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Chapter One: Trapped
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Azka stared sullenly at the thin rim of sun appearing over the edge of the Feré Mountains on Virgos’ border—the Snulgas, Slag Mountains, as most of her fellow slaves called them. What were the mountains but a heap of rubble on the edge of their pointless world? And what was a sunrise but the beginning of another endless day of hard labor?

“All right, get moving!” shouted the overseer at Azka and the other slaves standing in a ragged line before him. He jerked Azka’s shoulder to turn her from looking to the east. 

Azka spat at him, and the man’s face twisted with anger, but he only shoved her with the butt of his whip rather than striking her.

The one privilege, Azka thought bitterly, of being a slave nowadays—less whippings due to a decreased slave population. Evidently there had been some sort of law made back when Azka was little barring foreigners from being held as slaves, which had greatly shrunk the extent of Virgoesian slavery. Not, of course, that this law helped unwanted Virgoesian children like Azka. 

Azka stumbled after the other slaves as they all made their way over the hard-packed red earth to the entrance of the anizka mines. Anizka was a dull red stone that burned well and was the main source of fuel in practically treeless Virgos, and Azka had been working in these mines since she was six.

Azka hated the mines—the dark, strangely warm mine tunnels, the backbreaking labor, the ringing of pickaxes on rocks, the danger of flying rock chips or falling boulders—just like she hated everything in her life. But there was nowhere else for her to go—nothing to run to. Her father was dead, her mother had abandoned her as a baby, and her own aunt had sold her into slavery when she was two. Azka still bore the ear notch marking that sale—it meant that she was a permanent slave, unable to ever be freed, unlike most slaves, who could theoretically be released. But a Virgoesian child sold by family members could never be redeemed lest their family be shamed; the notched ear ensured escape was impossible. Azka had never even bothered to try.

She began descending into the darkness of the tunnel, first down a gentle slope into the blackness dimly lit by flickering lamps, then further down into steep switchbacks and straight, slippery ladders, down, down, down. The longer she descended, the stuffier the air grew; Azka discovered she was being sent with a group of men down into the deepest cut of all. 

When she finally arrived at the bottom, the guard gathered her and the other slaves into a sweating group, growling, “Get this tunnel longer; we need to find a new vein because the higher vein is beginning to run out. You, kid, clear out the rubble as they go.”

“Is it safe down here?” ventured one man, looking around uneasily. “I thought Ilmar said—”

“Never you mind what Ilmar said!” screamed the guard. “Dig, I tell you, or I’ll whip the lot of you!”

The slaves shuffled off, grabbing pickaxes piled by the wall, and Azka found the rubble-barrow someone had left in the cut the day before. The rough wooden handles dug into her battered hands, and Azka knew her hands and everything else would hurt a lot more before the day was out. She began the tedious, back-breaking process of rolling the rubble-barrow behind the men working in front, gathering up the falling stones and throwing them into the barrow till it was full, then rolling it away to the haul-up location, where it would eventually be carried off to the distant rubbish heap.

Time wore on, ever the tapping and ringing of hammers, the showers of stones, the smell of sweat, the grime clinging ever more fiercely to Azka’s hands and feet as she began to ache with tiredness. After an interminable time, a voice from somewhere above called for a break, and Azka and the other slaves all collapsed where they were, panting with weariness. 

As Azka lay on a heap of rocks staring vaguely up at the dim ceiling above her, she narrowed her eyes suddenly. Something about the roof of the tunnel didn’t look right—was it the wrong shape? She suddenly remembered vague mutterings among the slaves about the lowest tunnel—something about structural problems?

“Water,” growled a voice, and Azka forgot her questions, scrambling forwards with the other slaves to join in a fight over the water bucket that was being lowered down to them on a rope from a higher level. She managed to get a sip of the greasy, gritty water—as always, it tasted sour, but it was liquid, and Azka fought for it greedily.

Her second sip, however, was interrupted by a sudden, inhuman scream. 

Azka and the men all froze, Azka’s heart beginning to thump wildly as she stared wide-eyed at the men.

“Who—” a man began in a quavering voice, then the scream came again, definitely from the dark end of the tunnel where they had just been working. It was a long, quavering scream, louder than before, and Azka felt in the hammering of her heart that whatever made that cry wanted them to leave—now.

A dead silence fell, no one daring to move, then finally a slave managed to whisper, “What was that?”

The water bucket fell unheeded to the floor as whoever had been holding the rope above fled, the water spilling over the tunnel floor, but still no one moved.

“Send the kid to find out,” one man finally ventured.

“Me? Never!” Azka cried.

“You will,” growled another man, taking one of the dimly burning lanterns off the nail jammed into the wall and handing it to Azka. “Or else we’ll tell the overseer you did the screaming in an attempt at insurrection.”

Azka cursed and spat at him, but she knew that insurrection was the one charge she would be executed for.

The man grinned and kept shoving the lantern into her hand, and Azka reluctantly grasped the metal handle.

“I hate you!” she yelled, turning away from them. “I hate you all!”

The men just laughed, and Azka gritted her teeth and stepped forward cautiously into the dark, the lantern light a feeble pool around her. One step, another. Azka forgot her anger and felt only the fear growing around her, the fear of that thing that had screamed in the dark. She put out a hand to steady herself on the rock wall, making her way over the uneven rubble on the floor that she hadn’t yet collected. Almost to the end of the tunnel, and there was still nothing—just stones and darkness. Azka hastily flashed her lantern over the end of the tunnel and called back in relief, “Nothing!”

It was then she thought she saw it—a flash of glowing eyes? Azka gasped, but then there was nothing. Nothing at all.

Azka turned quickly to go back. But suddenly the noise began—not screaming, but a low rumbling, growing louder every second until it was a grinding, crashing roar, stones and earth beginning to fall around her. 

Azka screamed, not at the unknown this time, but because she knew too well. Cave-in! Tons of rocks and earth were raining down from the ceiling of the tunnel now, and Azka made a vain leap forwards, but she knew it was too late. With another scream, of despair this time, Azka ducked under a jutting overhang on the tunnel wall, hearing for a moment the shouts of the men fighting to get up the ladder. Then a blinding crash of rock and earth washed over her as the entire tunnel roof collapsed around Azka, burying the lanterns, and everything went pitch black. An eerie silence fell as the last rocks settled, and it wasn’t until Azka found herself choking and coughing on dust in the silence that she realized two things. One was that she was still alive. The other was that she was trapped alone in the dark behind a massive wall of debris that cut her off from the rest of the mine. Azka screamed and struggled out onto the rubble heap, kicking at it and yelling, “Help! Help!”

But all the time she knew it was useless. No one could hear her, and even if they could, they wouldn’t bother with a slave girl. There would be no rescue.

*****
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Azka didn’t know how long she sat there in the dark on the rubble heap, alternating blindly between digging at the rocks and cursing and screaming. It could have been only a few minutes or it may have been a thousand years; it was all the same in the empty darkness. Or was it empty?

Azka began to wonder eventually as she paused in dull despair, feeling blood seeping out of her fingers where she’d hurt them on the rocks. She could see nothing, not even her hand within millimeters of her face, but she had felt in all directions and felt nothing but rubble. 

But she was sitting up. How was that possible? She’d ducked under a rock ledge in the tunnel wall to avoid being crushed by falling stones, and she’d scrambled back out from under that ledge. The tunnel ceiling had seemed to have collapsed in all directions around her—but she was sitting up, not buried underneath rubble when she came out from under the ledge. Azka scrambled to her feet suddenly, swaying unsteadily on the uneven stones, and she reached up her hand. She felt—nothing. Nothing?

Azka jerked forward excitedly, scrabbling for toe and fingerholds in the dark, for if there was nothing above her, that meant there must be a sort of cavern overhead—maybe even part of another tunnel. Maybe she could still get out! Azka skidded and almost fell as loose stones shifted under her feet, and she forced herself to calm down. Very cautiously, she slid her feet from one rock to another, fingers ever groping upwards.

And finally her fingers met a crumbling ledge. Azka froze, very carefully shifting her weight over the scree underfoot, fingers feeling eagerly. A piece of rock broke off in her hand, and Azka made herself slow down, very gently feeling forwards up the ledge, reaching for something solid she could hold on to. Finally, she managed to shift herself high enough on the rubble to be able to reach further back, and she grasped what felt like solid rock. 

Taking a deep breath, Azka gripped with both hands on the rock and kicked off from the rubble pile, trying to pull herself forwards. For half a moment, Azka didn’t think she could do it, then with a gasp she flopped over the edge of the shelf into what felt like a new tunnel. Azka lay flat for a moment, a wave of victory and relief rolling over her, then very cautiously she sat up. For a moment panic welled up again as she tried to remember from which direction she’d just come, but then she remembered.

Go the other way, Azka told herself. Otherwise, she’d fall back down into the hole she’d just gotten out of. Azka felt about, discovering what seemed to be a smooth stone floor in front of her, and feeling up the wall, she discovered the tunnel was high enough for her to stand. It didn’t seem to be as high as a regular mine tunnel, though—Azka suspected an adult wouldn’t be able to stand up in it.

Good thing I’m only twelve, Azka thought grimly. 

But as she made her way further down this new tunnel, feeling carefully for obstructions, Azka began to wonder more and more about this tunnel. It didn’t seem at all like a regular mine tunnel. For one thing, it seemed too—well-made, Azka admitted to herself. Since none of the slaves actually cared about their work, they all did the minimum to avoid a whipping. But this tunnel was wondrously smooth underfoot and the walls quite even. It seemed someone cared about this tunnel. Also—though this was much harder to guess since she’d gotten quite turned around in the dark and her panic—Azka had a vague feeling that this tunnel didn’t go in the right direction to be part of the mine. In fact, Azka had a growing feeling that this tunnel had nothing to do with the mine at all. But whose was it, and where did it go? Whatever its history, Azka felt she had no choice but to follow it. She kept walking forwards, into the dark.
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Chapter Two: Strangers in the Dark
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Azka walked for a long time—how long, she had no idea. But the tunnel kept twisting onwards, occasionally branching, the floor ever smooth underfoot. Azka had no idea where she was going, but somewhere seemed much better than simply sitting down to die. Finally she was too tired to walk anymore, and she sank down onto the tunnel floor, panting slightly. Her throat ached with thirst, and her legs were trembling. 

As Azka sat there with her eyes closed, feeling over the cuts and bruises on her legs, she thought she heard a sound, like a faint whisper of movement in the distance. Azka opened her eyes, straining them into the dark, but she could still see nothing. She sat very still, hardly daring to breathe, and finally she saw something—a flicker of what looked like glowing eyes. Azka screamed, jerking backwards, but her own scream was lost in the inhuman scream coming from the owner of those eyes, which blinked and vanished. It was the same sort of scream Azka had heard just before the cave-in, and Azka lay back against the wall, panting and sweating in terror. Who did the eyes belong to, and what did they want?

Azka suddenly remembered stories she’d heard about rock goblins who lived in the deep places of the mines and preyed on unwary travelers. How did the stories go again? Did the goblins lure travelers to their doom? Did they drink their blood? Azka wasn’t sure, but she wasn’t waiting to find out. She leaped to her feet and began to run away from where she’d seen the eyes, fear giving strength to her tired legs. Till now she’d never even believed the goblins existed, but here in the dark, she believed everything she had ever heard about them and considerably more, her fevered imagination adding new details every second. The goblins, no doubt, had planned the whole cave-in, and now they were merely waiting for her to stumble into their traps so they could eat her. Azka ran faster and faster, blind panic taking over, every echo of her own footsteps a host of goblins in pursuit, every passage brimming with unseen eyes.

Finally she tripped over something and fell, screaming as she felt liquid under her fingers. Was it blood? Was it—A bit splashed into her mouth, and Azka tasted—water. Water? Azka felt round frantically and discovered what seemed to be a jar tipped over on the tunnel floor. Her thirst overtook her panic, and she drank greedily of the water remaining in the jar. As she set the jar down, Azka had slightly recovered her senses, and she wondered how the water jar had gotten into the tunnel. Maybe it was left from the goblin’s last victim. Maybe the goblins themselves had left it, and now that she’d drunk from it, she’d turn into a lizard. Maybe it had been poisoned. Maybe—

Stop it, Azka told herself, taking a shuddery breath. She didn’t feel the worse for the water at the moment, anyway—better, rather. Forcing herself to go slowly and carefully, Azka rose and continued wearily forward. She was winding ever on, the floor smooth, the darkness velvet—Azka felt her eyelids drooping and her steps slowing. Maybe she should rest. If she could just get a little further from the goblins—Azka half-fell, tried to get back up, and sank into an exhausted sleep.

*****
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Azka woke abruptly a long time later, feeling that something had touched her. She opened her eyes, still seeing nothing but darkness. As she lifted her head, however, she screamed, for she was surrounded by glowing eyes. The eyes vanished with screams of their own, and Azka lay trembling, waiting for something to grab her, but nothing did. As she lay there, once again on the verge of panic, Azka suddenly felt something snap, and a wave of anger washed over her.

“I hate you!” she screamed suddenly into the darkness. “I hate you, goblins! Eat me if you dare!”

Azka felt around for a rock to throw, but instead she felt something vaguely soft and small near the wall. It didn’t feel alive—instead it felt like—Azka sniffed it—some sort of bread? Maybe the goblins had been planning on eating her as the main course of a feast, with bread on the side, only she’d woken up just in time.

“I’m eating your bread!” Azka shrieked into the dark. “Take that, filthy goblins!”

The bread was rather flat and flabby, but it tasted fresh, and Azka was starving. Another jug of water seemed to be sitting there, too, and Azka drank it, cursing and taunting the goblins as she did so. But the darkness remained empty, and the silence eventually started to make Azka feel nervous again. But she certainly felt better physically after eating and drinking; her head was clearer, and her cuts and bruises seemed to feel much better as well. She set out again in the direction she’d been facing when she fell asleep; it seemed as good as any.

And so began another long day in the dark—if it was a day, which Azka didn’t know. She’d lost all sense of time in the unchanging dark. She wandered through passages sloping up, passages sloping down, wide passages, narrow passages, all filled with the same inky darkness. Azka tried to push back the thought that she would never get out, but it kept resurfacing; she had a hard time not panicking or beginning to despair. The eyes always seemed to reappear during those times, too, which Azka found most unsettling. Finally discovering a loose stone in the tunnels, she kept it to throw at those eyes, which, she discovered, would disappear with a scream if she threw the rock at them. The eyes always seemed to leave food and drink behind when they fled, too, giving Azka another reason to throw her rock whenever she saw the eyes.

Azka wasn’t sure how long this dodging, wandering sort of life went on, but it was several sleeps later—and Azka only slept when she passed out from sheer exhaustion—that she thought she heard something as she wandered through yet another tunnel.

“Who’s there?” Azka shouted, gripping her stone ready for throwing as she braced herself for the eyes again. A silence followed, then Azka did indeed see a flicker of eyes. Azka screamed and cursed, throwing the rock, but this time the eyes only seemed to dodge, more eyes coming into view behind the first pair. Azka screamed again, then turned and fled. Her feet pounded along the passage, and through the thundering of her heart, Azka felt quite sure that this time she wasn’t imagining the pursuing footsteps. So the goblins were finally going to attack after all. Azka ran faster, and then it happened.

She tripped. Azka crashed to the floor with a scream of despair, lashing out wildly as she felt hands gripping her.

“Stop!” called a voice, and Azka stopped mid-thrash in shock as a light fell over her—light, which she hadn’t seen in days. She squinted into the dazzle of what seemed to be candlelight, coming from inside a lantern. And then, as Azka’s eyes began to adjust to the presence of light, Azka saw behind the lantern the last thing she had expected to see in these deep places in the earth—a boy, a human boy. It was his hand that was holding her shoulder—a human hand, not a goblin one.

“Take a deep breath,” the boy told her. And then he smiled.

The boy looked Virgoesian like Azka—dark, thin hair, pale skin—but Azka had never felt anything like that smile. It seemed to warm her to the depths of her soul, like water soaking into parched earth. Azka didn’t know if the effect came specifically from the boy or whether it was because no one had ever really smiled at her before.

“Who are you?” Azka gasped, finding her tongue.

“Call me Azrel,” the boy said, helping her to her feet.

Azka leaned back against the wall, studying him, noticing he, too, was wearing a ragged slave tunic and streaked with dirt. After a moment, the boy asked with another glimmer of a smile, “Is your curiosity so easily satisfied?”

“N-no,” Azka stammered, then snapped, “I—I have been living a nightmare for days! Only...” her anger vanished, and she whispered, “and now I feel I have stepped into another dream. Are you real?"

"Yes. Even if you do not yet know what real truly is."

Azka blinked. "What—how—who...”

“You may call me Azrel,” the boy repeated, smiling. “Come, wouldn’t you like to sit down somewhere and tell me about yourself?”

Azka followed Azrel in a daze as he led the way to a small alcove off the tunnel they’d been following. As they both sank down onto the stone floor and Azrel set the lantern between them, Azka noticed there was no metal band—the usual mark of a slave—around Azrel’s ankle.

“Are you a slave?” Azka asked.
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