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      Flames of Freedom

      Amalia moved through the near darkness, although she could see well enough. She wove through the scrub brush behind the encampment, ignoring the dogs trailing her. They always did, perhaps they’d cover her tracks. The sun had set and the heat of the day dwindled.

      She pulled the deep blue shawl tighter around her shoulders, covering her head. The goaty scent of the soft wool, dyed with the reddish liquid of the scrub thistle, brought little comfort.

      Hiding, she was hiding. Pretending to be invisible. If anyone asked, she was going to relieve herself.

      Thankfully, no one asked.

      She kept walking. It wouldn’t be long before her father and mother began to wonder where she was.

      The landscape dropped off and she climbed down the rocky cliff to the valley below, leaving the dogs behind. She’d scouted her route yesterday. Her last chance to escape. Tomorrow she’d be forced to begin the long courtship ritual with Kataan.

      She hated him. He was an arrogant bully. It was his fault Temalen was dead, although nothing would ever be proven. Kataan had been the only one who’d seen Temalen fall.

      Temalen had never fallen when climbing. Ever.

      Amalia had spent more time than was respectable, watching Temalen’s lithe, muscular body move slowly up or across a cliff face. He was always careful, choosing his footholds well. Never taking chances. She’d liked that about him. He was solid. Would have made a good partner for her.

      She’d loved him, heart and soul.

      Her father told her, last night, that he’d agreed to the betrothal. Kataan’s father was a respected and powerful man among their people. There was no going back. The rituals would begin tomorrow.

      Amalia had no intention of being there.

      Down on the valley floor, she poked around the small cave until she found her bundle of clothes, food and water hidden behind a large rock. She slung it over one shoulder and began walking down the center of the valley, away from the darkness of the cliff. She took care to stay on rocky ground, hoping to keep her tracks hidden until wind or animals could erase them.

      The moon would rise soon and she’d be able to see better.

      Amalia walked towards the Flaming Ruby. He sat high on Dragon Mountain in the distance, glowing red like a fire. The only visible light. Since she had nowhere to go, she might as well walk that direction.

      There would be other desert tribes. Perhaps one of them would take her in. The Arakeefi lived in that direction, they couldn’t be worse than being married to a murderer. She’d keep walking until she came to the Ruby. He would know what she should do.

      Marrying the bully Kataan was not in her plans.

      The sweet scent of water came to her nose. She stood still and heard trickling, but couldn’t see it. Amalia walked slowly towards the sound and eventually saw the small stream burbling in the red light put out by the Flaming Ruby.
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