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ESCAPING SLAVERY
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GWYNN SAT BOLT UPRIGHT in bed, heart pounding, her body soaked with sweat.  It took her a moment to orientate herself in the dark room.  The effects of the dream would not leave her.  The dream had been a nightmare, but it had also been Gwynn's reality for the past four months.

The sudden death of her parents in a car accident had devastated Gwynn.  Her parents had been on their way to visit her at University.  Gwynn hadn't gone to the local university as her parents had hoped she would.  She had wanted some freedom and independence.  Now she would have only loneliness.

Tears sprang to her eyes and her body heaved as she cried again at the memory.  Gwynn looked quickly to the door, but heard no sounds of approaching boots.  She allowed herself another moment to release her grief, then squeezed her eyes shut.  The sky was just beginning to lighten.  It was time to get to work.

Gwynn rose quietly and pulled her thin night dress around her.  She crept to the door and opened it a crack. Her room was at the top of a rickety set of stairs that lead up from the second floor to the attic.  Her bed was tucked into a corner under the eaves, next to rotting boxes and broken furniture.  Mice scuttled around in the dark recesses.  Some days Gwynn wondered if her parents’ death was worse than what she was living now.

Gwynn dressed quickly in old tattered jeans and a sweater.  She tucked her hair up under a too large cap.  Her Uncle hated her red hair, and took any chance he could to pull her up with it if he caught her ‘slacking’ in her work.  Her lip was still swollen from the slap he had given her yesterday when he found her crying in the barn.  

“I’ll give you something to cry about, Gwynndamere,” he had said with a smile as he brought his large, calloused hand up to meet her face. “Your parents must have really hated you, to give you a name like that!”  He had laughed at her as the blood trickled down her chin.  

Gwynn crept down a couple of stairs, careful to avoid the ones that she knew squeaked.  At the landing that faced the second floor, she stopped and crouched low.  A thin beam of light came from her aunt and uncle’s room.  

* * *
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GWYNN’S MOTHER HAD talked about her sister Margaret, but Gwynn had never me her aunt until the funeral.  Her aunt and uncle were her only living relatives, and they were given custody of Gwynn, since she was only seventeen.  Gwynn had been too consumed by grief to care where she went or what she did.  She hadn’t really had any choice.

The old house was high up in the mountains, deep in the back woods.  There were no neighbours that Gwynn had ever seen or heard spoken of.  Her aunt and uncle were mostly self-sufficient.  They had chickens, pigs, a few cows and a very large garden of vegetables.  Her aunt made their clothes, and only her uncle went to town.  Her aunt was not allowed to drive.  

Gwynn’s uncle Charlie had woken her up before dawn on her first day with them.  He ordered her downstairs to learn the routine.  Uncle Charlie sat and ate his breakfast, while her aunt explained to her the chores that needed to be done, and the order they were to be done in.  Gwynn glanced over at her uncle a few times, but he just sneered at her.

Life since that first day had only gotten worse.  Gwynn was treated like one of the animals. Actually, worse than one of the animals.  She was pushed and kicked if she did not move fast enough.  She did not get supper if her chores were not completed in time.  She was constantly yelled at and criticized.  She was not allowed to wear shoes, and had to do the chores, even muck the barn and chase the animals, in her bare feet.  

“Don’t want you thinking you can walk away from here anytime you please,” her uncle had said, when he had thrown her runners into the fire.  

Gwynn’s feet were bruised, cut and swollen.  She was sure she had a few broken bones from being stepped on.  But she didn’t dare show any weakness.

One day when her uncle went on his weekly trip to town in the old rusted pick up truck, Gwynn sought out her aunt.  She found her on her hands and knees in the kitchen, holding her head.  A small pool of blood stained the floor, and she was desperately trying to clean it up.

“Aunt Margaret!  What happened?”  Gwynn cried, rushing to the woman’s side.

Margaret looked up, startled.  Then she winced in pain.  “I fell.  I hit my head,” she said.

“That’s crap!” Gwynn replied and helped her aunt to a kitchen chair.

“You mustn’t use such language!  You will be punished for it,” her aunt said in a soft, quivering voice.

“And what were you punished for just now?” Gwynn asked harshly.

“Nothing I didn’t deserve.  Now leave me, so I can clean up my mess!” Margaret said and pushed Gwynn away.  

“At least let me put a bandage on that,” Gwynn said with a sigh.  “You sit, I will clean it up and make you a cup of tea.”

Margaret looked at Gwynn, relief clearly showing in her dark eyes.

Gwynn got a clean bandage and placed it on the cut on her aunt’s head.  Then she put the kettle on the wood stove to boil.  She checked the wood and then began to clean the blood stain off the floor.  

Luckily the floors were so old and stained that once some water got into it, you couldn’t tell this stain from any other.

When Gwynn was finished she poured them both a cup of tea and sat across from her aunt.  Margaret sat staring out the window, a wistful expression on her face.

“It wasn’t always like this,” she said finally and turned to look at Gwynn. “We were happy once.  Charlie had a good job and we lived like other people.  Then things went sour at work and Charlie got fired.  He never really recovered from that.  We moved up here and things just got worse.”

“Why do you stay?  Let’s get out of here,” Gwynn said.  Her aunt just shook her head.

“Where would we go?  Charlie keeps all the money, I don’t drive and there is no place to run to.”

“So I’m supposed to live the rest of my life like this?” Gwynn cried.

Margaret reached out and patted her hand absently.  “You will get used to it, you’ll see. It’s nice to have the extra hands around.”

Gwynn stared at her aunt in disbelief for a moment then sighed.  Her aunt had gone back to staring out the window.  Gwynn rose and went back to finish her chores, wondering what on earth she was going to do.

Gwynn made tea time a routine after that, each time her uncle went to town.  It took some coaxing at first to get her aunt to leave the chores, but soon they were both looking forward to a few minutes of ‘girl talk’.  They made sure that the chores were finished in time, and worked harder than usual, in order to enjoy their special time together.  

Aunt Margaret often talked about the trouble she and Gwynn’s mother used to get into as teens.  Gwynn liked those conversations most of all.

* * *
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GWYNN EYED A STALE piece of bread that lay on the counter, her stomach grumbling from hunger.  She reached past the bread and quietly filled a glass with water.  She drank it quickly, washed the glass and carefully put it back in its place.  It would have to do until Charlie deemed she had worked enough this morning to earn something to eat. 

Gwynn picked up the slop bucket and shut the door quietly behind her.  The morning air was cool and fresh.  Gwynn breathed deeply.  The birds were the only other creatures awake at this hour.  They chirped cheerfully to each other and flitted between the branches.  

The sows grunted at her when she entered the barn.  She could hear the piglets suckling eagerly.  Gwynn sighed in relief and hurried to dump the contents of the slop bucket into the troughs, before the piglets were done.  The two sows were huge and mean.  Gwynn had been knocked down and stepped on more times than she could remember.  

As the left-overs filled the trough, Gwynn sighed.

The pigs eat better than I do, Gwynn thought.  

There was an apple in the trough that didn’t look too rotten and it tempted Gwynn to pick it up.  Gwynn closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  She had done that once, not long after she had arrived, and Charlie had caught her. He had slapped the apple out of her hand, then slapped her so hard she had fallen over the trough and hit her head.  Charlie had hauled her up by her hair and threatened her.

“If I ever catch you taking food away from the animals again,” he had said, “I’ll lock you up in the attic for a week without food or water.”  His face was only inches from hers and she could see the rage in his eyes.  “These animals put a roof over your head, and food on the table.  They are worth far more to me than you are.  Understand?”

Gwynn had been so terrified, she could only nod.  

Charlie had let go of her hair and she had fallen to her knees.  The sow had swung her rump around and knocked Gwynn face down into the muck.  Charlie had laughed.  

The cows mooed and Gwynn shook her head.  She turned away from the apple and climbed out of the sty.  

Gwynn put some grain into the mangers and opened the side door to let the two milk cows in.  As they plodded into the standing stalls, Gwynn grabbed the stool and buckets.  She leaned her head against the cow’s belly as she milked.

What am I going to do?  Gwynn asked herself.  I will not live like a slave! 

The day ended much like any other, only this time, in addition to the swollen lip, Gwynn now had fresh bruises on her arm and sore ribs, where Charlie had grabbed her and thrown her into the wood pile, for some offence she had committed against him.

When he announced he was going to town after dinner, Gwynn and her aunt were careful not to show any emotion.  

After their tea, Gwynn went to her aunt and hugged her tight before heading silently to bed.  She did not see the tears in her aunt’s eyes.

* * *
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MARGARET WOKE WITH a start when she heard the old truck coming up the drive.  She quickly looked around the room to be sure all was in order, then ran to the door to open it for her husband.  She was surprised to see that he was only slightly tipsy, not falling down drunk, as he usually was when he came home from town.

“I go see the lawyer tomorrow,” Charlie said.  “Once we get the money turned over to us, we can leave this place, and move to a real house.  Just like we used to have.”

“But won’t they say money belongs to Gwynn?” Margaret asked tentatively.

“They will try to say that, and they will give her an allowance,” Charlie replied.  “But what do you think she is going to do with it?  Look what I have done for her, taking her in, and she gives not so much as a thank you for all the care I have given her!  She is barely able to do the most basic of chores.  She is more of a burden to me than you are.”  

“Besides,” Charlie continued in a softer voice.  “She won’t even be around to need the money.”

“What do you mean?” Margaret asked the hair standing up suddenly on the back of her neck.

“I mean, there are a lot of dangerous places and creatures up here.  A girl could easily fall and kill herself while out searching for the cows. Anything could happen. Who would miss her?”  

Margaret blanched, but was careful not to show it.  She had enjoyed having her niece around, and it certainly made things easier on her, but this!  Margaret’s mind raced.

“No need to worry about such things tonight,” Margaret said to her husband.  “You have had a hard day, can I pour you a whiskey?”

Several hours later Gwynn was wakened with a hard shake and a hand over her mouth. Fear gripped her heart and a cold sweat broke out on her forehead.

“You must leave immediately,” her aunt whispered harshly in her ear.  Before Gwynn could fully comprehend, her aunt was pulling the pillow out of its case from under her head.

“Hurry!  He will be asleep for only a few hours.”

Gwynn got dressed in her only pair of clothes, while her aunt put whatever she could find into the pillow case.  Her aunt took the only picture Gwynn had of her parents and held it up before her.  After a moment her aunt kissed the picture of her sister, then gently placed it into the case. 

“I don’t understand,” Gwynn said.

Her aunt held her firmly by the shoulders.  “He’s going to kill you if you stay.  You must go, but if he catches you, he will kill us both if you tell him I helped you.”

Gwynn’s mind reeled as she tried to comprehend what her aunt was saying.  Before Gwynn could ask anything more, her aunt had pried open the small dirty window and was pushing the pillow case into Gwynn’s arms.  

“Be careful.  Get as far away as you can.  Don’t ever come back!”

“What about you?  I can’t leave you here!”

“Just go!” her aunt whispered with tears in her eyes.  Gwynn gave her one last hug, then reached for the window sill.  The wind blew into the room and the shutters below banged.  Gwynn climbed up onto the dresser and stretched her leg out onto the window sill.  Her hair was blowing urgently around her face, keeping pace with her racing heart.

When she was straddled over the window sill, she looked around to see how she could get away.  The tall pines were bending under the weight of the wind.  One branch kept brushing against the side of the house, almost within reach.  Gwynn would have to jump for it.  She managed to get her feet underneath her on the tiny sill plate.  She tied the pillow case around her waist with her rope belt, and took a deep breath.

If I die this way, at least it was at my own hand, and not His, she thought to herself as she leaned into the wind.

*  *  *
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GWYNN WAS EXHAUSTED, the adrenaline rush of escape had left her, but she knew she could not stop yet.  The moon was partially covered by clouds and was close to setting.  Gwynn had to get as far away as possible before Charlie noticed she was gone.

As the sun began to rise, Gwynn was stumbling with every step.  Every muscle screamed with exhaustion.  Her arms and legs were scratched and cut from pushing through bushes and past trees.  Her face was bruised from falling down in the darkness.

She came across a small brook in a valley and gratefully lay down to drink.  Gwynn decided to rest just for a moment.  Her eyes closed of their own accord, and soon she was asleep.

Gwynn bolted upright but it wasn't her dreams that woke her.  She squinted into the sun which was now rising high in the sky.  She cursed herself for falling asleep.  She sat for a moment listening and that’s when she heard the dogs barking.  Her uncle had two Bloodhounds and they were tracking.

Gwynn looked for a place to hide.  She was in a small valley. Mountains rose up on either side.  There would be no easy escape.  The brook ran into a thicket of trees to her left at the base of a high, sheer mountain.

If I can lose my scent in the water maybe I can get away, Gwynn thought.

Gwynn splashed through the water, concerned only with getting to the cover of the thicket.  As she entered the trees she looked back to see the hounds enter the valley.  They went directly to where she had been sitting.  She could hear the dogs whimpering as they searched for her scent.

"Find her boys! She can't be very far now," she heard Charlie  say. He sounded excited.  Gwynn began to move deeper into the thicket when one of the dogs looked up and met her gaze.  Gwynn froze.  The dog started barking and pulled heavily on the leash.

"You got something boy? Well go get her!”  The leash was dropped and the dog raced directly towards Gwynn.

Terror nearly paralyzed Gwynn but her instincts made her run.  Branches whipped past her, slashing her face.  She looked frantically behind her and saw the hound gaining on her.  Gwynn didn't see the log she tripped over, and as she fell headfirst into a bush she tried to twist so that she would land on her shoulder.

Instead of hitting the ground as she expected, Gwynn kept falling.  Gwynn finally hit the ground hard, knocking the wind out of her.  Gwynn lay with her eyes closed, trying to relax enough to breathe, resigning that it was over.

She could hear the dog barking, but it wasn't right next to her as it should have been.  Gwynn was too afraid to open her eyes.  She heard her uncle’s voice then, and she braced herself for the inevitable.

"A rabbit hole! We aren’t here to hunt food you stupid animal,” Gwynn heard Charlie say, followed but a dull thud.  The dog cried out then whimpered. 

“Come on!" he shouted.  Gwynn could hear the dog whining as it was led away.  Gwynn silently thanked her aunt, and hoped she would be alright.

Slowly Gwynn opened her eyes.  Darkness surrounded her.  She felt around her and cool smooth stone slid under her hands.  Gwynn dared not let herself think she was safe yet.  He might come back to look at this hole when he didn't find her tracks anywhere else in the valley.  She also realized that this was too big to be a rabbit hole, and she didn't want to be around when the occupant returned.

Gwynn crawled further into what appeared to be a cave.  Her eyes adjusted to the faint light coming in from the hole.  She could make out a tunnel at one end of the cave and faint light at the end of it.  Gwynn knew she definitely was not going back out the way she came in, so that left the tunnel.

Gwynn picked up her pillowcase of possessions and moved out into the dark tunnel.  The floor was rough and uneven and Gwynn's progress was slow.  Time held no meaning for her here.  She could have been walking for hours or days. She was past exhaustion and could barely put one foot in front of the other, but she kept moving.  She had added to her cuts and bruises by the time she finally reached the other end.

The entrance was covered with thorn bushes, but Gwynn could see that it was a clear night.  The stars shone brightly, allowing Gwynn faint light to see the clearing in front of her.  

Gwynn listened intently but heard only the usual forest sounds.  No dogs barked.  Relief flooded through her.  Gwynn parted the bushes as best she could and eased through the thorns.  The ground was soft beneath her feet and she found a place beneath a large tree and lay down gratefully.

Gwynn dreamed a strange dream that night.  A large man on a big roan horse had found her, carefully cleaned her wounds and bandaged them, then laid her on a soft blanket, and sang her to sleep.  She smiled at his handsome face, and he smiled back.  She felt safe and warm, and drifted into a deep sleep.

*  *  *
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KOMAI HAD BEEN SURPRISED, then frightened, when he saw the tiny figure laying under the tree.  Ronan had been more stubborn than usual about coming into this clearing for the night, and Komai now looked at his horse questioningly.  

Komai had thought the girl dead, but when he touched her throat, he could feel her lifeblood strong beneath the skin.  Once he had taken care of her many cuts and scratches, he regarded her in the moonlight.  She was unlike any woman he had ever seen.  At one point she had opened her eyes and smiled at him.  He had never seen green eyes before.  Her smile was one of contentment, as she closed her eyes and drifted back to sleep.  He felt in his heart at that moment that he was bound to her in some way, and again thanked his stubborn horse for misbehaving.  Ronan received extra oats that night.

The smell of food woke Gwynn.  She opened her eyes reluctantly, not wanting to lose the comfortable feeling of her dream.  As she wiped the sleep from her eyes, she saw the man sitting across from her on the other side of the fire.  

Her memory returned suddenly of her flight from Charlie.  Defeat washed over her and fear gripped her heart.

"Please don't take me back!” Gwynn said. “I don’t belong there!  Charlie is very mean! Please, listen to me!"  The sound of her voice startled the man, and he nearly dropped the pan he was holding over the fire.  

Komai regarded the girl carefully.  He could see the fear in her eyes.  Her face had gone pale.  

"Do not fret M'Lady,” Komai said.  “I will not be taking you anywhere you do not wish to go.  From the state I found you in, you had good reason to flee."  His voice was deep and calm, and it relaxed Gwynn somewhat.  

Gwynn looked down to see bandages covering her arms and legs.  Her shirt was torn, and her pants were in rags.  She held the blanket closer to her, not sure of the intentions of her host.  

He smiled as he picked up on her thoughts.

"I mean you no harm M'Lady.  I will do all that I can to take you where you wish to go.  My name is Sir Komai.  I have recently become a Knight in the King's army, and am on my first solo mission in his service.  There have been strange occurrences in this part of the realm, so I was sent to investigate.  Our meeting was timely, as I was returning home today with my report."

Although he was like no man Gwynn had ever seen, he spoke quickly, and was very enthusiastic.  Gwynn figured that despite his size, he was not much older than her seventeen years.

“You are alone?” Gwynn asked.

“Aye.  My squire-to-be was injured in training just before we were to set out.  The King did not want me to delay, and I offered to go without the assistance of a squire,” Komai said and smiled.  “I have not been a Knight so long, that I forget how to cook and clean for myself.”

"Wait a minute, what King?" Gwynn asked.

"Why the King of the Torgons of course. King Dorian."

"What's a Torgon?"

Komai laughed, the sound lifting Gwynn's heart.

"You are looking at one M'Lady.  You are not from this part of Mora then?"  Gwynn shook her head.

"Let us eat and I will tell you about it."

Gwynn regarded him closely as he went about serving breakfast.  He stood well over six feet tall, and was nearly as broad as two men.  His dark brown hair was wavy and fell softly on his shoulders.  His skin was deeply tanned from many hours in the sun.  His eyes were deep blue and very bright.  

His clothes were odd to her.  It looked like he wore a short dark blue dress with black tights underneath.  There was a large emblem on his chest of a golden lion holding a flaming torch. His boots came up to his knees.  He wore a sword strapped around his waist.  

His smile was wide and soft as he handed her a plate of stew.  It smelled delicious and Gwynn ate without tasting it, eager to appease her hunger.

Gwynn noticed that there was no tent or camp stove.  A bedroll and saddle bags were attached to the saddle of the large horse. It reminded Gwynn of the old cowboy movies.

What is this place? Gwynn asked herself.  

"And where is it that you are from M'Lady?" Komai asked, as Gwynn started on her second plate of stew.

"Caliston," Gwynn said between bites.  "I was going to school there."

"And did they not feed you there?" Komai asked, his eyes twinkling.

Gwynn laughed, thinking she must look ridiculous, and tried to slow down.

"I am not familiar with this Caliston place, M'Lady.  Where is it?"

"Close to the Rocky Mountains, and please, my name is Gwynn."

Komai frowned.  "I know not of any Rocky Mountains."

"These here," Gwynn pointed behind her.

"Those are the Silver Mountains."

"Well then, behind them I guess."

Komai frowned. "There is naught behind them Lady Gwynn.  Nothing lies within the Faerie Mists."

"Well, I was in a hurry, I probably got turned around."

"That would explain it," Komai said, but he was not convinced.  He wondered just what she had been running from, and how it led her to this place.

"There is a stream yonder if you would like to clean up,” Komai said when she finally set her plate down. “I have been working on a cloak for you to wear."

"Thank you," Gwynn smiled gratefully and gathered up her pillowcase.  Komai noticed she limped slightly on her bare feet as she  headed towards the stream.

The water was clear and cold.  Gwynn took out the meagre bar of soap she had been given on first arriving at her aunt and uncle’s, and cleaned as much of herself as she could without disturbing the bandages.  Her right cheek was tender and swollen.  Gwynn saw a wavy reflection of herself in the water and chuckled.  She knew now why Komai had no ill-intentions towards her. She looked terrible.

The water darkened slightly when she scrubbed her hair with the bar of soap.  It took several rinses to get the dirt, and pieces of twigs, out.

Once she was finished she checked the contents of her pillowcase to see if anything had broken in her hasty escape.  She cut her finger on a piece of glass as she pulled out the picture of her parents.  The glass had ripped most of the picture, so that only the faces were visible.  Silent tears rolled down Gwynn's cheeks.  She sat for a while gathering her thoughts, then took the picture from the frame, and tucked it into her pocket.

Well I don’t know where I am, she thought, but at least Charlie hasn’t caught me yet!

Gwynn rose and returned to the camp.  She tried without success to keep her curls tucked behind her ears.  Instead they bounced lightly on her shoulders, and in her face.

Komai turned from loading the supplies on the back of his horse and stared at her.

"Your hair is unlike any colour I have seen," he said.

"Yeah, carrot red," Gwynn said disdainfully.

"No.  Like the finest copper, gently kissed by the sun's warm breath."

Gwynn stared.  "Well when you put it that way, it doesn't sound so ugly”

"Tis beautiful, M'Lady," Komai said, and bowed slightly.

Gwynn felt suddenly uncomfortable, and quickly changed the topic.

"So where's the nearest town?"

"That would be Seville.  Two days ride from here,” Komai replied. “We can get you some new clothes and boots there, and some more supplies.  It is another three days from Seville to Rochalon, and the King's Castle."  Komai handed her a cloak, obviously one of his own that he had shortened for her.

"This should suffice until we reach Seville."  He took the pillowcase from her, and placed it carefully in one of his saddlebags.  Then he lifted Gwynn to the front of the saddle of his great horse.  Ronan snorted and tossed his head.

"Do you ride?" Komai asked.

"I haven't for a while, but I know the basics."

"Ronan is not used to having more than one rider, and he can be temperamental.  Be ware of his teeth if he turns towards you."

Komai picked up the remaining items of their camp and made sure the fire was well doused.  Gwynn still could not get over how tall Komai was.  She was five foot ten and he seemed to tower over her.

"Are all - Torgons as tall as you?" Gwynn asked.  Komai laughed.

"I am but nineteen seasons, and may yet grow more.  My elder brother is another head taller than I, and nearly twice my breadth.  He has been in the King's service for nigh a decade now, and has been decorated many times.  I hope to be able to serve so nobly."

"And what exactly do you do?"  Gwynn asked, as Komai mounted and urged Ronan into a walk.  She had trouble believing his story about knights and kings, and wondered if she had hit her head when she fell down the hole.

Gwynn wavered slightly as Komai urged the great horse into a trot.  His arms were around her in an instant, as he held the reins, to stabilize her.  Gwynn knew she should be careful, but she had sensed no bad intentions from Komai.  He had been so formal and polite, that Gwynn felt very comfortable.

"First and foremost we protect the King and the Royal Family.  Secondly we protect the King's Realm."

"So what were these strange occurrences you spoke of?"  Gwynn asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

"There have been strange sightings in the Silver Forest by the locals.  Demons some say.  Others caught but glimpses of odd beasts."

"Did you see any?"

"Not I, but the woodsfolk were very precise in their descriptions.  Wolfspiere will know what beasts they speak of."

"Who’s that?"

"Surely you have heard of Wolfspiere?"  Gwynn shook her head.

"Your village must be very small and isolated, for you not to know of Wolfspiere.  He is the most powerful wizard in all of Mora.  He is the King’s Advisor.  Presently he is in Rochalon to aid the King in this matter, but he travels all of Mora to ensure the evil of the Dark Lord does not spread."

"I see.  And the Dark Lord would be an Evil wizard," Gwynn said tentatively.

"Correct."

They rode in silence for a while and Gwynn wondered if maybe Komai had escaped from somewhere with padded walls and straight jackets.

“What made you want to be a Knight?” Gwynn asked after a while.

“My family are farmers,” Komai began.  “We live near a small village, surrounded by my uncles’ farms.  I am the fourth son, so have no entitlement to inherit the land when my father passes.  The land will go to my eldest brother, Tray and his family.  I was young when my second eldest brother, Gerard, left to join the King’s Army as a squire.  He became a Knight, and when he would visit us, he would tell of his training and adventures.  I knew then, that is what I wanted to do. I wanted to get away from the farm, and become my own man.  Make my own way in the world.”

Gwynn sighed.  “I can relate to that,” she said. 

“When I was fifteen summers, I left the farm, and joined the King’s Army. I was a squire for four years, then was honoured with Knighthood last year.”

“And was it all you had hoped it to be?” Gwynn asked.  “No regrets?”

Komai chuckled.  “Some nights early on, I would lay in my bed in the squires barracks, and wonder what had I gotten myself into,” he said.  “The instructors, and other Knights, have high expectations of me, because of Gerard.  But I have simply tried my best, and endured their scrutiny.”
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THEY TRAVELLED PARALLEL to the Silver Mountains all that day.  There were no other travellers or homes that Gwynn could see.  Komai had asked about her swollen lip and the bruise on her face.  When she told him that her uncle had hit her, he stiffened and cursed.

“There is no excuse for a man to strike a woman,” he had said harshly. “It is good your uncle was not able to follow you, for he may have felt the edge of my steal against his throat!”  

They entered the Silver Forest late in the day.  Gwynn kept thinking back to Komai’s tale of strange beasts roaming the forest, and she could not help but try to see through the gloom of the trees.  The trees themselves were massive, reaching hundreds of feet into the sky, blocking out most of the sun.  In the few places where the sun did pierce the thick canopy, Gwynn could see the trunks of the trees almost glow in the light. She could see why it was called the Silver Forest.

They made camp in a small clearing as the sun set.  Gwynn gathered firewood, as Komai set up camp.  

“I fear we will have a meagre meal, M’Lady,” Komai said as he took the saddle bags and saddle off the horse. 

“That stew this morning was great.  And its Gwynn,” she said.  

Komai only smiled and began setting out the provisions. 

Once dinner was done, Gwynn wrapped the cloak around her and stared into the flames.  She eyed Komai across the fire.  

I must be still dreaming, she thought. Maybe Charlie found me and I’m dying at the bottom of a cliff somewhere! Or I’m in the hospital, drugged up and hallucinating.  Gwynn yawned and laid down on the ground.  Well, at least my dreams are pleasant, she thought and closed her eyes. 

Gwynn was afraid to open her eyes when she woke.  She lay as still as possible, listening to the sounds around her.  She could smell dirt and felt hard ground beneath her. Birds sang overhead.  She could hear someone moving around behind her.  A horse snorted.  

“Hush, Ronan,” she heard someone say.  “She has been through an ordeal, let her rest a while longer.”

I’m still in this fantasy, Gwynn thought.  She sighed.  Well, I might as well see where it takes me today.  

Gwynn stretched and sat up.  

“Good morning,” Komai said with a smile.  Gwynn smiled back.

At least I picked a cute guy to be in this hallucination with me! Gwynn thought and chuckled.

They reached the town of Seville in the evening of the second day. Komai had stopped to put on his armour, before they entered the town.  The metal shone in the afternoon sun, making Komai look larger than life.

The town was unlike anything Gwynn had seen before. A stone wall looked like it surrounded the town. They passed through a gate, and men who looked like guards
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