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For my mother, who teaches me magic.
For my father, who is my Safety.
For my brother, who makes everything “extraordinary.”
For my husband, who is my light in the dark.
And for my entire family, with love.
“Her voice was like flower petals falling on wet grass.”

(artist: Justin Togail, 2011)
Eref is about to die. He sits at the End of Light World, accepting his stoning execution one rock at a time, until the impossible happens: the ground opens up beneath him, and he drops down into the unknown.
There, he meets Caer, a kind-hearted girl from Dark World who saves his life. Together, the pair forms an unlikely and illegal bond that not even the strongest hatred can break. But can their connection bring down the evil institution that has kept Light World and Dark World at odds for hundreds of years?
Praise for From Light to Dark
“Irene Pynn has crafted an incredible world in From Light to Dark, a young adult fantasy with a Yin/Yang feel, mythological elements, and a “truth despite the cost” theme—you won’t be able to stop reading!” Meg Mims, award-winning author of Double Crossing
“This is romance at its most poignant, fantasy at its most thrilling. Caer and Eref are a heroine and hero with all the tragic nobility of Romeo and Juliet, and their struggle to survive the many dangers of their exotic worlds is emotional, exciting and ultimately inspiring. It’s a book you’ll remember long after it’s over, as you dream of Liber Flowers and the soft blue glow of Moonstone.” Kathleen O’Brien, author of The Cost of Silenceand The Vineyard of Hopes and Dreams.
“From the moment Eref drops through Dark World’s portal in a last-ditch attempt to escape his execution in Light World, readers are immersed in dichotomous realms that mirror our world, and the human condition. Pynn’s narrative is engrossing and well-crafted. A must read.” Lori Pollard-Johnson, author of The Lie, Toxic Torte, The Truth Test and Recipe For a Rebel
Praise for Irene L. Pynn
“Irene L. Pynn is a phenomenal storyteller who immerses the reader in the thick tapestry of her extraordinary worlds. Again, we are introduced to a fantasy author who plunges our senses into stories that spirit us away from the daily grind and transport us into realms where honor builds heroes, beauty is birthed from dignity, and magic solves our problems. Reading Pynn isn’t a pastime, it’s a life choice.” Ron Gavalik, author of the Grit City emotobook series.
From Light to Dark
Getting stoned to death wasn’t the worst thing that could happen—or so Eref told himself when the first rock cracked over his head.
But it hurt. Blood trickled down his forehead and into his eyes, blocking the sharp rays of the sun overhead.
All around him, forty or fifty men dressed in long tunics shouted curses and flung stones at his naked body.
“Blasphemer!”
“Devil!”
“Treasoner!”
The bright power of the Governors’ Moonstone from its hidden place in Light World made certain each rock hit its target.
So many people had come to this hidden corner to watch him die. Far from the rigid roads of Light World’s city, each face glared at him. Each mouth snarled. Eref blinked the blood away. He thought for a minute that he saw Balor among the crowd. No…it couldn’t be. But it was true. His best friend pushed his way to the front, holding several large stones in his fist.
Eref tried to meet Balor’s eyes. He tried to find something familiar in them….
As if to answer, Balor growled like an animal and hurtled one of his rocks into Eref’s stomach, creating a lightning bolt of pain and knocking the wind out of him.
After that blow, Eref barely felt anything else, though a hundred stones crashed onto his skin and broke his bones. Only Balor’s throws hurt, because they bruised his heart.
“Balor,” Eref shouted, trying to be heard through the curses. For the first time throughout this ordeal, he let himself cry. “How can you do this?”
The crowd fell silent, and many faces turned to Balor, whose eyes blazed with something that looked like madness. He gripped another stone in his hand, holding it so hard that the dark skin on his knuckles whitened.
Eref wiped blood and tears from his face. “Balor. You’re my best friend.”
Balor glanced around at the crowd and then stared blankly at Eref. “You tried to destroy our way of life,” he said in a monotone, quoting the morning’s headlines. His fingers rubbed the stone in his right hand.
“But it was your idea, remember? You’re the one who suggested I turn off the light—”
Balor reared his arm back like a pitcher and let loose. This rock knocked Eref to the ground. It smashed into his bare chest and crushed his ribs. He scrambled backward, gasping for breath.
More stones sailed. Eref curled into a ball and lay still, feeling each rock pummel his life out of him.
His life. His dreams. Once, he had hoped to become someone. Someone who could change things.
Now the people of Light World seemed determined to watch him die.
But it could have been worse, Eref reminded himself, feeling everything from pebbles to boulders pounding his limbs and back. Soon he would be free. He would never have to reach eighteen—the Age of Enlightenment. The age of brainwashed blindness.
How could he have endured going to the Eighteener Entrance, where his mind would have been stripped and his sanity exterminated?
The magistrate had taken Balor to the ceremony the day after the prank.
And now look at him.
Blood slid again from Eref’s forehead into his eyes. He caught another rock in the jaw.
A week ago, Eref and Balor had basked in the bright, healthy rays that came from the Center. They had worshipped at the Light. They’d studied at the Learning.
But that was before Balor had suggested they shut off the power. Just for a moment, he’d said. The Learning could be so dull.
They’d had no idea….
Now Eref lay crouched in the End, the ugliest corner of Light World, miles from the Center and the Learning, accepting death one stone at a time.
An executioner stepped forward, and the crowd grew still as a reverent hush fell over their voices. The round, dark man balanced an enormous boulder in his stubby arms. Eref looked at the bloodstains on its jagged edges, where the heads of albinos, thieves, and rebels had….
Splattered.
Everything had become still and silent around the End. The only sound was the stomping of the executioner’s feet drawing closer. Around the executioner’s neck hung a ring on a chain. The Moonstone. The source of all Light World’s power. He had the special blessing of the Governors’ most precious gem. His would be the final blow.
Instinctively Eref looked for his friend, not for help, but to say goodbye. Balor still stood at the front of the crowd. He tossed several smaller stones up and down in his right hand, apparently itching to finish Eref himself.
His heart aching, Eref stared at Balor’s face, searching for an expression he recognized. A frown, a tear, even a grin. But Balor’s familiar black features and soft, clear eyes had contorted into the face of a brainwashed madman. The real Balor was already dead.
The executioner was almost upon him, groaning under the weight of the boulder. This was it. A shock of fear coursed through Eref’s broken body. Nothing in Light World had prepared him for dying.
Taking a shallow, shaky breath, he closed his eyes and tried to imagine he was somewhere else.
In his mind, Eref pictured the familiar, blue walls of the Learning, imagining he was back at school. He was in class right now, not at the End. Soon it would be time for lunch. He would sneak out with Balor and explore the dusty lowlands.
The vision seemed so real. On the chalkboard in his mind, letters appeared as if by magic, but they didn’t spell anything. A faraway voice came to his ears – no, they were only in his mind – and they recited the sounds.
Euni wpn jgexim fim snw wpn Dfyheg wpgexjp we f inz zegsm. Euni wpn jgexim, fim snw pht dfyn xd fss oget wpn Nyhs Ohyn. Wphd hd wpn sfdw eo tb dwgnijwp. Wphd hd tb sfdw dunss.
The crowd chanted, drowning out the strange voice in his head. From a distance, their excitement could have been mistaken for a surprise birthday celebration. “Three! Two! One!”
The executioner let go. Eref braced himself. Goodbye.
But the boulder didn’t crush his skull or crack his neck. It didn’t even fall.
With a gurgled sound of shock, the executioner jumped backward. The crowd’s cheers turned to confused gasps and awed murmurings.
The ground beneath Eref felt strange. It almost felt alive.
Eref opened his eyes and looked down.
Beneath him, a round, black hole had opened up, darker than the deepest shadow he had ever seen. It had started off as small as a pin, but it expanded rapidly. Within seconds, Eref’s legs dangled down into the cool darkness, and he gripped the edges of the hole, struggling to stay above ground.
What was happening?
The teachings of Light World said that all shadows and darkness were evil. He had never seen anything so dark as this hole before. But it didn’t look evil. Strangely, it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.
A hideous howl came from someone in the crowd, and Eref looked up at Balor’s twisted face.
Several stones crashed into Eref’s eyes, and Balor shouted, “Kill him! He’s going to get away! Kill him now!”
People rushed toward Eref. The executioner adjusted the boulder in his arms.
Eref’s heart pounded. There was no escape. Unless….
He peered below. He tried to see what lurked in that evil, beautiful blackness.
He returned his gaze to the crowd. Certain death, rushing forward with eager faces.
Eref held his breath. He let go and dropped into the unknown.
Above, the crowd at the End grew smaller as he plummeted downward, quickly becoming just a pinpoint of light far in the distance. Even as the terror of falling flooded him, he was glad. He was out of their reach.
For a long time Eref fell in a silent panic, reaching out for something to hold onto. Everywhere, he saw nothing but blackness.
Instinct urged him to stretch his legs to stand, to grab at the air for walls, but there was nothing. Only the helpless sensation of falling.
No sound or scent reached him, either. It seemed he had dropped into a place where nothing existed. Not a barren wasteland, for there was no land. Not an empty sky, for there was no sky.
Minutes passed.
Maybe an hour.
He kept falling. He’d endured such horror already that his energy had run out. Eventually, Eref gave up fighting and let his body hang limp in the air, as a humid breeze rushed past him. The fall took on a strange, dreamlike slow-motion. It was like death: terrifying, but unchangeable.
Eref had meant for his life to be so different. What did his classmates think of him now? What about his teachers? They’d probably all expected it, he thought. He’d always been such an “unpredictable Light Boy,” as his headmaster used to complain.
“You’ll amount to no good,” Headmaster Lesur would say. “And poor impressionable Balor. The two of you are evidence enough that the Eighteener Entrance should be performed earlier, if you ask me.”
The Eighteener Entrance. Eref’s goal had been to change the world, and by that he meant abolish the Eighteener Entrance. He didn’t know how. It had been just a kid’s dream. He used to imagine he’d find a better way. He’d announce his plans to the Governors. He’d be heralded as a prophet. And Balor wouldn’t have to be afraid anymore.
Balor had feared the Eighteener Entrance for as long as Eref could remember. They had been raised together in the same compound by the same shepherds. From the cradle, children learned about the process.
“Young minds are fragile and give in easily to figments that overtake the soul. The Eighteener Entrance will be your passage into adulthood, when you will no longer be plagued by ideas or confusion or the desire for change,” the shepherds had told them over and over.
But the years went by, and Balor and Eref watched as their friends returned from the Eighteener Entrance. They found it hard to believe this procedure was a good thing. Not one person had come back the same. In fact, no one who had been to the ceremony even remembered his own best friend.
The transformation had always horrified Balor. Eref had put his own fears on the back burner, dreaming they’d find a way to stop it. Secretly, the two of them had plotted to change the world….
The fall continued in this seemingly endless place of darkness. Maybe this was death. Perhaps the stones had killed him, after all.
Maybe, if he was lucky, he was on his way to Heaven. That was a nice thought: Heaven should be dark and quiet, just like this. If only he could stop falling.
But all at once, the soft sound of chirping met his ears.
Then something sulfuric, mingled with the sweet smell of grass and trees, trailed toward him. He sensed that solid ground might lie down there somewhere, which suddenly frightened him even more than the falling. Would he be crushed when he finally hit the bottom? If he survived the fall, what would he find at the end? New light? Creatures? People?
Danger?
Without warning, Eref crashed into what was almost definitely a treetop and tumbled downward through rough branches and twiggy bird nests. His broken bones splintered even more, and he cried out.
Though he’d clearly passed through the dark tunnel, the light never returned. He squeezed his eyes but still saw nothing. A blow from a stone must have made him blind.
The horror of that hummed through him for a second, but he couldn’t let that ruin this moment. He had been given a miracle.
He was alive.
And then, all at once, it was over. Choirs of crickets and birds welcomed him to the soft ground. Eref felt wet grass beneath him, and he sobbed as he inched his fingers over it. He smelled its fragrance and imagined its bright color.
He inhaled deeply. A sharp pain shot through his chest.
Now that he had stopped dropping through open space, Eref tried to assess his injuries. It didn’t feel good. He was badly hurt, worse than he’d realized.
Blood still seeped from his chest and head and legs. At least two of his ribs were smashed. His wrist felt grotesquely swollen.
He definitely hadn’t landed in Heaven.
But he had ended up somewhere else. Eref laughed through his tears and pain. Somehow, he had escaped Light World.
“Hey.” A quiet female voice spoke a few feet to the left of him. “Are you all right?”
“I fell,” he said, staring blindly ahead. He struggled to sit upright and tried to determine where she might be standing. “I can’t see.”
“You’re hurt.” Soft fingers brushed against his chest, and Eref remembered at once that he was naked.
He reached to cover up and felt another sharp pain in his side.
“Stay still,” the girl whispered. “Here. Take my cloak.”
A small garment that felt as if it were made from moss and leaves fell over Eref, and with his good hand he tried to wrap it around his waist. He felt something else tickle his skin – something soft and light like thousands of silk strands blowing in the breeze. Before he could register what they were, they were gone.
“Where am I?”
“Near the Pyre,” she said. “But….”
“What?”
“You can’t be…. You look…. Where do you come from?” A tiny, cold hand touched his throbbing shoulder. “You aren’t from here – from Dark World, are you?”
“This is Dark World?” Eref squeezed his eyes again and strained, but he couldn’t see the girl. It was impossible to count the lessons he’d had in the Learning about the dangers of darkness and the savage people of Dark World. Had he somehow fallen into that land of evil?
Was this girl evil, too?
He smelled a sour scent, like ointment, and something cool and wet rubbed into one of the gashes in his leg. It tingled, and the pain in that spot vanished.
“Yes,” she said. Then she tapped his chest and ran her fingers along his broken ribs. “You’re so badly hurt. The fall from the tree didn’t do all of this to you. Did someone attack you?”
“My people. In Light World,” he muttered.
The girl gasped. Her fingers retracted.
For a moment, Eref thought she had slipped away. He couldn’t hear anything. Then she spoke again, her voice a few inches farther back.
“I wondered…but I couldn’t believe. You’re really from the cursed place?”
Eref coughed, and something in his chest gave a painful spasm. “There’s no curse on Light World. Unless you count the curse of ignorance.”
The girl didn’t move or make a sound for several seconds. Finally, she said, “You aren’t safe here. These wounds are nothing compared to what Dark People will do if they find you. Come on, drag yourself over here and lie down. I’ll move you soon.”
Her hand guided Eref to something that felt like an enormous leaf. He collapsed onto it.
“What’s your name?”
“Eref. Who are you?”
“Caer.”
“And this is really Dark World? What do you mean, what they’ll do when they find me? Will they…” He hesitated, somehow not wanting to insult her. She seemed gentle, and she had already helped him so much. “They told us your people are… cannibals and madmen.”
Caer sniffed indignantly and brought her silky hands back to Eref’s wounds.
“What nonsense. Here we live in the protective shade of the gods. We have to destroy any beams of light that come from above. That’s because Light World is cursed—everything is so bright there that your skin melts right off your body, and you go blind in an instant.”
He chuckled at this and immediately noticed that the pain in his side had lessened. Her ointment soothed his flesh. Eref took a deep breath, and the aching in his chest subsided, too. It felt as though his ribs were already mending inside him.
“What is this stuff you’re putting on me?”
“For your chest? Opaque Cuminaline,” she said. “It grows in some of the bushes here.”
He’d heard of powerful gems, like the Moonstone, but never healing plants. Still, it seemed to be working. Who could this girl be? She seemed so young. Could she be one of Dark World’s healers? “How old are you?”
“Seventeen,” she said. “Eighteen soon.”
“Me, too.”
“How did you get here?”
“I fell,” he said. “That’s all I know.”
“What happened to you? Did the Light World curse break your bones?”
Eref laughed again. “You’ve got that all wrong.”
Caer’s fingers hesitated for a second over his heart before she continued. “But you said your own people tried to kill you.”
“It’s complicated,” he said. He tried to imagine how she might react to learning that he was a criminal.
“Well, whatever happened, you’re here now.” Her fingers left his body. “Your wounds are healed.”
Eref heard her stand up. He tried to stand with her but wobbled and fell back down with a light thud.
Caer bent over and touched his shoulders. Again those strands of silk brushed his skin. Her hands felt so gentle. He wondered what she looked like.
“No, you can’t stand yet,” she said. “The lotion stole your energy and used it to heal you. All you can do is sleep.”
She was right. At that moment, exhaustion covered him like a blanket.
He tried to speak, but Caer said, “Shhhh. We’ll talk when you wake up. Rest now. Shhhh. Rest.”
Caer’s lulling voice, her mossy cloak, the soft ground, and the impenetrable darkness enfolded him, coaxing him to sleep. Eref let his mind clear and his head fall back.
“Thank you,” he mumbled.
In the distance he heard a rhythmic drumming, like the sound of footsteps. A sluggish feeling of fear broke through his lethargy, but his strength had faded completely.
“Caer, is someone coming?”
“Shhhh.”
Dark
Eref woke up to a darkness so complete he felt he had been buried alive. He stretched his eyelids open several times and instinctively gasped for breath.
“Eref, I’m here. Are you all right?”
He jumped at the sound of the voice. When he moved, he realized that he had been clothed in a mossy shirt and pants. It took him several moments to remember what had happened.
The lights. The End. The stoning. The fall. The crash. The girl.
“Caer?”
“Yes,” she said. “I’m right next to you.”
“What happened? Where am I?”
“My apartment. You’ve been asleep for three days.”
“Three days?” Eref stood up with a start. He banged his head on a low ceiling. He ran his hands along it, realizing that it felt as if it were made of tangled tree roots. Confused, he sat back down. His body felt completely rejuvenated. It was amazing how perfectly her remedy had worked.
“Sorry,” she said. “I think people from Light World must be taller than the people here.”
“Where am I? I heard footsteps before I fell asleep,” he said. “Does anyone know I’m here?”
Caer sat next to him. A cool breeze blew over his cheek when she moved, and cushions underneath him gave way. Eref assumed they were seated on a couch, though it was nothing like the stone furniture of Light World.
“I’ve hidden you,” she said. “I carried you here in a Life Tree leaf.”
“A what?”
Caer remained quiet for another moment. Then she said, “Eref. Can you see anything at all?”
He rubbed his eyes. The darkness almost hurt. He strained, trying to catch any light, but found nothing. “No,” he said. “I’ve gone blind.”
She touched his cheek with her soft fingers. Rested and healed, Eref could pay closer attention to the way Caer felt. Her hands were small and fuzzy—and ice cold.
“You…are…,” she said, pausing between each word. She seemed to have some difficulty deciding whether to speak her mind. Her palm rested on the side of his head for a moment before she pulled her hand away. “Different. You look different from Dark People. I had to hide you from them. The things they do….”
Eref’s inability to see drove him wild. How could he protect himself if he couldn’t find his way around? And he wanted to know what Caer looked like.
“What’s different about me?”
“Well,” she said, “you’re hairless, for one thing.”
“Everyone in Dark World has hair?” Sometimes people in Light World grew hair, and they tried desperately to hide it. Burning their skin or plucking each strand. But it was never long before someone noticed, and they had to go to the End.
To meet the boulder.
“Yes,” she said. “We have hair all over our bodies. Once in a while, some poor creature will be found, whose hair has fallen out. And—” Her voice wavered.
“And what?”
Eref sensed Caer shiver next to him. It reminded him of the way his body had trembled the first time he watched a stoning.
“I won’t let them find you,” she said. “If they do, they’d see immediately that you’re different.”
“What if I just wore clothes?”
“No. You’re too tall.” She ran a cool finger across his arm. Her touch felt soft, softer than skin, as if her hands were covered in velvet. “And your skin is so dark.”
“Dark? But everything here is dark, isn’t it? How can anyone tell the difference?”
“We can see,” she said. Her voice was light and delicate—the sound of rain falling on flower petals. “Dark People can see in the dark. Your eyes have no color. They are clear… You can see in your world, can’t you? Even though it’s covered in such blinding light?”
Light…. A pain surged through Eref that had nothing to do with the stoning. Visions of his home, his friends, the places he knew played in his mind. He wanted to be back with his things and his people. He wanted to see again. He wanted to be home.
“I have to go—” But he stopped.
Where could he go?
Even if he could find his way back up that endless tunnel, in Light World, he was a criminal.
And yet, here, in Dark World, he was blind.
“Go where?” Caer seemed to have read his mind. “I thought your people threw you out.”
“They did,” he said. “And anyway, I don’t even know how to get back.”
“Then relax.” Caer stood up and walked to the other end of the room. In a moment, she returned and placed a tray on his lap.
“Here are some fruits and wine,” she said. “Eat.”
Food. His mouth watered. He hadn’t eaten since before his trial.
Eref reached forward and touched the cool, slimy items with his fingers. “What is this?”
“Those are aerps, and the round ones are pregas. And the big thing is a terawmellon. Don’t you eat fruit in your world?”
Eref tasted one of what he guessed were the pregas. They were sweeter than anything he’d ever eaten.
“No,” he said. “We eat beans and vegetables. Like stopotae and nishpac.”
“I’m sorry. I’ve never heard of those.”
A quiet moment passed in which Eref cautiously tried one fruit after the other, half-expecting the food to be poisoned, half-wondering if he even cared. At this point, food was food.
“Is there anything else you need right now?”
As his hunger slaked, his mind felt clearer. And one question was clearest of all. Why was this girl helping him? Apparently, if he were found, he would be in big trouble. Wouldn’t she be in trouble, too, for hiding him?
“You don’t even know me,” he said, turning to face her. He knew he was probably looking an inch or two in the wrong direction. The trademark of a blind man. Another stoning offense, at least in Light World.
“Well,” she said, her fingers sliding aimlessly across his shoulder and back. He longed to do the same to her shoulder, to feel out her looks. He resisted.
“I think,” she continued, “I understand what happened to you.”
“You couldn’t understand,” he said. He thought of Balor’s fiery face and the stones in his hands. Eref bit the inside of his cheek.
“But I do,” she insisted. “The people of Dark World call themselves civilized, but they kill other creatures. Nothing that gives off light or is at all different is allowed to survive. And, to prevent us from thinking too much about it, they…do something to us when we reach eighteen.”
Eref stopped eating and leaned forward in surprise. “That’s exactly what happens in my world. Only my people destroy shadows.”
“I thought so,” she said. “Here, people who disobey the law are executed in a great pyre in the woods. Right where you fell.”
“A pyre?”
“Yes. Everyone attends, but we aren’t allowed to watch. The light would blind us. We just listen to the screams.”
Eref shuddered, imagining hundreds of blindfolded people listening to a person burning alive. “That’s disgusting,” he said.
“Is that what happened to you? Did they try to burn you?”
“No,” he said. “When we break the law, they stone us to death.”
Caer’s fingers tightened around his shoulder. “How horrible!”
“And every day, more people turn eighteen and are changed. After the change, they fear shadows, and they—” He choked on his words, remembering what fun they’d had the day before Balor’s birthday. Just hours before getting arrested.
“You don’t have to tell me about turning eighteen,” she said, stroking his shoulder and back again. “We’re afraid of it here, too.”
Eref closed his eyes, wishing his lids could block out the image of Balor scowling at him. Changed, murderous, insane.
But Eref couldn’t make the vision go away.
“Why did they want to stone you? What did you do?”
At the sound of Caer’s voice, Balor faded.
“I… It was an accident, really,” Eref said. But the judges at the Center hadn’t thought so. All those angry faces, the shouting….
“My friend and I just wanted to play a prank,” he went on. “We thought everyone was so stupid, with all their fears. They stone anyone who’s light-skinned or hairy or cool to the touch. And shadows. Shadows are their number one fear. They light fires anywhere a shadow appears. Investigations are held into the source of every shadow, and someone almost always gets sent to the End for it. Whether or not he’s guilty.”
“Were you innocent?”
Eref paused. Was he? It wasn’t that simple. But before he could answer, Caer clapped her velvety hand over his mouth.
“Hang on,” she whispered in a harsh breath. “Someone’s coming.”
Eref jumped when a rapping sounded on the door, which he gauged to be about fifteen feet ahead of him.
Caer stood and called out, “Who is it?”
“It’s Vul,” said a friendly female voice. “Can I come in?”
“Eref,” Caer whispered. “I’m going to have to hide you in the other room, alright?”
“What if she finds me?” His breath quickened. This blindness made him helpless. He couldn’t even sneak out of the house if he needed to.
“Caer?” The voice on the other side of the door called again. “Did you hear me?”
“Yeah, Vul, I’ll be right there!” Caer grabbed Eref’s hand and pulled him up from the couch. She led him through a doorway and guided him to an enormous soft chair.
Eref sank onto it and waited.
“I’ll be back in a minute,” Caer whispered. He listened in a quiet panic as she walked out of the room and shut the door with a click.
From his hiding spot, Eref heard Caer let Vul inside. His lungs felt as though they were fighting a battle inside his chest; it was impossible to breathe normally with danger this close. What was it Caer had said they would do to him if they found him? He gripped the cushiony arms of the chair and told himself to stay calm. The last thing he needed was to be found out because he was making so much noise hyperventilating.
Vul spoke first, after a brief silence. “So…why didn’t you meet me the past few nights?”
“I’m sorry, Vul. I’ve just been really busy around the house.” Caer didn’t sound like a good liar. Eref’s heart pounded.
“Hmm.”
“Honest. Want some fruit and wine?”
“Sure.” The other girl seemed to have decided not to press the issue. Eref’s heart slowed a beat, and he sighed a thankful breath. “Wait’ll you hear what I’ve got to tell you. We’re going to have fun tonight!”
“What’s up?”
“Well,” Vul mumbled, her mouth audibly full of food, “I was hanging out at the Pyre yesterday, and you’ll never guess what I saw!”
“What?”
“It’s all roped off. Maybe fifty guards standing around. With flamethrowers.”
Caer said nothing for a moment, and when she spoke again, it was with an unsteady voice. “Flamethrowers? Are you sure?”
“Yeah,” said Vul, whose mouth was apparently full of fruit again. “They won’t let anyone near. They wouldn’t say what happened, either. Something big, I’ll bet, to bring out fifty guards with flamethrowers!”
Eref held his breath. Something big had happened there. He had happened.
He had fallen through from Light World.
“How long have they been there?” Caer’s voice shook more dramatically, and Eref wondered how long it would be before Vul noticed something was wrong. His heart sped up again.
“Since three days ago, at least. Some kids said a couple of the guards were talking about two intruders from Light World. I guess they’re trying to trap them, or something. Isn’t that crazy?”
“Two?”
Eref’s fingers pressed deeper into the sides of the fluffy chair, every muscle in his body tense.
“Yeah. I don’t know how they got here. Pretty awesome, huh?”
“Two?” It sounded as if Caer didn’t know what else to say. And Eref didn’t know what to think. Had they just made an error? No one else had fallen through – had they?
“I wonder how you kill a Light Person, anyway,” Vul mused. “The Pyre probably doesn’t hurt them, since they’re just big, nasty balls of fire themselves.”
“No they aren’t,” Caer blurted out. Eref bit the inside of his cheek, willing her to be silent. Change the subject. Leave the house. Anything.
“Oh, yeah? And you’re some kind of expert?”
After another awkward silence, Caer said, “What if they’re just people? Just the same as us, only in a different world?”
Vul laughed. Her voice sparkled like Caer’s, though a little deeper. “Well, this is our chance to find out! When can we sneak over to the Pyre to see what’s going on?”
“Are you out of your mind? No way!”
“Come on,” Vul said. “Live a little. It’s not like we have much time left, anyway.”
“Don’t talk like that.”
Eref stared in the direction of the voices, willing his eyes to see, but nothing appeared. Only the sounds of their voices and the warm smell of this room like wet earth after the rain. He was stranded and broken, unable to defend himself. What could he do, even if the Dark People burst in right now with their flamethrowers?
Suddenly, something small and furry brushed against his leg. Startled, he jerked in the chair and let out a muffled cry.
“What was that?” Vul’s voice sounded much closer to the door, and Eref snapped his mouth shut.
The furry thing rubbed back and forth against Eref’s legs. He stood frozen in place, his heart banging painfully inside him.
“No, Vul,” Caer said.
“Do you have someone over?”
“I—”
The furry creature at Eref’s legs started licking his feet. He scrambled backward and bumped into a wall that felt and smelled as though it were made of tree bark.
“I thought you were just busy around the house,” Vul said, her voice icy. “My birthday’s coming. We were supposed to spend time together, and you had someone over instead?”
“Vul, I—”
The furry thing stopped licking Eref’s feet and began to slide its long, thin body up his legs, across his belly, over his chest, and onto his shoulders. Eref shuddered. It licked his ears.
“My birthday, Caer. My eighteenth birthday. Don’t you even care?”
“That’s not fair,” Caer said.
Then, right into Eref’s slobbery ear, the furry creature shouted, “It’s time for dinnerrr! Caerrr! Caerrr!” It sounded like a person speaking with a mouth full of water.
“Just a minute, Atc!” Caer answered.
“Atc?” Vul paused and then laughed. “It was just Atc?”
Eref heard Vul’s footsteps coming his way. He turned and bumped into a table. The furry creature leapt down from his shoulders and shouted, “Watch wherrrre you’re going!”
“Atc,” Vul said from the other side of the door. “You silly thing. I’ll feed you.”
“Vul, no—”
The door swung open, and Eref stood still, trapped between the chair and the table.
Vul screamed.
The Pyre
Balor crept through Dark World. He hid in the revolting shade of the trees. Nothing could stop him from hunting Eref down. Not even this horrible place could dissuade him, though it came close.
When Eref had disappeared so mysteriously, suspicion had turned to Balor. Nothing he said had convinced the Light People that he had no part in freeing Eref.
“You were working with him!” they had insisted.
“No! I’m eighteen! I’m eighteen!”
But they’d hurled stones at him anyway. People had shouted and cursed and even beaten him with their own fists until Headmaster Lesur had come to stop them.
“What are you doing? This student of mine was misled by the criminal Eref, but he has been saved by his age. His is no longer capable of following evil. Leave him alone.”
The people had retreated, but the look in their eyes told Balor he was a dead man. One of these days, when he let his guard down…
Balor had heard the whispers. Eref had escaped. He’d planned this all along. He was living as a king in Dark World, building an army. Waiting to take over Light World.
So Balor knew he had to prove himself. The Governors would thank him. All of Light World would thank him. When he returned victorious with Eref’s head, things would be good again. He could live a happy, normal life. The hero of Light World.
He had sneaked into Headmaster Lesur’s office, stolen the rare dark-vision glasses they used to study shadows in class, and hurried to the End. It didn’t take much to get past the lazy soldiers guarding the area. Those idiots believed everyone was too afraid to come near.
But not Balor. He wasn’t afraid of Eref. He would kill him with his bare hands.
And then, with a deep breath, he had dropped down through the hole.
The fall was long, and it had dropped him into the blackest, ugliest world he’d ever imagined. Even as a child, Balor hadn’t thought of Dark World like….
What had he thought?
On the ground, Balor scratched an itch at the back of his head and adjusted the glasses. Moist, mossy trees spread their branches low all around him. When he moved, their slimy vines slid across his shoulders. When he stepped, the swampy earth squished beneath his feet.
The air blew warm, clammy breezes that made Balor feel as though he were breathing underwater. And the smell. Revolting. Flowers, thick with water and the scent of tangy mint, oozed odors by his nose. Nausea threatened at his throat.
But Balor was stronger than that. He thought of home. He focused on the bright, dry light that kept everyone healthy and safe. He remembered the logical structure of his world, so unlike what appeared to be a vague, circular layout in Dark World.
Balor’s homeland made sense. Clay homes atop tall, dry, sturdy stones in the Northeast and Southeast. In the Northwest stood the Lightcare, where the sick or elderly went to die in peace.
Three essential structures made up the middle of Light World: the Light, on the west end, where everyone worshipped twice a week; the Learning, their school on the east end; and in between, the largest, most impressive building in Light World. The Center.
The Center, to which all roads in Light World ran. No one could reach any destination without first traveling to the massive white structure at the heart of their world. It stood so high that only the Governors who lived there knew how many stories tall it was.
From the Center, the Governors sent forth new decrees, lesson plans, and laws. They blessed gems. And, of course, the Eighteener Entrance took place there.
Balor scratched his head.
Dark World disgusted him. From what he had seen in the past two and a half days, it was a jumbled mass of dumpy little homes in the darkest places possible, all surrounding one large tree in the center of the world. That tree had great roots that, in some places, rose high enough out of the ground to create an enormous pavilion beneath them.
Dark People clambered to the awkward pavilion throughout the day, not marching in an orderly line as Light People did, but scrambling over one another like fire dogs for a treat.
Something fuzzy scurried past Balor’s leg, and he jerked away. Through the bushes, a long, thin creature slipped away, its green fur blending in with the swampy growth of the land.
“This way,” a man’s voice spoke, just a few yards from where Balor stood. “We need more men at the Pyre.”
“I’m coming, I’m coming.”
Balor ducked under a large, red flower that spiked out of a thorny, green branch. He peered at the men who walked by.
One was a tall man in a black uniform with silver buttons on his breast. The other was smaller, much younger, in a gray uniform with no buttons. Both men were shorter than Balor by a foot and covered in thin hair. Their complexion was an unhealthy chalk white.
“Did an invader really come through?” the younger man called out, tripping over vines and roots. He kept falling behind the taller man.
“Two.”
“But how can that be?”
“No idea. We’re setting up guards at the Shade and at the Pyre.”
“Man. Why can’t we be stationed at the Shade? It’s so much nicer th—”
“They have plenty of people already. Come on.” The older man pressed through branches without looking back at his young companion.
“But what if one of the invaders finds us?”
The taller man stopped. He didn’t turn around but faced the vines as he spoke. “We kill him.”
“But what if—”
“Before he kills us.”
The smaller man gulped and shuddered but didn’t say anything else. They moved on through the brush.
Balor followed at a safe distance. If they were on the guard to capture Balor and Eref, then Balor was at an advantage if he could listen to their plans unobserved.
He didn’t have far to go. Within five minutes, the men stopped. They had brought him back to the place where he landed in Dark World: a large tree that stank of burned wood and bodies.
So this was what they called the Pyre.
Balor found it interesting that Dark People used fire in their world. He had always thought the cowards were afraid of it.
“Lieutenant Matboc and Ensign Higrads reporting.”
The two men saluted a female who wore several silver buttons on her black uniform.
“At ease.” The woman’s body hair was just as pasty white as theirs, and she was even shorter. More white hair grew from the top of her head, and it hung in a tight group at the back of her head, like a tail.
The taller man listened while the smaller man shifted from one foot to the other, glancing around him, apparently in a minor panic.
“We still haven’t located the invaders, Matboc,” said the woman, her voice quiet and icy. “They’ve asked me to set everyone up for a long-term watch in case one of the interlopers comes back here, intending to return home. Take these flamethrowers.”
She handed the men two weapons that looked like small cannons.
“Why here?”
“Put these on,” the woman said. She handed Matboc round glasses like Balor’s. But why would Matboc need special vision? From what Balor had observed, Dark People could see even in complete blackness.
Still, Matboc placed the glasses over his eyes and walked with the woman. They went closer to the burnt tree, and she pointed up at the sky. Balor leaned forward to see what they were looking at.
There, what seemed like miles above, in a tiny glimmer, the bright blaze of Light World peeked through. That must be the hole through which both Eref and Balor had fallen.
So Matboc’s glasses didn’t help him see in the dark. They protected his eyes from the light.
Balor spat. Imagine using special equipment to block out the beauty of Light World.
“That’s where they came from?”
The woman nodded. “We can’t figure it out. It’s like… a tear between our worlds.”
“I was under the impression that the Governors kept Dark World and Light World separate with the dark energy of their Moonstone.”
“Of course. That’s what’s got everyone baffled. Admiral Goptod assured me this morning that all five Governors are in perfect health.”
“Um,” the small man said, skipping nervously up to the woman. “Lieutenant Commander Saabdas?” He saluted her again.
The woman turned. She sighed, and Balor thought he saw her roll her big, black eyes. “Yes, Higrads?”
“Are the invaders….” He cleared his throat. “Are they dangerous? Are they armed?”
“We don’t know. That’s why we have to be on guard at all times. For the safety of the civilians.”
“Lieutenant Commander! Lieutenant Commander!” Another young man with chalk-white hair rushed up to Saabdas and saluted. “We have a lead on one of the Light People.”
Balor’s heart quickened. Had someone seen him? He looked around for a tree to climb or a bush to cover him.
“Where? Show me,” she said, the ice in her voice even sharper.
“This way,” said the man. He motioned for them to follow into the brush, right toward Balor.
Balor ducked under a large palm leaf and held his breath. He couldn’t get caught now. Not before he found Eref. Not before he made the traitor pay.
But the three men and Saabdas stormed right past him. They didn’t even look down.
“A Dark Person took him in.”
“A civilian?” Saabdas’s voice grew colder with every word.
“That’s what we think. There were footprints. Looks like the invader was dragged to an apartment.”
“Is he injured, then?”
“Maybe. We can’t be sure until we get there.”
“Wait,” Saabdas said. Everyone stopped.
“Lieutenant Commander?”
“It’s been days since this Light Person landed. His wounds could easily have been healed by now. We need backup before we alert them that we have their location. What’s the name of the Dark Person suspected of helping him?”
“Caer. She lives about ten hundred yards directly north of here.”
“Is she underage?”
“Yes.”
“Of course,” Saabdas said. It sounded as if chips of ice could shoot from her lips. “Children.”
“She’s seventeen, Lieutenant Commander.”
“Anyone under eighteen is a child and should be considered both stupid and dangerous. Come back to camp. We’ll gather forces.”
Balor watched from beneath his palm leaf as the four hurried back to the Pyre. Once they had gone, he stood, brushed his legs, and grinned.
Ten hundred yards to go.
He turned north and started walking.
Dark Meets Light
Eref wished Vul would listen to Caer. But she wouldn’t. She paced the room, cursing and shouting, the sound of her feet stomping back and forth past him.
“A Light Person. In your house! His skin is so…dark. Caer, he’s almost blue! And look how tall he is! Get him out of here!”
Eref wondered how close the other houses were, and whether anyone might be able to hear Vul’s shrieks.
Caer’s voice trembled. “Vul, please stop. Haven’t you ever thought it might be all lies they tell us about Light World? And Light People hear lies about Dark World, too. He told me. He’s not evil. He’s just like us.”
The sound of Vul’s panicked pacing halted. Her voice rose another angry octave. “‘Just like us?’ Caer, how can you say that? Look at his bald body! Look at his clear eyes! That’s a monster!”
Though Eref couldn’t see anything, he heard her spit, and tiny droplets of saliva stuck on his neck. They slid down his chest. He didn’t move.
“How dare you?” Caer spoke in a furious whisper. “Vul, he’s blind. Don’t treat him like that.” Her fuzzy fingers dabbed at his chest.
“Don’t touch him!” Vul shrieked.
“I’ll do whatever I want. I found him, and I’m going to protect him.”
“Excuse me,” Eref said, unsure of how to proceed.
“Eref, I’m so sorry. Vul isn’t really like this.” Caer’s gentle palm rested on his shoulder, and her voice softened as if she were speaking to a baby.
Caer provided a source of soothing calm, but Eref forced himself to focus on Vul right now. He wondered how he would have felt, back in his own world, if Balor had hidden a Dark Person in his bedroom. How would he have reacted? Vul had been taught fear here just as he had been taught fear in Light World.
He inched forward, feeling lightly with his feet for objects in his way. Caer’s hand fell off his shoulder.
“Vul,” he said.
“Get away from me, monster,” Vul said in a low growl. He wondered what she looked like.
Eref moved toward her voice. “Please. I came to this place by accident. I’m not a monster. I’ve gone blind, so I can’t see any of you, but I know I must look very different from the people in your world.” He hung his head. “I probably do look like a monster. Maybe you would look that way to me. But you’ve got to understand—we’ve been misled.”
“You don’t know the truth any more than anyone else! Don’t lecture me.” Vul had moved to another part of the room, and Eref turned in her direction.
“You’re right. I don’t know the whole truth. But I think you know something that can help me. The guards. The Pyre.”
“I won’t help you!” Vul said from what sounded like the door. Was she leaving? Would she tell the guards where to find him?
Eref turned again and bumped into a soft piece of furniture. He spoke from there. “I need to hear what you know, Vul. If there really are guards looking for me, Caer might be in danger, too. I’m not familiar with Dark World, but in my world the police never stop searching until they find their suspect.”
“They…,” Vul said in a nervous tone. She hadn’t moved this time.
“And I don’t know if it’s the same here,” he said, maneuvering around the chair and stepping close enough to feel the slight chill that came from her cool body. She didn’t back away this time. “But in my world, the police are always looking for as many people to blame as possible. They love to make examples of bad people.”
He fumbled around and finally found her fuzzy hands. He took them in his. She tensed but let him touch her. Her hands were a little stronger than Caer’s, but still cool and delicate, with the same smooth hair on them. He took a moment and tried to imagine how this creature must look. “Where I come from, bad people get either the End or the Eighteener Entrance.”
Her fingers twitched.
“What happens here, Vul?”
She trembled more, but Eref held her steady. He hoped his grip felt reassuring and not constricting. He loosened just a little, but she left her hands in his.
“Our people,” Vul began in a tiny voice, “get the Pyre or the Eighteener Entrance.”
“Am I in danger, Vul?”
Her whole body moved as she nodded. “Yes.”
“Does that put Caer in danger, too?”
Vul sniffed. “Yes.”
Eref let go of Vul’s hands and reached out for her face. He found it at his chest level. He wiped little tears from her fuzzy cheeks, and she sniffled.
“Please help,” he said. “Caer saved me, and now she’s at risk. Tell us what you know about the guards. How can we escape them? Where can I go to be safe without bringing you any more trouble?”
“I…I don’t know much,” she said.
“Vul,” Caer said from behind them. Eref hadn’t forgotten she was there. He had given Vul his full attention but had felt Caer’s eyes on him the whole time.
“Caer,” Vul said. “I’m sorry. I was so scared when I saw him here. I didn’t know what to think.”
Caer stepped in front of Eref. He heard soft rustling sounds, and had a sense the two girls were embracing. He felt their chilly bodies in front of him, and the tension in the room lessened.
“I’m sorry, too, Vul,” Caer said. “I should have told you. Please help us if you can?”
“The guards are everywhere. All over Dark World. I heard they’re setting up mostly at the Shade and the Pyre.”
Eref stood next to Caer and tried to face Vul. He felt deeply self-conscious every time he spoke because he knew he wasn’t meeting her eyes. At a time like this, he needed to be confident and in control. Instead, he was helpless.
“What’s the Shade?”
Caer answered. “It’s the heart of our world. A huge tree with great roots.”
“What is there?”
“Everything,” Vul said.
Caer added, “Our Governors live there. We go there to worship. It has a hospital for the sick. We get our lessons in the Shade, too, up until we turn eighteen. Then we go there for the Eighteener Entrance.”
“In Light World,” Eref said, “we have a place like that. It’s called the Center. Our Governors live there, and our Eighteener Entrance is held there, too. But it has roads that lead to everything else, like our hospital and our school.”
“Then you can see why they’ve put so many guards at The Shade,” Vul said. “It’s the most important place in our world. They feel they need to protect it from….”
“From me.”
“Yes.”
“And there are guards at the Pyre?”
“Yes, but not as many. They’re armed, though.”
“That’s where I found Eref,” Caer said.
“The opening to my world is above the Pyre,” he said. “That means your execution area is right below ours.”
Vul’s voice grew tense again. “What were you doing at the execution area of your world?”
Caer touched Eref’s side, and he knew to let her talk.
“He could see past their lies, Vul.”
“They were putting him to death?”
“Well—”
“You’re a criminal?”
“Vul,” Caer said, still touching Eref’s side to keep him quiet. “When I found him, he had been beaten. His ribs were crushed. His skin was bleeding. He was going to die.”
“Do you know what he did?” Vul’s voice had gone back to its earlier level of distress. “Maybe he should have died! Maybe he killed someone. Maybe he’s going to kill us now!”
“I didn’t kill anyone.”
Vul jerked away from him again, and she said, “Why should we believe you?”
Caer’s hand tapped his side urgently, but this time he ignored her.
“Because you know the truth,” he said, his own voice rising.
“What truth?”
“How many people do you know who have been changed? People who came back from the Shade, totally different people than they were when they went in! How many people have you heard burning at the Pyre? People who only questioned whether light was a bad thing. How many friends have you lost to the Shade or the Pyre? How much of yourself?” He hoped his brief observation of the similarities between Light World and Dark World was accurate. If he was right, they had much more in common than he had ever realized.
“How do you….” Vul gasped. “How do you know so much about me?”
“Because it’s my story, too!” He didn’t regret shouting. If people were going to come, they would have been here after Vul’s first outburst. For seventeen years, Eref had watched terrible things happen to the people he loved. And for seventeen years, he had denied how much it hurt. Right now, Vul’s denial and fear reminded him of himself.
“Vul, Eref, we have to be quiet,” Caer whispered. “The guards.”
“I’m not a criminal,” Eref said, trying to lower his voice. “It was a mistake. One day, during a special session in the auditorium of the Learning—that’s our school—my friend Balor and I decided to flicker the lights. We just wanted to spook everyone a little. Have some fun. You’ve got to understand that, in Light World, there’s such a great prejudice against any shadows that most underage Light People are fascinated by them. It’s like we’re trying to prove that we’re strong enough to deal with darkness.”
“That’s what the kids here do with light and fire,” Vul said, her voice filled with sadness.
“Yes,” Caer agreed. “They play at the Pyre, looking for embers that are still burning after the last execution.”
“Well, my friend Balor and I were the same. We sneaked out of the special session and found the breaker box for the auditorium lights. Balor and I pulled the switch.”
“And they sentenced you for that?” Vul sounded incredulous.
“No. They didn’t sentence me for that.”
“Then what did you do?”
“That’s all I did. But something went wrong. The lights flickered, and it was dark all around us. Balor and I stood in the darkness for a moment, just seeing how it felt. Then there was a loud pop. I looked out the window and saw that the whole world was dark. The lights had been turned off for all of Light World.”
“Oh, no,” Caer said.
“I can’t imagine Dark World filled with light.” Vul’s voice was a horrified mutter.
“I don’t know how it happened,” Eref said. “Some kind of malfunction. We didn’t mean to cause such trouble. The police came for us after they got the lights back on. Everyone was upset. Balor’s birthday was the next day, so he went to the Center and came back changed. My birthday isn’t for another two months, so I went to the End.”
“Horrible,” Vul said. “Light People are horrible.”
“Dark People too,” Caer said. “Remember what happened to Edad?”
“Caer....” Vul said, her voice a pleading warning.
“I’m not going to talk about it. But you know what I mean. It’s not just Light People who are paranoid and horrible. The same thing goes on in our world.”
An awkward silence followed, during which Eref tried to look strong. He knew he probably just looked blind and confused.
After a minute, Caer spoke. “Should we go try to get a look at the guards?”
“What?” Vul made a sharp movement. “With him? They have flamethrowers, Caer.”
“Just from a distance,” she said. “How else can we find out what they’re planning? They could be going door-to-door for all we know. I think we should just sneak over and listen for a little bit.”
“I agree,” Eref said.
“Yeah,” Vul said, “so they don’t have to go too far to find us. We’ll walk right into their hands.”
“You couldn’t wait to go there half an hour ago.” Caer sounded annoyed.
“Before I knew you were mixed up in it!”
“We’ll hide in the bushes and listen to them talking. Just for a few minutes,” Caer said. “Unless they know I have him, we only need to conceal Eref, anyway.”
“I don’t like this,” Vul said. “He’s making you do stupid things.”
Eref cleared his throat. This plan didn’t make him feel very safe, either, but he couldn’t see what else to do. “Is there another option?”
“We have to do it,” Caer said. “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to, Vul.”
Vul’s voice dropped to a tragic whisper. “You’re going to leave me alone? Tonight?”
Eref waited.
“No. I won’t leave you alone. I’ll stay with you all night and I’ll keep you safe,” she said.
A painful silence filled the room, and Eref had the feeling it had nothing to do with his presence in Dark World. He wished he could leave the room to give them privacy, but he couldn’t see his way out. This was the kind of empty promise all friends made to each other on the night before someone’s eighteenth birthday. There was no real safety, but no one wanted to hear that before the Eighteener Entrance.
“I’ll go,” Vul said finally. “We have to. There’s no other way.”
Caer gave a small cry of relief. “Thank you, Vul! I promise it’ll be just for a minute, just long enough to find out what they know and what they’re planning.”
“We’ll have to be careful with him, though. It’s dangerous.”
“Of course. We’ll leave tonight.”
Outside, something rustled in the bushes.
“What was that?”
“Someone’s coming,” Vul said.
“Someone’s out there?”
The sound of feet crunching on the grass seemed to be very near. “We need to go now,” Eref said.
“But—”
“No time anymore!” Vul hissed. “That could be a guard! Come on. We’ll leave through the back door.”
Vul pushed Eref through the room and stopped him at one end. The footsteps outside grew louder. “Caer, come on. We’re leaving.”
Caer seemed to be hesitating. “Who’s out there?”
“We don’t know!” Vul’s strong hand clenched his wrist and tugged him away as she whispered back into the room. “It could be anyone! But if it’s a guard and he sees the Light Person in here, we’re all going to get arrested. Hurry!”
At the distinct sound of footsteps before the front door, Eref’s jaw tightened. With his complete blindness, he couldn’t protect Caer and Vul.
Or himself.
Someone tried the front door handle. “Yes,” Caer whispered finally. “Let’s go.”
Four fuzzy hands led Eref out the back door and into the moist, grassy land. He took a deep breath and smelled flowers, leaves, and water. Birds chirped all around him. The air felt warm and wet.
“Wait,” Caer said, her voice shaking. “I forgot—”
“Caer, don’t go back in there!”
Eref stood still, listening helplessly as Caer opened the back door again.
“Atc! I love you, sweetie! There’s food in the cupboard. Can you get it on your own? Don’t tell them where we’ve gone. I’ll see you soon, and I’ll make you that new collar you said you—”
She slammed the door. Her breath sounded rapid and heavy.
“Run,” Caer said. “Now.”
They ran. Vul set the pace in front, while Caer hurried behind them. Eref followed the sound of their breath and their feet squelching in the muddy ground. They leapt over roots, ducked under branches, and slipped through mud. Finally, they stopped. Caer and Vul pulled what felt like an enormous wet leaf over the three of them.
“What happened?” Vul panted.
“I saw someone. He was walking in. He looked… so… horrifying.”
“Who? A guard?”
“No,” Caer said. She sounded terrified, and a little bewildered. “A Light Person.”
Dark Home
This had to be the place. Balor looked around the apartment, which comprised just two circular rooms hollowed out beneath a tree. All of the homes in Dark World appeared to have been constructed beneath trees.
Five small wooden planks and a tree branch handle served as the front door. It didn’t lock, so Balor had let himself in.
The front room opened like a black hole, reminding Balor of the initial fall from Light World. He adjusted his glasses to improve his vision in the enveloping shadows.
Brown roots snaked through the walls and ceiling. They poked wooden fingers through lop-sided cabinets. Pillowy furniture with cushions that looked soft enough to smother a person crowded the room.
Directly across from where he stood, another door hung ajar. Balor walked toward it.
This next room was just as crowded as the first. Balor squinted at the large bed and chair that seemed to battle for dominance over the tiny space.
How people in Dark World could live without any structure was beyond Balor. He thought of his own bedroom: square, with stone chairs and a modest bed. That was how people with respect for order lived. No roots running randomly through the walls. No oversized chairs that barely fit the room.
“What arrre you doing in herrre?”
Balor whirled around and stumbled, sinking backward into the soft bed. Crouched on the floor, covered in long blue fur, was some kind of animal.
“What the hell?”
“You aren’t a friend of Caerrr’s. Why arre you herre?”
“What?”
The strange blue animal slipped onto the bed with Balor, who struggled against the sheets to back up against the wall. The plushy mattress undulated beneath him, slowing his movements.
“I” the animal said, placing a heavy emphasis on the word as if it were the king of the land, “am Atc.” Its body was long like a snake’s, but fat. Its face, though covered in blue fur, looked unsettlingly like a person’s.
“What the hell is an atc?”
Now the thing crawled onto his lap, its silver eyes peering into Balor’s.
“Atc’s my name. What’s yourrrs?”
“I’m looking for someone.” Balor stood up, knocking the snake thing to the floor.
“Ooof! Look somewhere else, thennn. It’s my dinnnerrr time.”
The atc slid its long body into the first room, up the wall, and over the roots. It opened a cabinet with its mouth.
This was a pet? Balor despised animals, in Light World or Dark World. They were always so needy for attention, pretending they wanted love when they really wanted food.
He stood up from the bed and scratched an itch at the back of his head. “Where is your owner?”
“Nonnne of yourrr business, intruderrr,” The atc called from the first room. With a sickening jerk of its head, it pulled a can out of the cabinet and popped it open with its pointed teeth.
“It’s too damn dark to see in here,” Balor muttered. Shadows taunted him from every corner. Caer could be hiding just inches away. Eref could be hiding, too.
The atc licked food from the can while it sat perched on the wall. “Yourrr glasses don’t worrrk forrrr you?”
He didn’t have time to let this animal humiliate him. The thing could probably see Caer crouched in one of the corners of the house, hiding Eref under a blanket. All three were probably laughing at him right now. He strained harder to see, and a dull pain stung in his head.
“Can’t you see anythinnng, Light Perrrrson?”
“Eref! Face me!” Fury pounded in Balor’s veins. He grabbed the oversized chair and flung it into the front room.
“What arrre you doinnng?”
Balor darted in circles through the tiny bedroom, grabbing tables, boxes, and books, and throwing them all on the bed. Everything he moved just gave way to new shadows. It was like drowning.
Atc slid into the room and looked up at Balor. “Stop that, intruderrr!”
“I need light!” Things crashed and cracked as Balor hurled them around the room. “Give me Caer!”
“You’rrre insane,” Atc growled. “Get out.”
“I came here for someone, and I’m leaving with him. Caer has the person I need.”
“Caerrr says that we shouldn’t hate the Light People for who they arrre,” Atc said. “But she doesn’t know you. Arrre all people in yourrr worrrld out of theirrr minds?”
Balor’s head pounded. It was too dark to focus. Everywhere he looked, he saw sickening shadows. They mocked him, threatened him. And the snake thing’s growling voice grated on his ears.
“Get out of my mistress’s house, intruderrr.”
“Shut up,” he said. His head ached. His heart banged against his chest. Where was Eref? Balor felt his enemy’s presence here. He was so close. He could finish this now and go home.
Balor ripped the sheets from the bed. He would find Eref and confront him. He would tell him what his words at the End had done. They had turned Light People against Balor. But Balor hadn’t done anything wrong.
He tore a picture from the wall and heard it smash on the floor. He would tell Eref how angry he felt inside about…something.
He couldn’t remember clearly anymore. He would take Eref’s throat in his hands....
He would kill Eref.
The pain in Balor’s head increased until he couldn’t take it anymore.
“I said get out! You’rrre not welcome herrre!” Atc leapt on Balor’s face and bit his cheek.
Anger found its outlet. Balor put both hands around Atc’s throat and squeezed. Atc’s face paled. His eyes turned purple. Tiny, strangled noises came from the animal’s open mouth.
Balor pulled the choking Atc to his own lips. He thought of Eref. He thought of the End. He thought of the darkness. He thought of the pain in his head. So strong. So overpowering.
There was nothing to think about. Nothing to do but cause pain. Transfer this throbbing, burning, horror to someone else. Open the valve. Release the pressure. Balor bit. Atc struggled. It was over in a moment.
Balor dropped Atc’s headless body to the floor. He chomped down, chewed, and swallowed. Give pain to release pain.
And then….
It was a miracle. All around him, bright light, as bright as any day in Light World, filled the room. The pain in his head eased. His anger fell away.
He could see.
Balor pulled off his dark-vision glasses and looked around. Caer’s house had a low ceiling through which grass and vines grew. The walls were made of clay, and hard-packed sand carpeted the floor. Smashed glass and broken wood lay all around the floor and on the bed.
Balor walked into the front room, where he’d thrown the chair. The light followed him there. This room was grander than the bedroom but still would have been too small for a Light Person. In Light World, people liked wide open spaces. They lived on the tops of large stones with no roofs. Here, people lived in caves under trees.
Several cabinets lined the walls. One of the doors stood open, and a can of food lay on the floor. Balor picked it up and read Tinghept Tuck In, Food For the Finicky Tinghept. Uninterested, he closed the cabinet door and set the can on the wooden counter next to the sink.
He looked around the room. A stuffed bookshelf, a swollen couch. Tiny bugs crawled across the roots that ran like serpents through the foundations of the house.
Nobody was here.
No….
Darkness flashed in Balor’s eyes. Someone was here. Light returned, and he stumbled backward into the kitchen counter. “Hello?”
Silence.
Balor blinked. For a second he couldn’t remember why he had jumped through the hole in the first place. He wished were back home.
He shook his head, forcing himself to focus. He wouldn’t go back before he’d killed Eref. Not if it took him the rest of his life.
He felt dizzier by the minute. It seemed the longer the light glowed from inside him, the weaker he felt. He leaned on the counter for support.
Darkness flashed behind his eyes again, and he heard someone’s voice—a faraway memory. “Come on, Balor! I’ve found something!”
His head burned. Then the light returned, and the room fell quiet again.
“What’s happening to me?”
His body shuddered under the effort to stay upright. The light grew stronger. It blazed all around him. Light from Light World. Light from home.
The Dark World house faded from his eyes.
“Come on, Balor! I think I’ve found some of shade!” Eref waved Balor over to where he squatted in the sand, his small sneakers coated with red clay and dirt.
“No way. Where?”
“Right over here! Climb down a few feet. It’s just under this stone.”
Balor peered over the rocky ledge. There it was. About the size of a fingernail, hidden under an overhanging rock, there was a dark space where the light didn’t shine. “Woah, a real shade! Have you touched it? Are you sure it’s safe?”
“Of course it is. Come on. Give me your hand.” Eref reached up.
He drew back. “I don’t know, Eref. In the Learning they say—”
“Who cares what they say? It’s really awesome. Come on. Touch the shadow before the Governors send someone to shine it out.”
“What does it feel like?”
Eref smiled. It was the reassuring look that one friend can give another to instill confidence like magic. “Here, you tell me.”
Sucking up all his courage, Balor stepped down and slid his hand under the rock, into the darkness of the shadow. “It’s so cold.”
“I know. Isn’t it great?” Eref beamed.
“I’ve never seen shade this close before.”
“Balor, when we grow up, we won’t be like everyone else. We’ll find a shady place like this and we’ll build a house in it. We’ll be roommates!”
Light and darkness flashed in front of Balor’s eyes, and his headache returned at full power. He gripped the counter top, his knees buckling, the room spinning.
“Am I dying?”
No one answered him. The Dark World house was empty.
“Eref!”
“Eref, we’d be arrested for that. They’d take us to the End.”
“Not if they can’t find us. We’ll live somewhere far away from the Center.”
Balor couldn’t tell whether Eref was kidding again. Was this another one of his jokes? He wanted to believe… “Do you think we can?”
“There has to be a way.”
“How?” Balor looked at the shade. It was almost comforting, hidden there in the light. “Like what Rinelest said about that place?”
Eref shook his head. “You mean the Safety? Rinelest was probably just crazy. But we’ll find somewhere. Just you wait. Now let’s get back before someone finds our magic shadow.”
“All right,” Balor said. And then a horrible thought occurred to him. “Hey, isn’t today Dewcres’s birthday?”
Eref looked up, his face suddenly as grave as Balor’s thoughts. “It’s today?”
“Yeah. He told us last week.”
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