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Chapter One: The Conqueror’s Torch
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Tara lay still in the oppressive darkness of the slave house, the heat keeping her awake despite her tiredness. Usually she fell asleep instantly, exhausted from another back-breaking day in the mines digging out the red anizka stones that her Virgoesian masters used for fuel, but tonight the desert had failed to cool much with the darkness, and sleep seemed impossible. Tara kicked savagely at the scratchy straw she was lying on, feeling the warmth of the metal band clamped around her ankle to mark her as a slave. She hated Virgos, Virgoesians, and everything about her life as a slave.

“The earth burns red with the conqueror’s torch, and the air is gray with weeping,” Tara muttered passionately. She had invented this phrase several years ago to describe her situation, feeling that it perfectly captured it. Her friend Kurt had agreed, saying that even if he hadn’t already seen the red deserts of Virgos, felt the heat, or seen the suffering slaves, he would be able to picture the situation clearly. Tara peered through the darkness towards the shapes of the sleeping men on the other side of the slave house, trying to pick out Kurt’s form from the others around him. Sometimes she thought she would be dead by now if it wasn’t for Kurt.

Kurt, two years older than Tara, had done his best to look out for Tara since she first arrived at the mines as a terrified child of six, captured in an invasion of her native Tusklin. Kurt himself was not Tusker, but was from Cantel, a neighboring country to Tusklin. The two countries’ shared language, however, allowed him to communicate easily with Tara, and he’d taught her as much of the Virgoesian language as he knew in an attempt to help her avoid beatings from misunderstood commands. He’d even taken a beating for her once, throwing himself on top of her after she tripped while carrying a load of stones, so that he’d gotten whipped instead of her. Tara had missed him terribly the two years she’d been sent to work in the city of Vanoz, and when she’d gotten sent back to the mines, Kurt was the only bright spot.

Tara allowed herself a grim smile as she thought about getting sent back to the mines; Kurt had often told her that he thought her spirit was the only thing that had kept her alive through six years of Virgoesian slavery, but it also led to more beatings. Tara sighed to herself and turned over, trying to think of something better than beatings and desert heat. Closing her eyes, she tried to remember Tusklin. There had been forests, cool, misty forests, and ferns that wet her ankles with morning dew. Her parents had been there, too...Tara couldn’t picture their faces, but she remembered a woman singing to her at night, and her father had been teaching her her letters...

Tara snapped her eyes back open, trying to cut off the memories suddenly as that final memory tried to come back again, the one with the flames and strong arms dragging her away from her parents as she screamed. Kurt, think about Kurt, Tara told herself, trying to think of something comforting.

Just then Tara heard the door lock rattling, and she quickly closed her eyes, not wanting the night guard to see her awake. She heard the padlock unclick, and the scrape of metal as the door opened. Tara kept her eyes shut, feeling the lantern beam dancing over her face as the guard surveyed the sleeping slaves, counting to make sure they were all there. After a few minutes, the light disappeared, and Tara heard the door closing back, the metal scraping...but no click. Tara’s eyes flew wide open as the guard’s footsteps retreated. Could it really be? Very, very cautiously, Tara rose from her straw heap, making her way through the blackness to the door, feeling her way with her feet over the hard-packed earth. 

At the door, Tara listened hard, but everything was silent. Softly at first, then harder, she pushed on the door. The metal scraped slightly as the door opened a crack, and Tara froze, listening. But all remained silent as before. Feeling through the cracked-open door with her fingers, Tara found the padlock and pulled down on its base. It moved. 

Hardly daring to breathe, Tara pulled harder, and the lock opened. She gasped, turning the open padlock so it wouldn’t close again. She started to shove the opened lock out of the door latch, then stopped, looking back. Quickly she let go of the lock and dashed back towards where Kurt slept, a sliver of moonlight from the door helping her find him. Tara put her hand firmly over his mouth and pinched his arm. Kurt’s eyes flew open as he jerked, almost throwing her off, but at the last second he recognized her and halted. Tara went limp with relief. Not only would Kurt have probably woken everyone up if he threw her off, he would probably also have hurt her by accident, for Tara was small for her age and Kurt unusually strong for his.

“The door’s unlocked,” Tara breathed in his ear.

Kurt stared at her, then, as Tara tugged on his hand, he rose carefully to his feet and followed her as they crept back towards the door. Carefully Tara pushed the opened padlock up, feeling a thrill as she felt it come out of the door, and she carefully lowered it to the earth outside. She and Kurt looked at each other, then listened hard for the night guard. Tara knew he wouldn’t come back to the slave house till morning, but he stayed in a hut in view of the slave house and sometimes did rounds of the area. 

Listening, Kurt and Tara heard faint footsteps going towards the hut; his back would be to the door of the slave house, then. Waiting a moment for him to get more securely out of hearing, Kurt and Tara gently pushed on the door, and it opened a little wider. Silent as shadows, the two slipped out into the night. 

Faint stars shone overhead, along with a half-moon partially obscured by clouds, the air very slightly cooler than inside due to the lack of stuffiness. Tara’s heart pounded with both excitement and fear as they scurried into the shadows of the next slave house, where the Virgoesian slaves slept. Tara had always wondered how the Virgoesians could enslave their own people, but in the end she always marked it down to the fact that they were Virgoesian. Putting the thought aside, Tara concentrated on the next move. She pointed out over the Sonizka Desert to the mountains beyond; behind those mountains lay Cantel and freedom. Kurt nodded, but then pointed towards the mine entrance, putting his mouth next to her ear and breathing, “Water tank.”

Tara knew Kurt was right, though she longed to be off immediately. It was a mad thing they were doing, heading into the Sonizka Desert, especially so because they had no supplies or a map, but a lack of water would be certain death. It would likely be death anyway, for though the distance over the desert was not overly great, the lack of water, shade, and the extreme heat found in the desert in midday meant few travelers made it. Tara thought she would gladly risk it, though, even without water—anything rather than slavery here. 

Watching carefully for the guard, they scuttled across the red earth to the water tank and ducked behind it. Making sure the coast was clear, Kurt carefully took a long drink from the tank, and Tara did the same. Feeling about under the tank, Kurt triumphantly held up several skin bottles, and he filled them with water. Waiting a moment till a cloud drifted over the half-moon, Kurt and Tara dashed from the tank towards the open desert, taking hands as they ran. Tara’s heart pounded as their feet flew noiselessly over the thin sand and earth, waiting for a shout, lights, clamor, and whips. But the desert remained still, as if the heat held everything quiet.

Tara soon felt her breath flagging, and glancing back she saw the slave houses were dim humps in the desert. Kurt slowed, noticing her lagging, and he knelt down, motioning her onto his back. Tara wanted to refuse, but she wanted freedom more. She scrambled onto Kurt’s back, and he put his arms around her legs and stood back up, running on, further into the desert. Tara tried hard not to put any more pressure than she could help on Kurt’s back, for she could feel the scars of many beatings through Kurt’s thin slave tunic, and she knew that a few of them were of recent date. Whether or not she was hurting him, though, Kurt made no sign, running steadily on. Tara concentrated on the mountains ahead in the darkness, remembering a map she had once seen in Vanoz. The way to Cantel should be past that crooked, twin-spired peak...Tara touched Kurt’s shoulder, whispering, “A little over that way. Southeast.”

Kurt nodded and slightly changed direction. Tara hoped they would be far on their way by morning, for that would be when the danger really began, of pursuit, heat, and lack of food and water. Also, Tara really had no idea how long a crossing on foot would take; she’d heard it was two and a half days’ journey on horseback over the desert—assuming, of course, that your horse didn’t die after the second day, which horses often did due to the lack of water. That was why, even though the desert was so narrow here before Cantel’s border, hardly anyone ever ventured into the Sonizka. She and Kurt were now some of those rare few, and as Tara watched the red desert passing by endlessly in the moonlight, as if they weren’t moving, she wondered if she would regret it. But looking back, the slave houses were no longer in sight. Tara tilted up her chin and turned her face once more to the desert.

*****
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Tara jerked awake to see the edge of the sun’s disk appearing above the mountains, which seemed slightly closer than when she’d last seen them. She blinked, realizing she’d been asleep, then felt Kurt stumble under her, almost falling before he regained his balance.

“Kurt, stop. I can walk now,” Tara told him.

Kurt wearily halted, Tara sliding off his back, and she looked at him in concern, wondering how he had had the strength to carry her while walking and running all night.

“Do you need to rest?” Tara asked, looking anxiously over her shoulder at the folds of the desert behind them.

Kurt shook his head. “Not till the sun’s higher,” he said hoarsely. “We have to get as far as we can before the heat.”

Tara nodded uneasily, remembering the slave stories she’d heard about the heat of the Sonizka Desert; people said no one could live through a Sonizka afternoon without shelter.

“I’m not sorry,” Kurt said abruptly, still swaying with weariness.

Tara looked at him.

“Even if we die,” Kurt told her. “I’m not sorry. It’s better to have tried and died than to not try at all.”

Tara smiled. “I agree.”

They both took a drink of water from their precious supply and continued on, Tara seeing nothing but endless red dust and sand around her. The desert certainly seemed empty; the only living thing Tara saw during the morning was a vulture circling by. Tara hoped it hadn’t come for them. 

As the desert began to shimmer around them from the heat, Tara began to wonder how far they were from the border of Cantel. Two days? One day? Glancing over her shoulder, Tara saw that the desert behind them was still empty. That was good; it meant no pursuit would be attempted. On the other hand, that meant that the Virgoesians were pretty sure that she and Kurt would be dead within hours or days. Not so good. Tara looked grimly back ahead, continuing on as the heat grew ever stronger. 

Suddenly, in the distance, heat waves shimmering around it, Tara saw something.

“Look!”

Kurt raised his head wearily, then gave a hoarse cry of excitement as he saw what she was pointing at.

“Refuge!”

It was a stone rising from the desert floor, a rounded, oblong stone balanced atop a flattish, oval stone underneath. That was all—but it was everything. Stones would provide shade. 

They walked faster, breaking into a stumbling run as they neared the stones and throwing themselves into the faint shadow of the tall stone. As they lay panting in the glorious shadow, they studied the stones, noticing that the bottom stone had a lip that overhung the red earth, creating a crack they could slip into when the tall stone’s shadow disappeared. Kurt checked for snakes, then slid into the crack, Tara joining him.

“I’m going to rest a little, Tara,” Kurt announced, his eyes already closing.

“We’re safe for now?”

“As safe as one can be in the Sonizka. Meaning still at risk of imminent death, but less so than before. Besides, you like risk. I wouldn’t be here if you didn’t.”

“So now it’s my fault?”

“No. I already told you, I’m not sorry. I’m glad you like risk. Matches your red hair.”

“My hair isn’t red, it’s brown.”

“It’s red now.”

Tara looked down at herself, noticing that both her skin and ragged dress were rust-red from the mines and desert dust, and feeling her hair, she felt grit. Kurt was probably right.

“Your hair’s red, too,” Tara told him, noticing for the first time that Kurt’s light-brown hair was coated with desert dust.

“We match, then. Go to sleep, aré; I’m tired, anyway.”

Kurt closed his eyes, and Tara didn’t say anymore, knowing from his breathing that he was asleep already. Sometimes Kurt annoyed Tara, the way he refused to agree with everything Tara said, even arguing a bit with her—though in justice Tara had to admit the arguments were generally her fault—but then he’d do things like carry her all night through the desert and call her aré—a Cantelese word for ‘little sister,’ as he’d told her years ago. Yes, she couldn’t do it without him. Tara curled up beside him in the rock’s shadow and went to sleep.

*****
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Tara woke to baking heat. The sun had shifted, towards the west, though it was still fairly high in the sky. Tara soon found herself panting with the heat, her mouth slightly open, and she shifted, trying to find some relief. Kurt woke as she did so, and Tara asked him, “Shall we have some water?”

“Might as well,” Kurt whispered, his face pale under the red dust. They both carefully took a small drink of water, the water almost as hot as tea. Still, it was liquid, and Tara felt grateful.

“Can you remember anything cool?” Kurt whispered as they lay back down, heat waves shimmering around them.

Tara tried hard, though the rising heat made thinking difficult. She had thought she was used to Virgos’ hot climate by now after six years of enslavement, but she had been down in the mines or at the seacoast, not in the middle of the Sonizka Desert. The heat was unbelievable, as if she was being slow-baked in an oven.

“Try, Tara,” Kurt begged again, his eyes closed.

Tara closed her own eyes, trying once more, reaching far, far back into her memory, towards her nearly forgotten early days.

“There are ferns in Tusklin,” Tara finally began, her eyes still closed. “The ferns are green. Green is the color made when the sky and sea and sun kiss—a deep, endless, vibrant color, not the thing Virgoesians call green. These green ferns grow in cool woods with deep shadows cast by trees, trees big as giants and twice as gentle. In the woods, too, are rivers—deep, cool rivers, with water enough to drink forever, water that tastes like distilled snow and flowers. The ferns trail their leaves into these shadow-dappled rivers, water caressing their fronds and bejeweling them with water pearls, the water drops sparkling finer in the sunlight than the grandest lady’s jewels.”

Tara stopped, both because she could neither remember nor invent anymore and because her throat was dry.

Kurt gave a sigh of contentment and whispered, “Thank you, Tara. That’s a good one.”

Tara looked over at him silently, noticing that his lips were cracking from dryness. She couldn’t help but wonder if the green memory would be one of her last.

“How close are we to the border, do you think?” Tara asked abruptly.

“We walked half the night and all morning, so we’ve probably come about a day’s journey. A day and a half left, I would guess.”

Tara looked towards the mountains. She had a horrid feeling that they wouldn’t last that long.

“Don’t give up hope,” Kurt managed, half-opening his eyes. “There’s still a faint chance. And though we might not make it, at least we’ll die free. No Virgoesians here.”

Tara nodded. “Free,” she echoed.

There was silence for a moment, then Tara said vehemently, “I hate the Virgoesians, don’t you?”

“No.”

Tara stared at him, wondering if the heat was making him go off his head.

Kurt gave a twisted smile. “It’s true. It’s a sort of—defiance, rebellion almost. Hatred controls you if you give in to it. So while the Virgoesians have controlled my body for seven years, they’ve never had my heart. I wouldn’t give it to them, for it was the last bit of freedom I possessed. I determined that no matter what they did, I would forgive them, for that way it would prove that they were not strong enough to make me hate them.”

Tara stared at Kurt. She had never thought of it like that before, but as she turned it over in her head, she began to think that Kurt had a point. Had she really been giving in to the Virgoesians by hating them? Maybe she should think this forgiveness thing over...

They lapsed into silence, lost in their own thoughts as the baking heat wove round them, darting glances every so often at the distant mountains that represented hope, life...freedom.
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Chapter Two: The Dream
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By the time the sun finally began to sink in earnest, both Kurt and Tara were dizzy and faint from the heat and lack of food. Tara felt like she’d been baked, fried, and roasted over and over again. But she and Kurt both took another drink of water from their bottles and staggered to their feet to go on. As long as they could move, they were going towards the mountains.

Tara concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other and not falling over, for her legs felt wobbly. She hardly noticed the golden light falling richly over the stained earth, the mountains dyed red by the sun setting far, far away over the desert and the sea.

Tara stumbled, and Kurt said thickly, “Here, Tara, get on my back again.”

“You’re tired, too,” Tara mumbled, halting and swaying.

Kurt wordlessly knelt in front of her, gesturing for her to climb on his back, and Tara leaned forwards, unable to resist any longer, half-fainting onto his back. She dimly felt Kurt picking her up and staggering on, and then everything became rather confused. 

It was moonlight, and Kurt was swaying and stumbling, but she was back in Vanoz, the capital of Virgos; there had been another slave girl there whose language Tara didn’t know; it had sounded like sea birds crying. Sea birds—white birds—Someone was pouring water down her throat—Now the birds were no longer white, they were hawks of Virgos, chasing, chasing her—

The sun was rising, and Tara found herself lying on the sand, Kurt lying motionless underneath her where he’d fallen when he’d fainted. The heat was still there, rising with that relentless sun—the mountains were closer than they had been, but they weren’t going to make it. Tara reached vaguely for a water skin, trying to find some water for her parched throat, but the skin was empty. She tried another, and found a tiny bit left, which she managed to take a sip of. Tara attempted to sit up and drip some water over Kurt’s cracked, bleeding lips, but Kurt didn’t move, and Tara fell back over, dizzy again. 

The vulture was going to get them after all—or the hawks, hawks of Virgos, chasing her—but now there was a white bird, a large bird, a Tusker bird—what was that bird called again?

Tara suddenly found herself crying out words she didn’t know she knew: “Ergota! Ergota! Ta ithu stē tusta yecamty xpithu! Abetu!”

Tara couldn’t speak anymore, and she felt herself fainting, but in the midst of her dizziness she saw the white bird again, but this time coming towards her—dazzling white, with a golden crest and silver wing tips. And then there were two of the birds, and they were swooping over her and Kurt, shading them with their wings...Ergota, that’s what the birds were, the guardian birds of Tusklin...They were over her now, their wings coming closer...Well, if it were death, it could be worse than to go out with the ergota by her side...

Only now an ergota was right over her, sitting on her chest, dropping something hot and glowing out of its beak and into her mouth. Liquid fire, Tara thought dizzily, only it didn’t burn—well, it did, but not like regular fire...It seemed to burn with cleansing, with life and health...It was burning down her throat and into her chest, filling her up, waves of fiery life spreading all throughout her body...Tara fell into a deep, deep sleep.

When Tara woke, she found herself lying on top of a boulder, Kurt bending over her, gently shaking her awake.

“Tara?” he whispered.

Tara blinked and sat up. It seemed to be almost night, and they were sitting in a field of jumbled boulders.

“Where are we?” Tara asked, looking around.

“Look behind you.”

Tara turned and gasped, seeing a slope of solid rock beginning behind her. “We’re at the feet of the mountains!”

“Yes, in the foothills. We’re over the Sonizka.”

Tara felt her heart leap for joy, a bat zig-zagging past overhead, then she looked at Kurt in confusion.

“How did we get here? I thought we were lying in the desert dying.”
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