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  Prologue


"We live in these walls for our own safety. You must never leave them because it would surely mean your death; or worse. Only the shadows within these walls are harmless, but the ones outside will devour you." 
The flickering light of the fire shimmers on the silver hair of the elderly elf. His equally silver eyes twinkle as he meets the gaze of every single elven child sitting around the fire. Lessons normally take place in the common building, but this subject deserves more emphasis. The eerie setting is more likely to drive the dangers home.
Ten little heads lean forward, locked on the older man before them. He smiles at them, but it isn't warm. They need to understand the severity of what he is trying to tell them. They must fear the darkness outside their blessed walls.
"When our goddess... What's Her name, children?" This is important information. He wants to make sure they have been paying attention to their daylight lessons.
"Undissta," all children say in unison, although some speak with a lisp or mispronunciation.
The old man nods, his hair sliding forward to reveal his long pointed ears with the colorful tattoos of a colony elder. His tan tunic is spotted with ink stains, fresh and old. "Very good."
One little girl's attention wavers, her eyes moving to the fire that is said to be her future talent. Her teacher snaps his slender fingers, causing her red head to swing back to face him. She murmurs an apology and shifts her gaze to her bare toes clenching in the loose dirt and soot.
"Pay attention, Marilsa," he chides. "Undissta created our kind many years ago and gave us the gift of magic and light. We are greatly treasured by Her. Next question, what is Her brother's name, the God of Darkness?"
"Lisast," comes the answer.
"Correct! Lisast became jealous of the elves, always angry at anything that pulls his sister's attention from him. He decided that He needed to destroy Her creations. To do this, Lisast created a race of shadow men. The shadows attacked our people, and Undissta wept for our plight. We could not withstand the attacks. Our magic became useless and tainted, and elf turned against elf until our population was nearly decimated."
The elder pauses in his telling to gesture at the wall made of bright white stone. "To save us, She created Chrah, which is the pure stone infused with our goddess' light. The shadows outside cannot cross the holy stone. This is why our people were divided into colonies; for our protection."
Wide eyes twinkle in the light of the fire beneath a sky full of stars and both moons. The elder leans forward, bringing his face closer to their rapt gazes. "To this day, the shadows wish to devour our people and end our goddess' favor. This is why we must remain within the safety of our walls. Only those trained in battle and the ways of the shadow men can make the journey between colonies. Even then, the way is full of peril."
Marilsa hops up and down for attention, causing the old man to struggle not to roll his sparkling eyes. "Do you have a question?"
"Do the shadows have a name like our goddess or Her brother?" Her little voice is so soft it is almost drowned out by the crackling of the flames.
"They do," he admits. "They are the Eingu."






  
  Chapter One: Running Away


The needle pricks my skin over and over. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to will the burning sting away, but I know better than to move. Ilim moans in the chair beside me. I risk opening my right eye to look in his direction. 
The woman poking my ear must be gentler than the one doing his. There is no way my tattoo is being done as aggressively, or it would hurt much more. I hold back the tears that threaten at the plight of my best friend.
Each colony has a certain aura, with every elf born to that colony sharing that powerful signature. We live in the Oitna colony, but Ilim comes from Drad. I've been told that the Chrah surrounding Drad had become cracked in an accident, and the elves skilled in light did not have enough time to repair it before nightfall. The Eingu had seeped through the crack, killing the entire colony in one night.
A few children had been able to hide in the light. They were found and taken to other colonies where they were adopted by others. Ilim's adoptive parents have fully accepted him, but others feel his aura does not blend well with the Oitna aura. Others feel he is cursed because of the doom of his colony. His life here has been difficult, to say the least.
It's not fair; none of it is his fault. How can anyone wish ill on an orphan? There is no curse. Ilim had lost his entire colony. Instead of the love and empathy he needs, he has only felt fear and disdain.
The cool ink being spread over the fresh holes in my ear stings, so I close my eyes again. Ilim's cry of pain makes me look as the black ink mingles with the red blood on his lobe. The woman wipes excess blood and ink from his long ear with more pressure than is necessary.
My artist moves to my right ear, blocking my friend from view. I bite my lip, wishing I could send him all the comfort he needs, but my element is next. The left ear is for colony and duty. The right is for magic and skill. I will have a flame on my right ear that will grow toward the tip as I gain strength.
All elves can use all magical elements, but a few have a talent for one in particular. When I was a child, I was fascinated by fire. I felt its pull anytime I was near. The flames called to me, and I answered them, drawn like a moth to light.
Ilim does not have a talent for a particular element, so he will have the symbol containing all elements on his right. My breath catches hearing his grunts of pain. I try to push my sorrow down after remembering how he is punished more for my outbursts than I am.
Once my tattoos are done, the woman wielding my needle uses magic to stop the bleeding, heal the damage done, and make my marks permanent. The tattoos will never fade or distort. When Ilim is finally done, he walks up to me in the waiting area, blood still oozing and tears still falling. My heart breaks, and I reach up. My best friend flinches but does not pull away. His trust in me is humbling.
I first cup his right ear, healing his magic mark. Next, I cover the double moon that is our colony's symbol and do the same. Careless of the white cotton of my dress, which I'm sure I'll be yelled at for later, I use my sleeve to clean off excess blood.
My eyes travel back to the black curtain that separates those waiting from those being marked. Anger grows within me, heat burning deep down. I can feel the fire within me, and I'm ready to teach them a lesson about hurting my friend. I can take it no more.
Ilim's cool hand grabs my wrist. I can hear him hiss, meaning the fire is completely consuming me. Because hurting him is the last thing I would ever want to do, I quell my inner heat and look into his dark blue eyes. 
His yellow hair is pulled back to leave unrestricted access to his ears. Small strands fall as he shakes his head. "Don't, Marilsa, please. Just let it go."
"They hurt you unnecessarily," I growl, the heat rising again.
"I've been through worse. You'll only get both of us in trouble again. Please."
The fear in his voice makes my hands shake, but I give into his sad plea. My shoulders slump in defeat, and I engulf my friend in a tight hug. "You deserve better."
As if afraid I'll change my mind, Ilim grabs my hand and drags me from the wooden building. The bright wall that faces the building we exited is startling after the dark interior of the waiting area. I blink and rub my eyes. Ilim stares at the wall with me as I run my hand along the smooth, sacred stone given to us by Undissta.
"Do you ever wonder what's on the other side?" Ilim asks as we begin walking, my hand trailing along the cool wall.
"Have you ever known me not to be curious?"
He chuckles, lightening up the depressing moment we have just shared. "Curious and stubborn have always been my favorite descriptions for you. You're as fiery as your hair. Have you ever thought of leaving the colony to see what is out there?"
I freeze, grabbing his hand to stop his footsteps. "No. I would love to see the outside world, but it isn't worth the darkness. You aren't considering it, are you?"
His dark blue eyes meet mine. I feel like I'm looking into the sky right before twilight anytime I gaze into those depths. They contrast strongly against the lightness of his hair. The longer it







