of a woman getting hit by a car as she walked across the road. I jotted down everything I remembered, from the color of her crimson red jacket, to the probable time of day, to what I’d been wearing. When I was done, I went on to my next dream, and the next.

    This was a routine of mine – a necessary one. It kept me sane… and other people safe.

    When I was done, I reverentially placed my dream diary back in my bedside drawers, stood, checked on the integrity of the foam on my headrest, realized I’d have to re-staple it at some point, then made my bed.

    I walked out into my house – my massive, old, lonely house.

    It had been my grandmother’s before she passed. Now it was mine.

    It was way up in the backwoods behind the town. Far enough up that I technically didn’t have neighbors and no one ever came to visit. Hell, there was another reason for that. The whole town thought this place was haunted. And fair enough, it was – just not with ghosts.

    “With me,” I muttered as I walked down the creaky, rickety stairs.

    There was a portrait of my grandmother covered in the purple shawl she had so adored. In another necessary morning routine, I paused on the steps, leaned against the dangerously loose banister, pressed my fingers against my lips, then pushed them against the portrait.

    I tried to feel my grandmother’s love. Her support – anything at all, really. She’d been my rock when she’d been alive.

    Now….

    “You’re alone, but you’re coping,” I whispered to myself as I pushed off down the stairs again.

    My house was massive. It was way too big for one person. There were rooms I hadn’t been into for years. I tended to stick to the huge kitchen, one of the smaller lounge rooms, the upstairs bathroom, and of course, my room.

    The rest of it…? I was relatively certain that one of the top floor bedrooms had a broken window. I wasn’t brave enough to go in there. Who knew how much damage I’d see?

    I was barely scraping by. I had a part-time job at the library, and it was enough to pay the bills. That was it.

    I reached the kitchen.

    I rummaged around in the old fridge. It took a long time for its light to buzz on.

    Frowning, I tapped at it only for the casing to fall off in my hands.

    I reached out of the fridge, discarded it on the bench beside me, and grabbed up the milk.

    I could live without a light in my fridge. Trust me, I could live without a lot. I had barely any social contact outside of the library. It was better that way. I’d had friends – but they’d come and gone. They’d mostly done the latter.

    Nobody wanted to hang around with me. They thought I was cursed.

    “Hold on there,” I said in a voice that mimicked my grandmother’s down-to-earth, strong German lilt, “it’s not a curse, but a blessing. You’ve been given God’s eyes. You can see the future, Annie – you can save people. Be their miracle.” On the last bit, I dropped into my own disillusioned tone. It was embittered, and it rang through the empty kitchen as I grabbed a box of muesli out of the cupboard, fished out a mostly clean bowl from the sink, and began to eat my breakfast.

    I sat at a rickety table that had weeks left before one of the legs fell off.

    I stared out of the window, through the stained lace curtains at the yard beyond.

    I said yard, but that was an overly generous term. This property had a lot of land, and most of it backed into tangled forest. Once upon a time, we’d had more lawn, but I’d let it go. Now as I stared out of the murky window, I saw that there was a massive branch that had fallen across the last scrap of lawn I’d been able to claim.

    I watched as wind raced through the dying leaves.

    I let them soothe me – or at least distract me.

    My phone buzzed, warning me it was time to get to work.

    It was only seven in the morning, and I didn’t start at the library until nine, but that wasn’t the work I was referring to.

    I dumped my bowl in the sink and headed out.

    A gust of wind instantly met me. It tugged at my long, tousled brown hair, scattering it over my shoulder and making it even more knotty. I hadn’t had a chance to brush it yet. Hell, I hadn’t even bothered to wash my face. And while I understood objectively that makeup was a thing, I had no time for it and no use. I had no one to impress.

    Racing quickly over to my tiny, two-door hatch that hadn’t just seen better days, but better decades, I wrenched the door open, shoved inside before the wind could turn even nastier, and turned the wipers on to get rid of the leaves covering the windscreen. I’d only parked here last night, but the car looked as if I hadn’t moved it in decades. That was the thing about this house. Anything unlucky enough to stop here would die here.

    Leaning right around so I could reverse safely, I heard my grandmother’s disembodied voice in my head once more. “It’s a sanctuary, but you’ve got to believe in it to harness its power. Home is where the heart is, Annie, so just park your heart and be content.”

    If anyone knew how many times I quoted my grandmother throughout the day, they’d think I was mad.

    “No, Annie, they would think you were mad because you talk to yourself. Oh, you can also see the future,” I said in a constricted voice.

    I didn’t add the next bit – not out loud. But in my head, I couldn’t stop myself from mentioning those… people.

    For my whole life, I’d been having that same dream about the crypt. At first, I’d always thought it was a nightmare – until I’d started seeing… things – creatures that looked human but weren’t.

    I’d had no context for them – no way at all to understand what I was seeing. I’d tried to do some research. I’d even gone to the local parish when the priest had still accepted me there. He’d told me to go to a psychiatric hospital.

    I let out a dark chuckle, rubbed my face, pushed the gear stick into drive, and started to head down my long, winding driveway.

    Another tree had fallen down.

    Though objectively I could conclude that was because we’d had some crazy winds of late, it felt ominous.

    If this place really was my sanctuary, then any attack on it would be an attack on me.

    “Just put it out of your head, Annie,” I said seriously, my tone hard, my lips barely moving around my teeth. “You haven’t seen one of those things since grandma’s death. Maybe… they’ve forgotten all about you.”

    I kept driving.

    Though there was a car park right behind the library, and I was permitted to park there, I stopped further out at the edge of town. It was hardly a walk. The population of Sunny Ridge was approximately 5000. Large enough that we had our own library and various amenities, but small enough that you could park anywhere and not really be put out.

    I specifically parked outside of one of the local supermarkets.

    I didn’t need to shop.

    As I got out of the car, I tilted my head all the way back and judged the light.

    Was I too early? I couldn’t be too late.

    I started to hurry.

    I became acutely aware of what everyone around me was wearing.

    When I spied a guy in a massive lumberjack jacket, one shoulder torn down to his elbow, I practically groaned with relief. I could’ve run over there and hugged him.

    I remembered that exact jacket from my premonition.

    I settled for shoving my hands further into the pockets of my coat and hurrying.

    So this was the right day and the right time, after all.

    While every single night, I dreamed of that crypt, I dreamed of less epic, but still critically important things. Little incidents, little accidents. Sometimes big ones.

    Sometimes they were nothing more than robberies or misunderstandings. Sometimes people’s lives were at stake – just like today.

    I reached the right corner.

    Judging by the light, the woman in the red jacket would be along shortly.

    But I got it wrong, because immediately, storm clouds rushed in.

    Without much warning, it started to rain. These nasty, big fat drops hailed down. They were the kind that could drench anything in under several seconds. As they smashed against the side of my face and ran relentlessly down the back of my collar, I didn’t move to seek shelter.

    I stood exactly where I was.

    I knew that passing motorists stared at me. There was no one else dumb enough to be on the street.

    When it rained in Sunny Ridge, it poured cats and dogs. Smart people always had umbrellas. And hell, if I could really see the future, I should’ve brought one with me – but there hadn’t been one in my dream, so I couldn’t afford to upset the equilibrium.

    I would get wet. But if it meant saving someone’s life, so be it.

    Minutes passed, even an hour. I stood there on that rainy corner, drenched to my bones, as cold as a chunk of ice, and I didn’t move a muscle until finally the weather cleared.

    At one point, a guy dressed in an Air Force uniform walked past. He looked me up and down. I could tell he didn’t want to get involved with my problems, but he still pushed himself to at least frown at me. “You alright?”

    I slowly looked at him. I was in a daze, my mind going over my dream from last night. I tried to smile.

    He obviously took that as evidence that I was so far from okay that there was nothing he could do about it and quickly crossed the street.

    I hadn’t seen him around. There was an Air Force Base not far from here. While some of the servicemen and women lived in the town, a lot of them lived on the base. I’d never seen that guy before.

    Suddenly, I saw a truck driving past. It had a jolly red advertisement on the side.

    I’d seen it in my dream.

    I stiffened. I pulled my hands out of my pockets.

    And then she came.

    Her red jacket could be seen a mile away – or at least to me it could.

    My body filled with adrenaline, and tingles escaped down my hands, blasted up my wrists, and concentrated in my arms as they prepared for action.

    She ignored me as she walked up to the lights. She was on her phone.

    It must’ve been something really interesting, because, without checking to see that the lights had changed, she glanced once to her side and started to walk out.

    A fast car sped around the corner.

    It was seconds from striking her.

    It would hit her hard enough that she would be thrown up into the air. She’d roll over the car’s roof – then she’d strike the asphalt with skull-crushing force.

    Or at least, she would if I weren’t here.

    I reached out, grabbed her arm, and held her in place.

    The car sped past.

    It struck a puddle. It splashed water all up the woman’s expensive coat.

    She spluttered in indignation. She wrenched her arm out of my grip. “What the hell was that for?”

    “You were almost struck by a car,” I stuttered.

    “I would’ve been fine.” Without a thank you – without even a sorry – she strode across the road, dodging her way between cars as she remained on her phone.

    Wet, cold, and rejected, I turned.

    I’d saved her life. No one would ever know but me. Because no one ever knew but me.

    That, however, was about to change.

    It was time for me to be dragged out of the shadows and into the light.

  
    Chapter 3

    By the time I made it to work, I was still sopping wet. There hadn’t been time to go home and change.

    “Oh my God, Annie, you’re absolutely soaked. Were you caught in that downpour earlier?” Elizabeth said as she rushed up to me. She grabbed my arm and rubbed it.

    Elizabeth was about my only friend in town. We did not associate out of work – but that was because I avoided all social gatherings like the plague.

    I didn’t see the point of dragging her into my world.

    I rolled my tongue between my teeth. “Yeah, I was caught in the rain.”

    “You’re absolutely drenched.” She grabbed up my fringe and let it flop back down against my face. “I think I’ve got some exercise clothes in the back of my car. I’ve also got a blazer somewhere. You could put it over the top. No one’s ever going to know the difference. We can dry your clothes over the heater in the break room.”

    “Thanks.”

    I dressed in her clothes.

    By the time I was done, she rushed in to tell me I had to do the counter.

    “Thanks,” I said with a slight stutter.

    She ignored it. Some of the other librarians didn’t. A lot of the patrons didn’t, either.

    I had never been able to get to the bottom of my stutter. It came and went. Some stammers did. Mine got worse whenever I was in trouble. But it also had some connection with my dreams. Whenever they became more intense and I could see the future more clearly, it was like my brain ran out of juice and could no longer sort my words out effectively.

    I could just tell that today was going to be one of those days.

    I got behind the counter.

    The library was a pretty generous space considering this small town. It was one massive room that was split up by different categories of fiction and nonfiction. There were couches, public computers, and a corner for kids.

    The counter was right in the middle, just before the doors.

    There was a set of windows right across from me. It meant I got an unrivaled view of the weather.

    The rain had come and gone.

    My hair was still sopping. It would take a while to dry. It always did. My long tendrils seemed to embed water into them for hours. They hung limply around my shoulders as the patrons started to come in.

    I was right – my stutter was way worse today. Some people knew me and were regulars. Others didn’t appear to care. Some did.

    There was one guy, however, who never complained, never made anything of it, and always gave me a smile.

    As soon as I saw him walking into the library, my heart skipped several beats.

    He was way out of my league, though. If I even had one, considering my circumstances.

    I knew his name from his library card – which was pretty creepy, wasn’t it?

    Mark Sato. I also knew that he worked for the Air Force in some capacity. He was stationed at the base nearby.

    I was pretty sure they had their own library, but he came in weekly to the town library, nonetheless.

    I tried to control my nerves as I watched him walk around the counter and head to the place where we kept our holds.

    He grabbed his books and walked straight up to the counter, a broad smile on his handsome face. “Annie, how are you?”

    “Fine,” I stammered.

    “Did you get caught in the rain?” He gestured at my bedraggled tendrils.

    I hooked them in slightly shaking fingers and pulled them around my shoulder. I nodded. It was easier than answering verbally.

    He handed me the books. Our fingers met.

    I froze.

    It wasn’t at our slight moment of intimacy.

    Right there, in front of my eyes, I saw a vision. It was Mark tied to a broken metal pole, his body bloodied and bruised.

    “I haven’t read this one before. It was recommended to me, though. Have you read it?” He grabbed another book and handed it over to me.

    I still hadn’t moved. The vision was too fresh, the emotions palpable. I watched Mark bend forward, groan, and try to wrench himself free from the pipe. It creaked, but it wouldn’t let him go.

    Then there were footsteps. Loud, determined, pregnant with impending violence.

    “Annie?” Mark asked in the real world.

    I could see the room around Mark in my vision. It was even worse than my house.

    Mark jerked his head up in the vision, blood trailing down from a fresh cut above his brow. His eyes became wild with fright.

    That violent footfall stopped. I heard the creak of a door opening.

    “Time’s up,” a dark voice said.

    It didn’t sound human.

    I saw the hint of a black jacket. Then the movement of a stiff, white-knuckled hand.

    The flash of a blade, the splatter of red blood.

    The man stabbed Mark right in his heart.

    I retched. The combination of the ferocity of the violence with the sheer intensity of the vision overcame me.

    “Whoa,” the real Mark said as he jolted back.

    I held onto my mouth for dear life. Burying my fingers into my face, I turned around.

    I ran out of the back of the counter, into the rest of the library, then into a corridor that led to the bathrooms.

    All eyes were on me.

    Everyone would’ve thought that I was about to throw up.

    I reached the bathroom. I threw myself into the disabled toilet. I closed the door and locked it.

    Then I turned and fell against it.

    I trailed down it, as weak as a doll.

    When I struck the floor, my arms crumpled into my lap.

    I started to shake as tears rolled down my face.

    I very rarely received waking visions. It had only happened once before – the day my grandmother had been brutally murdered at home.

    I hadn’t been able to do anything to stop it.

    I….

    There was a pounding knock on the door behind me. “Annie, you okay? The patrons said you ran out. Are you sick?”

    I couldn’t answer. I didn’t want to use my voice. As stupid as it sounded, it felt like it would advertise my position – but to who, I didn’t know.

    “Annie,” Elizabeth said, her tone more insistent.

    I ground my hand over my mouth.

    I let my other hand drop down until it clutched my chest at the point where Mark had been stabbed.

    That… vision had been the most intense of my life. It even rivaled my dreams about the crypt.

    “Annie, if you don’t respond, I’ll have to get help.”

    I finally let my hand drop. I clenched it into a fist. “I’m,” I said in the softest voice possible, “okay. I think… I got too cold,” I managed to lie.

    “What was that?” I heard her leaning against the door.

    I pushed up. “I’m okay. I think I got sick from being so wet. I’m sorry.”

    “Don’t apologize. I’ll head out onto the counter. You come out when you’re ready. If not, I can manage on my own today.”

    “Thanks,” I stammered.

    I heard Elizabeth pause then walk away.

    I lurched over to the basin. I locked my hands around it and leaned forward. I stared at my tear-struck face. I watched my eyes. The fear – the horror. The promise.

    Maybe other people would be able to dismiss what had just happened. I couldn’t. I knew with full certainty that if I didn’t do something, Mark Sato would be violently stabbed.

    The question was where and when.

  
    Chapter 4

    I managed to drag myself out of the bathrooms eventually, but Mark was long gone. I had to endure a lot of stares from the patrons who’d seen me rush off like that. I ignored them. If there was one good thing about having led the life I had, I was used to being judged. Hell, if they’d all accepted me, it would’ve been harder to deal with.

    The whole day, thoughts of that vision stirred within me. They consumed my every waking second.

    All I could see was the moment of total fear when Mark had stared up into the man’s eyes. Transposed over that was the glimmer of the blade and the attacker’s bone-white knuckles. They, most of all, stuck out in my mind.

    By the time it was 5 o’clock, I was so weary from the vision and obsessing over it, I could barely walk to my car.

    I made it there. Then I sat in the car park – for far too long. I remained with my hands on the steering wheel. I stared off into the middle distance.

    People came and went. Some of them noted my vacant gaze. Those that knew me just steered clear of my car.

    “You have to do something, Annie,” I said to myself for what felt like the thousandth time.

    But I didn’t know what I could do. All of my visions were centered in or around the town. I’d never dreamed of far-off places I couldn’t reach. But I had no clue where Mark’s attack had been.

    It’d been some kind of ruined room. That was it.

    “He’s going to die if you don’t do anything,” I stammered again.

    But what the hell could I do?

    I couldn’t warn him. It wasn’t just that he wouldn’t believe me….

    “In the shadows you belong, for in the light, you will burn everything,” I whispered. As soon as the words were out, they made my whole body shake. This visceral jolt passed up my stomach, plowed into my throat, and made me clench my teeth as if someone had just wired them closed.

    I had heard that particular statement every night of my life. It was burned into my bones. It ran with my blood. It was knitted into my every muscle. It was so much a part of me that if it was removed, I would die.

    My grandmother had known about my powers. But she’d also known about that dream. She’d told me to respect it and never to go against the warning. My powers had always been our secret, and we’d agreed that, no matter what, I should never make them public.

    There was another reason.

    The things. Just thinking about them made me clench the steering wheel so tightly, it groaned.

    I squeezed my eyes closed. I tried to wipe the memory of them from my mind, but it was damn near impossible.

    I’d only seen several of them over the course of my life, but that didn’t matter. One encounter with one of those fiends would be enough to alter even the strongest personality fundamentally.

    They were—

    Suddenly someone knocked on the window. It was an irate cashier from the supermarket. He made a winding down motion with his hand.

    “Sorry, can I help you?” I partially opened the door.

    “You’re creeping out the customers. You can only use this car park if you’re going to shop here. Are you going to shop here?”

    “I’m sorry,” I stammered.

    I turned on the ignition and drove away.

    I had no idea where to go.

    If my vision was anything like the one that had predicted my grandma’s death, then Mark would be stabbed tonight.

    But where?

    I started to drive around town. I knew all the buildings. I’d lived here my whole life.

    Like a woman possessed, I drove down every street. I stared at houses, judging if they could have a room like that one in my vision.

    It had been large. There’d also been exposed water pipes. I was no expert, but they’d seemed old and way too large for a domestic setting.

    What did that mean?

    If my intuition was correct, and Mark would be attacked tonight, then it meant he was somewhere within driving distance of Sunny Ridge.

    “But he might have got a head start and left this morning. There’s nothing you can do,” I said in a defeated, constricted whisper.

    There was nothing I could do, apparently, but I could keep driving. I couldn’t stop.

    This energy was building in my hands. It rushed down into my wrists. As it shook in my fingers, it begged me to keep going.

    So I drove.

    I started to head further out of town.

    Sunny Ridge had once been home to an advanced forestry industry before it had collapsed.

    There were lots of side roads. They were barely maintained. Some of them hadn’t seen any TLC for decades.

    My car barely had any suspension anymore, and I knew exactly how to drive to ensure that every pounding shake didn’t obliterate my tailbone. I sat forward on the edge of my seat, my eyes narrowed as I stared out at the darkness.

    My headlights were on the blink. They were technically both still functioning, but their light was dim. As they bounced up and down, following the path of the car as it pounded over the copious potholes, they sent light shaking through the forest. As it pitched up, it illuminated the canopy of the closed-in trees, but as it shook down, it forced everything back into shadow.

    There was something about those shadows….

    This prickling sweat was picking up across my back. It centered between my shoulder blades. It hung against the skin, sticking there as if someone had glued sawdust against my flesh.

    The backs of my ears were itchy, too. I kept scraping my short nails down them only for that tingling to shift somewhere else.

    My visions were usually more specific. They would give me enough context that I would be able to know immediately where they occurred.

    There was only one other vision that I’d been unable to place.

    “Grandmother,” I whispered. I closed my eyes briefly. There was no one else on this road, and there would be no one else on this road, period. Plus, it was sufficiently wide enough to accommodate log trucks that I wasn’t about to nosedive into the ditch.

    I soon opened my eyes again. I pushed away the image of my grandmother’s mutilated body. I’d found her in one of the upstairs bedrooms.

    I hadn’t been into that room since it had been cleaned after her body was removed three years ago.

    “Come on. There’s got to be something,” I hissed to myself as I sensed the fact I was running out of time. It was as if time was a tactile sensation, like sand rushing through my fingertips.

    I soon reached the end of the logging road. It led to an old coop, but nothing else.

    A blast of frustration sailed through me. I slammed my foot on the brakes, my tires churning over the loose dust. I pounded my hand on the steering wheel until I heard something ominous click within the steering stack.

    I shoved my head forward. I locked it against the cracked leather.

    I’d failed. Mark was going to—

    I suddenly remembered something from my vision. There’d been a window. It had been a thick night, but I’d seen something outside of it.

    The old hotel.

    I’d been there several times as a kid.

    It was a ruin on the edge of the town, up one of the grand, stately mountains. Sunny Ridge had been built at their feet.

    The hotel had, at its heyday, been a health spa. Back in the late 1800s and early 1900s, people had come from far and wide for the purportedly astounding health benefits of the natural spring that was underneath it.

    As such, the hotel was sprawling. It had multiple buildings, and once upon a time, at least, it had possessed an astounding garden.

    People had thought about redeveloping it over the years, but there was no point. No one gave a hoot about the springs anymore, and even if they did, Sunny Ridge was simply too remote to bother with.

    So the hotel was abandoned.

    I turned the car around as fast as I could. The tires hit another patch of loose dirt and skidded, but I quickly maneuvered the car back into the middle of the road.

    I locked my foot on the accelerator.

    As I shot down the road, I realized I wasn’t that far from the hotel.

    “Come on,” I begged myself. The mantra echoed and shook through the car as I repeated it until my voice was hoarse.

    In 10 minutes, I was there.

    There was a big boom gate that stopped anyone from driving right up to the hotel grounds.

    I parked my car beside it.

    I got out and went to run, but quickly grabbed my jacket.

    I didn’t bother to open the boot of my car and snatch up the torch that was there. I was comfortable with darkness. I’d had to force myself to become so. It was where I belonged, after all.

    As I sprinted forward, I kept an ear out. My hearing was so focused that I would’ve picked up even the slightest hiss, let alone a gut-curdling scream.

    There was nothing.

    As I finally made it into the old, overgrown car park, I started to think things through. What would I do if I found him dead? How would I explain it to anyone?

    What would… what would I do if I found Mark just before the guy attacked? I was an ordinary build, but I knew my limitations.

    I just ran.

    I reached the old, destroyed steps that had once led up to the stately entrance. Rather than vie with them and break my neck, I ran up around them, forcing my feet through a patch of thick ivy that had grown up through the rubble.

    The massive doors to the hotel lay open. One of them had obviously caught a gust of wind and had been ripped off its hinges. It was still half attached. It swung in and out as more gusts took to it.

    I had to maneuver around it as I came to a skidding stop in what had once been the atrium.

    Once upon a time, it would have been a startling place. The roof had been glass – I’d seen it in old pictures at the museum. Now that very same glass was nothing more than fine dust that crunched under my feet as I desperately turned left and right, wondering which direction he could be in.

    I took another step, the sole of my shoe crushing an old, dried twig. It was the only dry thing in here. With half of the roof just gone, there were puddles everywhere. Their murky depths were stained with every shade of mold you could think of. Lichen climbed the walls. There’d once been tiles. I could see fragments of them now, but mostly they were cracked and filled with the brave kind of vegetation that could grow in even the tiniest lump of dirt.

    As my fingers became sweaty and I pumped them into fists, I tried to remember this place.

    I’d been here multiple times – especially as a kid. Before I’d realized that friends were too hard to keep in my life, I’d tried desperately to impress the kids at school. The only way I’d been able to do that was by going to so-called scary places. They’d been amazed by the fact that I very rarely bat an eyelid at the things that made other kids terrified.

    I’d seen real horrors, so so-called haunted houses couldn’t affect me.

    I remembered one time when I’d come here as a 13-year-old. One of the older kids had been driving. We’d gone in, and the point was that I was meant to walk around until I got scared. I didn’t. When I came back, everyone had gone.

    In the morning, they’d come back, probably realizing how serious it was to abandon a kid in a ruin. They’d all expected me to be crying. I hadn’t been. I’d been in the atrium, sitting with my back to the doors, my hands in my pockets, not a single tear on my face.

    I tried to channel that day now. I’d explored the whole hotel back then. The rooms that had made other people scream in terror had barely registered on my Richter scale.

    Apparently creepy discarded hotel equipment could not measure when you had seen things.

    The mere thought of them made me move faster. I went to head to the left. From memory, it would take me to the health spa area. There were all of these rooms that looked like public bathroom stalls that had been filled with strange metal bathtubs.

    By now, the ceramic tiles that had gleamed in their heyday had all fallen off the walls to reveal moldy, cracked plaster.

    The ceiling in that section had mostly collapsed. If any of the metal bathtubs remained, they were filled with perpetually dank pools of water that grew God knows what.

    I took another step, my shoe crunching through the old, crushed-up glass. I suddenly turned to the right. I remembered the vision clearer. It had been closer to the gardens. From what I knew of this place, it looked as if it had been one of the service areas.

    I didn’t waste another second.

    I powered through the atrium. Once upon a time, there had been a grand red door with leadlight windows that had separated the atrium from the dining area.

    Now the leadlight was long gone and the door itself could be seen at the corner of the room. How or what had dragged it there, I didn’t know, but it was pretty much just splinters now. You could pick up the faintest hint of old red paint, but in a few years, that would be washed away.

    All the windows in this area were broken apart from one or two that were higher up the wall. They rattled now as the rest of their smashed-up brethren let in the whistling wind.

    I ignored it.

    I ran through the old leaves and twigs and chunks of plaster from the ceiling. I reached an open doorway, hooked a hand on it, ignoring the mold that practically blistered the paint like a hand that had been shoved in a fire, and threw myself down into the kitchen area.

    Back when I’d been a kid, for whatever reason, it had been the kitchen that had scared the other children the most. The old cookers, rusted knives, warped benchtops, and rat-infested cupboards had all made them squeal.

    I could think of a thousand things creepier and far more deadly.

    I shifted through the kitchen quickly, despite the fact there were numerous obstacles in the way. A massive section of the wall had caved in. It had toppled an old cast-iron cooker. It was on its side. Years of soot and dust had spilled out with it. They’d mixed with various puddles to create this dingy black sludge that covered the floor. As I ran through it, my footfall sent splashes over my work pants. Fortunately I’d changed back into my own clothes. They’d be ruined, but I’d be able to manage.

    I reached the service corridor at the back of the kitchen. My mind narrowed down, my attention becoming a path. All I had to do was take it and not deviate once, and I’d reach Mark in time.

    Out here, there were holes in the walls that led to the gardens outside. I kept seeing flashes of the forest. It had now encroached fully on the hotel. It was like a slow-motion mouth swallowing it up.

    Several vines had crept their way into the corridor. Despite the penetrating darkness, I still managed to dodge them.

    I’d never had my eyes checked, but I knew I had creepily good night vision. I just chalked it up to the fact that I’d made myself comfortable with the darkness over the years, but it was probably something more.

    I had no trouble seeing a scuttling rat as it ran across my path. It sent this chaotic shadow dancing across the walls that anyone with a more active imagination would have shrieked at.

    I just mumbled at the rat to get lost as I hooked my way into another corridor.

    There were rooms branching off this one. As I half-closed my eyes and brought up a blueprint of the hotel in my mind, I tried to figure out how it would be plumbed.

    That was a tall order, but from my knowledge of where the springs were, they would’ve had to be pumped from this area of the hotel into the health spa.

    I was close.

    I started to slow down.

    I thought I heard something. It wasn’t a rat, though it was nails scrabbling over something.

    In a rush, I reached a door, snatched my hand around the handle, and yanked it open.

    And there he was, just like in my vision. Mark Sato sat crumpled against the wall, handcuffed to an old, rusted water pipe. His body was black and blue, his torso bare. He had black camo pants and thick boots. One had half been pulled off, presumably in his desperate attempts to yank himself away from the pipe.

    My world just shattered. He wasn’t moving. I thought I could see blood on his torso. I’d been too late—

    He strained his head up. There was more light in here. There was a window, and it looked out onto the garden. There was no glass, and the frame had been pulled away from the wall long ago. It let in fleeting moonlight as clouds were chased across the sky.

    That little illumination was like a spotlight for me. As it cut out the side of his face and his bruised body, I watched his eyes widen. First, it was in fear – then he recognized me. “Annie?”

    I couldn’t move. I’d done it. I’d found him in time.

    “Annie, what are you doing here? Get out of here—”

    I pushed in. I ignored everything he was saying.

    I leaned down behind him. His handcuffs were solid, and so was the pipe.

    He stretched around and tried to stare at me, his muscles creaking in violent protest. “Get out of here,” he slowed down each word as he spat them right into my face. “I don’t know how you got here—”

    I yanked the water pipe. I really pushed my feet against the wall.

    “Annie,” he said louder.

    He stopped.

    I wasn’t touching him, but I knew his whole body tensed, right down to the fine muscles around his lips.

    He jerked his head toward the door. “Jump out the window. Now,” he whispered.

    Slowly, I turned toward the door.

    I heard footsteps. They were deliberate and just as violent as I’d remembered from my dream.

    Once or twice, I’d put myself into truly dangerous situations as I’d followed my dreams. I’d tried to break up an assault once, but I’d just switched the victim for myself. I’d been beaten to within an inch of my life.

    Another time, I’d tried to prevent domestic abuse only for a guy to come at me with a golf club.

    What was about to happen now would make those incidents pale into insignificance.

    “Get out of here,” Mark said wildly, his eyes pressed open wide until the little moonlight that came through illuminated his whites and glimmered along his lower lids, making his eyes seem twice as large.

    Slowly, I pushed up.

    My heart pounded.

    Those footsteps reached the door.

    The rest of the vision played out in front of my mind’s eye, but now, rather than Mark being stabbed, it would be me.

    “Annie,” Mark said one last time, real desperation and fear pounding through his hissed voice.

    It was too late.

    I’d closed the door when I’d rushed in. Now someone opened it.

    No, not someone.

    Right then and there my world crumbled as I looked up into the face of a thing.

  
    Chapter 5

    I hadn’t seen one for three years. Not since the death of my grandmother. Though I’d never been able to conclude this, I’d always assumed it was a thing that had killed her. The police had said it was some whacked-out junkie who’d broken into our house, high on ice. They’d never been able to conclusively find the culprit, but a junkie who’d fit their description had been found dead under one of the local bridges a month later.

    They’d pinned it on him.

    I’d never believed a word. No human, no matter how disaffected, could perpetrate that much violence on someone else.

    You needed something without a soul.

    And right now, I stared up into two pinprick black soulless eyes that seemed to strip everything good away from reality and leave me with nothing more than dancing shadows in its wake.

    Mark didn’t scream at me to get out anymore. He was frozen in fear.

    Things had the bodies of humans – at least roughly the same proportional forms. They had arms and legs and torsos and heads, but if you were ever unlucky enough to stare at one right in their face, you would be quickly stripped of the notion that they were people. Their skin was this fleshy, pasty white that reminded me of freshly mixed plaster. It didn’t react like ordinary human skin, either – it was more like partially melted plastic wrap. And their eyes? Black in a sea of white. They had no irises – just these tiny pinprick pupils that focused in and out in minute movements like a robot’s hand twitching with programmed precision.

    Their mouths looked more like they had been cut into their faces – something that had been added onto their forms as an afterthought as if a sculptor had forgotten that all-important body part and just gouged his creation afterward.

    Suddenly I realized why I’d become so obsessed with those bony white knuckles from my vision. I’d seen them before.

    The thing leaned his head forward, opened his nonexistent lips, let his tongue trail over his flesh, and sniffed.

    I knew what he was doing. He was smelling me.

    Every other time I’d encountered a thing, I’d been forced to run for my life.

    I wouldn’t have that luxury this time.

    Mark wasn’t telling me to run. He was just breathing, panting as his body became controlled by his fear. I could smell it in the air. I could hear it with every twitched movement he made. Hell, I was certain that I could practically hold his ferociously beating heart. It trembled like the wings of a hummingbird.

    The thing let out two breaths. They sounded like his version of laughter.

    He took a step toward me. Mark kicked into gear. He heaved against his restraints. I could hear the squeaks of his shoes as they dragged over the uneven, broken floor. “Run. Run, Annie.”

    “Annie,” the thing said, picking up my name, using it like a knife as it sliced through the air and settled against my throat.

    I’d never known what the things were after.

    They clearly knew where I lived. But they rarely came after me.

    I’d caught glimpses of them before in my dreams, standing around, watching me as I burned the town. The intensity in their gazes had been unmatched, but as this thing opened his pinprick eyes, suddenly his pupils dilated until they almost took up his entire face.

    It was the same rapt attention. The same greed.

    He reached toward me.

    Something pulsed inside my gut. It was the kind of sudden explosive moment that wouldn’t allow you to stay still. I could’ve been chained up just like Mark was, but it wouldn’t have mattered. Not with the energy that powered into me. I pushed forward. It was just as the thing reached into his long jacket pocket and pulled out a slightly curved blade. There was now hardly any moonlight reaching into the room. The clouds had amassed once more. They were strangling the moon akin to the vines wrapping around the hotel like a hangman’s noose.

    That didn’t matter to me. I saw that precious little illumination glimmer over the tip of the dagger.

    My life came down to a point again – a moment, an opportunity.

    The thing thrust the dagger forward. It wasn’t a strong enough blow that it would skewer my heart, but it would be devastating enough that it would knock me back.

    I twisted to the side. I moved lightly on my feet, so lightly, I could’ve been a trained dancer. My shoes crunched the old, crushed-up tiles underneath me, several scattering out and pinging against the walls at the speed of my move.

    The thing slashed toward my chest. I shoved back. I struck the wall, but I didn’t let it stop me. I forced my legs to fall out from underneath me. Then I rolled to the side.

    The thing tried to reach down with one of his god-awful bony hands and grab me by the back of my collar, but I scrunched up and kicked his elbow. It was a strong enough move that I heard this echoing crack.

    The thing shrieked, his bellowing cry practically bouncing off the walls like gunfire.

    I caught sight of Mark’s face as I thrust up.

    I’d seen people stare at me in a lot of ways over the years, and mostly, it had been unkind. Now Mark couldn’t contain his surprise. His cheeks were slack, his lips open and weak.

    The thing came at me once more. I could tell he was fast – unnaturally so. The way he moved would be hard for an ordinary human to track, but not me. It was as if I was always several seconds ahead of him.

    One time in my life, my ability to see the future had aligned with the present.

    I’d been on a bridge that had cracked.

    Miraculously, I had survived, because I had jumped just in time to a section of cracked concrete, then over to another one.

    My body had laid out the only path across the crumbling rubble that had stopped me from being crushed underneath it. I’d still fallen into the water, but I hadn’t been clocked on the head by thousands of tons of badly manufactured civil engineering.

    It happened again. As the thing hissed, his frustration clear as it shook through the air, I dodged with impossible speed.

    He came at me faster. It was as if time meant nothing to him. With just one twitch of his bony fingers or one pulse of his long, wispy muscles, he could speed up like a race car.

    He slashed at my throat. I couldn’t tell if he was now trying to kill me or if his frustration was getting the better of him.

    I didn’t care. That same pulse of energy that had seen me begin to move centered in my shoulder. It became hot, itchy, and insistent. It shook with the need to move, the need to attack.

    I had never been one for defending myself. There’d never been any point. I’d been too busy saving others.

    But now I went on the attack, and even if I’d thought about what I was doing, I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself.

    I rounded my shoulder, pushed all of my weight into it, and smashed it into the thing’s arm.

    It was the same one that held the dagger.

    I struck it with such force that despite the fact he tried to hold on to the knife, he couldn’t. It went spiraling through the air.

    The thing shrieked now. His voice was so obviously otherworldly, even if the greatest skeptic in the country had heard it, they would’ve gone running to the closest priest.

    I shoved to my feet just as the thing did the same.

    Mark hadn’t said a word in what felt like years, but now I heard him take a shaking breath. “What the hell is happening here?” he stammered.

    I didn’t know, so I sure as hell couldn’t explain anything to him.

    Maybe it was anger at what these things had done to my grandmother. Maybe it was the sheer frustration of the life I led. Or maybe it was some latent power that had always remained hidden within me rising to the fore. But I thought nothing of wrenching my hands up and defending myself as the thing reached for my throat. I’d never taken formal defense classes, but that didn’t seem to matter. I knew how to move my body. Or at least, it knew how to move me, and it was entirely effective.

    Despite the fact the thing moved at me with blinding speed, I easily kept out of his way.

    The dagger was still behind me. I was acutely aware of it.

    So was the thing.

    I watched his eyes open in desperation. Once more they dilated. They took up the whites until it looked as if someone had injected squid ink into them. Then the thing shoved, not toward me or the dagger, but towards Mark. He had nowhere to go.

    The thing lurched down to his knees and wrapped his hands around Mark’s throat.

    I wrapped my arm around the thing’s neck and tried to pull him back, but I wasn’t strong enough when it mattered most.

    Mark’s eyes widened. He didn’t stare at the thing, though, just me.

    It was like he could see something in me that no one else could.

    Desperate, I scrabbled behind me and grabbed up the dagger.

    Just as Mark’s head nodded forward, I stabbed the thing right through his back. The dagger sliced through the flesh easily. There was no resistance. It was as if it was programmed specifically to cut through this thing, like it was a calibrated shield out of some sci-fi.

    I would never forget the specific sound of the knife burying down to its hilt. At first, it was squelchy, just as you would expect from stabbed flesh. But then it grated as if I was slicing a knife over metal.

    Finally, there was a puff of air. It sounded like someone giving out their last breath.

    The thing crumpled. It fell forward onto Mark. Then it just… disintegrated.

    I jerked back, true fear slackening my cheeks as what had once been the shape of a man became nothing more than a pile of dust.

    I remained there, shaking for half a second until I pushed forward.

    Mark rolled one weary eye open. He stared at me. He tried to move his lips.

    “Just hold on,” I stammered.

    “You’re…” he managed.

    “Hold on,” I begged as I grabbed his shoulder and supported him.

    “You’re a…” he stammered again.

    Fear began to pick up in my belly. I finally became aware of the exact way he was staring at me. It wasn’t like he knew me – it was like he knew what I was.

    “You’re a…” he managed again, but before he could push the words out, he lost consciousness.

    He flopped forward. His head came to a rest against my chest.

    Freaking out, I groped my hands up until they rested on his mouth. When I felt his steady breath, I collapsed against him.

    I wrapped my arms around his back, even though I barely knew him.

    I shook, all over. If I was stupid enough to stare down at the pile of dust all around Mark, I shook even more violently.

    What… what the hell had just happened?

    I might claim not to know, but at the corners of my mind a thought surfaced.

    I was meant to stay in the shadows, but tonight… tonight, I’d stepped into the light.

    As that thought flitted through my mind, the clouds were pushed away from the moon. A brilliant silvery glow swept into the room. It illuminated Mark as he rested against my chest, and it played around my face as I finally tilted my head down and stared at the dust.

    My life would never be the same again.

  
    Chapter 6

    It didn’t take me long to break Mark off that water pipe. I didn’t even need to use the knife as a lever. I just… I yanked, and the water pipe fell off.

    I stared at it in surprise.

    “It must’ve been loose already,” I stammered.

    I carefully pulled Mark down and placed him on his side.

    I groped around in the darkness, searching for keys for his cuffs.

    I couldn’t find any.

    I kept obsessively checking his pulse.

    He was alive.

    That didn’t stop me from pausing every few seconds as I searched for the keys, stopping, and staring at him.

    My mind was driven back to the fact that he knew what I was. As I closed my eyes, I replayed the way he stared at me. The fear, the surprise.

    It’d been like the way the thing had stared at me – but the opposite. The same intensity, but a different desire behind it.

    I paused, letting the shock of the situation roll over me again like lightning down an undefended house.

    I momentarily wrapped my hands around my middle. Then I turned and continued to search for some way to get him out of here.

    That’s when his phone rang.

    I was so startled by it that I froze as if someone had locked me in a searchlight. It rang three more times – then I jolted forward.

    I answered. Before I had a chance to stammer anything, I heard a woman give a tight sigh. “You haven’t checked in. Have you found anything, or what? This operation—”

    “I don’t know who you are.” I went to say Mark’s name, but I quickly thought better of it. “I found this guy unconscious. He’s handcuffed.”

    There was a pause. It didn’t last long, but it felt like it ran for years. “Who the hell—”

    “You need to hurry. Someone tried to strangle him. He’s in the old hotel – in one of the pump rooms. Hurry.”

    I turned the phone off.

    It happened so quickly that as my thumb slid across the screen, I dropped the phone. It clattered down beside me and struck a stone on its side. It broke, the screen immediately dying.

    “God, what did I just do?” I shoved my hand against my mouth.

    I took a step back from Mark. He was still on his side.

    I went to leave, but I couldn’t. I lurched back to him and checked his breathing once more. It was when I was settling my hand in front of his mouth that I saw another vision. It snapped across my mind’s eye like a fully loaded spring.

    I saw him at the library. It had to be sometime in the future. He was offering me a vacant smile. There was some attractive woman beside him.

    There were bruises on his face, but they were old. They looked as if they’d almost healed.

    I jerked back when the vision subsided.

    I stared at him. As I half-closed my eyes, I tracked the bruises from my vision. They were the same ones that now scattered his face.

    He… would live through this.

    I’d see him again… at the library of all things.

    None of that made any sense. If he knew what I was, wouldn’t he… hand me over to the Army or something?

    I couldn’t think. All I could do was remain there, shaking as I stared at him.

    I don’t know what it was that finally allowed me to pull myself up. Maybe it was the last of the energy that had seen me win that fight. Maybe it was my dearly departed grandma reaching out from the grave and giving me a shove.

    I turned.

    Mark would be okay, but I wouldn’t be if I remained here.

    I went to head back into the corridor, but I thought better of it.

    I pushed out of the broken window.

    I ran across the grounds.

    I got to my car before I heard any other vehicles.

    I drove as fast as I could, keeping to side roads that I knew would lead back to my house without ever making me cross onto main thoroughfares.

    By the time I finally pulled up at my house, it was to the sight of something glinting in my hand.

    I stared down at it in utter shock. All the while I’d been carrying that knife.

    “What the hell?” I stammered, my breath so deep, not only did it threaten to force me to hyperventilate, but it sent condensation playing over the window beside me as I leaned as far away from the knife as I could.

    While I could bodily attempt to remove myself from its presence, for whatever reason, I couldn’t encourage my hand to drop it.

    Even as I opened the door, fell out onto the grass backward, and lurched away from the car, I still had it in my hand.

    I turned and pressed my back against one of the wheels. It was covered in mud. I didn’t care.

    I stared at the glinting knife. My gaze traced it completely.

    It took a long time before I managed to force myself up.

    I made it into my house.

    Without washing, without eating, without doing anything, I staggered up to my bedroom and fell face-first on my bed, the knife still in my hand.
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