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      Blurb

      

      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 Episode One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    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
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