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      Blurb

      

      She must save the world. He must help her.

       Yin is the Savior of the ages - a young woman chosen to protect the world on its final day. A fighter, a sorcerer, a loner, she lives in the mountains, away from the prying eyes of the Kingdom and under the watchful protection of her guardian, Castor.

       No one knows she's the Savior, and she must keep it that way.

       When the army comes, they bring the handsome but cold Captain Yang. He takes Yin and Castor back to the capital, where she's drafted into the army. If she can't hold onto her secret and keep herself safe, she'll die, and the world will die with her.

       Captain Yang has never met a woman like her. Impetuous, powerful, and determined, she's too much to handle. But they need her. Especially with war on the horizon. She has a secret though, one he's determined to reveal. Yet time is against him, and he must fight to find out the truth before it's too late.

      ....

      Yin and Yang follows a prophesied savior and the soldier sent to help her fighting to save their kingdom and the world. If you love your epic fantasies with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Yin and Yang Book One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Prologue

    They took the baby the day it was born. Right from its mother’s arms. As tears streaked down the woman’s cheeks, sobs echoing around the small, dirty room, they stole her only child.

    The savior.

    A child of legend.

  
    Chapter 1

    “Stay focused,” Castor says as I sigh deeply.

    I watch him from across the room. Despite the distance, I see how furrowed his brow is. Large, bushy, silver eyebrows descend over eyes the color of alluvial mud, making his displeasure obvious.

    Despite how aged and gray and old Castor has become, his gaze always flashes with the fire of youth. And, when I’m around, frustration.

    “Yin, focus,” he says once more, making his lips press hard around each word, his voice little more than a terse breath of air.

    He’s always this way when I train. Ever since I can remember, Castor has pushed me on and on. It’s not because he thinks I’m lazy, nor does he believe I need encouragement.

    No.

    It’s because of what awaits me.

    I’m the Savior.

    A sorcerer, I can command magic and summon spirits. On the final day of the age, I will summon Gaea, mother of all spirits. I will fight alongside her to hold back the Night.

    So, yeah, there’s a lot of pressure on me.

    Crossing my arms, I lean backward until my shoulders press against the wall behind me. The wood is cool, and it’s nice to rest my body after such a hard workout.

    “Yin,” Castor’s voice becomes even deeper and seems to rumble through the floor itself.

    Letting out a long sigh, I push myself forward, close my eyes briefly, and reply with a shrug.

    Then I surge forward and attack.

    Around my left wrist is a simple bangle. Silver blue with lines of light pulsing through it, it’s far beyond anything our age can produce. It’s a remnant of those that came before. An ancient race who’d inhabited the land long ago.

    The bangle enables me to cast spells. All sorcerers have such devices clamped around their wrists from birth. By early childhood, they can no longer be removed, as the body and device grow as one.

    As I race forward, bare feet leaving sweaty footprints on the mat, I command the bangle.

    Power surges through it. All it takes is a thought.

    With a great cry, I thrust forward. As I do, energy erupts from my fingertips.

    Real, burning, crackling, power. It shoots out, spinning around itself like a hurricane.

    Castor, eyes wide, jumps back. The sound of his simple leather shoes squeaking across the mat fills the room. He doesn’t scream. He doesn’t shout. He doesn’t even grunt.

    He’s the epitome of the competent warrior: silent, deadly, and ever watchful.

    Despite the power of my move, Castor dodges. And despite his age, he somehow flips, planting his hands into the mat and tumbling forward like a cat in play. With speed impossible for an ordinary man, let alone a geriatric, he closes the distance between us.

    I skip backward, my bare feet leaving two sweaty footprints imprinted into the worn blue mat.

    He sweeps toward me with a fast kick. It flashes a mere centimeter from my nose, sending a sharp blast of air into my loose black hair.

    Again I send the power arcing through my hand. I close one fist as I punch forward with the bangle, an arc of energy spewing forth from the center of my palm.

    Castor twists to the side, and my blast races past his left shoulder, doing nothing more than ruffling his long, gray beard.

    “Crap,” I curse as I try again. Once more I command the bangle, black bursts of energy crackling high over my skin.

    “Don’t become flustered,” Castor warns me as he expertly rolls to the side, the soft thump of his body hitting the mat the only sound he makes.

    Gritting my teeth, I try to catch Castor again with another blast, and then another.

    They just eat into the mat, bursting through the stuffing and cracking the wood underneath, or they sink deep into the far wall, leaving nothing but a softly smoking crater behind.

    No matter how hard I try, I just can’t hit him.

    If I can’t hit Castor, then I have absolutely no hope against the Night.

    While Castor is training me – and knows when to stop – the Night will not hold back. It will come for my blood, my bones, and my destiny.

    It will steal the soul that resides within, and it will end the ages of light.

    The Night is a vestige from the days of old. It comes from the same ancient time of my bangle.

    Just as I spring up, and in desperation punch a wall of crackling blue energy straight at Castor’s chest, he springs forward.

    He is wearing special silver armor over his chest, legs, and arms. Snow-white symbols are emblazoned across it, and whenever the light strikes them, they dance like ice-cold flame.

    They aren’t just there for decoration: they absorb my blasts, making sure any errant burst of energy doesn’t fry Castor’s beard and take his chin with it.

    Still, a well-placed blast should knock him off his feet.

    Should being the operative word.

    But this one doesn’t.

    With nothing more than a slight grunt, Castor pivots on his foot, and leaps up, meeting my volley right in the chest. It slams against his breastplate, rattling it in place. Shots of blue and black, flame-like energy disburse over the metal, making those snow-white symbols suddenly glow with an eerie brilliance. Then Castor flashes forward, lands but a few centimeters in front of me, spins, and knocks me across the jaw with a powerful punch. “You need to keep on your toes. You might be a sorcerer, but you must rely on more than your power.”

    Even though I’m expecting it, I double back, surprise shaking through me. I try to keep my balance.

    I can’t.

    With an almighty crack that rings through our empty training hall, I fall.

    I don’t stay on the ground, though; I get up, pushing to my feet before Castor can pin me.

    I double back, keeping light on my toes. As I do, I try to command the bangle. I can’t win this fight without it.

    I must find the balance to keep dodging Castor while also calling upon the mental control to command the bangle and access its incredible power. So I clench my left fist as tight as I can, concentrating with all my might on the smooth metal band that’s half embedded in my wrist.

    As I fight Castor, I flip and pounce and jump. Technically I don’t have to – I could just stay stationary and call upon enough power to slam him against the far wall. I’m not that stupid, however – Castor would cripple me before I even have the chance to raise my hand. As he said before – I have to stay on my feet. If I remain still in battle, I’ll be a fine target for an arrow or gun. Plus, it takes time and will-power to command the bangle, and even the most proficient of warriors can’t send out a constant barrage of power. They must bide their time, calculate their shots, and most importantly, stay out of range of their foe’s weapons.

    As I take a step back and thumb my sweat-caked nose, nostrils flaring as I stare at Castor, I calculate my next move.

    We train for the next hour. I never beat him. Despite the force I can call on, and the incredible power of my ancient bangle, Castor is too quick, too trained, and too smart.

    But that’s the point. He is there to teach me what he can. If I don’t learn, everyone loses.

  
    Chapter 2

    When I’m not training in secret with Castor, I live a very boring and simple life. Our village is high in the mountains, a good trek from the main city of the Kingdom. Though on a quiet and still and bright night you can see the lights of the city flickering far away in the valley, most of the time it’s out of sight and out of mind.

    Which, if you ask me, is a good thing. On the few occasions I’ve met people from the capital, I’ve always come away thinking they’re arrogant, flashy, and out of touch with reality. And, no doubt, they go away thinking I’m simple, ignorant, plain, and boring. But I can live with that.

    I prefer a quiet life. I train in the mornings, early, well before dawn, then I help Castor out by collecting ingredients for his medicines. Then, after dusk, I train some more before going to bed.

    That’s my life.

    Or at least it will be for a few more precious years.

    Because soon, soon the end will come. The final year of the age. It is during that year that I will have to fight. I will have to hold back the Night. If I can’t, there will be no more age for our kingdom, for there will be no day in which to live.

    Though I understand that, I don’t know as much about my destiny as I would like; what I know I’ve learned from old, tattered scrolls encrusted with the blood and tears of former saviors.

    Still, whatever the exact details, the conclusion will be the same. Either I fight and win, or lose and die, taking everyone else with me.

    Despite the burden that rests on my shoulders, I like to think I don’t have a particularly morose personality. You don’t see me walking around, my eyes filled with tears, my lips never curling into a smile. Nor do I sit tucked up on my bed, the blankets pulled high over my head as I shudder and shake at the destiny that awaits me.

    No. For the most part, I try not to think about it. While Castor thinks that’s a sign of weakness, I’m not so sure it is.

    I want to live while I can. I want to smile and laugh while time allows it.

    Who knows what will happen in the year that ends the age. So I have to live now.

    It’s with that philosophy that I smile as I bathe after my training session, dressing in a simple tunic with black, light pants. Strapping some well-worn sandals onto my feet, I don’t even bother to run a brush through my thick black hair. It usually sits on my shoulders like a wild, matted lion’s mane. It’s more of a hat or a cape, and less like hair. But I like it that way. Plus, who do I have to impress? The trees? The woodland creatures? The snow-covered crags? While there are people in my village, as it would be a pretty lonely village if it was just me, they tend to avoid me. I’m just the girl who collects Castor’s herbs. The strange creature that lives with him in his lonely mountain home.

    They all think I’m his apprentice in herbal medicine. In a way, I am. But my apprenticeship runs much further than just learning the medicinal healing qualities of the mountain herbs. Castor instructs me in the art of combat, strategy, and endurance.

    Still, despite the fact I’m somewhat of a village pariah, I’m never lonely.

    As the Savior, I have a natural affinity for the land and its animals. A babbling brook can just as easily keep me company as a hall full of friends. I often prefer to walk on my own in the high mountains, with only the hawks and mountain lions to talk to.

    Still, being the Savior does not prevent boredom. Right now, as I finish buttoning my tunic and patting down my pants, I chew on the edge of my fingernail as I stare out of the window.

    Then, far off down the path, I see movement.

    People hardly ever make the extra trek up from the village all the way to Castor’s home unless they need something.

    Yet as I peer through the window, I catch sight of a hobbling man resting hard on the shoulder of a large woman.

    I instantly recognize them as a mother and son from the village. And, with one look at the particular stride of the son’s hobble, it’s easy to conclude he’s broken his leg.

    “Castor,” I call as I pull my well-chewed nails from my mouth, “we’ve got visitors.”

    I needn’t have bothered shouting out to him; by the time I finish, I see he’s already making his way down the path to greet our visitors.

    Castor has a strong stance about him, and for a good reason. He is one of the toughest people I have ever met.

    He is the embodiment of true grit. Nothing but blazing eyes, a curly gray beard, and pure, undiluted will.

    Right now as he walks down, I can see the mother visibly relax. Her broad shoulders shift in, and I see her chest push out in a deep sigh.

    “Right,” I mumble to myself as I press a hand against the cool glass and shift forward, getting a better view. “Stop spying and get the room prepared,” I chide.

    Finally, I take my own advice, push away, and dart quickly across the room.

    At the back of Castor’s house is a large room he uses solely to treat his patients. There is a table with a sheet over the top that I have to wash every day, regardless of whether it’s been used. And around the sides of the room are shelves and tables and old wooden chests. Stacked on top of them are glass jars full of liquid and ointments and dried herbs and colored clays.

    Though I know how to make my way around Castor’s treatment room quite well, there are still plenty of herbs I don’t know how to identify, and a whole group of ointments I have no idea how to administer, let alone make.

    Humming to myself as my sandals slap across the wooden floorboards, I hear the front door open.

    I feel the pounding beat of footfall as the group makes their way further into the house. Unhurried, I select a fresh sheet from a box and furl it over the table. Then I grab the small tray of tools Castor usually uses to diagnose his patients, rest it on the sheet, and stand back.

    A second later, the door to the room opens, and Castor walks in. Behind him is the large mother lugging her son.

    As soon as the two of them see me, I see their eyes narrow.

    It’s not suspicion.

    Nor is it outright hatred.

    They’re just uncomfortable.

    I watch the mother as she looks from my tunic down to my pants and then up to my unruly hair. She presses her lips together, and I can tell she’s trying to swallow her words. She needn’t bother; I already know what she wants to say.

    I look like a boy, don’t I? If not a boy, then I don’t look like a proper lady. From my tunic and pants to my lean, muscular figure, I lack all of the trappings of femininity. I have no adornments; I don’t have time for them. I barely have manners, too.

    To underline that fact, I cross my arms and lean back, staring the woman right in the eyes.

    Castor clears his throat just as the lady gives a slight harrumph. Then she turns her attention away from me, probably hoping that if she ignores me, I’ll scuttle off and stop bothering her.

    “Help your son onto the table,” Castor says in a firm but gentle voice. His tone rings with a comforting timbre, one that can never fail to calm somebody.

    “He’s broken his leg,” the lady says as she takes a deep, rattling breath. “He was helping build the new wall around the town hall,” she clarifies as she sniffs, “and one of the stones fell off and struck him. You’ve got to help him,” she adds as she tries to help her boy onto the table.

    “A wall,” Castor notes as he selects one of his tools, “why do we need another wall?”

    “Security measures,” the son speaks, his voice ringing with pride as he does, “you never know when the Carcas are going to attack.”

    Castor doesn’t say anything as he runs his thumb over several jars of ointment, concentrating as he tries to select one.

    “Those Carcas have been moving through the mountains,” the woman adds as she plants a ruddy hand on her chest, “it’s up to us villagers to defend ourselves.”

    “The Kingdom,” the son shifts up on the table. “We’re the first point of defense. If we fall, those Carcas rats will be able to just sweep down into the Capital.”

    “They aren’t rats,” I mumble as I cross my arms harder and now lean completely into the wall behind me. “The Carcas aren’t going to risk taking their army through the crags. Not in autumn.”

    The son, who is still propped up on his arms, shoots me a disgruntled look, but it isn’t a touch on the disgust that flares in the mother’s eyes as she glares at me.

    “My son is about to join the Royal Army. He knows what he’s speaking about,” she half spits.

    I open my mouth to retort, but Castor gets there first, “Yin, please go and select some yaron lotion from the storeroom.”

    “We’re all out,” I point out as I pull myself off the wall and unhook my arms. I still shoot the woman a challenging look for good measure, though.

    “Then you will need to go and collect some more yaron leaves, I’m afraid,” Castor says quietly.

    While his voice barely registers above a hush, that doesn’t hide his pointed tone.

    He wants me out of this room before I come to blows with this woman and her son.

    Fine.

    Shaking my head and mumbling a, “right,” I quickly retreat.

    As I walk through the door and out into the drafty, dark hall beyond, I can’t help but overhear the woman as she points out, “what a dull girl. I see why her parents gave her up to be a herbalist; she will never be marriage material.”

    Marriage material?

    Oh sure, I’ll never make a good wife. But I’ll make a great Savior. I won’t cook and clean and keep house, and nor will I massage some man’s ego while he treats me like dirt.

    I will, however, save the world.

    I’ll learn the ancient arts of sorcery and summoning, and I’ll hold back the Night for the last year of the ages. That seems a trifle more important than marrying some hick and being a good woman.

    Feeling a rush of frustration, I strike out at the wall. With distracting ease, I punch right through the beams, shards of wood cracking around my knuckles.

    Now that’s how I keep house.

    .…

    Though of course Castor will probably make me fix that hole right up when I get back, it feels momentarily good to strike out.

    It feels like, with a simple punch, I can strike right through the idiotic traditions of those small-minded villagers.

    I’m no fool, and I know it will take more than lashing out, but it still feels good. Especially when I imagine that woman’s reaction to the hole I’ve left in the wall. I can just see her round, permanently-red cheeks puffing out as her eyebrows shoot up behind her fringe. “Ladies don’t punch walls,” she’d likely say.

    Yep. Ladies don’t.

    But I’m not and never will be a lady.

    With that thought filling my mind, I yank open the front door and jog up the path that leads to the woods.

    As soon as I walk under the canopy of those great, gnarled trees that border the forest, I let out a sigh.

    Then another. I even let my eyes roll into the back of my head.

    As I breathe in the fresh mountain air, I let it soothe me as only nature can.

    I understand nature. Nature doesn’t give one hoot that I don’t dress in lace and carry a parasol. Neither does nature care that I won’t make a good wife someday.

    That’s why I’ve always liked the outdoors.

    As I patrol the forest, looking for yaron leaves and just generally wasting time, the sun rises high in the sky. Though it’s tipping into autumn, and the wind now whistles with a cold kiss through the trees and crags, I don’t feel cold.

    I’ve always got my bangle and ready access to the incredible magic within.

    I usually hide it with gloves or long sleeves, though. Castor won’t let me show it to people. He keeps the fact I’m a sorcerer secret. Though not everyone has the ability to use the devices of those that came before to summon magic, it isn’t a unique skill. The Royal Army is full of practitioners, and I know of a few even here in my lonely village.

    As the Savior, I have unique skills, however. On the final day of the age, I must use my abilities to summon Gaea. I will fight alongside her or die trying.

    I can also conjure spirits to guide me on my quest. Or, at least I will be able to, once I learn how.

    Try explaining that to the simple-minded folk in my village, though. While they’ve heard of the Savior, they think she’s little more than a myth. Why wouldn’t they? There hasn’t been a Savior for 1000 years.

    Sighing to myself, I run my hands through my hair just as a strong breeze whips past me. I smile into it as I feel its power. Far off, I can hear the wind ripping past the crags, sending a constant, low moan filtering out into the valley beyond.

    A chill escapes over my skin, and as I breathe in deeply, I smell rain far off.

    I could very easily stay up here all day. I could run through the forest paths in nothing but my worn sandals, my hair whipping behind me like a mane, my arms pumping and my lungs struggling to draw in my next breath. Or I could climb every gnarled tree, leaping from branch to branch as my rough hands scrabble for purchase. Or I could venture high into the mountains and take a swim through one of the iridescent blue tarns, the ice-cold water caressing my skin.

    .…

    But Castor would kill me. Okay, he wouldn’t kill me, but he’d likely make me train twice as hard for a week in punishment.

    Still, I take my time as I wander back to my home. I deliberately take one of the long, winding routes that travel along a steep cliff with a fantastic view of the village below.

    It’s when I’m walking confidently close to the edge, every step disturbing stones that tumble into the ravine far below, that I see something.

    There’s a long, wide, stone road that leads up to the village. Though it’s but a strike of gray against the rolling green hills and slate-colored roofs of the town, I manage to make out forms moving along it.

    I also hear the neighing of horses carried far on the wind.

    While some in our village have horses, something doesn’t feel right.

    In fact, as I stand there and stare, one foot propped on a stone perilously close to the edge, I lean forward. The chill wind whips through my hair, making my cheeks tingle and my ears prickle.

    Slowly that feeling that something isn’t right creeps over me. Like the whistle of the wind behind, it steadily grows until it roars in my mind.

    Ever since childhood, I’ve always had a sense of danger. It is part of being the Savior. With a close connection to Gaea, I am continually in contact with the natural world. And when malaise and doom descend upon it, it descends upon me too.

    As nerves escape over my back with swift ease, I force myself to turn from the view.

    Though people do visit our village, and of course merchants travel here with supplies, on occasion we receive so-called official visits. Whether it be from the police investigating some crime, or the tax-collectors, it is usually never good.

    Yet as I continue down the path, the feeling that descends upon me is more than simple unease.

    The wind begins to roar louder through the crags, and it rushes with ferocious power through the trees and bushes. Taking it as an omen, I push into a run. My feet move expertly through the loose stones, and I never stumble.

    I’ve wandered a far way from home, but it takes me less than 10 minutes to get back.

    Barreling into the house as if my life depends on it, I practically kick down the door. “Castor, I think something’s going on. I saw horses heading up the road to the village. They’re probably there already…. Castor?” I call as I rush through the main rooms.

    I’ve tracked dirt and mud through the hall, but I don’t care. I turn on the spot, my eyes wide as I search for any sign of my guardian.

    All too soon it becomes apparent he isn’t in. Though I know I’ve been away for a long time, Castor would have waited for me to return before leaving. While he’s more than happy to let me wander in the lonely mountains, he doesn’t like to leave me at home alone. It’s not because he’s worried I’ll make a mess and punch through all the walls. It’s because he doesn’t like people dropping by with only me in the house. Not only am I trite, rude, and dressed like a boy, but I am the Savior, and it is his duty to protect me.

    But as I stand there and call out his name one last time, hearing my voice echo loudly through the empty rooms and halls of our house, I realize he simply isn’t here.

    Clutching a hand on my stomach, my fingers digging hard into the smooth fabric of my tunic, I start to feel sick. My muscles cramp, and sweat slicks fast across my brow and between my shoulders.

    I can’t shake the feeling that something isn’t right.

    So, backing off, I quickly twist on my foot and head back through the wide open front door. Jumping the distance between the top step and the last step, I land easily and skid across the loose stones of our path.

    I’m about to shout out his name again, hoping that he is just out in the garden, or busy ferreting away in one of the back sheds.

    I stop.

    About a meter to my left, I see an indentation in the path. Horse hooves.

    Searching the ground, I find others.

    Then footprints. Large and heavy, they clearly come from sturdy boots.

    People have been here.

    Though I’ve spent a long time in the woods, Castor still hasn’t taught me all there is to know about tracking. I know enough, however, to realize a group of heavy-set, armored men have been here, and in all likelihood, Castor has left with them.

    For several seconds I stand there, curling my fingers slowly into fists. As my nails dig easily into the soft flesh of my palms, I feel the magic within. The power. It always reacts to my emotion, especially despair. Not, of course, that my life is usually filled with despair. But on the few occasions I have ever felt true fear, the power I use to call on my bangle always flared. Now as I stand there staring at those hoof prints, it is no different. I feel sharp tingles race across my shoulders, down my spine, and deep into my legs. With little effort, I could command my bangle to send an arc of magic sinking into the ground, sending mounds of earth more than a meter into the air.

    That, however, won’t bring Castor back.

    Instead, I close my eyes and tell myself that wherever he is, he is fine. Castor is one of the most powerful warriors ever to have lived. As the guardian of the Savior, he kind of has to be. So, despite the fact it worries me he’s left mysteriously with men on horseback, I tell myself he’ll be okay.

    Then I stand there, slowly turning from the open front door toward the bottom of the path.

    Castor hates it when I don’t follow orders, and he has a strict rule about me wandering into town on my own. Chaperoned is one thing, but he probably thinks that if I ever head to the village without him, I’ll tell the first person I see that I’m the Savior, and when they predictably laugh in my face, I’ll summon the spirit of the Earth to consume them.

    Yet I can’t turn away and walk back inside.

    Though I know Castor can look after himself, I can’t deny how fast and strong the wind has become. It’s no longer whistling through the mountains – it’s nigh on screaming. With one look up to the horizon, I can also see clouds streaming in. No, it’s more like they’re marching to the beat of a war drum. In the few seconds I stare at them, they swell, turgid with snowy whites and gunmetal grays. They promise a downpour, and with the wind so ferocious, a storm to remember.

    I breathe in.

    I can’t deny the sense of danger that fills me as I do.

    While Castor is always telling me to keep safe, he also encourages me to follow my instincts. To do what my body tells me is right. To heed the warnings and messages from within.

    .…

    I walk up to the door, and I close it. Then I turn, jump down the steps, and continue down the path.

    I might be contravening a direct order, but I’m following an indirect one. My gut tells me to go, so I’m going.

  
    Chapter 3

    The walk down into the village isn’t one I take very often. I don’t have time to loaf about in the inn, nor do I have the friends to keep me company as I do so. I’m the Savior. All of my days are spent in training.

    So as I head down the winding path that connects to the old stone road that travels through our village, I notice things have changed. The verge is well cut, and several trees have been removed, possibly on the premise that Carcas warriors could hide behind the branches or the blades of grass.

    Though the woman this morning was irritating, her talk of the growing threat facing the Kingdom wasn’t one I hadn’t heard before. It seems that every patient Castor sees shares a similar story. Once I even overheard from a traveler who came all the way from the capital that they were planning to draft young men into the army.

    Though I usually ignore such stories, that one flashes before my mind as I walk faster and faster.

    Despite how chill the wind has become, I don’t feel cold; my nerves are igniting through me like fire. If I’m not careful, my bangle will react, sending blazing power washing over my whole body.

    Though others in the Kingdom are sorcerers, my abilities are unusual, to say the least. My power is far more linked to my emotions, and far more powerful in general. So as I race forward, I try to control myself.

    I tell myself I’m going to the village to find Castor. I will not make a scene. I will simply check that he is okay.

    It doesn’t take long to reach the village. Though the walk is a circuitous one, that usually takes at least 20 minutes, I race down the hill in less than five. Without pausing to think, I easily throw myself down steep, bramble-covered slopes, blasting through the prickles if they dare scratch my skin. Then, when I hit the open road, I sprint with all my might.

    My arms are but a blur by my sides, and on several occasions, I strike the ground with such force, my worn sandals actually crush the pebbles underfoot.

    The village is quite disbursed and occupies a good kilometer over the side of the hill. Old houses of stone and wood are nestled into the trees, with cows and goats and sheep tethered beside them.

    Chickens usually line the road, only getting out of your way if you threaten to trample them. Then giving you a surly look as they squawk and flutter into the closest bushes.

    It’s quaint.

    Or at least it’s meant to be. But now as those rolling clouds come thundering across the sky, every shadow deepens and every sign or shop bell bangs in the powerful wind.

    Powering my way down the road, the first thing I notice is that the streets are bare.

    Nobody seems to be around. Yet, as I concentrate, I swear I can hear voices far off in the distance.

    I sprint through the streets, and as I do, a fine mist of rain begins to fall. As it strikes my shoulders and my exposed cheeks and hands, it tingles, merging with the power filling me from the bangle.

    My long sleeve hides it from view, and I compulsively tug it further down as I rush forward.

    It seems that practically everybody in the village has congregated around the town square. It’s little more than an old statue of a tired looking warrior triumphing over some fiendish looking enemy. Apparently, it depicts some famous soldier from long ago who hailed from the village.

    Well right now, I practically gasp as I see modern soldiers standing underneath it.

    Close by horses are tethered, and with one look I can see they belong to the army. Glistening clean red, gold, and black armor adorn their heads and flanks. While normal horses have a kind, gentle nature about them, these beasts look like thunder tamed by saddles.

    While the horses themselves are impressive, it’s nothing compared to the soldiers. All are large men, and all wear heavy armor. Also gold, yellow, and black, they have breastplates and helmets and gauntlets and boots. Even from a distance I can see that all are adorned with specific engravings that provide protection against magic.

    What are they doing here?

    I can hear women sobbing, and as I push my way through the crowd, I notice that all the young men of the village are lined up close by the soldiers.

    Conscription? Was that traveler right? Have the army come all the way up to our village to draft young men?

    As I near, I notice there are several old men lined up, too.

    Though I barely know anyone by name, I recognize them from the injuries Castor has treated, and quickly conclude that barely any of the older gentlemen are fit for war. In fact, hardly any of the younger men are either; they are flighty, undisciplined, and untrained. If the army intends to use them, then it really must be desperate.

    I reach the edge of the crowd, and as I take a step beyond it, someone growls at me.

    I turn around to see a whopping great man in enormous armor. He has a sword strapped to his back, and the gauntlets along his hands, wrists, and arms are studded with spikes.

    I’ve never seen something so ludicrous. Training with Castor has taught me that you win battles not based on brute force, but on speed, on cunning, and on willingness.

    So I’m not in the least bit intimidated as this man takes another heavy, rattling step my way.

    “Get back, woman,” he snarls.

    I barely look at him. “What’s going on here?” I ask as I stare around, trying to catch the gazes of the people closest to me.

    “I said, get back,” the man says as he reaches me. Without warning, he lays one greasy, heavy hand on my shoulder and shoves me back. Or at least he tries to shove me back. I pivot on my foot and step lightly to the side, and his move sends him stumbling to my left.

    Again, I barely glance at him as I turn to the woman closest to me. “What’s going on? Have you seen Castor?”

    On the words have you seen Castor, she stops ignoring me, and her eyes grow wide. “They’ve taken him and some of the other men into the hall,” she says just as the man gets to his feet behind me.

    With a growl, he tries to grab my shoulder again. Once more, I dodge past him. “What do you mean they’ve taken him to the hall? What’s going on here?”

    “This is conscription,” another soldier says as he marches up to my side, presumably to help his fumbling friend.

    “Conscription? What’s that got to do with Castor?” I demand.

    “If by Castor you refer to Castorious Barr, then his services are in demand by his Queen. The Royal Army needs his expertise once more,” the soldier says in a rumbling voice. “Now stand still.”

    I can’t believe this. Castor is being conscripted? He’s an old man. While I know from experience he’s just as deft on his feet as a mountain lion and twice as strong, these men shouldn’t know that.

    I blink rapidly, sweat collecting over my top lip and between my fingers.

    They have to be joking, right? Castor is 70 years old. They can’t possibly be drafting him into the Royal Army.

    But then I see past the soldiers to the half-open door of the hall. They begin leading men out. Right at the back, I see a flash of gray beard.

    It’s Castor. I’m sure of it.

    They are leading him away.

    I act.

    “What are you doing?” I scream as I muscle forward, straight past the two soldiers. “He’s an old man. Just leave him alone.”

    I rush out, and I feel the leaner soldier snap toward me.

    Again I easily dodge him.

    “Leave him alone,” I scream, craning my neck as I try to catch another glimpse of the men they are leading from the hall.

    “Get back here, woman,” one of the soldiers snarls from behind me.

    I may be just a woman, but I’m clearly more than the man can handle, as no matter how hard he tries, he can’t grab me.

    There’s quite some distance between the hall and me, and filling that distance are military horses and soldiers. That doesn’t faze me, though; I dart forward, as light on my sandals as a cat on its paws.

    At one point, a soldier atop a horse tries to ride into my path, but with one look at the horse, it stops.

    I told you, I have an affinity with animals, and even though these military horses are harder and gruffer than the creatures I’m used to, that affinity still stands.

    I almost reach the hall.

    Then one of the guards outside jumps clean off the top step, lands, and launches at me.

    The guy grabs me roughly by the shoulder. Yanking me back, his fingers dig hard into my flesh. He twists me around, then shoves his face close to mine.

    “This is a restricted area,” he says, his putrid breath breaking against my cheek. “You are interfering with military business, woman.”

    “You have my uncle in there,” I hiss back. “He’s just an old man.”

    “Well, that old man is coming with us. And unless you want to join him, shut up.”

    I stare into his eyes.

    He towers above me, and though he’s not as enormous as some of the other soldiers, I can tell by the way he moves that he knows how to handle himself. Attacking him would be a mistake. In fact, everything I have done so far has been a mistake.

    I know how important I am, and I know how critical it is that I keep my secret.

    Yet I can’t stand this.

    “Let me go,” I warn through clenched teeth.

    He shakes me. “I said shut up, girl.”

    I know I have to keep control. But as I stare up at that man’s arrogant, hateful expression, I snap.

    With one smooth, practiced move, I shove him off. I pivot on my hip, pushing my shoulder into his and knocking him backward.

    Though he is clearly a competent and trained soldier, I best him easily.

    It happens so fast, the man doesn’t have time to gasp.

    In the blink of an eye, he goes from manhandling me, to lying in the dust.

    But there he does not stay.

    With a grating snarl, he jumps up. As he does, he snaps his left hand into a fist.

    He has a bangle, just like mine, though his is far fancier. Embellished with a design of curled flames and dragons, as his fingers curl, the design comes alive with energy.

    Energy erupts from his hand.

    He launches toward me, magic spewing from his glove.

    While he’s wearing armor that would protect him from such a blow, one touch from those magical flames, and my skin will blister and burn.

    Or rather, it should.

    For I’m stronger than I look. I also have a bangle of my own.

    Just as those blistering hot jets of red and deep orange surge toward me, I activate my bangle, and send a burst of my own magic against his.

    Mine is stronger, and redirects his blow back against him.

    Not a single magical spark strikes my skin.

    It strikes his breastplate instead, and though the engravings across the metal dance with power, they can’t protect him from the full force of my blow, and he slams into the ground once more.

    I turn.

    I intend to head into the hall. Then I see the soldiers staring at me, the villagers too.

    “She’s a sorcerer,” one of the soldiers shouts.

    “She has an Arak band,” another screams.

    In the common tongue, those who can manipulate the power of the ancients, are called sorcerers. Arak is the term they give to those who came before, and the devices they left behind.

    .…

    Castor has always warned me not to show my powers in public. While there are plenty of other people in this land that can command Arak devices, including women, it is imperative I stay safe until my time arrives.

    Right now, I’ve blown my cover.

    All it took was a single moment of fury.

    I can’t take it back now.

    In a split second, I turn over my shoulder, and I see the expressions on the faces of the soldiers closest. It’s a stomach-wrenching mix of surprise, disdain, and awe.

    Sorcerers are valuable. Especially to the army.

    I twirl on my foot, my sandal squeaking against the polished stone of the step. I launch toward the hall.

    I don’t reach it.

    Two soldiers dart toward me, both launching forward with grunts.

    I pirouette, springing off the ground in a graceful move and spinning in the air, letting both men fall to the ground below me.

    While more often than not I get by on speed and strength, Castor has always been sure to teach me agility too. Now I use it.

    Just as I sprint past those soldiers, several more jump before me.

    “Come quietly,” they warn.

    I reply by leaning back, bringing my foot into the air, and slamming it into the ground. As I do, I concentrate. In my mind, I sing to my bangle. In response, it pushes out, cracking the flagstones with magic, and sending them flinging toward the soldiers with the speed of a bird on the wing.

    I have barely a second to enjoy my victory before I see something. From my left comes a jet of green power. Deftly, I drop to my knees, and roll to the side, dodging it easily.

    But as I do, one of the soldiers launches forward and grabs my ankle as he rolls onto his stomach.

    I stumble, but I don’t fall. Instead, I wrench myself free. Fear climbs my back, my power surging with it. As I see more and more soldiers flood toward my position, I realize how perilous my situation has become.

    I can’t even see Castor. I have no idea where they have taken him.

    This is the first battle I have ever fought without him by my side. In fact, in many ways, it’s the first battle I have ever fought full stop. All those games with Castor were just that; he was training me, and never had any intention of hurting me.

    But from the wild expressions on the soldiers’ faces, I realize they do not share his compunctions.

    I throw myself to the side, just as a jet of magic shoots past my left shoulder. It captures my loose hair, and I smell it beginning to singe.

    I have no idea what to do, so I keep fighting.

    In my head, if I can clear through these soldiers and get to Castor, that will be all that matters.

    I can’t be alone. He is my guardian. Without him, there will be no one to lead me to the end of days.

    Desperation washes through me now. In a flood of panic, I spin on the spot, catching flashes of the circling soldiers. From their weapons to their burning gazes to their gold and black armor.

    They are pinning me in, corralling me like a wild animal.

    Shots of green and red and blue energy pass me, striking the cobblestones and bricks and steps, sending chunks of rock hailing around in arcs. The pound of each shot blasting into the ground is a deafening beat.

    Then the heavens open up. With a crack of thunder far off in the mountains, the rain pours down.

    It doesn’t drizzle to begin with – it sails down in a flood.

    The rain strikes my face and arms, driving down my back, the water soaking through my thin tunic and pants. The fabric clings to my skin, and my hair whips around my face, sticking to my cheeks and forehead as I try to keep all of the soldiers in my sights at once.

    Another soldier flings himself at me, and I dart back, my sandals slipping on the rain-soaked road.

    I have to end this and get away.

    But I can’t.

    I can’t.

    I may be the Savior, but I can’t take on a whole unit of soldiers. Perhaps one day, but not this day.

    As that realization dawns on me, I make a mistake, shifting back too swiftly and slipping. I fall to the side, my sandals shooting out from underneath me.

    Then, almost as one, the soldiers pounce.

    One of them barrels into me, pinning my head to the ground with a strong, wet grip.

    Just as I try to shove him off, another skids across the road, shifting water with the speed of his move as he plows into me, grabbing my shoulder and shoving it into the ground.

    “Get off me,” I scream.

    Another soldier launches himself forward, grabbing my legs and locking them together.

    Though I have felt fear, I have never experienced the surge of terror that now engulfs me. It feels like a flood as it washes through me, shaking every muscle and sending every hair standing on end.

    I struggle.

    They pin me harder into the ground.

    I can no longer count how many there are; I can only feel their distinct grips as they grab my arms and head and legs and back.

    The fear burns even brighter within. Building and building and building.

    The rain drives down all around, splashing over the dirt-covered road and turning to mud. As my face is shoved harder into the ground, the mud covers my cheeks and eyes, even collecting at the corners of my tightly-closed lips.

    “Let me go,” I plead.

    They shove me down harder.

    The fear peaks.

    I shake so badly I start to cry. Tears collect down my cheeks, indistinguishable from the rain.

    As my panic becomes so powerful I can barely breathe, I hear something.

    Far, far away. Carried on the wind, borne on the rain, driven by the crackles of flame – a muttering. Low and constant, it’s dark. Beyond light, in fact, it is Night.

    The Night.

    The force that will end this age. The very thing I must fight and defeat as the Savior.

    I’ve only ever heard its whispers rarely and never so loudly. In times of great stress, I’ve become aware of its presence, but now I feel it all around me. It seeps from the cracks in the stones by my face, coiling up like trillions of dark-bodied snakes.

    The harder the soldiers push me down, the more I see the dark, and the more it mutters in my ears.

    I feel like I’ll be dragged down by it. As if the dark will reach up from the deepest reaches of the earth, and pull me down into the never-ending Night.

    But I won’t let it.

    I will fight.

    Fear, as Castor always taught, can only be conquered by action. By turning to the dark and throwing oneself right into its center.

    “Get off me,” I scream one final time. As I do, bright white energy collects along my lips. I breathe it into the driving rain. With each desperate word, I speak it right into the shattered cobblestones and ground below.

    I connect to my bangle, to the very force that lies within.

    I give my mind up to the magic.

    I push back.

    The road underneath breaks, and the rain hisses into steam.

    Every soldier is thrown back, and I jump to my feet.

    Power pulls up through my veins, making my flesh tingle with force.

    I breathe.

    I’m free.

    “Castor,” I call into the driving rain. I will find him. That’s all that matters now.

    I try running forward.

    Something snakes out of the darkness. Something fast, something strong.

    It pushes into my back.

    I have no time to register what it is before it starts curling around my ankles and wrists.

    “Let me go,” I scream wildly.

    I’m yanked to the side by that mysterious force, my knees driving into the mud as I’m pushed into the ground. It’s only then I realize what’s captured me.

    Magic.

    Lines of magic have wrapped around my wrists, locking me in place.

    It takes a person with rare control to master moving magic in that way. Most ordinary sorcerers can only send blasts and shots of power emanating from their Arak devices.

    Yet before me, somewhere out there in the rain, is a man with enough control to bend magic to his will.

    Then I see him.

    He comes striding out of the rain, his fingers stretched and stiff.

    “Let me go,” I scream.

    “What the hell is going on here?” he marches forward.

    Though I struggle against my magic shackles, I can’t break them. They move with me, absorbing every gram of strength I throw at them.

    As the man strides forward, the soldiers begin to pick themselves up.

    “What the hell are you all doing?” the sorcerer demands again.

    “Sir, we… she’s a sorcerer,” one points out as he wipes the mud from his face.

    “I can see that. But that’s no reason to pin her to the ground. Now get up,” the man demands.

    Every soldier stands and then salutes.

    Though the rain is still heavy, pounding into the ground with the force of mini cannonballs, as the man approaches, it eases.

    Finally, I can see him in full.

    In fact, he walks right up to me and stares down.

    Just like the other soldiers, he’s wearing gold, red, and black armor. But his helmet is much fancier, with golden dragon wings emblazoned on each side. The magical engravings across his chest plate are also more detailed and twinkle in the dim light that makes it through the storm.

    Without a word, he continues to look at me, his eyes darting across my face, down my wet tunic, and over my bedraggled, mud-covered hair.

    “Let me go,” I plead. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

    The man raises an eyebrow. “Apart from attack a garrison of Her Majesty’s Royal Army,” the man points out. Then, surprisingly, he shifts his hand to the side, and the shackles binding me shatter.

    I fall onto my hands and knees.

    I’m free.

    My first impulse is to fight. To plow through these soldiers until I find Castor and get the hell out of here.

    But as I raise my head and push to my feet, that man stares at me, his piercing gaze traveling right through mine. “Don’t,” he says. “I’ve let you go for now, but if you try anything, I will bind you again.” He speaks with force, and I can feel his natural power lacing through his words.

    I stare back at him, locking my teeth together and pushing hard into my jaw. I part my lips a centimeter and hiss, “what are you doing here? Where’s my uncle? Where’s Castor?”

    For a moment, he doesn’t say anything. Again his gaze darts over my face. “He is being drafted. The Queen needs him.”

    “He’s just an old man,” I say through a locked jaw. “He’s of no use to you. Let him go.”

    Once more the man descends into a lengthy silence before he says, “I’m afraid I can’t do that. His Kingdom needs him. We are entering uncertain times, and must draw on every resource we can to secure our freedom.”

    “There are plenty of other soldiers to fight your war,” I point out as I stutter through a breath.

    I’m covered in mud, frozen cold by the rain, and my body aches from my fight. But I do not wobble, and nor do I fall to my knees.

    I will stand, and I will fight.

    If I fall again, the darkness will come crawling up from the cracks to claim me.

    “As I said, we are entering uncertain times, and must draw on every resource we can,” he points out calmly.

    “He’s just an old man.”

    “And you are just a woman. Hold your tongue and show Captain Yang some respect,” one of the soldiers snaps.

    The sorcerer – Captain Yang, as I have just learned – raises one hand swiftly to silence the soldier. “Let her speak. She wants to know what’s happening to her uncle.”

    “No, I want you to let him go. There are so many other soldiers to fight your war,” I say. Or at least I try to. Despite my best efforts, my voice begins to waver.

    I hate showing tenderness. Tears are not for me. After all, I won’t have time to cry on the final day, will I? So what’s the point of getting into the habit now?

    I can’t afford to feel weak and small, but right now I can’t avoid it.

    Whereas once the rain hid my tears, now it can’t, and they streak freely down my face. “Just let him go,” I try once more.

    Captain Yang stares at me. His helmet is large and hides the majority of his face, but in that moment I swear his lips soften into a commiserating smile. “Don’t fear – he will be treated well. He is a war hero. We know his value, and we respect his sacrifices.”

    I curl my hands into fists, hating that tears still tumble down my cheeks. “Just let me see him.”

    Captain Yang nods. Then he reaches up and removes his helmet.

    For the first time, I see his face in full. With pale brown eyes tinged with gold, he is clean-shaven, with neatly cropped hair and a handsome, gentle face.

    I don’t have time for men. Again, I have something much more important to worry about. Plus, that woman was right – I’m not marriage material. With my unruly hair, lean figure, and hot temper, I’m the equivalent of a bramble bush and not a soft rose petal.

    So I don’t blush. I don’t step back and fan my face at how attractive the Captain is.

    I stare at him straight in the eyes.

    “Show me my uncle,” I demand.

    Yang nods his head low, then moves his arm to the left in a sweeping move.

    “Captain,” one of the soldiers says in a low, warning tone. “She’s dangerous—”

    Yang raises his hand in a silencing move once more, and the soldier cuts off mid-sentence.

    I stare at him warily.

    Again Yang sweeps to the left with his arm.

    Carefully I take a step forward, then another.

    When the rain doesn’t twist down to strangle me, and the soldiers don’t surge forward to pin me to the ground, I uneasily walk toward Yang.

    With a nod, he silently leads me through the rain.

    I can tell the soldiers are more than uneasy to let us leave, but none of them say anything more.

    The rain still thunders down, my sandals churning through the mud and splashing it over my torn black pants.

    I’m still cold, and I carefully run my hands up and down my arms.

    Yang watches me. In fact, Yang hasn’t stopped watching me from the moment he strode out of the rain and broke up my fight.

    He isn’t overt about it now, though. But as we walk forward, I can tell his head is inclined to the side, his pale brown eyes surreptitiously gazing my way.

    There’s something very still about the man. He reminds me easily of a mountain, sure-footed and unable to be moved.

    “You’re a sorcerer,” he suddenly notes.

    I don’t answer.

    What’s the point? He saw the fight. He saw what I did.

    “Did your uncle teach you that?” he continues. “Did he give you your bangle?”

    I still don’t answer. I do, however, run a hand over my Arak glove.

    “You’re quite skilled. You gave my men a run for their money.”

    “Just take me to my uncle,” I whisper harshly.

    “I am. You have my word.”

    Though I’ve been steadfastly staring at my feet or hands, I now let my gaze flicker up to his.

    I want to fight it, but there’s something calming about his tone. Something trustworthy.

    I take a breath.

    The wind roars high in the mountains.

    I feel connected to it as I breathe out. From the rain to the mud to the lightning flashing high in the crags, I suddenly sense that ever-present connection.

    Gaea.

    The original Goddess. The origin of all summoned power, and that which I must call upon on the final day.

    With another calming breath, I see him watching me attentively.

    “What are you looking at?” I ask defensively. “And where’s my uncle?”

    “Your uncle is here,” Yang answers as he gestures toward a cart.

    The cart is large, strong, and has metal bars over the windows.

    My heart pounds in my chest.

    “Castor?” I cry. “Are you in there? Are you okay? What have you done to him?” I whirl on Yang, “he’s not a prisoner.”

    Before my anger can burn through me and ignite the ever-present power of my bangle, I see
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