
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   The Mage Breaker
 
    
 
   ACT 1
 
    
 
   Tanner finished his morning workout then took a seat on the ground and let the cool breeze play over his skin. In a little while he was to go into town to sell the hides that were just about done and hanging in the small tannery near his house. Tanner had grown up with his uncle, who had taught him everything he knew about sword play and his chosen profession, tanning hides. Tanner had never met his mother and father, his uncle was in fact not a family member but a soldier in the Ket army, pressed into service to fight the failed war against the Tavorian army. The wizards of the Tavorian army proved to be too strong and inevitably they won. On the way back to Kol, the village where his uncle’s house and business was, he stumbled upon a dead man and woman who had a crying child trying to wake them. He took the boy who he named Tanner and anything the couple had of value which amounted to plate armor, a sword and shield and continued traveling home. Unfortunately last year shortly after Tanner’s 15th summer his uncle had fell ill and he had died leaving Tanner alone.
 
                 Fortunately for Tanner he was well past the age of apprentice and was a quick study. Tanner really excelled at his craft of tanning hides and all that entails. Tanner was a master hunter and trapper, during the last year before his uncle died Tanner was doing the majority of the work anyway. The animals he slaughtered would provide hides he could either sell or make into clothing and their meat he often sold or gave away to the less fortunate in the small village of Kol where he lived on the outskirts. He had already made enough money during the winter and spring that he didn’t have to work at all for the rest of the year if he didn’t want to. He had smoked enough meat that it was unlikely he would hungry either. The people his own age looked past all of that though; the only thing they noticed was his smell.
 
                 Tanning hides was a nasty business with all the rendering animal fats and the smell of death normally associated with butchering the animals. Tanner often had wolves and other such predators, who he had an uneasy alliance with prowling around his home hoping to get the entrails of whatever was on the menu. The animals did not mind the odor of death, they did hate the odor of the chemicals he used to treat the hides, it smelled retched although thanks to his long proximity with the chemicals Tanner was virtually immune. He knew others weren’t though, he was often teased by the other boys in the village somewhat and he knew the village girls were not fond of it either. They were the main reason the last time Tanner had visited town he bought some special soap off of the merchants that often traveled through on their way to larger towns. Tanner would go wash up in the stream with this soap and take out the nice clothes he had stashed quite a ways away from his smelly home in a water proof leather sack filled with wild flowers. He would smell good this day and probably stay the night with his friend Golden.
 
   Golden was one of the more popular people in the town, second only to Todd Greenley, the only son of Baronet Greenley. Whereas Todd Greenley was known for having magical talent and being wealthy, at least compared to everyone else in town he was a short, fat boy with greasy black hair and beady eyes. To Tanner it was obvious the only reason girls went for such a person was because he was someone destined to be powerful and could provide a life of luxury, if they could get past his womanizing ways. Todd Greenley was known to visit brothels in the large town of Daum, two days walk or one days ride to the south of Kol. In addition to that he had slept with any girl foolish enough to believe he wanted them for a wife, as such there were quite a few girls in Kol whose prospect for a husband dwindled significantly since they were no longer pure and it was unlikely Greenley would marry a peasant. Golden Diamondson couldn’t be more different from Todd, it was because of this many in the small village had often tried to persuade their daughters to catch his eye.
 
                 Golden was 17 summers, a year older than Todd and built like an ox. He had piercing blue eyes and hair like his mother, so pale blond it bordered on being gray. His jaw was strong and square, his shoulders looked harder than the anvil he often worked on. Tanner was not a small man at 6 feet and 14 stone but Golden was a giant. He was a head taller than Tanner and shoulders twice as broad which tapered considerably to his small waist. He also had big muscular thighs which drove all the girls and some women wild, and that was just his looks.
 
                 Golden was far from a skirt chaser and as far as Tanner knew he remained a virgin, saving himself for a special lady. He had gently rebuked most of the girls in Kol and often avoided them to avoid any hard feelings. This only incensed them to try harder and they often visited under the guise of seeing his younger sister Mary, his entire family included Mary knew it was all an act of course and made a game of hiding Golden whenever they came by. Golden was a catch because of his looks and also because he was his father’s only son and stood to inherit the small smithy his father had made. While Golden wasn’t a master yet he often did most of the work, since his father had always had back problems since the war. Golden was also an accomplished blade, he learned from Tanner’s uncle also and was the best in the village, at least he was last year before his gift was found.
 
                 Golden was discovered to have the gift of magic and had stopped training with the sword but was instead given lessons on how to harness something called mana that all wizards had. He was forced to read thick books and practice by order of the Baronet. It was with this mana that wizards supposedly could light fire, cause a stiff wind or even lift objects with their minds. Golden had told him he was almost as good as the only other magic user Tanner knew, Todd Greenley but secretly Tanner doubted it.
 
                 Tanner had heard about magic but had never seen it done before, whenever he was around Golden could never reproduce all of the things he said he could do. Tanner didn’t mind though, he was going to see Golden after he was washed and dressed and both of them would ride out to Daum the next morning in time for the winter festival and also to see Golden off to wizard school. Everyone possessing the gift had to go and be ready to fight in King Tazor’s wars at a moment’s notice. Tazor was the brother of the emperor of Tavor and had assumed the throne after executing the royal family. Before Tazor there were no schools of wizardry, everyone with the gift normally learned from a master wizard, similar to other trades. The Tavorians on the other hand centralized their knowledge and because of this their wizards rolled over the wizards of Ket. Before he learned he was gifted however Tanner knew Golden secretly wanted to be a soldier, something else impossible before Tazor.
 
                 Rank in the royal army had to be bought, at least starting out it had to. Nobles enjoyed access to higher ranks and the rest of the army consisted of peasants pressed into service whenever the time for war came. The Tavorian army on the other hand had no such provisions; rank was given based on merits and achievements, nothing else. Peasants could join their army and achieve fame and riches, it was because of this their army was well trained and filled with skilled men. Like their wizard schools to join the army all men had to undergo training and only after they passed were they considered a soldier. Golden had wanted to undertake the training and see what the rest of Kol had to offer. Tanner was sure Golden would breeze through whatever training they had and would gain considerable prestige, not only was he incredibly strong thanks to his time banging a hammer in a smithy he was also fast, even faster than Tanner the last time they raced. But that dream was over with for Golden now, he was to be a wizard for two years before he could return and wizards could not join the army as regular fighting men.
 
                 Tanner finished washing up and put on the clothes he had tied up and hidden in a tree, Tanner smelled himself and could smell the faint aroma of flowers. Tanner tied the sword to his belt and went on his way to town. The walk wasn’t very long, maybe 30 minutes before tanner could see the first of the houses on the edges of town. Tanner continued his trek waving to the various people on his way to the smithy were he ran into Golden’s sister Mary along with her friend Gwendolyn.
 
                 Mary was a somewhat tall and brawny girl; her size alone meant she had to be to be related to Golden. She looked more like his father though, she had his brown eyes and hair and proud chin. Although she was sixteen like Tanner she also had the biggest breasts he had ever seen, they were as round as two ripe melons and she did nothing to prevent people from staring as she often wore blouses as low cut as her father would allow. She didn’t have anything to fear from men however, none wanted to cross Golden or his father Diamond for that matter but that never stopped anyone from gawking. Despite her assets none had really asked after her, probably because of her build, the only person he had known that was somewhat interested was Todd Greenley who she promptly turned down. Gwendolyn on the other hand couldn’t be more different.
 
                 Gwendolyn Banks was the daughter of peasants who worked on the lands of Baronet Greenley. She was a promiscuous girl, it was rumored she lost her virginity by the younger Greenley and had even bedded a few of the other boys in town. She was a plain looking girl however with drab brown hair and a unremarkable build. She often wore dresses which showed off her cleavage and often didn’t have a nice word to say about anyone. Once her father had tried to make a match between her and Tanner but she refused because she couldn’t stand the smell. Tanner didn’t mind, he couldn’t imagine being married to such a person. He was by no means beautiful but he knew his looks were at least average, add in the fact that he always had meat available, something most in the village could either not afford daily or capture and he knew he would not just settle for any woman.
 
                 “Hi Tanner” Mary said as Tanner noticed her face blushed slightly. This is exactly what Tanner wanted, he bought these clothes specifically to be noticed and it seemed to be working. Even Gwendolyn didn’t seem repulsed which meant he didn’t have the smell of the Tannery on him. 
 
                 “Hi Mary, I was just on my way to see the blessed one” Tanner replied, a named he often called Golden which pissed the blacksmith off considerably, but what are friends for.
 
                 “You don’t seem smelly today” Gwendolyn said in what Tanner thought passed as a complement for her.
 
                 “I should hope not, I plan on getting the blessed one drunk and into a bit of trouble tonight and all of next week in Daum before he starts school. I can’t show up with a guy who looks like him while I look like some kind of bum”.
 
                 “Golden chases skirts?” Gwendolyn replied somewhat puzzled but intrigued.
 
                 “He’s putting you on Gwen” Mary replied. “Neither him or Golden has ever seen a woman naked, let alone do anything else. If they had I am sure my brother couldn’t keep it a secret”.
 
                 “Well if Golden is going to fuck anyone it should be me” Gwen stated firmly. “Your brother is one man I wouldn’t mind crossing off my bucket list”.
 
                 “Well if your finished being a whore I have a buddy to meet” Tanner replied. “Mary you look nice today, don’t let hanging with Gwen cause you to settle for the types she hangs with”.
 
                 “You still cross I didn’t want nothing to do with a smelly tanner” Gwen said with her hands on her hips. “I’d rather stay poor than live in a smelly house with an ugly smelly man”.
 
                 “You wound me” Tanner said facetiously as he held his hands to his heart. “Without your love I shall be forced to live happily ever after”.
 
                 “Fuck you, you are not even half the man the Baronet’s son is” Gwen replied.
 
                 “Aww Gwen, are you mad I insulted you first?” Tanner said laughing. “I hope you and the Baronet’s son live happily if you can land him. Wait, you are not a noble, well there is always the other boys in town. You can earn your living like you do now, working the Baronet’s fields while whomever I marry is going to be forced to live in a smelly house eating meat every day being absolutely bored do nothing but keeping house, raising children and buying nice things”.
 
                 “Stop it you two!” Mary said sharply. “Tanner this isn’t like you, what’s going on?”
 
                 “Nothing at all, this was the first time I decided your friend needed putting in her place, often I am polite and she never has a nice word to say, now she knows what I go through every time I am forced into her company” Tanner said as he spat on the ground.
 
                 “No one asked your smelly ass to be in my company” Gwen retorted.
 
                 “And I wouldn’t be in your company if it weren’t for Mary, so don’t flatter yourself” Tanner replied.
 
                 “She doesn’t want a smelly tanner either” Gwen said as she folded her arms.
 
                 Tanner just eyed Gwen for a few moments and could see the embarrassment on Mary’s face. Tanner had fantasized about the girl but deemed her untouchable, not because she was better than him, but because she was his best friend’s sister. Tanner turned to Mary and gave her a small bow before continuing to Golden’s house.
 
                 Kol did not have paved streets, fortunately the summer made the ground hard instead of muddy which kept his boots clean. The buildings were primarily made of wood except for Golden’s house which was made of stone since he had the smithy attached to it. Golden walked up to the smithy where he could see Golden already outside along with Todd Greenley and two other boys Tanner knew as his Todd’s cousins. Tanner knew Todd despised Golden, probably jealous Golden was the center of attention where ever he went. Golden had avoided Todd even during the basic, who was a year older than Golden himself and who always seemed to pick a fight. No one was stupid enough to actually fight him since they wanted no part of the Baronet and eventually Todd himself would have the title. When Golden was found to be gifted though, he was always on Todd’s radar. Tanner took a deep breath and interrupted whatever Todd was saying.
 
                 “Blessed one are you ready for tonight?” Tanner said in a mood as cheerful as he could let on. “Oh I see you even have the Baronet here with you!” Tanner said as he took a bow towards Greenley hoping that his calling the fop by his father’s title put him in a better mood. “My lord tonight we wish to finally know the pleasures of a female and if the words of the girls in the village are true, you are well versed. People as lowly as us cannot hope to know these pleasures unless we had help. My lord can you give us some advice?”
 
                 Greenley was speechless; his normal sneer was gone now, replaced by puzzlement. That was exactly what Tanner had hoped, unfortunately the sneer returned.
 
                 “Only a desperate whore would let peasants touch her” Greenley said with a sneer as his cousins started laughing.
 
                 “You are mistaken my Lord” Tanner said with a smile. “We have met desperate whores and they refused despite me offering three silvers. Just today I was told by Gwendolyn Banks I was not have the man you are and I could not hope to land that prize. Since you are here now my Lord I hoped you could help me out, I will always be of low birth but hopefully your wisdom can make me more than I am right now, at the very least it could help out me and Golden, as he has been told he doesn’t measure up either”.
 
                 “Gwen the peasant girl is too much of a prize?” Greenley said laughing as he and his cousins passed a knowing glance.
 
                 “She turned me down too my Lord” Golden said catching on to Tanner’s plan. “I come to you with hat in hand hoping you could persuade her to marry me”.
 
                 “Fucking peasants” Greenly said as he looked at his two cousins. “Me and the boys had her not even two nights ago. You think you are high and mighty because you are going to wizard school with me huh? You are fucking pathetic, can’t even land a whore, let’s go boys”.
 
                 Tanner tried his best to stifle a laugh as Todd and his cousins whose names were not important enough to remember left behind him. Although Tanner definitely wouldn’t ask what that was all about Tanner was sure he knew already, Greenley just liked picking on people. It was said his family lost much when the Tavorians attacked so long ago. They executed the royal family along with a lot of high ranking noble families. Being just a baronet Greenley’s family kept their lives but lost a lot of land and peasants. Not only that but to keep any noble from becoming too powerful the new King had established limits on what nobles could tax their peasants. Tanner had nowhere near their wealth but his uncle had always told him they would be much poorer under the old regime.
 
                 “Thanks Tanner” Golden said, his voice somewhat sad. “It has been harder and harder to avoid Todd. At least if I pass Wizard school I will not have to worry about him too much since I will also have some kind of rank”.
 
                 “I don’t worry about that idiot at all” Tanner said smiling. “If I could get away with it I would slide my sword between his ribs”.
 
                 “That’s bad talk Tanner” Golden replied shaking his head. “No man should murder another”.
 
                 “How do you know I couldn’t beat that horse’s ass in a duel?” Tanner replied.
 
                 “Because he is a wizard Tanner” Golden said as if it should be obvious.
 
                 “I have never seen any magic stop an arrow” Tanner said as he pat Golden on the shoulder. “Let’s stop talking about that idiot already, I have precious few days to spend with my best friend and I will not lose another second talking about him”.
 
                 Golden inhaled deeply before letting out his breath and letting a smile fix on his face. “Have you thought about what we last spoke of?”
 
                 “Yeah I thought about it Blessed one but you have to be dense” Tanner said with a smirk as he followed Golden into the smithy. “With you and Todd gone I’ll be more likely to land me wife. Maybe I will marry Gwen after all”.
 
                 “Seriously Tanner” Golden replied.
 
                 “I don’t know if the army is for me man” Tanner replied as he picked up a sword that Golden had made, his craftsmanship getting a little better. “It would be cool to get a chance to see you occasionally, but how many wars have we had since we been born? The Daviz, The Torrernors and there is even talk of war with the Tavorians despite having an Tavorian on our throne”.
 
                 “Well if war did break out you would just be pressed into service anyway” Golden retorted.
 
                 “Probably but my job would be catching food, tanning hides and things like that, they don’t put skilled craftsmen on the front lines” Tanner said as he now gave the sword a couple of practice swings.
 
                 “Well maybe I can persuade you too change your mind one day, how do you like the sword?” 
 
                 “You are getting better at it” Tanner said with certainty. “But what does your father think of this, there is more money to be had making horse shoes or farm equipment”.
 
                 “He really has let me be since the time for my departure is coming rapidly” Golden said as he took the sword from Tanner and placed it in a familiar scabbard. Tanner’s uncle had made Golden that for his 11th birthday, it made Tanner mist up a little seeing that Golden still kept it and had it in great condition. “Did you see Mary on your way here?”
 
                 “Yeah I saw her walking with the love of your life” Tanner said laughing. “I even managed to insult Gwen first this time, she looked at me in my clothes and was left speechless”.
 
                 “Yeah I bet she wasn’t the only one left speechless” Golden said giving Tanner a knowing wink.
 
                 “What are you getting at blessed one?” Tanner said with a look of curiosity.
 
                 “Open your eyes Tanner, Mary has been trying to get your attention for a while now, it is a running joke in our family, just as funny as all the girls trying to catch my attention” Golden said as he walked around the smithy to the small stable behind his house.
 
                 “Mary likes me?” Tanner said unbelievingly. “Blessed one you must have let the blonde hair of your do you thinking for you. I have known your sister ever since I could remember and I am sure there is nothing going on there. Even if there were, I can’t be with Mary, she is your sister. If I had a sister she most definitely would not be with a tall muscle bound dandy with more looks then brains”.
 
                 Tanner ducked as he knew Golden was going to through a playful jab. He would miss this time with his friend, he did not get along with any of the other boys in town. It’s not that they were unfriendly it’s just that they worked the Baronet’s lands like most people. Some saw him as lucky even as he gave some of his extra meat away, they just didn’t get along. Add to the fact that everyone other than Golden did not care for the smell of his small tannery and there you have it.
 
                 “Let’s break our fast man, I have been working out with the sword all morning and I am as hungry as an ox” Tanner said as he grabbed ahold of the small horse he kept stabled at the smithy. The heat coming off of the smithy was a great place for it, the harsh winters in Kol was known to kill people, let alone horses. It was because of that many people often left their horses with Diamond for a small fee. Other than Tanner and Diamond, there weren’t to many permanent businesses around, save for the pub. Most people sold whatever their wares were, usually something they farmed from the Baronet’s fields on the sixth day of the week, right after church and the only day they had off from the Baron’s fields. 
 
                 “Well I brought you back here to the horses because I figured we can eat at the pub this time, they are having some kind of special breakfast there for me” Golden said as he hopped on top of the old pony his father had given him on his last birthday. Tanner followed suit and soon followed Tanner along the streets. The pub wasn’t that far away, but in was in an inconvenient position. It used to be along the main road where everything else was but Baronet Greenley after the war in an effort to assert his power Tanner’s uncle had said ordered it moved. It was now between the Baronet’s estate and the town of Kol. It took most people an hour to walk to the pub from the village proper so it was a wonder they stayed in business at all. Tanner had thought someone would be smarter and make another pub that people can actually use, but if the other one goes out of business maybe they would be forced to move too.
 
                 The ride was in silence, Tanner figured his friend had a lot on his mind with his leaving and all. As the duo neared the tavern they could see men on horseback outside in the colors of the Royal Army, holding torches and threatening to set the whole place ablaze. Golden ever the hero started galloping towards the commotion, Tanner let out a sigh and decided to join his friend.
 
                 “I don’t have time for this peasant” Tanner could hear a man in wizard robes say. Tanner had only seen a wizard once before, in Daum and instantly did not like the man. Wizards had a reputation for thinking they were above everyone else, like nobles but only more dangerous.
 
                 “What is the meaning of this” Golden said as he leapt off his horse.
 
                 “War is upon us, you and every man in this village is requested by his majesty to report for training at once” The soldier said as took a step back, obviously intimidated by Golden’s height and build. “Any who does not will face the King’s justice, like this pub owner trying to hide their son”.
 
                 “Their son is twelve” Tanner said as he got off his horse and walked up to the crowd. “He is too young to fight anyway. Why don’t you lot come off it and stop bullying people. Does the Baronet know you are on his lands causing trouble?”
 
                 “Who do you think you are boy?” the wizard said as the troops with him stepped aside. The man looked no more than 25 summers and had long brown hair which he kept in a ponytail. His face was unremarkable, he couldn’t have been called handsome by anyone but the sneer he had on his face would make even the most nearsighted call him ugly.
 
                 “I am someone wondering why are you doing this, we are all on the same side” Tanner said as he stepped to side so if there was any trouble, the wizard would have to at least turn his head to fight Golden. “If whatever war you are talking about is so great, asking will get you a hell of a lot more help than telling. What would you plan to do after you have killed your way through recruiting and have all the men in my village? Do you think these men could take all of us?”
 
                 Tanner saw the mage’s face grow red as an older soldier stepped in front of him with a tone that suggested he had plenty of practice at diffusing tense situations, especially since Harpo, the owner of the pub had now walked out the door with the old sword he kept, and more peasants were coming from the direction of the Baronet’s lands.
 
                 “Listen son” the old soldier began. “We are at war and every unmarried man from 16 to 30 is to present himself for the army. We didn’t make this decree but we are enforcing it. The Tavorians are attacking and we need every able bodied man to report, including you two”.
 
                 “I am already reporting” Golden began. “It was found out that  have the gift of magic and I was to start training in a week”.
 
                 “A magic user in this backwater?” the wizard spat. “Well then you are with me, are there any other supposed magic users in this place?”
 
                 “Only the Baronet’s son” Golden replied. “We were to start together”.
 
                 “And where is this noble at now?” the mage said the question as if he were talking to two idiots.
 
                 “Do we look like his keepers you twit?” Tanner said as more men from the village started gathering around.
 
                 “You watch your tone boy or I’ll” the wizard said before Tanner cut him off.
 
                 “Or you’ll do what exactly?” Tanner said as he drew his blade. “I’ll run you through before any of those fancy words leave your mouth. Even if you manage to get me you won’t get us all”.
 
                 “Now see here!” Tanner heard a loud voice say. Tanner turned around and could see the Baronet was among the group, his coat of arms showing plainly on his doublet. “What is this all about some soldiers threatening to burn down my town? Talk quickly, I don’t have time for peasants no matter what rank you hold”.
 
                 “My lord” the old soldier replied. “We were sent to gather men immediately; we are at war with Tavor. If your men don’t come along we were advised to persuade them. If not us then a larger group will come after us and consider ever men here a traitor to the crown. We only seek those 16 to 30 who does not have a wife or child at home. But I suspect once the war is in full swing that will change”.
 
                 “Where are they supposed to go and who exactly is supposed to work my fields?” The Baronet said, his protruding belly jiggling along as he got more excited.
 
                 “You can take that up with the King” the mage said clearly unimpressed by being in the Baronet’s presence. “Now where is this son of yours with magical ability? He is to come with me at once along with every other magic user you know of. Failure to comply will resort to you and the rest of this rabble being labeled traitors. Right now just looking at this group I count at least twenty able bodies along with two magic users. I don’t care what kinds of skills these men have, I will see them all made into infantry fodder that serves on the front line. You will have until two days from now to get this lot to Daum, after that I will return with more men”.
 
                 Tanner watched as the haughty wizard climbed on his horse and rode away followed by the rest of his men. The wizard obviously of Tavorian birth if his accent was anything to judge by, the fact that he was not awed speaking to a noble confirmed it. Tanner himself had never spoken to the Baronet and made no plans to, men like him were much too important to talk to a boy like him. His son Todd however Tanner did not see as a true noble, he was just a bully.
 
                 “What are we to do My Lord?” said one of the men in the crowd Tanner recognized as Darryl, one of the Baronet’s personal guards.
 
                 “You are to gather every soul that is not married or too young and to old and march them to Daum” the Baronet said as Tanner could tell he was still seething inside. “You will ride under my colors and present yourself to whoever is organizing the war effort. Anyone here that needs to handle their business should do it now, in three hours we will leave. And someone find my damn son and tell him to get home!”
 
                 Tanner watched the Baronet ride off and could see the shock in the men’s faces. The war was 15 years ago, many who had fought in it had horrible tales of suffering and the killing of men during their time in the war. They were the ones who had a look of pity on their faces, they would not be needed since they were over 30, but if what the old soldier had said was true they would be called up soon enough, along with all the married men. Everyone that was fighting age looked scared, Tanner was scared. For all his bravado earlier he was just a loud mouth, sure he didn’t mind putting a bully in his place but this was different, people die in war. And what was it the wizard said, he would ensure we were all on the front lines? The only one who didn’t seem worried or scared was Golden, he stood out like a beacon of hope Tanner thought. Men like him were made for this kind of thing and Tanner was sure songs and stories of heroism would follow his friend. Tanner wished he could be just like him, unmoving like a rock.
 
                 “Well you lot heard the Baronet, get your asses in gear and stop looking scared like a virgin about to be spitted” Darryl said as he looked around the group. “Off with you now, I’ll don’t care if you are feeling gutted or not. And no suddenly marrying some poor girl to get out of it. And no rumpy pumpy either, if you didn’t get your load off already you don’t have time for it now, leave your girl alone and collect your things. We will meet up in two hours, in three hours we will leave. Anyone late will be flogged by the guard”.
 
                 Tanner looked at his friend and gave him a slight smile. If this was going to happen, he had shit he needed to do and fast. Tanner turned his horse and began to gallop back towards his house, he passed the angry wizard and the rest of the soldiers you said some harsh words but didn’t get in his way. Tanner pet his horse Winny on the neck, she was a good girl and he hated riding her hard like this but it was only for a little while. The scenery flew by until Tanner reached his home, which seemed darker somewhat now. He hoped he would see this place again, after his uncle had died his world was turned upside down, he was just happy the old man taught him to prioritize. 
 
                 When Tanner was ready to leave he made sure he had his heavy furs, another pair of lion hide boots, his sword, his arrow and some small rope for his traps along with his shield and breast plate. He finished his packing by bringing food for a week and all his money. He laughed thinking about Mary and even Gwen, if he were married he wouldn’t be on a trip such as this, he would be with one of them. Deserting briefly crossed Tanner’s mind but if they were recruiting everyone he would stand out in any village full of old men and kids. Tanner neatly packed all of his belongings in the saddle bags on Winny and began his trek back into town. He didn’t have anyone to say goodbye to like everyone else. They were all probably crying with their mums getting last minute hugs and kisses. Tanner felt a little depressed about the whole thing and figured he would stop by Golden’s house. If the Blessed One wasn’t spinning a yarn then at least Mary would miss him. Although they were close in age he never really looked at her as a potential mate. Her breasts were fun to look at for sure but she was Golden’s sister. What if it didn’t work out, losing his friendships means more than some potential match. Tanner thought about this until he was back inside the town which was bustling with activity.
 
                 Men and women were running throughout the streets, probably trying to provision themselves for the upcoming war. Not many men could afford a weapon, they really had no need for one until now. Would they army arm them? Would the blacksmiths be pressed into service also? Tanner was unsure but as he closed on Golden’s house he could see his father Diamond standing outside passing out blades. Tanner knew these swords were imperfect, they were made by Golden after all. The best blade he made was surely on his person. After the blades had been passed out Diamond was arguing with the crowd who insisted he had to have more. They were desperate and had fear of the unknown Tanner thought.
 
                 “You should be worried about saying bye to your love ones instead of making a scene” Tanner said loudly. “If our time comes if I were you I would wish I spent more time getting cozy with my girl or saying bye to my Da instead of fighting here for imaginary swords”.
 
                 Tanner looked as the crowd stopped yelling, thought about his words and soon started to trickle out, leaving Diamond relieved. 
 
                 “Tie Winny up in the front boy, I was hoping you would stop by before you left” Diamond said as he gave Tanner a sad glance. Tanner knew Diamond had killed a lot of people in the war, he was a giant of a man although age and injury had robbed him of his mobility. He had never spoken fondly about the war, well he really didn’t talk about it all only saying in the end whatever he did didn’t make a difference. Tanner gave the old man a smile; he didn’t need to see nervousness in his face. Old Diamond was probably worried sick about Golden although Tanner was sure he could hold his own. Tanner tied up Winny and could see the front door was open, Golden’s mom Amelia was about fussing and crying at the same time. Golden was going to knock but decided to just walk on in, as soon as he did he was assaulted also by Amelia.
 
                 “I knew it in my heart I should have gotten you married, plenty of girls had their mums had been dropping hints” Amelia said bawling. “Now look at us, we are all snookered because I didn’t trust my instincts”.
 
                 “Ma I wouldn’t have been happy marrying any of the girls in this village” Golden retorted as he put his arms around to comfort his mother. 
 
                 “Tanner you are finally here, did you pack you something to eat?” Amelia asked before finishing. “Golden told me you didn’t break your fast today, Mary is cooking you boys up something to take with you on the road”.
 
                 Tanner nodded and made his way to the kitchen, where he could tell Mary had been crying as she started putting thick slabs of meat on a plate. Tanner recognized the meat, even the cut. He had shot and butchered that doe not even two days ago and gave Golden the spare meat. Now it was being served up to him by a girl who looked as if she was going to fall apart.
 
                 “Mary” Tanner said as he put his hands on her shoulder and turned her to face him. Mary broke down and Tanner pulled her in for a hug and suddenly felt very odd. He had never really hugged Mary before, it just wasn’t proper. He had first meant it to help ease her pain, now his body was having quite a different reaction to her closeness, he could fell her breast squashed against his chest and her lady bits was warming up his cock through their clothes. Tanner pushed her back but knew it was too late, Mary was still crying but she had a confused look in her eye. Tanner went for broke and kissed her full on the mouth, if he were to die tomorrow at least he could say he had kissed at least one girl. He pulled away after a couple of seconds which left her speechless and went back into their front room just as Diamond closed the front door behind him.
 
                 “You lads don’t have much time” Diamond said as he had an old dusty bag in his arms. He dropped it on the floor and right away Tanner could hear the sound of steel on steel. Diamond opened up the sack, well it basically disintegrated as he pulled through it. Wrapped in oil cloth was a great sword, unlike the one Tanner carried this was a definite two hander. Also in the bag was two daggers, one was long, like the kind you wear on your hip and the other was short, like the type of weapon you would keep in your boot.
 
                 “You take these Golden, give that junk you made away to someone that needs it more” Diamond said as he handed Golden the great sword. “This was made for the king’s guards, the person who made it was cut down during the last days of the war. I used this sword and it brought me home safe to you, Mary and your Ma. You are going to have to get a scabbard made for it” Diamond said as he pulled out a small bag of coins. “It’s all I have to spare son”.
 
                 “Well I can make your life a little easier” Tanner said as he tried to break up the grim mood. “At my house in my smoke shed I have enough meat to last me until next spring easily. Now it’s all smoked but it should last you a while. I also have the last of my skins hanging out and they are also yours, you don’t owe me nothing but please keep an eye out for the rest of my stuff. I would hate to have to come back a war hero only to slaughter some lad for trying to take me things”.
 
                 “I will boy” said Diamond as Tanner could tell the old man was barely holding it together.
 
                 “And don’t let Mary run off with some other lad either” Tanner said smiling. “Give me at least three years and assume I am alive, someone has to look out for the Blessed One, I doubt that chin could stop an arrow no matter how square that thing is”.
 
                 Tanner smiled as his quip about Mary had stunned them into silence. Even Diamond seemed a little taken aback at first but slowly a smile crept to his face as Mary walked out with two plates piled high with food. Tanner and Golden ate quickly; men were out in the streets yelling that it was close to the time of movement. The meal lasted far too short for Tanner’s taste, he could have hid in Golden’s house all year and told the king to sod off, but knew he would get caught one way or another.  Tanner and Golden got to their feet as one and started saying their good byes, giving and getting hugs before they walked out the door. Mary seemed a little reserved, at first Tanner thought Golden had told him wrong but could see the girl was blushing profusely. With a sigh the two friend climbed on their horses and began to gather at the meeting place.
 
                 When Golden and Tanner arrived he they were amazed, the Baronet’s men, whom they were sure were not joining the army since they had wives had the men arrayed neatly. Those with horses were upfront, which wasn’t a lot of people since horses were damned expensive, including Tanner and Golden there was only about 10 cavalry. There still had to be at least 60 men in neat rows five abreast behind the cavalry, as Tanner had gotten near he could see each man had a blue sash of some kind draped across their clothing. The Baronet must have had these things for years though why he would think to need them again was beyond Tanner. Tanner was ushered up front where a guardsman gave him his own sash and told him and Golden to put it on. Before long Tanner spotted Todd Greenley along with his damn cousins riding war chargers, the three best horses the Baronet had Tanner was sure. They were all dressed like nobles, fine silk shirts with fancy leather riding pants. Todd took his place at the front of the formation while his cousins flanked him, each holding up a war banner proudly displaying the Greenley coat of arms. Tanner hated to admit it but Greenley as fat as he was looked the part of a leader, his presence had sent a noticeable calm over everyone as Todd turned around and addressed everyone.
 
                 “We all know what we are here for and what we must do, pretend you are of higher birth and follow my lead” Todd said sounding like the twit Tanner knew he was, so long for calming effects. “Those of you on horseback are to be my personal guard until we reach Daum and get sorted. I hope you all brought supplies because you will be getting none of mine”.
 
                 Tanner shook his head as the fat noble turned around and began the trip towards Daum. At first the idiot sped up too much before realizing he had men walking behind him. Tanner could see he wanted the men to hurry up and match his pace while his fat ass was on horseback, but luckily he kept his mouth shut. The rest of the day went by slowly, someone smart must have told Todd to stop for breaks because he did so every two hours. Tanner was hoping Todd would try to push his luck too far, since the men would most likely tell him to bugger off and get to Daum at their own pace. Before long night was approaching and Todd called a halt to the day’s march. Tanner and Golden found a nice spot by the side of the road. They were luckily the road into Daum followed a small stream, they set their horses to roam after watering and taking their saddle bags off them and Tanner went to work.
 
                 Unlike most of the men around him, Golden included Tanner was used to living off of the land. Sometimes he would have to trek deep into the wilderness and be gone for days when trying to hunt a difficult animal. Tanner had his fire roaring in no time while it looked like most of the men were struggling. It was likely their mothers had done the cooking so they didn’t know what they were doing. Golden himself should be adequate at this task Tanner thought, he is a blacksmith. Before long faces came out of the dark holding a branch which they stuck in Tanner’s fire so they could light their own. Even one of Greenley’s cousins had come forward and did the same albeit unlike the rest he didn’t ask permission. Tanner pulled out everything he knew he would need, his small pot, some potatoes, some other vegetables and put three different kinds of smoke meat into the pot with water from the stream. It would most likely take two hours for some good stew, but he had brought more than enough, he could chew on the jerky he made and talk to Golden while he waited on their meal to be done.
 
                 “You seem like you have done this before Tanner” Golden said as he looked around at all the work Golden had done, right down to making a place for the pot to hang over the fire using three sticks, two of which Tanner thrust into the ground and balanced the other one across them both so he could hang the pot.
 
                 “Well this is sort of my job Blessed One” Tanner said as he offered Golden some jerky. “We all can’t be the mutt’s nutts and get by on our pretty looks, some of us actually have to learn to do for ourselves since we can’t just snap our fingers and have a willing lass present herself willing to cook for us”.
 
                 “Really, then what were you talking about, asking my father to keep Mary single” Golden said as he gave Tanner a side eyed glance.
 
                 “I just wanted to stop all of the squawking about war and us going off is all” Tanner replied.
 
                 “Then why did Mary look all flushed when you said your good byes?” Golden replied with a hint of a smile in his voice. “You trying to get on with my little sister, what was that talk about me being your friend?”
 
                 Tanner was stuck for a reply but luckily he didn’t need to as Thomas, one of the men who worked the Baronet’s fields came up with his brother Patrick and another man Tanner knew was named Jack. They were all older than he and Golden by a couple of summers, Patrick was the youngest and even he was two summers older than Golden. They all came over and sat down by our fire eating bread and some type of meat.
 
                 “I bet you all are thinking the same thing we are, why didn’t we make Gwendolyn Banks an honest woman” Thomas said eliciting laughs from everyone gathered including Golden who tried his best to stifle it. Thomas was almost 25 and it was somewhat puzzling why he had not found a bride yet. He was not a bad looking man although he was short like his father, with dirty blonde hair and brown eyes. “So what do you think of all this war business Golden? I heard you and the Tanner here threatened a wizard and were ready to kill the lot that came recruiting”.
 
                 “He was acting like an arse and I treated him as such” Tanner chimed in. “Told the stuffy bastard I would run him through before he gets any of those fancy spells off”.
 
                 “The Tanner better be watching his manners” Jack said as he moved a strand out long brown hair out of his face. “Those wizards can enact the old law, they can challenge you to trial by combat. My Da told me about five years ago when he was in Totterdam he saw a mage roast three men alive who were accused of theft. From the whispers in the crowd those men were innocent, you’d be best to keep your head down from here on out. I couldn’t imagine that the wizard would forget your face, we are marching under the Baronet’s colors, he might be looking for you”.
 
                 “We let that dandy come meet his maker, my bow will take him in the throat” Tanner stated like he was trying to convince himself.
 
                 “Well on to the real reason we are here” Thomas said. “Golden you are the best swordsman in Kol, but we know you going to learn your spells. Tanner you are a great blade yourself, I think only my Da and Gwen’s father bested you. I think we should try to stick together, all of us from Kol when we get there if we can. All of us want to go home, if one of us falls at least our effects and last words will get back to our loved ones. I hear my Da talk all the time about people who never heard any word of what happened to their sons and husbands”.
 
                 “Just as long as that idiot Todd Greenley is not in charge” Tanner said as he spat in the fire. “That tosser is likely to get us all sent to the pit following behind him”.
 
                 That elicited some laughs as the group got up and walked over to the next fire, apparently saying the same things to the men all over the makeshift campground. Tanner and Golden sat in silence until the stew was done, apparently lost in his own thoughts about what was to come next. After finishing the stew they laid down their bed rolls and went to sleep.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
                 The next morning came too fast for Tanner, he spent the night having horrible dreams about war and dying. He had pictured Mary crying over his body for a young love lost, how or why she was on the battlefield made no since now he was awake but it was as real as could be while he was dreaming. Tanner shook the fleeting memories away and jostled Golden awake, their fire’s dying ember providing some of the direct light the lightening sky didn’t.
 
                 “What time is it?” Golden asked, his blond hair all over his face.
 
                 “Time to get up, I know you haven’t swung any sword for a bit at least you could go through the morning’s practices with me” Tanner said as he had both the sword Golden had made for himself and the two handed sword along with his own.
 
                 Golden grumbled but had gotten up, Tanner thought he must have seen the wisdom in training. Most wizards relied on their spell flinging or magic charms and such. It took a little bit to fling a spell, an up close opponent would gut you before the spell left your lips. Tanner couldn’t imagine anyone being stupid enough to run up on Golden swinging a sword unless he was daft or wanted to die. Tanner gathered himself some space and went through the forms he had known by heart, Golden at first started off with the one handed sword, Tanner could tell he was a bit rusty but that didn’t mean Golden wasn’t still a danger with it. Golden was big, fast with a lot of reach, his body made him a hard target, Tanner could score a hit on him eventually but more often than not Golden would score first. Tanner thought if he had Golden’s size and reach he could beat the blacksmith, but that was stupid talk, he should focus on what he has now, not what he wish he could do. The two went on at it for about 30 minutes when Golden switched to the great sword. Tanner could see he was slower with the weapon but the extra foot and a half of reach could be hard to compensate for if you were an enemy. Tanner’s uncle had not taught him much about two hand sword fighting, but the forms wasn’t that different from single sword fighting. After another 30 minutes or so men began to stir and Tanner and Golden stopped their exercises and began to close up camp and break their fast.
 
                 It didn’t take long for the men of Kol to pack up and begin their march again the sounds of their footsteps sounded like what Tanner thought an army should. Tanner gazed behind them and could see they really did look the part, men destined to fight. They reached the outskirts of Daum a little after the sun was at its apex, even from the distance Tanner could see people running about. Tanner noticed up ahead of him Greenley had stiffened his stance as he rode proudly into town, Tanner couldn’t help but emulate the man. As they got closer to the town they could see people point and wave at them, Tanner felt like a hero even though he had done nothing heroic. They had marched up to the town gates where Tanner could see soldiers were stationed at the gates, along with a certain sour faced wizard.
 
                 “Where are you men from” the wizard demanded as Greenley stopped in front of him.
 
                 “Where does it look like we are from” Greenley said with a snarl looking down upon the wizard from horseback.
 
                 “Don’t you get snobby with me boy, answer my question” the wizard replied.
 
                 “Who are you calling a boy peasant?” Greenley snarled back. “You are barely older than I am, now respect your betters and point me to the people in charge, it is doubtful they would let an idiot like you run anything important”.
 
                 “My lord” one of the soldiers spoke up addressing Todd. “You need to present yourself to the town square”.
 
                 “Are these the men from that backwater hovel we were at yesterday?” the wizard asked the soldier.
 
                 “These are the men from Kol your greatness” the soldier replied. “The one at the front is the future Baronet Greenley”.
 
                 “Ah the magic user” the wizard said with a smile. “Your so called title won’t protect you from war, the Tavorians will make you the first prisoner they execute, now get a move on”.
 
                 Tanner saw Todd glare at the wizard but continued through the gate to the town square. Daum wasn’t anyplace new to Tanner, the only difference in the two was that Daum was much bigger and had a lot more businesses, one of which resold the skins and furs they bought off Tanner. Once the group had reached the town square they could see a lot of men in uniform giving orders, one of them who had a bunch of lines and designs on his tunic which signified rank walked up to Todd along with a much older man with a beard and wizard robes.
 
                 The man in the uniform looked the part of a grizzled soldier Tanner thought. He had close cropped gray hair and a face marred by age lines and various scars. He was still fit Tanner could tell, the belly most men had gotten at his age was not visible. The wizard on the other hand was different, he was a fat man, Tanner doubted the man could run down the street without being winded. He had gray hair and looked like a noble, his clothes were fine and only nobles could get fat really, peasants had to work for a living and rarely had enough food to get fat on.
 
                 “Alright you lot, first thing is first” the veteran said, he voice gravelly. “Your titles mean squat here, whatever you were back in the town you came from doesn’t apply here. Now everyone here has to be screened by wizard Cassock for Magical ability, I don’t care if you were screened prior or what the results said. Now off them horses and line up so we can get this over with”.
 
                 Tanner climbed down from his horse and stood in line, he could see the wizard touch some type of glass ball to Todd’s forehead and it turned blue. The wizard smiled and said something to Todd Tanner could not hear, Todd stepped out of line and stood to the side as one of his cousins went next. The ball shone red for him and he was instructed by the veteran to walk to a man sitting at a table. Everyone had shone red except for Golden who was in front of Tanner, the ball shone blue again. The old wizard let out a smile.
 
                 “Ah another magic user and this one is a peasant, a big one for sure but still a peasant” the old Wizard said excitedly. “You stand over there next to your Lord, you have elevated your station, well you would if you could make it out the war. Now you come on then” the wizard said looking at Tanner.
 
                 Tanner stepped forward as the wizard placed the glass ball against his head and chanted something, Tanner looked up to see the ball did not turn any color. Tanner waited as the wizard began his chant again and still nothing. The wizard tried one more time before ushering Tanner on in the line where the non-magical were. Tanner looked back and could see the man try the ball again on Thomas, this time it turned blue. The wizard looked puzzled as it had not shone any color for Tanner but went about his business.
 
                 “Are you from Kol too?” said the man behind the desk.
 
                 “Yes I am” Tanner replied.
 
                 “Have you any skills?” The man asked.
 
                 “I am a hunter and I tan hides” Tanner replied.
 
                 “Well we got plenty of hunters and clothes for you lot, do you own a horse?” the man asked.
 
                 “I do” Tanner replied.
 
                 “Great, then you will be cavalry after you train in infantry tactics” The man said as he checked a box on his paper. “Grab your belongings, and meet with the rest of the horsemen over there by that bakery. He is going to want to know your name and all that other good stuff about you so when you die we know who to send your belongings too”. 
 
                 Tanner went over by the bakery after collecting Winny and filling out some paperwork. He wasn’t sure who he should put down as his next of kin but decided to put Mary, whether or not they had a romance was beside the point, whoever her new beau was after Tanner had died would appreciate whatever Tanner had on him, especially the 50 gold he carried in a secret pouch in his small clothes.
 
                 “Looks like this is for real” said one of Todd’s cousins Tanner now knew was named Paddy. “look lively here comes that fucking wizard from the gate”.
 
                 Tanner looked as the wizard stepped up to the infantry from Kol and looked them over one at a time. Someone pointed in the direction Tanner was as the wizard walked over with a sneer on his face. 
 
                 “You’re the one who threatened to stab me” the wizard said pointing an accusing finger.
 
                 “You have me at a disadvantage, I threaten to stab a lot of people” Tanner said nonchalantly. “You are going to have to be more specific, was this last year sometime or recent, where were we at the time?”
 
                 “You think you are real funny don’t you boy?” the wizard replied. “We are going to see how funny you are later on tonight. I enact the King’s justice upon you, for threatening to kill one of his majesty’s wizards. You are to undergo trial by combat, pick one weapon and nothing else. Your execution will happen later on tonight in front of the King, he will be later on tonight. Not so mouthy now are you?”
 
                 “I’m only mouthy when I’m with your marm” Tanner said smiling. “Her mouth is usually busy with my cock so I have to do the talking for both of us”.
 
                 Tanner looked at the wizard as he turned away and was scared to death. A fight to the death with a wizard? How in the pit did he get himself into this predicament Tanner thought. He had never seen real magic before other than the ball of glass but many had and they were known to be truthful.
 
                 “That’s a tough break there” Jack said as he patted Tanner on the shoulder. “You are good with a blade and you have to have some knowledge of the bow but it is a wizard you are to be going against”.
 
                 “I am the best shot with a bow I know” Tanner said with bravado he really did not feel. “If that jinx flinger wants to come see for himself then he will. He’s probably gutted that no one has the bollocks to talk to that twit the way he should be talked to”.
 
                 The rest of the day went by slowly for Tanner, his only solace was the fact he saw Golden again and he had heard about the upcoming duel. Apparently the wizard was named Korvan and gained fame executing prisoners since he was only 11 summers. He was raised by Tavorians and had been practicing magic ever since he could walk. Golden had also heard Korvan wasn’t anything special when it came to magic, he was just cruel and loved to kill. His family came over with other Tavorians who were looking for a place to settle after the war, and Korvan was soon to be promoted again in the wizard ranks, he could soon command a group of 100 men instead of the dozen or so he now did.
 
                 “What weapon are you going to use “Golden asked worriedly. “He needs a little distance to use his spells; I doubt he will give you enough chance to use your sword. Wizards need some kind of focus to use their magic; it is normally a wooden instrument of some type. I heard Korvan favors a small wooden stick called a wand; somehow you have to get that away from him. He has been bragging on how he plans to kill each accused with their own weapon in front of the king”.
 
                 “Maybe my bow then” Tanner said as he checked his quiver. “I have some broad heads in here but they are all metal tipped thanks to you. Maybe I can find a use for that all iron arrow you made me a couple of years ago, it could be used as an up close weapon”.
 
                 “You still have that thing Tanner?” Golden said as he peered into the quiver and took it out. The arrow was somewhat round like a wooden one but the fletch was as well as the rest of it was all iron. The tip of it was a more like a tiny dagger than an arrow head, a dagger Golden could see Tanner kept sharp.
 
                 “I use it for skinning fish” Tanner said answering the question that was in Golden’s eyes. “It is too heavy and uneven to be used as anything else”.
 
                 “I’m scared Tanner” Golden stated, the first time Tanner had seen his friend worried about anything.
 
                 “Don’t you go soft on me now Blessed One” Tanner said trying to make his voice sound light. “If you think some dandy in fancy robes could spark me out then you are really not a friend at all. While we are waitin’ around for me to kill that twat we might as well have something proper to eat”.
 
                 Tanner and Golden walked into a pub and could hear the excitement in the men’s voices about the upcoming war and the King’s visit. Tanner and Golden ordered the house special, some kind of soup made with carrots and other vegetables. Tanner decided to have water instead of mead or ale he needed his mind to be clear. As he was eating he heard an uproar outside as a man busted through the pub doors an announced loudly “The King had arrived”.
 
                 Golden and Tanner looked at each other and became nervous, if that wizard really wanted to fight then the time wouldn’t be long now. Tanner stopped eating and shared a look with Golden as the got up to see what the fuss was about. Tanner walked outside and could see a carriage rolling down the street pulled by four white Destriers, their well brushed manes blowing in the distance. The carriage stopped in the middle of the square, already me were clearing a path as a soldier opened the door. Out stepped a man dressed in purple who could only be the King.
 
                 The man was in purple robes outlined with gray, which told onlookers he was a wizard. He had a gleaming silver crown on the top of his graying hair and was clean shaven. The man looked to be about 50 Tanner thought, this man carried himself like a king. The man stepped down from his carriage and Tanner could see he was tall, not as tall as Golden, but definitely taller than the guards around him. The King turned around and offered his hand to someone still inside the carriage. A hand took the King’s and out walked a woman of about 30 if Tanner was right. Her visage was all over the newer coins, Tanner immediately knew her as the Queen. She was slim and had a more pleasant face that Tanner could see showed worry, she was also dressed in purple and had long flowing blond hair that went all the way down past her bottom. She hiked up her dress a little and stepped down as the King put his arm out again and out walked the most beautiful woman Tanner had ever seen.
 
                 She was between 16 and 20 summers, Tanner was sure of it. Her faced looked like it was made from porcelain; there wasn’t a blemish he could see from his vantage point. She had long red hair, a color unusual in Ket but not in Tavor. Her body was slim like her mother’s but she looked to have a larger bust, she definitely was no Mary but it was still nice to look at. The purple robes she wore also signaled that like her father she was a mage, luckily they made female wizard robes that were pleasing to the male eye and cut different. The princess stepped down as Tanner heard men gasp and quietly remark on how lovely she was. Tanner was still in a trance as he saw the king’s family head over to the Inn while he himself stayed put.
 
                 “Ketians” the King said too loud to be normal, probably magically enhanced Tanner thought. “Since I came to power I have tried to keep your way of life, that way of life is now in danger. My brother, the King of Tavor has died. His sons went about killing each other for power until only the youngest remained. Wayland the Fierce as he wants to be known wants Ket, his way of rule would be vastly different than they are now. All members of the royal house can ravish any woman they wish, legally whether she be married or not. The wizard class are granted slaves from the populace depending on how many men they kill. We are at war, not even four days ago did a wizard assassin try and kill your princess! The cur was cut down but he could have succeeded. I will be staying here until the royal palace can be searched for all undercover agents. Know that when the time comes for war, your King will not be hiding safe at home, I will be out there with you!”
 
                 A deafening roar went up at the end of his words, Tanner couldn’t help but to be caught up in the excitement even though he was supposed to battle. “All hail the King” the crowd shouted over and over again as the king made his way inside of the inn. Tanner turned to walk back inside when he was approached by a man in some type of uniform wearing a red sash across his chest.
 
                 “You are Tanner” the man stated. “You are to follow me on the orders of the magistrate to present yourself for trial by combat, you are to be the third man today, grab whatever weapons you have. If you do not have any one will be afforded to you”.
 
                 Tanner glanced at Golden and could see slight fear in his eyes. Tanner already had his weapons on him and followed the man to the center of the square. Soldiers were already running about clearing the area and setting up barricades of some type that had walls at least 10 feet which looked to enclose the entire square. Merchant carts were moved and Tanner could look up to see if the King was on the top floor of the three story inn, he would have an excellent vantage point. Two benches were laid out in opposite sides from each other, two scared looking men were led in, each holding a small sword. On the other bench Tanner could see the wizard Korvan, his face looking smug as he smiled at Tanner, the way a bear would smile at a fat pig with four broken legs. The man in the red sash directed Tanner to sit on the bench with the two scared men as another young wizard entered into the ring, looking unsure of himself.
 
                 It took about an hour to get everything set up, men climbed on top of the barricade to get a better look at the participants. Just then the man in the red sash came forward and pointed to one of the men to the far right of Tanner sitting on the bench.
 
                 “You are accused of raping a girl and killing her so your deed would not get out how do you plead?”
 
                 “That fucker is guilty” an anguished voice rang out. “He killed my Meredith and if the watch didn’t catch him he would have gotten away with it. The Magerium said I don’t have to go to the regular courts and he could be tried by combat, kill the fucker!” 
 
                 Just then a loud roar sounded as the men all around the barricade shouted or death. Tanner looked up and could see the king was out on the balcony, looking down at the events, the princess or Queen was nowhere in sight. Probably too weak stomached Tanner thought, women shouldn’t have to witness things such as this.
 
                 “Sod off old man” the condemned man said as he rose off the bench and faced the speaker. “So what I killed the bitch, if you had any stones you would be facing me instead of some wizard, it ain’t fair!” Just then Tanner saw something fly out of the crowd and hit the man full in the face, it was horse shit. The man wiped it away as the crowd laughed. Tanner looked over and could see the wizard they had brought out was young, probably Tanner’s age or maybe even a year younger.
 
                 “I know you wish we had that fucker” the man next to Tanner said. “To become a full wizard you have to execute at least one condemned to show you can kill if you have too. This is probably his final test and he looks so nervous he can’t cast a single spell, look at him”.
 
                 Tanner could see the boy was scared but seemed resigned to his fate. The man in the red sash was helped over the wall by some guards and ordered the two to opposite sides of the square, he then yelled fight and the condemned man charged at the youth, sword held high. The young magician pointed out a staff of wood and mumbled something as a fireball shot out which was easily dodged by the man who rolled to the side and came back up on his feet. The youth pointed again as he was backing up and fell on his backside. As he was getting up the man shot towards him with his sword over his head for a sure fatal blow as the boy pointed his staff. The condemned man flew backwards light he was shot out of a bow and landed five feet away. As he got up dazed the wizard was already on his feet and Tanner could see in his face he was going for a killing blow. 
 
                 “I hope you all die in the war, even that cunt the king” the man said as he stabbed himself in the chest with the sword. The crowd booed lustily as the youth looked relieved. They wanted to see blood shed by a wizard and they were robbed of their chance.
 
                 “Fuck lad” the man next to him said. “I’m next. I shouldn’t have killed that whore but I was drunk the man said as he walked over and picked up the first man’s sword so he now had two.
 
                 Tanner looked as the dead man was carried off to the side of the bench Tanner was on. The man with the red sash was back in the arena and began talking again. Tanner looked up and could see the King and the rest of his family were watching, apparently women had stronger stomachs than he thought.
 
                 “You!” the man with the sash pointed at the man who had gotten up off the bench. “You have been accused of killing Spoiled Dove, a prostitute in the brothel. 15 people say they saw you stab her in the back as she ran for her life, including the four off duty city guardsmen. You should be executed but you are lucky one of our wizards thought to give you a sporting chance! If you win you are to join the army immediately and can visit no more prostitutes or be seen in the company of a woman under the pain of death. Do you wish to take this challenge or do you want to walk up to the headsman’s axe?
 
                 “I’ll fight the damn wizard” the man said as Korvan rose out of his seat.
 
                 “Then may the pit take you” the man with the red sash said as he spit on the ground. “This wizard has dealt with fifteen of your kind, I just hope he makes you suffer”. The man with the red sash was raised out of the pit as Korvan beckoned the man forward.
 
                 The man took off at a sprint moving from side to side as Korvan got his spell ready. Soon a wave of flame shot out, not just a fire ball but a continuous flame. Korvan waved it from left to right until it made contact with his target, sending the man’s clothing up in flame. Korvan wiped his forehead as the men rolled around on the ground trying to put the flames out, both his swords forgotten. Korvan picked them both up and slowly walked over to the far side of the square where Tanner was sitting and placed one at Tanner’s feet.
 
                 “You watch closely boy” Korvan said in a whisper. “You won’t go as easily”.
 
                 Tanner watched Korvan walked towards his prey who had just put out the flames. The man tried to stand as Korvan rammed the sword inside the man’s right calf, he roared in pain as Korvan withdrew the blade.
 
                 “Is this how you stabbed they girl?” Korvan asked as he stabbed the other calf. The man cried out and grabbed his leg as Korvan then stabbed him in a shoulder. The crowd was in a frenzy as Korvan raised his sword and soaked up the adulation.
 
                 “It does me no great honor to kill this man” Korvan said as he walked towards Tanner and pointed. “Or even this man. But we have laws for a reason, perhaps if future criminals see suffering instead of an easy passing at the block they would be less likely to kill women or in this one’s case threaten those who were only trying to follow the king’s laws recruiting men from all over. It is my hope that these men serve as an example to those of you who would break the law for your own gain”.
 
                 Korvan then turned around and smiled at Tanner as he got a running start and kicked the downed man full in the face, laying him out on his back. Korvan placed his sword tip against the man’s neck and pressed down slightly. With his other hand he pulled out his wand and began burning the man’s legs. The condemned man roared in pain but if he moved the sword would surely skewer him. The smell of burnt flesh made Tanner sick as he took out an arrow, knocked it and put it into the dying man’s skull. Korvan looked at the arrow and turned around enraged, shouting the whole time.
 
                 “You dare interfere with justice?” The wizard said as he stormed over to Tanner.
 
                 “That wasn’t justice you twat” Tanner said as he got up in the wizard’s face. “That was you torturing a man!”
 
                 Tanner towered over Korvan and could see he made the wizard a little nervous, the wizard backed up a few places and let a knowing smile leave his lips. Korvan went over to the far side of the arena and was stroking his wand with a nasty gleam in his eye.
 
                 Soldiers came down off the barricade and drug the dead man with the arrow in his head and piled him atop the first dead guy. The man with the red sash came down snarling at Tanner and he could see barely contained rage.
 
                 “That man killed the best prostitute in Daum and you let him off easy” the man in red sash said.
 
                 “That poor bastard is still dead aint he?” Tanner shot back. “You got what you wanted”.
 
                 “I hope you suffer archer” the man with the red sash said loud enough for the crowd to hear.
 
                 “And I hope you catch rotten crotch from bedding whores you tosser” Tanner said as he spat on the ground. “I bet after I am finished with this one you don’t have the stones to pick up a sword and face me one on one in combat”.
 
                 “If you survive this boy I will be happy too” the man said as backed up.
 
                 “You have been accused of stifling recruiting and threatening to kill the king’s soldiers, a wizard among them. How do you plead?” the man with the red sash asked.
 
                 “I told them tossers to stop trying to burn down our town” Tanner replied. “If I was stopping recruiting then why are all the men from Kol here, myself included?”
 
                 “Don’t weasel your way out now” The man with the red sash said as he was helped out of the square. “Now fight!”
 
                 Tanner quickly nocked an arrow and sent it as he saw Korvan readying a spell. A strong wind suddenly came which knocked the arrow off course. Tanner drew another arrow and was about to send it when fire shot out at him. The fire was too quick for him as Tanner instinctively ducked, he could feel some heat but did not feel the flame. Tanner opened his eyes and could see fire stopped in front of him; maybe the wizard had a range limit. Tanner knocked his arrow and fire into the middle of the inferno, suddenly the fire stopped. Tanner looked up and saw Korvan was grazed in the arm; he looked down at his arm as a red spot was rapidly forming. Tanner knocked another arrow and let it fly in haste, the shaft stuck proudly out of the bicep of hand hold the wand. Korvan screamed as he dropped his wand and Tanner knocked another arrow and sent it without aiming as good as he should have, the arrow stuck into Korvan’s right shoulder. Korvan screamed and grabbed at his wand just as Tanner took off towards the wizard gripping the iron arrow.  As soon as Tanner closed the distance he saw his mistake. Why didn’t he just stay shooting arrows into the wizard? Now Korvan had his wand in his opposite hand and chanted, just as Tanner got towards him fire shot out around Tanner. 
 
                 The fire should have hit him full on but it stopped a couple of feet from Tanner. Tanner looked around the blaze and could see the fear and confusion in Korvan’s eyes. Tanner took a step and held out his hand to grasp the wand, the flame died suddenly as Tanner grabbed the wand and snapped it in two. Tanner then held his arrow aloft and was going for the killing blow but paused and turned to address the crowd.
 
                 “I believe this man to be an idiot and a twit” Tanner said as he hoped his voice would carry. “I will let this poor idiot live if that tosser in the red sash would bring his ass down here and face me one on one. If he has the bollocks I am just a boy and he is obviously older than me. I will give him until the count of ten to drop down inside this place with me. He can back up his boastful words or be labeled a coward”.
 
                 Tanner turned around and could see the wizard was trying to pull himself together; Tanner held the iron arrow to his throat and began counting. When he got to ten the man still didn’t come down. Tanner sighed and looked at Korvan and said loudly, “Do you renounce your claims against me? We can both leave here alive or only I can leave the choice is yours!”
 
                 Tanner could hear how silent the crowd was, before Korvan could answer he could hear the unmistakable voice of the king ordering him to be seized. Tanner looked around and saw men enter the area and knocked another arrow, if he were to die at least one of them would be going with him.
 
                 “Come on then you lying fuckers, I’ll get at least one of you sure as spit” Tanner said as he aimed towards and older man who looked like he might be in charge.
 
                 “Drop your weapon!” Tanner could hear the King say behind him.
 
                 “Sod off you tosser” Tanner replied. “I’ll not go out listening to some idiot, I won your little game and at least one man will know the penalty for cheating me”.
 
                 “That is the king you are talking to!” Tanner could hear the guard he had an arrow trained on say.
 
                 “Well why don’t you come over here and teach me my lessons” Tanner said as he could see if he let the arrow loose it would go through an eye socket.
 
                 “Enough boy, you will drop that weapon or you will die right here and now” Tanner could hear the king say.
 
                 “I was a dead man anyway” Tanner said as he was about to fire. Suddenly he could see the warriors facing him look up towards the king, Tanner was about to release his shot when the king himself landed off to his right and started walking towards him. Tanner spun his arrow towards the king but the man kept coming until he was right up in Tanner’s face.
 
                 “I said drop your weapon” the king snarled. 
 
                 Tanner was unsure of what to do, if the king wanted him dead he could have ordered him shot soon after the match. Tanner dropped his weapon on the ground and folded his arms.
 
                 “Follow me” the king said as he walked towards a wall that people started rapidly taking apart.
 
                 Tanner followed the man and could see the faces on the crowd around him. They looked as shocked as he was all except Golden who looked down right relieved. Tanner followed the King into the inn where no less than twenty heavily armed guards were all on the bottom floor. The King sat at a nearby table along with his wife the Queen.
 
                 “Who are your parents?” the King asked.
 
                 “I don’t know, they died and I was young. Thinking about them never put food on my table” Tanner replied.
 
                 “You will show some respect while you are in my presence young man” the Queen said as she took a sip of something in her cup.
 
                 “You sound like you were raised out in the country” the King stated.
 
                 “I was raised out in the country Your Majesty but that doesn’t make me daft or inferior to any of these city folks”. Tanner replied.
 
                 “Now that I see him up close the resemblance is uncanny” the Queen said to her husband. “Young man, have you always been able to repel magic?”
 
                 “I don’t know nothing about jinx flinging or how to stop it” Tanner replied.
 
                 “I have a proposition for you” The King said but continued before Tanner could answer. “I want you to undergo special training and be the personal servant to the princess, you would be paid handsomely”.
 
                 “No offense to you all Your Majesties, but why would I want to do a fool thing like that?” Tanner asked. “I make okay money as a Tanner and I don’t have anyone out to kill me, well not anymore since I don’t think Korvan wants another dance. I’m me own man, well I will be after this war is over and I can go back to me business”.
 
                 “What if I told you it is not a request?” the King replied.
 
                 “So then what you telling me is that you are making me a slave to wait hand and foot on your little girl because I passed your little test? I would rather go back out in the square and die with some dignity than to be a bootlicker”.
 
                 “Your job would be more than just as a servant, you would also be her personal body guard” the King said as he bored into Tanner. “Furthermore you would only be needed until the end of the war, if we win you will never have to work again and a small cottage along with a stipend will be paid for you until you die”.
 
                 “You mean to tell me, you will put food in my belly and a roof over my head until I die in return for watching over your little girl? No offense to you but I’m smarter than that, what is the catch?” Tanner asked as the king gestured for him to take a seat.
 
                 “From time to time you may be called upon to do other military things” The King said as he rubbed his chin. “How good are you with a sword?”
 
                 “I was taught by me uncle since I could talk, I’m no Golden but I can more than hold me own” Tanner replied.
 
                 “Golden?” the Queen asked confused.
 
                 “Golden is the name of my best friend and he is destined to succeed at everything” Tanner said thinking about his friend. “He was already the best swordsman in our entire village and none of us were surprised when we found out he had magic in him. If you don’t know the name now I’ll bet my life you will in twenty years, everyone will”.
 
                 “Perhaps” the King said getting back serious. “My offer?”
 
                 “Who wouldn’t accept an offer like that?” Tanner grinned. “I’m only needed until this war is over and I won’t have to spend it out in the cold gutting some poor tosser who was unfortunate enough to be sent into war and placed in front of me”.
 
                 “Your language young man” the Queen reminded.
 
                 “I’m sorry your majesty, I’m not used to being all proper like” Tanner said apologetically.
 
                 “You have a high opinion of your skills” the king stated.
 
                 “If I don’t believe in me Your Majesty who will?” Tanner replied. “If you are talking about that fight in the square, that wizard had me scared to death. But when his magic went all sixes and sevens I knew I had the fight. And if that dandy in the red sash could take me then I don’t deserve the name my uncle gave me and should be food for the worms”.
 
                 “What is your name?” the Queen asked.
 
                 “My name is Tanner your majesty” Tanner replied.
 
                 “Tanner I think you are the baby of Geddon, my brother’s head assassin” the king said as he eyed Tanner. “Geddon had an unusual ability, known only to the royal houses. He could cancel out the magic of others. It was rumored he fell for a serving girl and wanted to escape the life of an assassin. My brother wouldn’t let him so he ran off. My queen would know Geddon’s face better than I though”.
 
                 “Geddon was for me what you will be to my daughter” the Queen said as Tanner could see tears threatening to form. “My father was the greatest magician in all the land and he had Tavor’s ear. Many sought to replace him and tried to do so by assassinations. When Geddon’s uniqueness was discovered, he was my undercover protector until I married your King. At first only my father knew Geddon’s secret, he was a humble man who killed three wizards over the years who tried to assassinate me. When Tavor found out he had other uses for Geddon, I know he killed many Ketian wizards before the war with Tavor even started. The last time I saw him he had an important need to leave Tavor and wanted me to take him with me. I knew Tavor never would let me so I turned him down. I can see the fear in his face even today, you look a lot like him”.
 
                 “No disrespect to you all Your Majesties but I’m no Tavorian, I’m a Ket through and through” Tanner began. “If this story were true that my real Da was some lackey assassin, that has nothing to do with me”.
 
                 “Why do you call him a lackey” the King asked with curiosity.
 
                 “Because he never was his own man” Tanner replied. “I have been running me own business since my uncle passed. I make my own money, no one tells me how to spend it or how to make it. I can have a day off and do whatever I want. I’m not under anyone’s thumb, the only reason I am here because it is the duty of any man to protect his country in war time. This Geddon was a lackey who probably never took a vacation or just simply rested without being told too”.
 
                 “Maybe as you find out more about him your opinion will change” said the Queen.
 
                 “As for now I need you to gather your belongings and report to the third floor” the King said as he got up.
 
                 Tanner rose out of his seat and waited for the king to walk away. Tanner looked around at the stoic faces of the guardsmen around him, big burly men carrying dangerous looking axes and swords and armored to the teeth. Tanner thought himself lucky that this lot wasn’t sent after him, he doubted he could have killed a single one of them. Tanner walked out of the inn and passed the guards stationed at front and made his way over to his horse who had a very nervous looking Golden around her along with Thomas, Jack and Patrick. As Tanner neared the group he broke out into a smile.
 
                 “That was the most bad arse thing I have ever seen Tanner” Patrick said as he clapped him on the back.
 
                 “Not only did you call out the head magistrate, you called the King a tosser and faced down 30 men” Thomas said laughing. “I have to buy you a drink”.
 
                 “I wish I could take that drink” Tanner replied. “The king liked my fightin so much he gave me a job. I’m to gather my things right away and meet him right now”.
 
                 “And you call me the Blessed One” Golden said with a look of relief.
 
                 “Golden, this might be our last meeting in quite a while” Tanner said as he put his hand on his friends shoulder. “You don’t go get yourself killed before this whole thing is over. I would hate to have to track down the tosser that did it all over Tavor”.
 
                 “I’ll miss you too Tanner” Golden said as he pulled his friend in for a hug.
 
                 Tanner wiped his eyes and bid the rest of the men good bye and headed behind the inn. He tied his horse up where the other horses were, grabbed all of his bags and went into the inn.
 
                 “Head upstairs, put your stuff into the third room on the right” a guard told Tanner as he walked in through the front door. 
 
                 Tanner walked up stairs and thought to himself if this princess couldn’t have picked the second or the first floor, his gear was heavy. The stairs between the second and third floors were lined with guards, to Tanner’s surprise on the floor itself only sat four guards one of which were walking towards him.
 
                 “You must be the boy we heard about” the guard said nastily.
 
                 “You think you are better than me or something?” Tanner replied as he dropped his gear and put his hand on his pommel. “I didn’t see you put down a wizard or face down a crowd of tossers aiming for your blood”.
 
                 The guard was bigger than Tanner, that he was sure. His shoulders were broad, not quite as big as Golden but close enough. He had a hazel eyes, well a hazel eye one of them were a milky white and had a scar that ran down from the eyebrow all the way down to his jawline. The man had a funny accent like the king, he was of obvious Tavorian birth Tanner thought but he still wasn’t going to take shit off of this guy.
 
                 “Leave the boy alone Grodd” said another voice. “If the king wants a Ketian watching his daughters back he will get a Ketian watching the princess’s back. Let me show you where your things go”.
 
                 Tanner turned around and could see another guard who looked similar to whoever this Grodd thought he was. He was tall and broad and his eyes were the same hazel. He looked to be in his thirties Tanner thought and probably in good condition. Tanner opened up the door and saw it was already crammed with stuff. He picked out a small corner and laid his belongings down then went back out into to hallway.
 
                 “I’m Herod” the nicer guard said as he stuck out his hand, Tanner gave it a hearty shake as the man smile. “You’ve got callouses, is that from work or training?”
 
                 “It’s from both” Tanner replied. “My uncle knew there were a lot of loud mouths that might need closing. He taught me whatever he knew and I practice every day, rain or snow or shine”.
 
                 “My brother wouldn’t admit it, but we thought you were either very brave or foolish with all the words you said while facing death” Herod replied.
 
                 “If you got to go out, go out like a man instead of a crying like a little girl who lost her dolly” Tanner  said.
 
                 “Did your uncle teach you that also?” Herod asked.
 
                 “Right as rain he did” Tanner replied. “So what exactly am I supposed to be doing?”
 
                 “Well from what I have been told you are going to need special weapons and such, none as brazen as that sword you carry” Herod said as he looked lost in thought for a second. “But before we get to all that, your role must be kept a secret”.
 
                 “A secret?” Tanner replied. “How is it going to be kept a secret when his Majesty went on about it in a room full of people?”
 
                 “We are the King’s personal guard” another guardsman replied. “We were with him since Tavor, he trusts us with his life and secrets. And his biggest secret right now is you, said you were some kind of anti-wizard”.
 
                 “If everyone knew about your gifts then you would be a target for whoever is trying to kill the princess” Herod stated. “We barely stopped the assassin before he could complete his deed but I have to imagine he will return”.
 
                 “How did he get so close?” Tanner asked.
 
                 “He posed as a servant and sent a fireball at the princess” Herod replied as if reliving the memory. “Grodd saw it coming and jumped in the way, his breastplate to the brunt of it but it set his pants and all the drapery on fire. He was trying to put himself out when the assassin turned and flung a wind spell at us, scattering us out the narrow hallway. He went by Grodd and had the princess trapped, she threw up her own wind spell which knocked the cur down but he was a stronger wizard. He threw his own wind spell which knocked the princess down and was going for something nasty before I got a hold of him and tossed him out the window. We were on the third floor of the palace but when we ran out to find him, all we saw was broken glass. That was the only attempt that was blantant but we are sure there were others”.
 
                 “How could you not know for a fact if she had been attacked or not?” asked Tanner.
 
                 “Well her last three servants had turned up dead” Herod explained. “One was killed during her off day in her room, her face was blue like she had been strangled but we could find no marks. Another was found burned to death when her mother’s house caught on fire. The last one before you was obviously attacked by the assassin, the King himself identified the wound with being in line with something only the Black Hand, the king of Tavor’s personal assassins could do with their magics”.  
 
                 “With all that you lot haven’t armed yourself with bows or those fancy crossbow things I have heard?” Tanner asked. “A wizard could fry the lot of you and you would have no way to defend yourself if he were farther than sword length”.
 
                 “Don’t take us for idiots boy” Grodd spoke up. “We already are having special crossbows made that won’t interfere with our armor”.
 
                 “So I am supposed to pretend to be her servant and wait for whoever this jinx flinger is to show his mug and then I’m supposed to put something sharp through it, is that the gist of it?” Tanner asked.
 
                 “For the most part it is, we will have to assess your combat skills and bring you up to par” Herod said. “It won’t happen here though, we are only in Daum for tonight. The palace should be scrubbed for potential threats. Only Tavorians can guard the king, the Ket that are in the palace are all servants. Maybe one of them will become loose lipped around you, tell you about the assassin. At the very least you will be able to recognize someone who shouldn’t be there”.
 
    
 
   ~
 
                 The next morning Tanner got up and went down stairs to pack his things on Winny as the Royal family began their trek back to Ketol, the capital city. Tanner had still not met the princess or seen a glance of her or the King and Queen for that manner since yesterday. They traveled for about five hours before the caravan was signaled to halt, Tanner thought probably for the midday meal. Tanner took Winny for water when Grodd walked up to him holding a wooden sword.
 
                 “You said you know the sword, Im going to see if your teacher knew what he was doing” Grodd said as Tanner saw he had another one in his hand.
 
                 “Are you trying to insult my uncle” Tanner said as he gripped the hilt tighter.
 
                 “Take it however you want boy, this won’t...” Grodd never got to finish his sentence as Tanner went after him.
 
                 Grodd was taller than Tanner, quite a bit more muscular too, even more muscled than Golden now Tanner saw the man in a thin cotton top instead of a breast plate. Tanner also knew the only way to beat Golden was to catch him off guard or try to tire him out. Speed was something he couldn’t win at with Golden but as he attacked Grodd he learned one of two things. Grodd was not as fast as Golden or even as Tanner with the sword. The other thing he found out was that Grodd was by far the most skilled opponent he had ever faced. It was like Grodd knew where Tanner was going to attack before he got there. Add to the fact Tanner had to constantly jump in and out to get inside Grodd’s reach then out before the older man could strike back. For the most part Tanner could see Grood was just defending, not really attacking. Tanner stepped up his pace and could see Grodd starting to sweat, but his defense held even if a little shakily. Tanner took a step back and raised his sword high in the air before pointing it tip down to signal defeat.
 
                 “You were playing with me old man” Tanner said disgustedly. “You could have spit me good like a fat trout if you wanted”.
 
                 “I think you did pretty good” Tanner heard the King say from behind him. Tanner and Grodd went to a knee as the King bade them to rise.
 
                 “The boy is adequate Your Majesty” Grodd said to the king. “Whoever taught him was probably a regular infantryman from Ket, he knew the basics and trained the boy well. The boy for the most part has the basic forms down as well as any of your guards, he is fast and youthful and obviously used to fighting a much larger opponent. However he takes too long to adjust his timing, up until the end he was going the same speed. He also steps too much to the right, I could tell he had never faced a lefty or he would have fixed this flaw. He also knows none of the higher sword forms, if he had I probably would have been in a little trouble. As it were I recognized the forms he were in and just put my sword where I knew his would be”.
 
                 “Well I heard from the others you got along well when you first met” the King said with a slight laugh. “Your job is to teach him what you know of the sword”.
 
    Tanner watched the king walk away as Grodd turned back to him with a smile on his face. Tanner remembered all of the times he had gotten struck hard by his uncle when he was learning the blade and did not fancy that treatment; unfortunately that’s exactly what happened. Grodd at first started with the forms Tanner knew, Tanner did okay keeping Grodd at bay. When Grodd started making subtle changes though, striking at odd angles, using his knee and feet to attack is when Tanner would get hit. When Tanner tried to do the same it seemed Grodd was ready for him. The only time Tanner got a hit on him is when he secretly picked up a handful of dirt and threw it in Grodd’s eyes. Tanner then whacked him hard in ribs, right where he knew it would hurt. Grodd for the most part smiled then made sure to whack Tanner extra hard in the ribs on the next go around. Before long it was time to pack up and leave and Tanner had missed his midday meal, luckily he had plenty jerky on him. Getting back into the saddle was awful for Tanner, his ribs were bruised as was the rest of him.
 
                 The next couple of days went by in much of the same way, except Grodd would show Tanner exactly what he was doing first, then Tanner would try to emulate it. Tanner had a bit more success in keeping Grodd off him, but as he was still learning the new moves it was all he could do not to get put on his backside. At the end of two weeks Tanner had still not seen the princess yet, but that paled in comparison when he set eyes on Ketol.
 
                 Ketol had a huge wall around it but he could see three towers jutting out proudly, two were the same size and the one in the middle was taller still. Tanner could not tell what they made of but the road he was traveling on was made of stone. A stone road! Who had such money that they could get stone carved and use it for a bleeding road? The king had money like that Tanner remembered and although he thought traveling on the road was a lot nicer than the mud, it was still a bloody waste of money. The fields around Ketol looked well-manicured and numerous, Tanner thought to himself with the forest so far away, he could make a killing selling his hides up here. 
 
                 “Excuse me” Tanner asked Herod. “What are those big towers for?”
 
                 “The one on the right is the wizard academy” Herod explained. “It is more recently built than the other two and almost everything in there in made out of stone to cut back on fires. Next to that is where we will be staying, the Sun Palace. Off to the right is the Tower of Lords, most of the kings advisers are there. Is this your first time to Ketol?”
 
                 “Yeah and I’m as wide eyed as a kid about to get some honey” Tanner said as he imagined how big the city was inside.
 
                 “I’ll admit it is grander than Tavere, the Tavorian capital” Herod said with a smile.
 
                 As Tanner had gotten closer to the city the gates opened and Tanner could hear an uproar. People were chanting, “Bless our King, Bless our King!” and some type of instrument was playing. Tanner entered the gates and could see people lined all around the streets cheering and throwing flowers. The king pulled his window down from the carriage and stuck his head out and waved, the crowd went crazy. Tanner’s ears hurt so much he didn’t pay any attention to the sights. After what seemed like ages to Tanner he could see up ahead the palace with gates wide open. The convoy went inside as the gates were shut and servants immediately sat about grabbing the horses and offloading gear.
 
                 “Hey you” Tanner could hear Grodd say as he pointed to a man running by. “This kid is the new servant for Princess Caroline, make sure his stuff is brought up”.
 
                 “For the princess?” the man replied.
 
                 “Yes for the princess unless you want the job” Grodd replied.
 
                 “I’ll see to it right away” the man said. “Please follow me young man” the servant said directing his attention at Tanner.
 
                 Tanner got off Winny and could now be amazed since his ears were no longer hurting. The Sun Palace was by far the nicest building he had ever seen. Everything was polished marble, just to look at the sun reflecting off of it hurt his eyes. The grass was well cut, how they kept it at that length Tanner did not know as he walked into a side entrance. The side entrance was cramped somewhat, at least compared to the massive doors that were opened in the front for the king.
 
                 “Follow me and be quick about it” the man ahead of Tanner said. “The princess will want to bathe since she has returned so that will give you some time. Her ladies in waiting are already drawing her bath, you need to get cleaned up yourself and then put on the proper uniform, you look like one of the country people the way you are dressed now”.
 
                 Tanner kept his mouth shut at such a quip, normally he would have told this bootlicker exactly where he could go and how fast he could go there. But that did bring up a good problem, was anyone supposed to know where he was from? Tanner stayed silent as the man led him into a big room with steaming water in it. How they got the water steaming without any fire is something Tanner wanted to know, he normally bathed in the stream or the pond, sometimes it was freezing, sometimes just cool.
 
                 “Alright shed your clothes and I’ll see to it that they are cleaned and placed in your room. Now hurry and take your bath, there should be soap around here somewhere” The man said as Tanner watched him practically run away. All this running at someone else’s command is going to get real old real quick Tanner thought, but at least he wouldn’t be sleeping outside. Tanner stripped down and was a little nervous about getting into the steaming water, as he stuck a foot inside it felt heavenly. Tanner submerged his whole body and could feel all the bruises he had gained from practicing with Grodd slowly try to melt away. Tanner could have fell asleep in this bath if it wasn’t for the same man coming back holding the same type of clothing he was in.
 
                 “Hurry up and dry off show I can show you where the kitchen is and where you can find the princess” the man said as he dropped the uniform and pointed towards a drying cloth. Tanner got out of the water and dried himself off as the man impatiently waited for him. Tanner was going to have to set this guy straight once he knew what he could and couldn’t say. Tanner got dressed and was then led into the biggest kitchen he had ever seen.
 
                 It had ten cooking boxes, a lot of areas for the cutting up of animals and vegetables and so many knives for the job it made tanner jealous. If he had such an area back in Kol dressing out his kills would have been easy.
 
                 “He is a boy” Tanner turned to see a girl about his age say. She was pretty in a plain sort of way Tanner thought. Her hair was kept in a single brown braid which she kept over on shoulder. She was built like most of the women Tanner had seen in the palace, plumper than the women of Kol, probably thanks to not having to do hard labor combined with eating rich foods. She was shorter than he was, not petite per se just not very tall.
 
                 “You don’t start getting any fancy ideas about you and the princess” Tanner heard an older woman say. “You’ll be a dead Ketian if that ever happens”.
 
                 “I don’t understand why they didn’t pick one of us for the job” Tanner heard a boy say and saw it was the same one who was taking the horses from earlier.
 
                 “Are you insane boy?” The man who had been leading Tanner around said. “You saw what happened to the last three. Do you really want to be number 4?”
 
                 Tanner noticed the kitchen went quiet at his words as the older woman handed him a covered plate. “I’m Maude and you remember what I told you”.
 
                 Tanner took the plate and followed the first man out of the kitchen and up some stairs. As soon as they stopped climbing and actually went on a floor they could hear shouting and angry voices. Tanner listened nervously as he caught the gist of what was going on. Apparently someone had snuck in the Princess’s bed and placed a note that they believe was from whoever the assassin was. Tanner followed his way down the hall where the King himself was fuming. 
 
                 “Everyone leave this floor!” the King commanded.
 
                 Tanner turned to walk away when he was grabbed from behind, and heard a whisper “Not you boy”. Tanner recognized the voice as being Herod’s and waited for everyone else to leave, including who Tanner thought were the ladies in waiting.
 
                 “Caroline, this is your new protector, Tanner this is my daughter” the King said as Tanner bowed. “Whoever this assassin is knows how to get to us, but we need a surprise for his ass. Tanner Caroline has Geddon’s training diary which he gifted to my wife. Inside of it, is all the training he had done to fine tune his magic. Herod and Grodd will be her main protectors, the muscle everyone can see. You are my back up plan, maybe the three of you can catch this person”.
 
                 “Your Majesty” Tanner began. “I don’t sound like the fancy folk from around here, wouldn’t that be the least bit suspicious to anyone poking his nose around?”
 
                 “It might” the king replied. “The official story is that you stopped a runaway horse that almost trampled the princess. When I asked you to name your price you wanted out of the war and a safe place to sleep. That is how you got the job. Her ladies in waiting will do most of the work, they are normally beside the princess anyway. Your job is to fetch food, riding gear, etc. Grodd I want you to make sure Tanner has the equipment on him we talked about”.
 
                  Tanner watched as the king got up after giving his daughter a kiss on the head. Herod and Grodd were both looking nervous as hell and the princess looked on the verge of tears.
 
                 “What am I going to do Grodd?” Princess Caroline asked.
 
                 “Your Highness” Tanner began. “So what some bloody tosser is trying to get to you. You have two burly oxes guarding you and you are a wizard. If whoever that backstabber is try something again I am going to put my foot so far up his arse his breath will smell like the hometown for a week”.
 
                 Grodd looked angry at Tanner as they heard the princess start laughing slightly.
 
                 “That’s the spirit, my uncle always told me don’t ever waste your time throwing a wobbler over things you can’t change when you could be plotting on your payback” Tanner stated plainly. “I hear this so called assassin likes to kill off your help, well I say let him try. I ain’t scared of no man, especially some jinx flinger”.
 
                 “Hearing you talk is delightful but I cannot make out even half of what you are saying” the princess replied with a smile Tanner could see reached her eyes. “What is a jinx flinger?”
 
                 “The boy means a wizard Your Highness” Herod replied. “It is a derogatory word used by Ketians in the country to describe magic users”.
 
                 “No offense Your Highness” Tanner quickly stated.
 
                 “Half of the words he said are those not to be used in the presence of a lady or dignified people” Grodd said as he fixed Tanner with a stare.
 
                 “Well I thought it was delightful” the princess replied. “It is helping to keep my mind off of things. Now Tanner bring me that plate you are holding, I am famished”.
 
                 “While you are eating Your Highness I have to run an errand for your father” Grodd said as he took a bow. “When I return I will need the boy”
 
                 Tanner watched Grodd leave and let the situation sink in as he left. He didn’t know how to control his power but it had to be something that was natural, he had never seen magic performed up close and now he knew why, the wizards couldn’t while he was around. Before long Grodd returned and led Tanner into a small adjoining room to the princess’s quarters. There were two doors inside the room, one led to the princess’s private quarters which could be locked from her side. The other led out into the hall. The room had a small bed and wardrobe along with a lot of brushes and combs.
 
                 “Here is where you will be staying boy” Grodd said as he motioned around the room.
 
                 “Why do I gotta still be called boy old man?” Tanner said as he got up in Grodd’s face. “You wanna pick up the practice swords again so I can beat more sense into you?”
 
                 Grodd pushed Tanner on the bed and couldn’t stifle a small smile that appeared on his face.
 
                 “That’s better now isn’t it?” Tanner said as he had a smile of his own. “I was started to think you were backed up, that your butthole was so tight you couldn’t relax if you wanted too”.
 
                 “Alright boy” Grodd said as he pointed to the wardrobe. “In there you will find light leather armor that needs to be worn at all times under your clothes, it won’t stop much but it should stop a slice from a blade or two. Also in there is another uniform like the one you have on, except all kinds of knives and such has been hid all around it. When you put it on I am sure you can tell what is what. You will be expected to still train early in the morning, the Queen said she herself is to train you along with the King. Do you have any questions?”
 
                 “Only one, why do you hate me so much?” Tanner asked. “It really doesn’t matter too much to me, you can go get stuffed for all I care but things should be out in the open, not all sneaky like”.
 
                 “I don’t hate you boy” Grodd said with a sigh. “I am not big on bringing in outsiders because we couldn’t handle the situation”.
 
                 “Who is an outsider?” Tanner asked. “I’m a Ket and you are too. That is the Ketian princess through that door right there, not the Tavorian one. It don’t matter where your mum spit you out at, look around and tell me where you are at now?”
 
                 “Perhaps you are right” Grodd admitted. “John who was showing you your way around earlier is going to come back up and give you a rundown of your other duties, you will start properly tonight. And Tanner if I see you making any intentions toward the princess” Grodd let the statement hang in the air.
 
                 “As if” Tanner said with a smile. “I got me a proper country girl waiting on me I think. She has breasts out to here and knows what hard work looks like. She’s tall and can cook, what swinging cock wouldn’t want something like that?”
 
                 Grodd let out a chuckle and left the room and Tanner started undressed. The leather armor was quite form fitting Tanner thought, but no way was this thing going to stop a direct stab. The other uniform was a bit different though. Tanner saw the sleeve held small throwing knives while there was a dagger cleverly hidden along his thigh. The uniform was made for a bigger person but with all the extra material Tanner was able to look unarmed while concealing an entire armory. Tanner saw how everything was hidden and decided he probably could hide that arrow Golden had made him, it did him well against the first wizard he fought, it probably would do well against the next one too. Tanner grabbed one of the combs and slicked his hair back and looked in the mirror and laughed. He looked like a regular dandy, there was no way he ever would let Golden or anyone else see him like this. Herod had told him the wizard academy was here, Golden would have to be sent here for training. Perhaps Tanner could go by and visit he thought as a knock on the door snapped him out of his thoughts. Tanner opened the door and saw his guide; John was his name Herod had told him.
 
                 “I am to show you around and have you meet everyone and let you know your duties, your things should be in your room when you return” John said as Tanner followed him down the servants stairs. John went down to the second floor and led John into a big room where it seemed all the servants took their breaks.
 
                 “So this is the new servant?” A man stated as he looked Tanner over. The man was about Tanner’s height but had enjoyed far too much food in his life; his waist was twice what Tanner’s was despite being only a couple of years older. He had brown hair which was kept in a long pony tail and fat fingers as he stuck his hand out for Tanner to shake. “I’m Poully” the man said with a smile.
 
                 “I’m Tanner, well met Poully” Tanner said as he returned the shake.
 
                 “I know all about you, we all do Tanner” Poully said laughing. “Rumors spread quick among us, we heard you saved the princess from some horse”.
 
                 “It was nothing really” Tanner said hoping his lie would be believed.
 
                 “Well that’s not how the guards tell it” Tanner heard John say. “They say you jumped in front of the way and made them look bad. Those damn Tavorians need knocking down a peg or two. Is that how you got all those bruises on your body?”
 
                 “Yes it is” Tanner lied, Grodd had given him those training.
 
                 “Well I think that was quick thinking” Maude said as she handed Tanner a plate of food. “Most men would have asked for gold as a repayment, you wanted off the front lines”.
 
                 “I’m no soldier and I know how it is” Tanner said smiling. “Get the dumb country boy a pike and set him on the front lines why all they civilized folks are in the back. Well another poor tosser can take my place, I already have gold”.
 
                 “You do?” Maude asked.
 
                 “I hunt for a living” Tanner said proudly. “And I treat and sell all the hides”.
 
                 “Well you won’t make much here” Maude replied. “You get ten coppers a week plus room and board. It is a lot nicer in here though, all the food you could want and access to the nicest clothing around. We get noble hand me downs here, and those ten coppers goes a long way when you don’t have to buy anything though”.
 
                 Tanner thought about this, is this the damn small stipend the king talked about? Nah it couldn’t be, he also said a small cottage in the city. “Well I only plan on sticking around until all this war business is over but everyone around here makes me feel like a marked man”.
 
                 “You are a marked man” the girl from the kitchen earlier said. “My friends have all died serving the princess and I was worried I was next. Those fancy bitches parading around as her ladies in waiting need to get off their spoiled asses and do something about it”.
 
                 “Fancy?” Tanner asked confused.
 
                 “They are the daughters of the Tavorians who settled here after the war” the girl explained. What’s in between their legs is no better than what’s in between mine yet they act like they are too good to even speak to us unless they want something. They treated poor Silvia like dirt until she was killed”.
 
                 “Well if anyone tries anything on me I’ll give him a beating he won’t ever forget” Tanner said matter of factly. “No offense to your mate but I’m not a female all waiting to be killed, I come from the country and I know my way around a dust up”.
 
                 “Look at him so brave Martha!” said another girl to Tanner’s right. Martha must be the name of the girl he had been talking to. This new girl was fat, she had on an apron stained with food droppings and Tanner figured her to be a cook or something.
 
                 “So now that we know I’m not dying anytime soon” Tanner said with a smile. “How is this murderer getting in and walking about all calm like and killing people?”
 
                 “I think I know” John replied. “I saw a glance at him; he was dressed in a uniform like us. I think he parades around like one of us and then strikes. I think he has help though, he appears and disappears too quick. I think it’s foolish they are going to go on with this ball with war looming an all. I heard Tavor were mustering their troops and will invade any day now”.
 
                 Tanner spoke to the servants for about an hour until John showed him all around the palace. The palace was big but smartly laid out, he saw where the king and queen slept along with rooms for special guests. There was a dungeon, John had told him only one servant was allowed down there and he never spoke of what he saw. Before long Tanner had gotten the full tour and knew his duties which wasn’t that hard, the princess’s ladies in waiting did a lot of the little stuff, he was just the muscle going to get food, seeing if dresses were ready, going into town and things like that. Tanner walked back up to his room and with Herod’s permission collapsed on the bed.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
                 The next morning Tanner woke up and got dressed. He wanted to swing his sword around and would ask either Herod or Grodd where he could go. Both of the brothers had different schedules and they used to belong to the king. Since the note was found they now worked alongside Caroline’s own guards, but they were not all in the know. Only the King’s personal guards were there in Daum and only they were privied to what Tanner was. Everyone else thought he was a dumb country boy, who fancied himself a soldier. As Tanner was about to open the door Herod was on his way in.
 
                 “Why do you have that sword out boy, put it away” Herod said in a hush. “It’s good you are already up though, their majesties are waiting for you. You can meet them in their quarters, now hurry before the other guard returns.
 
                 Tanner walked out the door and towards the stairs. He was lucky he memorized the way and got there without any trouble. The guards stationed all around let him through without any problem and the king was waiting by the door. Tanner entered as the King shut the door and the Queen sat on a bench holding a small book.
 
                 “This is a book wrote by Geddon’s own hands” the Queen began and misted up a little. “He was self-taught, everything he knew and how to do it he kept inside this book. Geddon was my protector and a good man; it makes me sad to this day I turned him away. I, his greatest asset turned him away along with his secret wife and child. And now I ask you to do the same thing he did for me, I can’t fix it, but I will make sure his child is taken care of. Here is a small drawing I made of him when I gave him this book so long ago”.
 
                 Tanner took the book and the face he saw on it made him ill. Looking back at him was his own face perhaps a couple of years older, perfectly drawn in a silly grin Tanner never would have worn. Whoever this Geddon was definitely was related to him, Tanner thought. Poor bastard dies trying to flee a king. Tanner had hoped he never would find himself in the same prediction.
 
                 “I have read this book more times than I count Tanner” the Queen said as she drew herself straight up. “I am not a wizard myself but what he describes is in parity with what the wizards describe when they are reaching for their base of power. I want you to imagine that you are drawing power into yourself from our environment”.
 
                 Tanner closed his eyes and tried but felt foolish. He tried at it for about ten minutes when he felt a sharp pain on the back of his hand that made him want to get up. Tanner opened he eyes and could see he had been stabbed, and by the Queen no less.
 
                 “Are you mad!?!” Tanner said as he attempted to get up but two strong sets of hands sat him down.
 
                 “Sorry Tanner” the Queen said with a look that Tanner could tell she meant it. “Geddon had a hard time finding out exactly what he could do but discovered more about himself when he cut his finger. I want you to imagine and outside force pushing the blood back into your wound. At the same imagine your body trying to suck the blood back inside”.
 
                 Tanner was pissed but did what she said, almost immediately the king started looking a little weak and he shook Tanner vigorously interrupting his thought.
 
                 “It’s working boy” the King said breathlessly. “I could feel you drawing my magic out of me at a frightening rate!”
 
    
 
   ACT II
 
    
 
                 Tanner had been secretly practicing with the Royal couple for weeks and was now pretty good it. With concentration he discovered he could draw in his field considerably where he did not disrupt magic being performed next to him. The King had told him to always keep his power bottled up then, that way he wouldn’t accidentally give himself away. He also could direct his magic like an invisible whip and only strike out at particular targets. Something he learned but decided to keep to himself though is that when he focused his power on a particular magic user, he could feel his body growing stronger, more energetic. His physique now looked like he had been practicing at being a blacksmith or a profession soldier. When he had been asked he attributed it to eating better and doing some of the exercises Herod had showed him. His sword work was hard to practice though, he had to do it inside his small room so he really didn’t have the space he wanted to. The servants were right about the ladies in waiting though, what a bunch of bitches.
 
                 They routinely had nothing nice to say about anyone or anything including Tanner. They were cute and knew it, but sour lemon tongued shrews was not Tanner’s cup of tea. Tanner ignored them and rarely spoke to either one of them or the princess for that matter if they were around. A bright spot was that he had written to Mary and she had just returned his letter with a lot more than he thought possible. His only said hi and that he was doing fine with a cushy job in the palace. Hers was a lot more detailed.
 
                 Tanner,
 
                 I am happy you wrote to me, your actions gave me a shock right before you left. Golden wrote to me and told me all about your fight with some wizard, I am happy you made it out alive. We have not heard anything about the war, only that the Tavorians hadn’t invaded yet. Golden told me to tell you he is doing fine, he is so far ahead of everyone in the beginning class that they started giving him independent lessons with the hope of putting him with the second year students eventually. The mood here is a little tense, with less people to work the fields not many people have a need for blacksmithing although the men that are left have all asked father to make them swords. I have been trying to help him in the smithy but he only lets me do so much. You surprised me with your kiss, the only person I have confided in so far is mother and Gwen, so the whole town has taken to calling me Tanner. I have been infatuated with you since I was young, I did not think you felt the same. Father told me what you asked of him about running off all potential suitors and told me it could have been the words of a man scared to go to war. I want you to know I’ll wait for you, just let me know I’m wanted.
 
                 Your Dearest Mary
 
   Tanner would be lying if he said he wasn’t happy. Maybe he and Mary could make a life together, as is she was all he mentioned when he was asked if he was seeing anyone. If Tanner was being truthful though the only reason he hadn’t taken some of the serving girls up on their obvious flirting was that he wasn’t sure if they were in league with the assassin. As is he could tell someone had been in his room regularly although the guards all claim to have seen no one. Tanner tucked the letter into his shirt as he heard a little bell signaling the princess had wanted him.
 
   “Yes your Highness” Tanner said as he entered her room.
 
   “It is awfully boring and I hear you have a letter” the princess stated Tanner thought being somewhat nosy.
 
   “I do have a letter Your Highness, it is from my hometown” Tanner replied.
 
   “That stupid country look on your face means it must be from a girl” Meredith said one of Princess Caroline’s ladies in waiting.
 
   Tanner stared at the girl and steeled himself. Her blond hair was always perfectly placed but her beaked nose ruined a somewhat pleasant face. She was his age he knew, and liked to talk down on people alike the rest of them did. This time Tanner had enough.
 
   “It is from a girl your Highness” Tanner said as he pulled out the letter and gave it a little kiss just for show. “It is from my Mary, the fairest girl in all of Ket. She is just writing me to let me know how by best friend is doing over at the wizard academy and to tell me she misses me”.
 
   “The fairest?” Meredith said with a look of disgust. “That is doubtful”.
 
   “Well I have seen you Lady Meredith and I have seen my Mary and I stand by me words” Tanner replied.
 
   “You have a friend in the wizard academy?” Princess Caroline asked.
 
   “I sure do Your Highness, his name is Golden. We come from the same town and I am sure he will be the best in his class” Tanner replied.
 
   “Well maybe you will get to see him” Princess Caroline said excitedly. “All of the students are to attend the Harvest Ball, I will give you some time to yourself to catch up”.
 
   “That is nice of you Your Highness” Tanner said with a genuine smile. “Golden is my Mary’s older brother. I would think he would like to meet you if you don’t mind”.
 
   “Great, another country boy” Meredith snarled.
 
   “I’ll make sure to tell him you are not big on country folks” Tanner replied.
 
   “Please do” Meredith said as she waved him away.
 
   “Tanner could you bring us something to eat, see if they have any fruit in the kitchen” Princess Caroline said as Tanner took a bow and walked out the door.
 
   Tanner could tell something in the hall was not right immediately; the guards that were usually placed outside of Caroline’s quarters were gone. Tanner felt his leg and could see the iron arrow was still there which put him somewhat at ease. Tanner opened Caroline’s door a little and focused, letting a small bit of his power latch on and leach a little of hers. They had practiced this, it was their secret code letting the princess know something was not right. Right now she should have been getting her staff ready and brining words of power to her lips, ready to let them go at any second. Tanner could hear hurried footsteps down the hall and turned to see Grodd walking towards him.
 
   “Tanner they need you in the kitchen” Grodd said somewhat out of breath.
 
   “I’ll be their right away” Tanner replied and made to leave when he noticed something was off. Why did Grodd use the servant stairs and he had called him Tanner instead of boy. Tanner stopped and turned around and looked at Grodd and let a little of his power latch on. His power didn’t affect regular people, only wizards and he had latched on to all of the guards and learned none were magical. When he tasted Grodd this time though he could feel a little spark of energy return.
 
   “Assassin!” Tanner cried out and took out one of his throwing knives.
 
   The assassin snarled and pulled open the princesses door then immediately was tossed back into the hall by her magic. Tanner could see the man pull out a wand and Tanner latched his power on the man and drained him as quickly as he could. He could see the assassin attempt a spell then go wide eyed as he pulled out a sword. Tanner let his throwing knife go as the assassin batted it away with his sword as Tanner then pulled out his arrow and plunged it into the man’s shoulder. He roared and flung Tanner off of him and got to his feet. Tanner recovered quickly and was right behind him with a long dagger in his hand.
 
   “Assassin!” Tanner cried out as he was faster than his foe, catching up to the man quickly and threw him down on the ground. The assassin tried to bring his sword to bear when Tanner saw his face and physique change. He was no longer Grodd but a thin man about in his early 40’s.  Whatever type of magic he used to change his appearance was gone now that Tanner had fully let his powers go. Tanner head butted the man as hard as he could and felt the bridge of the assassin’s nose give way. Blood was everywhere as Tanner wrestled with the man for the sword, but Tanner was much stronger than whoever this attacker was. Tanner focused and drew out even more of the assassin’s magic and could feel himself growing stronger by the minute as the assassin weakened considerably.
 
   “Keep on him Tanner, but don’t kill him” Tanner heard the voice of Caroline say as he focused his skill only at the assassin. Tanner hauled the man to his feet and stopped sapping his magical ability, Tanner knew the man was dangerously low and didn’t know what would happen if he took it all away. Instead he just blocked it, blocking was easy for Tanner, it was something he had done unconsciously all his life.
 
   Tanner looked around and could see Caroline surrounded by her ladies in waiting as some sort of honor guard. He thought they looked ridiculous armed metal brushes and a long back scrubber since none of them were wizards like Princess Caroline. Tanner twisted the man’s arm behind his back and could barely contain himself. The energy he had taken from the man made him feel like he could run all the way back to Kol if he had wanted. Tanner’s screaming had alerted other guards around the castle and eventually they found Tanner along with the women .
 
   “Your Highness” said one of her personal guards Gerault, looking scared and confused. “Are you alright? Where is Grood?”
 
   “I am fine, take this man to the dungeon, my servant will go with you since it seems he is the only one who knows his job” Caroline said waving her wand. “Meredith and Samantha, ensure my parents are aware of what happened here. The rest of you follow me back up to my quarters”.
 
   Tanner looked as the princess put on an act of calmness but Tanner knew it was just that, an act. He hadn’t known her long but he could tell she was so scared she was shaking. He turned as Gerault took the assassin’s other arm and started roughly dragging the man down the stairs up until they got to the dungeon door.
 
   “Open the hell up” Gerault screamed as he kicked at the door louder than Tanner thought necessary.
 
   “What do you want” said an annoyed voice on the other side.
 
   “The assassin has been caught and I’ll let you tell his majesty why you didn’t want him put in the dungeon” Gerault said as he kicked the door again.
 
   “What do you mean by assassin?” the voice replied.
 
   “Have you got cock in ya ears” Tanner said as whoever was on the other side started angering him to. 
 
   “Who the hell said that, when I open this door I’m going to beat some sense into you” the voice on the other side of the door said as tanner heard the sound of a lock being opened. The door swung inward as a man appeared. He was about Tanner’s height but he was thin, obviously not a soldier. The man had a sharp beak like nose and stringy red hair all over the top of his head. He was about in his thirties and had faint laugh lines across his face.
 
   “This is the assassin and His Majesty is on his way” Gerault stated. “If you don’t want to wind up down here yourself I suggest you put this man in shackles before he arrives”.
 
   The man glared at Gerault then at Tanner before he turned around and asked for the pair to follow. Tanner could hear men moaning and could hear the dungeon master chuckle. Tanner decided he did not like man as they stopped in front of a cell with two shackles hanging from the ceiling. As Tanner and Gerault got the man shackled the king burst in followed by a bunch of guards.
 
   “Who found this man?!?” the King demanded rather than asked.
 
   “I caught him Your Majesty” Tanner replied. 
 
   “You, go back upstairs and finish your duties” the King demanded as he looked at Tanner then pointed to Gerault. “You stay here with me, this man has a lot of questions to answer”.
 
   Tanner bowed before leaving the dungeons; he had to get out of there. The power he had inside of him was unruly and needed release. He had never took so much or so quickly from a wizard before and could he his body was struggling to adapt to it. At least now he knew why his body was changing somewhat but this still felt extremely uncomfortable. Tanner imagined it was like someone managed to overstuff a sausage and now it was threatening to rip the casings. Tanner found the servant stairs and practically flew up them, his energy still not abating. Tanner found himself infront of Caroline’s door as her ladies in waiting sat fuming in the hallway. 
 
   “She wanted to see you as soon as you got back” Meredith said angrily as Tanner thought he could feel his body changing inside.
 
   Tanner walked in to Caroline’s quarters and could see both Herod and Grodd were there but in regular clothes with the swords out. Grodd turned to face Tanner as he walked into the room and then relaxed considerably. Tanner stumbled a bit, the next thing he knew he was on the floor then he knew no more.
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Tanner gained consciousness and could hear people talking in the room with him. He felt much better now, the power he had inside him was not punishing him anymore. Tanner could make out two voices, both women. One belonging to Meredith, the other belonging to Samantha.
 
   “Look at him” Samantha said as Tanner could feel whatever blanket was covering him was pulled back. By the sudden coolness in the air Tanner could tell he was either naked or close to it. “There is no way he is just a servant, his clothes had weapons sewed all through him and peasant or not that is the body of a soldier. I thought it was strange the King would allow for Caroline to have a male servant, and that she would sometimes demand to be left alone with him.
 
   “Do you think this was the reason for her alone time?” Tanner heard Meredith say as a hand reached out and grabbed his cock. “I couldn’t blame her if it was”.
 
   “Put that down!” Samantha said in a shocked voice.
 
   “Well you took the blanket off of him” Meredith replied. “Besides, it’s not going to bite you. Have you ever touched one before?”
 
   “No I have not, and you haven’t either” Samantha protested.
 
   “I have seen one though” Meredith said proudly. “There is a small hole in the servant’s bath that you can from the garden”.
 
   “That is why you are always out there, how shameful” Samantha said shocked.
 
   “Do you want to feel this or not” Meredith asked. “It’s starting to stiffen”.
 
   “Is he awake?!?” Samantha asked alarmed.
 
   “No he is not awake” Meredith replied. “Men can’t help this getting stiff or not, it is out of their control. Here hold it like this”.
 
   Tanner didn’t know what to do at this point. He was uncomfortable yet excited and felt himself stiffen even farther until he was sure he couldn’t take it anymore. He felt a different set of hands on him now, this one a little colder and heard a stifled giggle.
 
   “It’s so warm” Samantha said in a low voice. “Is it normal?”
 
   “How am I supposed to know?” Meredith replied. “He is bigger than the stable boys though in every sense of the word. They sneak down in the baths and touch themselves until their seed spills out. They move their hands like this..”
 
   Tanner could now fell two sets of hands stroking him slowly, it felt a lot better than when he had done it himself.
 
   “It’s crazy how this thing is supposed to go up inside you” Samantha replied. “I think this would hurt”.
 
   “The first time always hurts” Meredith replied. “I heard my maid Prissy’s mom tell her that. She said to make it go in easier she should use her mouth on it, like she was trying to swallow a length of sausage then let it up on it until it was almost out before doing it again”.
 
   
  
 

“I wonder what it tastes like?” Samantha said as Tanner heard Meredith giggle.
 
   “I dare you to find out” Meredith said.
 
   The sensation Tanner felt after that sentence made him want to jump out of his bed. It took all the control he had to pretend unconsciousness as a warm wet mouth slid along his cock made it throb uncontrollably.
 
   “Look he’s twitching” Meredith said as Samantha stopped unfortunately. “Let me try”
 
   As soon as Meredith went down on him he couldn’t hold back and shot his load into her mouth as he could hear the door handle turning. Meredith hurried and got off of him as blankets were quickly pulled over him.
 
   “Has he stirred?” Tanner heard the voice of the Queen.
 
   “Unn Umm” Tanner heard a muffled voice say.
 
   “Swallow your water before you speak to me child, it is rude” Tanner heard the Queen say.
 
   “You heard the Queen Meredith” Tanner heard the voice of the King say and tried his best not to laugh as he knew what water was in her mouth. Tanner heard a gulp and then Samantha’s voice.
 
   “He has not yet awakened Your Majesty” Samantha said in a voice even Tanner could tell sounded guilty of something. “The princess told us to watch over him and tell her the second he wakes. Does anyone know how the assassin got in or so close to the princess?”
 
   “We are hoping when he wakes up he can tell us, right now I have my most trusted guard locked in the dungeon. The assassin won’t talk, at least not yet” the King stated.
 
   “Why don’t you girls go get some rest” the queen said. “You still look in shock from the assassin, just talking about it has made the both of you shake and perspire”.
 
   “It is normal for your body not act right after such an ordeal” the King added on. “In fact why don’t you and the other two go visit your families in the city. The ball is tomorrow anyway and many people will be here. You can all see Caroline then, others will attend to her”.
 
   Tanner heard the sound of feet shuffling and the door opening and closing followed by the Queen’s hushed whisper.
 
   “Maybe the assassin gave him some type of poison” the Queen said. “Look how bad he perspires”.
 
   “The boy is 16 sweetie” the King replied. “He simply fainted from the excitement, that’s all. And he is sweating because he has a lot of blankets over him and he is in a warm room. The healer said he doesn’t have any wounds that she could see, all he needs is time to come around on his own”.
 
   “Maybe you are right dear” the Queen replied. “I just feel bad for him. No one other than Caroline witnessed the fight but already people are asking why the assassin didn’t fry Tanner on the spot. If Grodd was in on it, then I think he would have accounted for Tanner”.
 
   “I like Grodd too sweetie but until he wakes up Grodd has to stay in the dungeon” the King said in a voice Tanner thought sounded placating. “Herod said Grodd volunteered to take his shift guarding Caroline so he could go visit his wife. Gerault said Grodd sent him on a mission of the upmost importance to get a crossbow from the stables that had been left on a horse, Gerault didn’t find any crossbow. When they were both out of the way, one of the serving girls claimed to had seen Grodd coming up the servants stairs and that he patted her on the backside and asked if she could meet him somewhere”.
 
   Tanner let the news sink in that Grodd was in the dungeon and let out a long stretch like normal people do when they first wake up. Tanner had hoped the King or Queen didn’t think he had been spying on their conversation and hopped out of bed before thinking.
 
   “Oh my!” Tanner heard the Queen say as he remembered he was naked and scrambled for a blanket.
 
   “Y-Your Majesty” Tanner said stumbling. “W-where am I? Why am I naked? Why are you here?”
 
   “Calm down Tanner” the King said giving Tanner a slight glare. “You fainted after dealing with the assassin and now you are in my healer’s patient room. What happened with the assassin?”
 
   “He could change his appearance!” Tanner said louder than he wanted to. “He pretended to be Grodd but him mannerisms were off. He called me Tanner when Grodd always called me boy like it was as nasty as biting into an apple and finding a worm. That along with the fact I found him sneaking about like Mr. Johnson trying to see his mistress when he came up the back stairs. I used a bit of my power and found out Grodd was a wizard and that’s when I knew I wasn’t talking to Grodd at all. He tried to attack the princess but she blew him into the hall. That’s when I jumped on him and the princess helped keep him at bay until Gerault came”.
 
   “Tazor” the Queen said and gave him a nudge.
 
   “I am going to get Grodd out right now dear” the King replied. “Follow me sweetie, I must insist upon it if young men insist on showing you their naked bodies”.
 
   Tanner blushed furiously as the King and Queen left. He looked around the room and found his clothes. Tanner put them on and his mind was still reeling, did that really just happen with Meredith and Samantha? He felt a little guilty thinking about Mary and decided this was a secret that would follow him unto his grave. Tanner started to walk out of the door and looked down at himself. His clothes fit well and that was the problem. They were too tall and kind of baggy on him at first, now his shirt fit just right and the pants were the correct length. Was he getting taller? He definitely had more muscle and decided unless it was life and death he would never drain more than his body could handle, he didn’t want to end up 50 feet tall. Tanner hurried out of the room and noticed he was hungry and stopped by the kitchen for something to eat.
 
   “It’s the hero!” Maude said as she ran over and gave him a big hug. “Those damn Tavorians couldn’t protect our princess but you sure did. Come sit down and I’ll make you a proper plate!”
 
   Tanner sat down as John came over smiling. “I heard you beat that wizard down before he could throw any spells at you and beat him unconscious then threw him in the dungeon!”
 
   “I can give you a real hero’s reward” Martha said as she came over and gave Tanner a kiss on the cheek. “But I hear this Mary you are always going on about wrote you back”.
 
   “He doesn’t need any of that Martha, he needs a meal!” Maude said as Tanner blushed.
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be dating the cobbler?” John asked.
 
   “I am dating the cobbler but that doesn’t mean I can’t properly thank a hero” Martha said with a laugh. “If he had muscles like Tanner’s I would be there right now. Besides, he is taking too long to make me his wife. I should give him a piece of my mind”.
 
   “Well you do that child, he makes good enough money that you wouldn’t have to work anymore anyway unless you really wanted to” Maude said as she sat a plate down in front of Tanner.
 
   “So how did it happen?” John asked. “They say one of the guards was in on it”.
 
   “He could change his face!’ Tanner replied. “He tried to look like one of the guards but I could tell something was off and I stabbed him with my iron arrow”.
 
   “You should have killed him for what he did to Sylvia” Martha added in.
 
   “The princess told me not to but I stuck him like a sow going to slaughter” Tanner replied. “Even made that tosser squeal just like I said I was”.
 
   “When you first said it though Tanner, I didn’t realize how big you were since you always wore those baggy uniforms” Maude replied. “But now I can see you were right when you said you can take care of yourself, I know this Mary of yours will be happy to hear you saved the princess”.
 
   “It wasn’t anything special, if any of you seen had some tosser in front of you spinning you a yarn and you knew he meant to hurt you…”
 
   “You are right, I would have cut off his head” John said interrupting. “He killed a lot of good people and when he is executed I will be there to spit in his face”.
 
   “I’ll be there with you” Martha said. “Well we might as well start getting ready for this damn ball, seeing that bastard caught has made me feel better”.
 
   Tanner finished his food as other servants came by to congratulate him. They were all so proud of one of their own doing a job the Tavorian elite couldn’t handle. Tanner could have stayed there all day soaking in the praise as Grodd’s exhausted but relieved looking body hauled itself into the kitchen, making everyone at once go silent.
 
   “I owe you one boy, I mean I owe you one Tanner” Grodd said as he stared at Tanner.
 
   “Sweet Fanny Adams don’t you ever call me that again as long as you live” Tanner stated angrily.
 
   “Well you earned it, without you I would have had no way to prove my innocence” Grodd began. “You’ll never hear me call you boy again”.
 
   “I meant don’t you ever start calling Tanner unless you are not too attached to your teeth anymore” Tanner said with a slight smile. “That tosser runnin around impersonating you called me Tanner, that’s how I knew it wasn’t you. You always called be boy like it was a swear word and that bloke was being real sweet like”.
 
   “My own brother couldn’t tell the difference and you mean to tell me the fact he called you by your name is what tipped you off?” Grodd began as he let out a sigh. “Am I that horrible that an impersonator showing some decency is what gave him away?”
 
   “Now if you wanna get square with me, you start treatin me people with some respect” Tanner began. “As far as me and you go, I’m good with how we are. I know you secretly like me although you are too stubborn to show it. Must be the Tavorian in you”.
 
   “I’ll let that slight pass boy and I’ll take what you said in consideration” Grodd said and let out a smile. “I hear you haven’t seen the princess yet and she was yapping on about some sweets or something. She sent away whoever was attending to her and demanded to know when you were coming back since you were up. I think she feels safer with you around, I came to see you to her quarters”.
 
   “The boy needs a rest” Maude stated somewhat angry.
 
   “It’s okay Maude” Tanner said and fixed her with a smile. “The princess is giving me time to myself during the ball. That lad I’m always going on about Golden is going to be there and she knows it. That’s why she gave me the time, I’ll not jeopardize that. He might be family someday if me and his sister still get on when I go back to Kol. You’ll meet this bloke and instantly see why I pick at him and call him the blessed one. He couldn’t fail at something if he tried”.
 
   “Hmpf” Maude said as she handed over a plate of fruit tarts.
 
   Tanner smiled and left the kitchen and had Grodd following him. “I also knew something was weird when you took the servants stairs” Tanner said as he climbed the stairs.
 
   “Well, I am just glad you did notice” Grodd said as Tanner could tell he had more to add. “How many of them exercises have you been doing, you are starting to put a lot of weight on that frame of yours”.
 
   “I do them nonstop while I am in me room” Tanner lied. “I think it is working a little bit but it leaves me sore as a pretty prostitute in a room full of rich nobles”.
 
   “Well I do all those same exercises and it never worked like that” Grodd said as they stopped in front of the door leading to Caroline’s quarters. He could already hear the King and Queen inside. 
 
   “This ball is the perfect way to catch more of them” The King said excitedly. “This new magic changes things, they don’t know we have found their man out yet. If Tanner is near the entrance when the nobles come in, we can discover them right away and end this”.
 
   “Wouldn’t the nobles be angry that they are being used as bait father” Princess Caroline asked.
 
   “Doubtful” the Queen answered. “This ball has always been nothing more than love fest. There is a reason only first year wizards are allowed, to give all the nobles first chance at throwing their daughters and sons at the magic users”.
 
   “I thought you said you and dad met at the Harvest Ball?” Princess Caroline asked.
 
   “We did, and it was just like the ones we now throw here in Ket” the Queen replied. “The second year wizard students aren’t invited because they should have been already spoken for the first time around”.
 
   Tanner walked in and could not stifle a laugh as the Queen finished talking. Tanner put his hand over his mouth but it was no use.
 
   “What is so funny Tanner?” the King said as he fixed him with a glare. “Perhaps we can use a bit of humor today”.
 
   “I’m sorry your Majesties but if what you said was true I can’t wait this thing play out” Tanner said still laughing. “The blessed one in a room full of noble folk throwing their daughters at him? If he has survived just going to that jinxing school without falling apart this oughta be the icing on the cake. Me Mary would never forgive me if I didn’t tell her all about this, every single horrible detail”.
 
   “The blessed one?” the Queen asked.
 
   “It is the name I call my very best friend” Tanner replied. “His father even named him Golden as if he were destined for greatness. He is the best at anything he sets his mind to, except for dealing with the ladies. His Ma will be happy though if he finds any poor girl to call his own. In my village many are married at 18 summers, Golden is 17 already with 18 staring him in the face in less than two weeks”.
 
   “Well I look forward to meeting this young man you keep going on about” The King stated.
 
   “I would be happy to introduce him your Majesty” Tanner replied. “He is a walking fairytale. Most of stories in these parts deals with a blacksmith’s son or something suddenly finding out he was a wizard and saving the entire country before marrying some princess. This guy is that guy”.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Tanner stood near the front door dressed uncomfortably. The clothes he had borrowed from Herod were fancy and fit well but he looked like a regular dandy prancing around with all the frill on this thing. Tanner’s job was to simply hang out near the front and cancel out all magic as folks walked in. Instructors from the wizard guild were already here to identify their students and others were present to identify the nobles arriving. So far most of the noble’s had gotten through with no problems, Tanner smiled inwardly as he had noticed a couple of the wives and daughters giving him the once over. He had to practically bite off his own tongue to pretend to be ignorant when he saw Caroline’s ladies in waiting after the whole swallow incident. For the most part Meredith and the crew went about acting as snobby as ever but he saw a knowing glance go on between them. She can act as high and mighty as she wanted, she still had his cock in her mouth at one point. 
 
   Tanner was buzzed with excitement as the last of the noble families came through the door, the wizard’s were next. Tanner watched as the daughter of the Duke of Blax changed into right before his eyes into an older woman with red hair. She looked shocked as she apparently noticed the transformation and Tanner locked on to her and started rapidly draining her as she pulled out a wand. Tanner did not move for his part, he looked as shocked as the Duke as guards from all over descended on the woman who was desperately trying to fling any spell she knew. One guard knocked her over the back of her head and the woman fell down unconscious as another pulled her wand away from her. She was led away, presumably to the dungeon as the Duke and his family left quickly. Tanner thought they were going to check on their real daughter. This wizard was not as powerful as the other one Tanner thought. Her energy didn’t feel as explosive and his body was handling it well, he was a little jumpy but that was all. When the excitement from that died down the wizard students were led in and the last one was the friend he was looking for.
 
   “Well don’t you look like some puff pastry all fancy like the painted girls from the whorehouse in Daum” Tanner said to Golden’s back.
 
   Golden spun around quickly, took one look at Tanner and started laughing. “You’d do well to stop having a giggle at me while you’re dressed like that”.
 
   “You look like the mutt’s nutts walking around like that” Golden said still laughing. “I wish Mary was here to see it”.
 
   “Well she ain’t and you better not tell her about it either” Tanner said as he glared at Golden.
 
   “Well now that we both look like idiots, can you relax here or are you working?” Golden asked. “I would like to have a drink with my best friend, this school is not anything like I thought it would be”.
 
   Tanner could see worry in Golden’s eyes and walked him over to a servant holding a try full of wine in goblets.
 
   “Is this the bloke you are always going on about?” asked Daphne one of the laundresses.
 
   “Aye, this here is Golden Diamondson” Tanner said with a smile. “The fanciest dressed man Kol ever spit out”.
 
   “Fuck you tosser” Golden said as he grabbed a wine glass and downed the contents. “I am Golden ma’am; it is a pleasure to meet you. I know it had to be difficult putting up with Tanner, he has been heartbroken since his best friend the Todd left for wizard school”.
 
   “The hell I am!” Tanner said and grabbed a glass himself. Daphne gave Golden the once over and smiled as she walked off to do her duty.
 
   “This place has been doing well by you Tanner” Golden said seriously. “You look like you have put some smithy muscles on that frame of yours”.
 
   “That I have” Tanner replied. “Now I ain’t never seen you like this, what is eating at you?”
 
   “That damn school Tanner” Golden said as his face showed frustration. “I don’t fit in there at all. First it started with Todd, he appointed himself my boss and was angry when I started outperforming him. When the instructors let us know we are not vassals to any lord anymore no matter where we live and that extended to our families I told him to go get stuffed. He organized the other men there and they hate me. They go out of their way to make my life harder than it has to be, it doesn’t help that I am so far ahead of the class they are thinking about putting me with the second years”.
 
   “Do you need me to punch one of them in the nose for you?” Tanner asked.
 
   “That’s why I miss you Tanner” Golden said with a sigh. “You always knew what to say in situations like these”.
 
   “Well fuck Todd and fuck those other tossers” Tanner said with a laugh. “Let me introduce you to someone, you’ll get a kick out of this”.
 
   Tanner spotted Princess Caroline surrounded by all sorts of noble men each vying for her attention. Golden looked on in horror as Tanner bullied his way through the fray and led him right up to the princess and her ladies in waiting. “Your highness I would like for you to meet Golden Diamond, wizard from Kol” Tanner said as Caroline’s eyes went wide.
 
   Tanner had heard of love at first sight and figured this must be it. The princess stared at Golden and then started blushing furiously. Golden was dumbfounded and just stared, to flummoxed to say anything. Tanner looked around and could see he wasn’t the only one noticing, men looked at the pair and started leaving.
 
   “You are supposed to bow dumbass” Tanner said as he elbowed Golden in the stomach. “I told her highness that you were a regular gentleman not some idiot who has been in his cups or smoking too much of the seven leaf”.
 
   Golden snapped out of it and gave a slight bow and blushed a little. “These ladies here said all country folk are stupid inbreds so I am sure they don’t want to be insulted by me introducing you to them” Tanner said as he felt a tug on his sleeve
 
   “Aren’t you going to introduce me peasant” Tanner turned and saw Todd Greenley along with two other men.
 
   “Of course I will” Tanner said with a smile. “Your Highness this fat piece of shit is Baronet Greenley. He should have been left a stain on the bed but somehow he grew into the worse thing ever to fall out of a woman’s arse since the speckled pox the soldiers all have from visiting prostitutes. He can’t stay long you see, his boyfriends behind him want to know if they can borrow pig fat from the kitchen so they can each have a go trying to stuff their cocks up his arse”.
 
   The group went silent as Tanner finished. Greenley along with everyone else looked to shocked to reply. The silence was eventually broken by Golden told Tanner not to use such language in front of the princess while trying his very best to stifle a laugh.
 
   “How dare you!” Greenley bellowed.
 
   “I’m sorry lads, I should have told you her highness is no skinflint, you and the rest these jinx flingers can find the kitchens that away, we have more than enough pig fat for your needs” Tanner said as he pointed in the direction of a door.
 
   “You want to take this outside peasant” Todd said shaking mad.
 
   “Of course I wouldn’t Todd, I don’t want to have a go at you too” Tanner replied. “I don’t judge but men are not my thing”.
 
   “Is there a problem here Your Highness?” Herod said as he folded his arms.
 
   “These gentlemen were just leaving to the kitchen” Tanner said and pointed at the three wizards. “Her highness would be ever so grateful if you could show them the way”.
 
   Tanner looked as Caroline nodded and Herod gruffly took Todd by the arm and led him away.
 
   “You Cur!” Princess Caroline said and hit Tanner’s arms. “Who was that poor man you embarrassed so deliciously!”
 
   “He was a puffed up son of a Baronet who imagined himself a king” Tanner replied.
 
   “You should watch your mouth” Meredith said practically growling.
 
   “And you should wash your mouth also” Tanner said smiling.
 
   “I said watch servant” Meredith replied.
 
   “And I said wash” Tanner replied and gave her a wink which made her first go into shock then blush.
 
   “So Golden, I have heard a lot about you” Caroline said breaking the tension. “Tanner said his manners would be far worse if you were not there to reel him in”.
 
   “That is the truth Your Highness” Golden said shyly. “I don’t know what my sister sees in him”.
 
   “Oh the much talked about Mary” Caroline said with a small laugh. “If they do get married I think I would very much like to be there”.
 
   “You talk about Mary?” Golden asked looking at Tanner.
 
   “Easy there blessed one” Tanner said as he held his hands up. “I aim to make her my wife when this is all over but only after I talk it over with your Da. I haven’t been speaking ill of her”.
 
   “Well you better hurry” Golden said as his blank face turned into a small smile. “They have taken to calling her the Tanner’s wife behind her back since someone I know kissed her full on the mouth when he was leaving”.
 
   “I-I am sure I don’t know what you are talking about” Tanner stammered. “But if I find the guy I’m going to give him a stern talking to!”
 
   Tanner then heard a commotion as the King walked into the room yelling at the top of his lungs. The Tavorians had crossed over the border, the troops stationed there had first contact sometime yesterday, the king had received a bird and an exhausted messenger just arrived confirming it, Ket was at war.
 
   “We need to send our wizards to the front now!” said an angry noble.
 
   “We lost the last war because we waited too long and they picked us apart” said another.
 
   “We have to end this ball” the King said as everyone calmed down somewhat. “Contingency plans have already been thought up in case this happened, we are prepared. In the morning we ride out to meet this enemy”.
 
   Tanner quit listening after that, all he knew was that war was definitely upon them. He should be out there fighting to kick the Tavorians off of his land, if it wasn’t for them he would know who his father is. Instead he would stay here watching over Caroline while Golden was out there doing what he should be.
 
   “Well it looks like I will be needed soon” Golden said solemnly. “Walk your old friend out?”
 
   “Stay right here” Tanner said as he looked around for the Princess. Tanner found her near her father’s side. Tanner squeezed through all the outraged talking nobles and went up close to the King where the guards recognized him and let him pass. Tanner caught Caroline’s eye and went up to her.
 
   “Your Highness” Tanner began. “I have never asked you for anything before. But my friend Golden is most likely going to be in the thick of it soon. I want either release from your service to join him, or even better if could make him one of your staff. I hate to ambush you like a snake in a rabbit hole but I have no choice”.
 
   “I’ll talk to my father, but now is not the time” Caroline said and motioned for him to go away.
 
   Tanner found Golden and let him know what he had done. Tanner could see a small glimmer of happiness when he heard Tanner say he would fight alongside of him.
 
   “Well then, walk me halfway home, they wouldn’t let me bring my horse” Golden said as he made for the door.
 
   Tanner sighed and followed his friend out of the Sun palace and down the main street when Golden whispered to him.
 
   “I think we are being followed Tanner” 
 
   “I know we are being followed blessed one” Tanner replied. “I just wanted to give Todd a chance to back away. The King has offered he a small house in the city somewhere when this war is over, I’m not one of his vassals anymore and I have always hated that tosser”.
 
   “Tanner they have magic, they are not as good as mine but there are three of them” Golden said hushed.
 
   “Well I did beat that tosser in Daum and he was a full-fledged wizard” Tanner said as he led Golden down a side street. “I’m just upset I haven’t got my good luck arrow you made me a while back, but it won’t matter none”.
 
   “Tanner this is a dead end” Golden said in alarm and started looking around for an exit.
 
   “Well then we can stop running, follow my lead Golden, it’s about time you stopped worrying about this tosser anyway” Tanner said as he turned around and waited for Greenley and his thugs to round the corner.
 
   “See Golden, he is right on time like I said” Tanner said loudly and started unbuckling his pants. “I told you if we brought something to grease ourselves he would show, he can’t help it”.
 
   “You think you are real fucking funny don’t you peasant” Greenley said as he pulled out his wand.
 
   “No I am tired of your shit Greenley”  Tanner said as he latched onto Greenley and the other two without drawing away their power. “You are not in Kol anymore, you need to stop acting like it”.
 
   “I have been owing you two a beating for some time, your mouth won’t get you out of this one” Greenley said as Tanner readied himself. 
 
   “This ends here” Tanner said as he took off at a sprint towards the men and cut off their magic flow. He could see Todd fire off a spell then look on in shock as it never materialized. By the time the other two had their wands out Tanner felt a fireball pass over him and scatter the other two. Tanner grabbed Todd’s wand and yanked it out of his hand and tossed it. Tanner could see he was much bigger than Todd now, he towered over the older man and thought the fight not fair but quickly dismissed it.
 
   “You said something about a beating you piece of shit” Tanner said as he grabbed Todd by the collar and slapped him as hard as he could. “Here I am you fat piece of shit, now beat me”!
 
   Tanner looked as on in anger fading to amusement as Todd wet himself. Tanner shoved the fat wizard backwards on his behind. “I heard you lot have been giving my boy Golden here a hard time. If I hear anymore words about it, I am going to ask the Princess to see to it personally that all of you are stationed on the frontlines”.
 
   Tanner glared as the men walked away, he had hated Todd for a while but figured there was no way to pay him back for all the shit he caused. One thing was for sure was that he could never go back to Kol without trouble. The King had been paying him three gold coins a week for his services and promised 100 coins if he ever caught the assassin. Tanner had caught two and had a sizable sum already, if he was serious about Mary she would have to move to Ketol to have a life. Tanner walked Golden all the way home and didn’t run into any trouble, he had hoped his friend would make it safely through the school without any more trouble. Tanner headed back to the Sun Palace and let the night’s events weigh on his mind. War was happening now, at first he wanted nothing to do with it, but these were the people who killed his parents. At first he had no love for them but now he felt different, an eye for an eye. Tanner made his way into the palace and into his room where he was greeted by five men and one woman he had never seen before, each packed as if they were going somewhere.
 
   “What are you lot doing in my room” Tanner said as he found out all of them were wizards.
 
   “They are here because I need them and you” Tanner heard the King’s voice say. “The Tavorians are led by General Smith, he is old but he is wise and ever adapting. I need you to kill him Tanner. Kill him and your debt is paid in full, your part in this war will be finished. Tavor has skilled wizards, you are the only one with skills to neutralize them as my team finishes the job”.
 
   “Your Majesty” Tanner began before the King cut him off.
 
   “I know you got into it with the son of a Baronet this evening” the King began. “Succeed in this and I’ll grant you your own title as Baron”.
 
   “Your Majesty I cannot turn down an offer like this one” Tanner said shocked. “If I’m going though there is only one man’s hands I would place my life in”.
 
   “Your friend has been requested as one of Caroline’s personal guards” the King said as he waved Tanner’s statement away. “She is upset that you are leaving, I have to placate her somehow. This Golden will be put into rotation tonight, since that is when you will leave. Do not try to speak to much to those you travel with, they are the best in Ket at what they do, it’s best after this is over you forget their face”.
 
    
 
   ACT III
 
    
 
   Tanner had been on the move for two weeks now, posing as an infantryman in the Ketian army. The rest of his group were spread out all over camp, trying to keep a low profile. The fighting had been fierce, or so Tanner was told since he wasn’t on the frontlines and had orders telling others not to put him there. The Tavorians had superior magic but many of them lay dead on the battlefield, their bodies looted and left to rot for carrion. Their soldiers were tough and well disciplined, but their tactics had been known to Ket, many of the Ketian officers either fought in the last war or were once Tavorians themselves. This gave Ket an edge, when the war first started they had countered everything Tavor threw at them, though lately it had been a noticeable shift in their tactics, many officers attributed it to General Smith.
 
   The army had been warned about spies though and had a password for everything to stop spies from getting in. Putting on a different face wasn’t going to cut it, anyone who wanted information had to get it the hard way. Tanner had just finished his guard duty shift when the female in his group, who had been posing as a laundress approached him.
 
   “We make our move tonight” she said as she passed him by holding a load of laundry. “The Tavorians are going to attack in about two hours, we are going to use this as a way to-“ the woman never got the chance to finish her sentence as two arrows sprouted from her chest.
 
   Tanner hit the ground as the signal for attack started ringing throughout their base camp. Tanner looked around and pulled out his sword as he saw something that made his heart drop. He thought security was tight in the army, instead he saw men he had met pulling out their swords and turning on Ket soldiers as the Tavorian soldiers started pouring out over a hill. Tanner stayed low and took out his blade as fireballs started raining down all around him, one almost striking him if he did not put his field back up. Tanner quickly scanned the enemy troops getting closer and found a wizard among them and started to leech the magic user’s power. Tanner jumped up and found the nearest Tavorian soldier and ran his blade clean through the man’s heart before sliding his blade out and waiting to meet his next enemy.
 
   The fight seemed to be going in slow motion for Tanner, like he was on land fighting people who seemed to be moving under water. Tanner’s blows were faster, he would often get three sometimes even four hits off while the enemy was still in the middle of their first swing. The more Tanner leeched off of the wizards around him the stronger and faster he got. Men were piling up all around him now, since the battle started Tanner had killed six men when a giant of a man came forward carrying a two handed sword.
 
   Tanner rushed in and went for a simple midsection slash, it had worked before and the thin armor worn by their front line troops were easy to stab through. This giant of a man had on plate armor however, Tanner’s blow sparked and cut a deep gash into the armor but did not have enough force to penetrate. Tanner’s opponent dropped his weapon and held Tanner in a bear hug, picking him off of his feet and putting pressure on Tanner’s lower back. Tanner hit the brute with the pommel of his sword, the clang it made off of his helmet rang throughout the battlefield as the brute dropped him to the ground. Tanner backed away from the man as he caught movement in his peripheral vision. Tanner ducked as the tip of a pike sailed over him. Tanner rolled away from both enemies as they moved in on him. Whenever he went for the pikeman, the brute would go on the attack and vice versa. Tanner did the only thing a 16 year old boy could do when facing two grown men, he ran.  
 
   Tanner had no idea if the people he was battling was following him or not, and he didn’t care to know either. Ahead of him he could see a Ketian soldier surrounded by three Tavorian ones, each circling him and looking for an opportunity to strike, Tanner had their backs, something he would take advantage of. Tanner swung high and decapitated the nearest enemy then drove his sword hilt deep into the side of another. Tanner retrieved his sword as he was hit hard over the head, suddenly his world went black.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   “Where am I?” Tanner asked as he started coming to.
 
   “In a cage heading to market” a voice replied.
 
   Tanner looked around at his surroundings as his head pounded. He was in a caged wagon pulled by some horses as men with spears walked along side of him. Tanner could see he had been disarmed, the last thing he remembered was stabbing a soldier and then nothing. He wasn’t dead so he guessed he should be grateful, now he would have to figure out how to escape.
 
   “I see the hero is awake now” said a soldier from outside the wagon. “I should have killed you, but now you go to the market, you know what they do to fresh faced muscular boys at the market? They treat them like little girls. I hope you get bought by a master that has a fetish for such things”.
 
   “Then I’ll stick him the way I stuck the rest of you tossers” Tanner said as a spear was thrusted between the cage bars at him. Tanner grabbed the wooden part of it and pulled it as hard as he could, ripping the weapon free from the soldier before turning it around and throwing back at the man barely missing him.
 
   “You will leave the merchandise alone” a man in a red robe said. Tanner could tell the man was a wizard, he had the loose robes most wizards preferred and he was holding a wizards staff. “This one is for Master Zavor, we will get paid handsomely for him”.
 
   “Zavor huh?” the soldier said with a sinister smile. “That’ll be even better, I heard he sucks your brains out and leaves you empty headed”.
 
   “There is no use in paying attention to them” a Ket soldier in the cage with him said. “That one you have been arguing with gets off on telling us about our fate. “I’m Sawyer by the way”.
 
   “I am Tanner, how long have I been out for?”
 
   “About a week now” Sawyer replied. “They have been feeding you methuselah root to keep you sleep. They ran out last night, I think you scare them. I have heard that you single handedly took out six soldiers”.
 
   “How did the battle end?” Tanner asked.
 
   “They were retreating when they grabbed me” Sawyer replied. “They have a lot more prisoners but I think they are being tortured, before I left I saw a couple of them had shaved heads and fresh cuts over their bodies”.
 
   “That is enough talk in there” the red robed wizard replied. “If I hear any more you will not get fed or a bucket to relieve yourselves. You will sit starving in your own filth”.
 
   Tanner and Sawyer gave each other a nod and shut up. Tanner figured he could attempt to make a run for it, but he had no idea where he was at. The rest of the trip thankfully took less than two weeks, Tanner was beyond cramped and not talking started grating on his nerves. Tanner was sleep when he entered the city he was now in, his dreams interrupted by the smart mouthed soldier who threw a bucket of water on him.
 
   “Get up you, it’s time to meet your new master” the soldier said laughing.
 
   “Well now what do we have here” said a fat man in a tight fitting outfit.
 
   “Hands off Buster” the soldier Tanner hated said. “This one here belongs to Zavor”.
 
   “I don’t belong to no fucking body you tosser” Tanner replied.
 
   “That is a big one there” Buster replied. “I don’t know why the wizard bothers with such dangerous slaves, ones like him need to be brought to the arena to fight other slaves”.
 
   “This one killed six soldiers on the frontline” the red robed wizard joined into the conversation. “Zavor should be waiting for us, I already sent a messenger ahead”.
 
   “Just as long as I get my cut, I’m the only licensed seller of slaves in the city” Buster said as he then examined Tanner’s cagemate.
 
   “Ah here is your ride” The red robed wizard said as an elaborate carriage pulled up. “Try anything and Master Zavor will have your entrails decorating the walls”.
 
   Tanner watched as the carriage door opened, out walked two burly looking but blank faced men. They didn’t look like serious men, their eyes looked empty somehow. The red robed wizard opened up the cage Tanner was in as the thwo empty men grabbed him by his arms and dragged him into the carriage where the smallest man Tanner had ever seen sat.
 
   The man had a big forehead but his limbs were very short, this Zavor was a half man. Tanner had never seen one before but heard kings kept them as pets. This half man though had on wizard robes and had a look on his face that Tanner knew meant he wasn’t to be trifled with. The wizard dug around in the carriage as it pulled off and pulled out a small bottle.
 
   “You will drink this or you will be tortured until you do” the half man said as he gave Tanner the bottle.
 
   “If you are gonna torture me you half man dandy then let’s get it over with” Tanner said as one of the blank faced men slammed an elbow into the side of his head.
 
                 “I forget how difficult slaves can be before they have had their first drink” Zavor replied. “Now drink up”.
 
                 Tanner felt another elbow slam into his head and dropped to the floor of the wagon as his mouth was opened up and the contents poured inside.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   “Hurry up slave and fetch me my water” the half man said angrily. “It’s amazing your people haven’t killed themselves out of stupidity. It’s a small wonder why we haven’t already won this war”.
 
                 Tanner blanked his mind and brought the small wizard a goblet of water. The man snatched it out of his grasp and gave him a dismissive wave to go away. The wizard he was serving, Zavor was the master of the small wizard school Tanner now found himself at. This was a finishing school for elite wizards. Because he was in charge, Zavor often kept important company, Tanner had seen military leaders coming and going from the academy. Other wizards often visited Zavor either to kiss his ass or ask for his guidance on how to make slaves docile, what they didn’t know was that Zavor did it by one of his greatest inventions, mind sweep.
 
                 The foul brew Tanner was forced to drink when he first arrived had been concocted by the Tavorian wizard, he somehow infused the brew with his magic which made the recipient of the brew open to suggestion. Zavor, had been the creator of the brew and had kept the recipe secret from the rest of Tavor. Because of mind sweep, Zavor often bought the burliest slaves he could find, he had nothing to fear from them. Mind sweep was in the drink and in the stew he fed all of his slaves, ensuring their continuing subservience. Tanner’s ability to negate magic made this brew ineffective, but he quickly learned to play along when they gave him another dose. Although the war was still going on Tanner was relatively safe as a personal servant, being put with Zavor had its advantages.
 
                 Tanner had already memorized the maps Zavor kept, and would secretly leech power off of the strong but diminutive wizard all throughout the day as well as the other wizards in the academy. It was simple now to let his power strands flow until they found a wizard, then he would seep power slowly without hampering their ability to do magic. He had 12 such strands going right now including Zavor who he would relish killing.
 
                 Zavor had two female slaves which he abused regularly. Sometimes he would have them touch each other or couple with other slaves for his company’s enjoyment. Other times he would invite young and impressionable wizardesses to his office and plow them with mind sweep before enjoying their bodies, then making them walk back to their quarters believing they had coupled with the king himself. Tanner tried to keep a blank look, instead of one full of the disgust he had on his face as Zavor was talking to an older wizardess, unlike the young 15 or 16 summers he usually went for, she was about 30.
 
                 “I have brought you a treat, but before we get to that, what do you want for that guard of yours” the woman said looking over Tanner. “He has muscles of a man but the face of a child, absolutely delicious”.
 
                 “He is not for sale” Zavor stated as Tanner saw him reach for a wine bottle and pour the woman some of his foul concoction. 
 
                 “Aww what a pity” the woman said as she took the wine filled goblet. “Aren’t you going to have some yourself, I don’t drink alone”.
 
                 “I don’t drink at all, it’s bad form to drink in front of guests” Zavor said in his usual harsh tone.
 
                 “Well then I will refrain also” the woman purred as she sat the goblet down. “I wouldn’t want to get impaired and have you get the wrong idea. Is it hot in here?” She said as she undid the top two buttons of her shirt, exposing the top half of her breasts.
 
                 “You sure you don’t want some wine” Zavor said as Tanner noticed he was starting to sweat.
 
                 She was playing him like a lute Tanner thought. She didn’t have any special potion but she didn’t need it, even a blind man could see the half man was sweating and he had a small bugle coming from his pants.
 
                 “No thank you Zavor, I refuse to drink alone” she replied as she picked up a strawberry and let it play on her lips before swallowing it whole.
 
                 “I’ll drink, I’ll drink” the wizard said as he got up and went for the door. “I’ll be back don’t touch any of my things on the wall or in my desk, this slave here will watch you”. Zavor went out of the door to grab another bottle of his brew. He had guards who were stationed at the small closet where he made and prepared his mind sweep. They were under orders not to leave or let in anyone other than the wizard himself. Of course they had pissed and shitted themselves, so now they were on rotation to handle calls of nature.
 
                 Tanner stared on as the woman pulled out two water skins she had inside of a small pack. She quickly downed the contents of one and poured the brew Zavor gave her as wine into it. She pulled out a small cloth and wiped the inside of the goblet clean before pouring the content of her other water skin into the goblet. Tanner wanted to laugh at the Zavor for finally picking someone who was more manipulative than he was. Zavor rushed into the door already holding a goblet filled with what Tanner assumed was regular wine and a fresh bottle of mind sweep.
 
                 “Slave, did she touch anything?” Zavor said as he sat down.
 
                 “She did not leave her seat master” Tanner replied not fully answering the wizard’s question.
 
                 “Ah, now let us drink” Zavor said as he put his goblet to his lips.
 
                 “Why don’t you put anyway this small sample I have brought you first” the woman said as she pulled some type of mushroom out of her pack. “I have many more, but I would hate for this one to go to waste”.
 
                 Zavor greedily snatched the mushroom away and held it up to his crooked nose. “Where did you get this?” 
 
                 “Why don’t you put it away first and we will talk about it over our drink” the woman said with a smile.
 
                 Zavor got up and walked to the wall where his strongbox was kept. The woman deftly opened up a secret compartment in her ring and a clear liquid poured out of it and into the half-man wizard’s cup while his back was turned. By the time Zavor turned back around, the woman was already sitting back at her seat.
 
                 “That is a very special mushroom” Zavor said as he eyed the woman.
 
                 “Well I won’t lie to you Zavor, ever since you discovered the ability to change faces, you have been the talk of the town” the woman said as she unbuttoned another of her buttons.
 
                 “Well I uh” Zavor said stammering looking at this woman’s full breasts which look dangerously close to popping out of her top. “I should have kept it to myself that I had this ability Whychara”.
 
                 So that was this woman’s name, Tanner thought. The ability to change faces had to be the reason the assassin was able to impersonate Grodd or how the Tavorians had impersonated Brix and the other soldiers.
 
                 “Well if you did that you wouldn’t have been made the headmaster” the Whychara said as she picked up her goblet. “I know to make this brew of yours you need this mushroom, I know where a secret grove of these are at. I am guessing the King and other high nobles have been forcing you to make more of the brew. Your recipe is already known to those who have the power to get it, I want to go into business with you. I’ll give you these mushrooms, and you make your brew. I’ll sell it for you and we both make a tidy profit”.
 
                 “What if you just tell me where this grove is at so I can get the mushrooms without you?” Zavor said as he clicked his goblet against the one Whychara had and drank deeply.  Whychara smiled at the man and begin to drink deeply herself as Zavor finished his cup.
 
                 “Yes it won’t be long now while it takes effect Whychara” Zavor said in his normal predatory grin. “I call it mind sweep, I will take this grove along with your body you conniving bitch!” That was the last words Zavor spoke as he toppled over. 
 
                 Whychara smiled at the little man who was now on the floor and rubbed his head. She then fixed her eyes on Tanner, Tanner could tell the woman was nervous and probably hadn’t thought her plan all the way through yet. She turned to her pack and pulled out the waterskin containing the mind sweep and walked over to Tanner.
 
                 “Drink this slave” she commanded with all the gusto she could muster, Tanner could tell it was just an act though. Tanner grabbed the waterskiing and drank deeply from it as the woman Whychara stated that he should finish every drop. Normally when it started to affect the other slaves their eyes would roll back slightly then their features would blank, Tanner copied this as the woman let out a smile.
 
                 “I had been wondering how that fucking half-man kept his slaves under control” the woman said to Tanner as she slapped his cheek softly a couple of times. “Guards as big and burly as you and none of them thought to attack him, and none of them have any marks for being disobedient? He made his mistake when he started using his new brew to capture young girls, poor fool. You will never speak of this, whenever you are asked you will just smile a little and say you do not know. Maybe I should take you with me, I could have fun with a young one like you. How many women have you slept with?”
 
                 “None” Tanner replied trying to get his hormones under control.
 
                 “None!?!” Whychara said in shock. “I have heard your master invites over guests and makes his slaves perform on each other. I would have thought you would have been requested, well that is neither here nor there. Where does your master keep all of his brewing recipes?”
 
                 “At the closet with the guards” Tanner replied.
 
                 “Well I won’t be able to get it all on this go around but I am sure I will be able to later, give me your knife” Whychara said as she held out her hand for the small blade Zavor armed his bodyguard slaves with.
 
                 Tanner watched as Whychara walked over to the half man and started yanking out his hair near the back of his head. She had quite a handful of hair from all over his head and put it in a small sack. She then pulled out some small vials and used just the tip of the knife and inserted it under the small wizard’s thumb. The blood poured out of the small wound as the woman filled two vials full with it then spread some kind of paste on it which stopped the bleeding abruptly. She then stoppered the vials and placed them back in her pack before moving on to other parts of the room.
 
                 The bottle he had brought in had been emptied into a wine skin, the mind sweep safely secured with the woman. She left the bottle lying on the floor and spilled a little around the mouth to make it seem like it had fallen over. 
 
                 “Where does he normally plow the young girls too foolish to know what he really wants?” Whychara said as she unbuttoned her top all the way, before taking off her skirt and stripping down naked.
 
                 “I do not know” Tanner said truthfully. “He always has me come in to clean up afterward, but normally they are naked and lying in front of that mirror” Tanner said as he pointed to a full floor length mirror on the opposite wall.
 
                 “That naughty little shit” the woman said as she took off the half man’s boots. “He wants to check himself out while he is stuffing some poor girl. I do wonder what it looks like”. Whychara pulled down the wizards trousers and started laughing immediately. Tanner could not make out all of her words, but knew she wasn’t too impressed about what she found there. She laid down on her back and put the now somewhat naked man on top of her, it was all Tanner could do not to react to her naked body. 
 
                 “Stand outside and if he asks you, you sent him away before this started” Whychara said as Tanner left the room.
 
                 A few moments later Tanner heard the wizard calling out. “Slave, slave come in here”.
 
                 Tanner opened the door and could see the half man pulling up his trousers looking confused while Whychara laid on the floor naked with a vacant stare in her eye, most likely mimicking what Tanner had done.
 
                 “Slave, what happened after I drank my wine” Zavor said rubbing his head.
 
                 “You sent me away” Tanner replied.
 
                 “I drank my wine too fast then, it looks like I may have given her too much mind sweep” Zavor said as he looked down at the naked woman.
 
                 “So Whychara, why did you come here tonight, what was it you hoped to gain?” Zavor asked the woman.
 
                 “I was told to seduce you and find out how you made the disguising brew” Whychara replied.
 
                 “Who sent you to do this?” Zavor asked.
 
                 “It was Xendear, High Mage of Tavor” Whychara replied.
 
                 “I knew that wizard was jealous, mad that he cannot match me” Zavor said laughing. “That is because I have the sword of ages, he will never be able to do any of my magics. Does he know I have the ability to blank minds?”
 
                 “He suspects, it is curious how your slaves are so docile” Whychara replied.
 
                 “Well I know the perfect way to fix him” Zavor said with a laugh. “Where was this grove of mushrooms you were talking about?”
 
                 “I do not know, Xandear gave me the mushroom” Whychara replied.
 
                 “Slave come over here and disrobe” Zavor said waving Tanner towards him.
 
                 Tanner was stuck at this point, he had no idea what Zavor wanted but knew he may have to kill the small wizard. Tanner walked over and stripped down naked.
 
                 “Yes this will do nicely” Zavor said as he grabbed Tanner’s cock. “Have you ever been with a woman before?”
 
                 “I have not” Tanner replied feeling uneasy.
 
                 “Well then I can’t have you finishing up to soon, lie down flat on the floor” Zavor said with a grin. “Whychara I want you to ride this young stud, whenever you think he is about to blow his load, stop for a little while then continue until you are good and sore”.
 
                 Tanner lay down on the floor excited as hell but conflicted. On one hand he really wanted things to work with Mary but she wasn’t here and Whychara was. He tried his best to let his mind wander as the woman opened herself and glided down his length. He had hoped his face was still blank because he could see Whychara frowned a little before remembering her mask. She slid up and down his length, slowly at first before working her hips into a rhythm. Tanner thought about Meredith and knew this was nothing like that, Meredith was enjoyable but she had nothing on this woman. Meredith tensed her muscles and went to climb off but there was no helping it, Tanner erupted all over the place just as she climbed off, some of it squirting and hitting the little wizard in the mouth as he gasped. 
 
                 “Fucking slave” Zavor said as he spit Tanner’s semen out of his mouth. “Fucking whore, why didn’t you make him last longer”.
 
                 “I tried” Whychara replied, the color evident in her face.
 
                 “The only reason I picked this slave is because I figured his cock is much larger than mine ” Zavor said still making a disgusted face. “Well I want you to get dressed and gather your things. You will most likely feel sore tomorrow, Xandear raped you when you left here and threatened to kill you if you told anyone. I accepted your offer and my secret ingredient for the face changing potion is pig shit fermented in the caster’s mouth for a period of three hours. You will lie down in your bed and remember nothing else about your time here except for what I just told you”.
 
                 Tanner watched as the woman got up and flashed a small grin when the wizards back was turned and collected her things. She walked out of the room without fanfare and the wizard laughed to himself. “I wonder how many wizards will have pig shit in their mouth? Xandear thought he could take me? Me the Headmaster of the BlackHand Wizards? Well I’ll fix him in more ways than one”.
 
                 
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
                 It had been two days since Whychara was at the school, Zavor seemed not to think anything was up. Tanner was bursting with energy now; he was slowly draining Zavor and thought it was kind of funny to hear the small wizard complain about his tiredness. Tanner had listened to Zavor talk about his brews and knew the King would like to have them; it seemed this sword of ages was a deciding factor in making the magical concoction. Tanner was far from an expert but had never knew of magic that was drinkable, apparently it had been a new thing discovered by Zavor. Zavor was in high demand because of this concoction; it was no surprise when a missive was sent from the palace along with a girl.
 
                 Zavor had read the parchment and frowned as he looked the girl over and the package she had. The evil wizard had regretted telling anyone about his discovery Tanner thought, now he always had to make it or give the high wizard the ability to.
 
                 “Follow me girl” Zavor said with a tone of disgust.
 
                 “Watch who you are talking to half-man” The woman said as she folded her arms. “I am—“
 
                 Whoever the woman was she never got to finish her sentence as Zavor turned to Tanner and told him to slap her. Tanner spun the woman around and put all his might into the blow, sending the woman flying across the room from all the extra energy he had stored up.
 
                 “Slave I didn’t say to kill this bitch” Zavor said in a mock tone of concern. “Please go help her up, she was sent here by the high wizard after all”.
 
                 Tanner walked over to the woman and held out his hand, she looked stunned and Tanner bent down and picked her up to put her on her feet. Tanner knew he shouldn’t hit a woman but he was sure this woman whoever she was meant to do harm to Ket, and he would do whatever is necessary to gain as much knowledge as possible before finding a way to return home.
 
                 Tanner followed the wizard to the small closet where he told the other two slaves to watch her, Tanner still had no idea their real names since Zavor called them all slave. 
 
                 “Grab her package slave and follow me” Zavor said as Tanner snatched the package out of the woman’s hand. 
 
                 Tanner followed Zavor inside and could see what he thought was a closet was more like a small room. There was a small hearth with a small iron pot hanging over it, not unlike the one Tanner kept to make himself stew when he was out hunting. He watched the wizard pull small vials and jars of things off the wall and throw it into the pot. None of the ingredients had any labels on them so Tanner was not sure exactly what he had used, only two ingredients Tanner was sure about, those the wizard took off the lady who was waiting outside. Out of her package the wizard pulled out four strands of hair and a small vial of blood. The wizard sat these on a small table then took a small book off the shelf. The wizard stared at the book for some time then added another ingredient.
 
                 “Slave, grab that sword off the wall and walk over here” Zavor said as he pointed behind Tanner.  “The king just sent his official runner yesterday, asking me to make a disguise potion and now another one today. I know that damn wizard is behind this”.
 
                 Tanner turned around to see the sword; it was of a different make than he was used to. It was as wide across as a small woman’s hand and looked about three feet long. The top of it was flat and there was a wicked but thick edge running along one side of the weapon. This sword was made for the hacking off of limbs rather than stabbing. Tanner picked the sword off of where it was hanging and his mind was assaulted. He could hear no voices, but instincts. The sword wanted a new owner, it wanted a warrior and it wanted freedom. The sword started filling his head with different ways it could kill the small wizard, what the wizard would most likely do if Tanner attacked and how he should avoid the blows. It took all of Tanner’s concentration to walk over with the sword.
 
                 “Use the cloth to take the pot out of the fire and place it on the floor” Zavor said as he took the two ingredients the woman had and kept it in his hand as Tanner placed the pot on the ground.
 
                 “Now stick the end of the sword into the pot and you better not dare spill one drop” Zavor said as Tanner complied. Tanner watched as Zavor dropped the hairs into the pot then poured the blood along the length of the sword so it dripped into the pot. Right away the sword became more active, it thirst for more. Tanner did not know how, but he knew this was the blood of a wizard, the sword could tell the difference and started putting out a great amount of magical energy, some pouring out into the environment but most of it was pouring into Tanner. The sword was happy with him as its wielder Tanner knew. The sword let on it had not had a proper wielder in a long time.
 
                 “Hmm slave your mind sweep is starting to wear off a little” Zavor said as he studied Tanner. “After this is completed I want you to take that big jar over there and pour yourself a healthy drink. In fact I want you and the other two outside to finish that jar between you. I have been feeling run down lately and maybe I did not make the last batch strong enough. Right now I need you to place the hilt between both of your palms and move your hands back and for like a peasant trying to start a fire”.
 
                 Tanner did what he was told and felt a slight vibration, Tanner could sense the sword had some type of magic that was pouring into the brew Zavor had just made. Zavor bade him to stop, then got out a funnel and put it over a large cup. Tanner poured the brew inside and Zavor still looked irritated as he picked up the jar. “Put the sword and the pot back then open up this door” Zavor said in a hurried tone.
 
                 Tanner did as he was told and started hearing a scuffle. Tanner opened the door and saw an old man with a staff in his hand standing next to the woman who had a wand out. The two guards were on the ground writhing in pain as the other pair stood over them. The woman had a huge bruise on the side of her face where Tanner had slapped her, along with an eye that looked like it was turning black, she probably got punched by one of the other guards. The old man didn’t have a scratch on him, only his face looked angry. Tanner was going to try to use his power on this man but decided against it, this was a real opponent. His beard was long and white, as was the rest of the hair on his face. He had deep lines which spoke of a long life all over his face and wore purple robes not unlike those Tanner had saw the King of Ket wear. 
 
                 “How dare you barge in here” Zavor said as he walked past Tanner and right up to the older wizard where he had to crane his neck backward to look up at him. Tanner found the whole thing funny but kept a blank face as the woman now stared at him with open hatred.
 
                 “You should be killed for the way you treated this girl, the king himself organized this mission” the other wizard said as he looked down his nose at Zavor.
 
                 “The girl needs to watch who she talking to, as do you” Zavor said as he pulled a small wand out of his robe. “You have been in the king’s ear too long, he has never asked me for more than a one of my brews a month, now he has asked for two on consecutive days”.
 
                 “Your threats mean nothing to me little man” the other wizard replied. “The King himself requests your presence and these mindless things you have as slaves mean little to me. If you were not so secretive about your methods you wouldn’t have to deal with me at all. I am not behind the King asking you for anything, but if it annoys you so much then tell me how to do it myself. In fact I should just tear this place apart and find it myself”.
 
                 “I dare you to try, I’ll have every student here tear you and this girl apart” Zavor practically growled.
 
                 “I wish I had the time” the other wizard said. “The King sent me to get you in his personal carriage; your brainless fools cannot ride inside. You can take your own carriage if I scare you too much”.
 
                 “You don’t scare me at all” Zavor said as he turned to Tanner. “Whenever these other two get off the ground I want you to immediately follow my directions concerning the jar. Then all three of you watch this room, if you let anyone disable you I want you to slit your own throats, but do it outside near the refuse, I don’t want to have to see all of your blood. Now drink this girl so I can see if it works, it is attached to your well, as long as you don’t overdue your magic this should last for months”.
 
                 Tanner watched horrified as the woman drank the concoction, then looked back at him wearing Caroline’s face. 
 
                 “Who is this person?” Zavor asked.
 
                 “Did it work?” the woman asked.
 
                 The older wizard just smiled and rubbed his hands together before turning away. Zavor and the other woman followed him, for this Tanner was grateful. Tanner was trembling at this point, his whole body wracked in sweat. Tanner had to warn the King, he had no idea what this woman would do with Caroline’s face. She could kill the king and queen if she wanted. Tanner had made up his mind about escaping tonight, now that the other two guards still looked beat up meant he had time to make his move. He would need some new clothing though, how to get it he wasn’t sure. Tanner turned around to open the door and heard what sounded like Zavor’s voice.
 
                 “You there slave” Zavor said as he walked up with the woman Whychara. Tanner was confused to see the two together when Zavor was headed to see the king but played it safe.
 
                 “Take me to the place where I make my brews” Zavor said in a voice that sounded a little off.
 
                 Whoever this was, was not Zavor Tanner surmised. Tanner was directly in front of the door where Zavor had just made a brew not even 30 minutes before and now he comes up with the woman who he tried to rape not even a week ago. Tanner turned around and opened up the door to the small room where Zavor just made the face changing potion. This woman took Zavor’s blood and hair, now she had some poor idiot pretending to be the wizard while she snuck in and stole what she wanted.
 
                 The fake Zavor came in along with woman and looked around. The woman grabbed the big jar of mind sweeping brew and smiled. 
 
                 “Do I have a book where I keep all of my secrets” the impostor asked. Tanner walked over and handed the impostor the small book.
 
                 “Master , if you are taking the book you told me to arm myself and see you safely out of the city” Tanner lied, wondering if Whychara or whoever this is knew that those under mind sweep aren’t really capable of thinking for themselves unless it is to follow a direct order. In fact the more Tanner looked at the impostor, he could tell the small trickster was under mind sweeps effects also.
 
                 “Tell this slave to arm himself then only listen to me” Whychara told the impostor.
 
                 “Only listen to her after you arm yourself” the impostor replied.
 
                 Tanner turned around and picked up the sword of ages, right away he could fell the happiness coming off of the sword along with how to cut down the two people in the room with him.
 
                 “Drink this slave” Whychara said as she pour a little mind sweep from the big jar into a little one she had found lying around. Tanner did as he was told and wondered where Whychara was going with this charade. “Now I want you to lead me out of here, if there is any trouble I want you to protect me first and foremost, not Zavor. Now take me to his carriage”.
 
                 Tanner had only seen the carriage once, when he arrived at the school after being bought but hoped he remembered it well enough. Tanner led the woman throughout the school and largely went unnoticed except for various students throwing themselves out of impostor Zavor’s way. Tanner went out the back door and saw the stable boy. Luckily the boy already knew what needed to be done and quickly hitched the horses to the carriage. Tanner opened the door for the fake Zavor and Whychara and could see the smile on the woman’s face as she got inside.
 
                 “I want you to get on the main road and head south out of the city towards the border” the woman said with a little laugh. “If you are stopped, tell them you are Zavor and you have urgent business to attend to towards the front lines”.
 
                 Tanner pulled out on the road and drove the horses south, as soon as he went into a busy intersection he felt the carriage shift a little and knew Whychara was no longer there. Tanner laughed hard as he made his south, Zavor would undoubtedly be pissed when he discovered a fake Zavor had come in and taken the book along with a slave and his personal carriage. Whychara would eventually be found out but Tanner figured the woman wanted to copy the book, not steal it out right. Tanner got closer to the gate and noticed there were two entrances, one was clogged up with various people doing their noonday runs, the other was empty and looked better maintained. Tanner drove the carriage towards it where four burly guards came to stop him.
 
                 “I have Headmaster Zavor in the carriage” Tanner called out. 
 
                 “Why are you armed slave?” One of the warriors called back. “It is against the law”.
 
                 “The headmaster is going towards the front lines by order of the king” Tanner explained. “Any who delay him will be drafted into going with us and joining the fight against Ket”.
 
                 The men blanched at this. They were safe here in the city, going to war meant you could die.
 
                 “I am not taking the word of a slave” one of the guards called out. “I am going to check that carriage”.
 
                 “Then make sure you grab your cloak, you will join us on this mission” Tanner replied.
 
                 The warrior threw opened the door and right away looked shocked.
 
                 “If you do not climb in you will be punished” Tanner said, wondering what the impostor would do. 
 
                 “I am Zavor, I have urgent business to attend to on the front lines” the impostor said.
 
                 “I say you punish him master, make him a slave like me” Tanner said with an evil laugh.
 
                 “I am sorry, I was just doing my job” the warrior said fearfully. 
 
   “I am Zavor, I have urgent business to attend to on the front lines” the impostor repeated.
 
   “If you give me your cloak I can tell the master to forget all about you, now close his door so we can get on” Tanner said as he held out his hand for the cloak. The warrior practically threw it at him as Tanner led the carriage out of whatever city he was in and took off heading south. Tanner had the sword now, though he was worried about the real Zavor. He probably would stay with the King for some time, going over whatever plan they had in store for Caroline. But it wouldn’t take all night, the wizard would probably go home to at least sleep, it was then he would find out what happened. This Whychara lady would probably go to ground while she is being hunted, she probably didn’t work for that Xandear wizard but would most likely seek his aid in hiding her. If the old wizard Tanner had met was him, he definitely looked like the type who would hide the woman if he got a copy of it too. Tanner figured he would have a two day head start on his race to get back into Ket. Tanner rode the horse hard until he found a small farm house. Tanner figured he would try to steal some clothing to get out of his slave clothes, maybe some boots since they left all slaves barefoot. Tanner pulled off the road and looked inside the carriage, the impostor Zavor was staring blankly. Tanner searched the carriage and found what he was looking for, the small bottle of supposed wine that Zavor made him drink at their first meeting. Tanner took off the top of it, grabbed the little man by the collar and poured a little into his mouth. When Tanner could see it was working he smiled, maybe he could get through this.
 
   “You are to ask for a change of horses to any person I introduce you to” Tanner said trying to think. “You also are supposed to ask for food, water and clothing for your slave. You are Zavor, the headmaster of the wizard school and are willing to kill anyone that does not help you get to the front”.
 
   Tanner got back into the driver’s seat and slowly rode the carriage up to the farm house. The farmer was already standing outside holding a small bow.
 
   “What do you want” the farmer said eyeing Tanner, his long hair falling over one eye.
 
   “My master is the wizard Zavor, he is looking for food shelter and to trade horses” Tanner said and held his hands up.
 
   “Why don’t you just hand over that weapon of yours” the man said as he kept his bow on Tanner.
 
   Tanner gripped the hilt of the blade and alarms rang out all throughout his head to move to the right. Tanner did so as the man loosed his arrow. Tanner jumped down from the carriage as the sword told him to swipe downward to his right. Tanner did so as another arrow met his blade and was chopped in two. Tanner then spun around, decapitated the farmer and rolled as another arrow flew past him. Tanner could feel the sword telling him where the archer was. Tanner ran towards the spot, diving when the sword wanted him to or moving to the side. Tanner could see some bushes moving and out darted a man dressed in dark clothing, Tanner caught up to him quickly and ran him through the back. The sword was elated to kill again, it kept wanting Tanner to kill more and more although there was no one left. Tanner hurried into the farm house and was lucky that no one else lived there, it was probably just a father and son he had killed. Tanner hurried and grabbed all the coin he could and packed provisions in a small sack he had found. Then Tanner switched his clothes, the farmer was lot smaller than he was but luckily the man wore his clothes baggy like most farmers back in Ket. Tanner was most grateful for the boots, sure he had to cut the toe out of them but it was a lot better than nothing. Tanner found a leather strap to which he tied the sword of ages to his hip.
 
   Tanner headed outside and could see his horses were lathered up, it was little wonder he didn’t kill them by riding them so hard. Tanner untied them and led them around the farmhouse; h would at least see they were watered in case another horse could not be found. Tanner could see a small stable and led them inside where he saw a small pony that would be useless trying to carry his weight, and a mule.
 
   “Bollocks” Tanner said out loud as he saddled both of the farmer’s horses and let the one he had roam. Tanner wasn’t worried about sleeping, he needed almost four times as less as a normal man thanks to his gift but if the horses couldn’t work as a team he would have to abandon the carriage and his trump card, the impostor Zavor. Tanner walked the saddled horses to the carriage and could see it was of no use, no way could those horses work together. 
 
   Tanner opened the carriage door and saw the impostor and let his anti-magic field as he had begun to call it expand. The impostor’s face instantly changed and Tanner could tell the mind sweep or the face changing brew was no longer active.
 
   “Where am I?” the half man wizard said out loud.
 
   “You were made a patsy by Whychara to trick the wizard Zavor” Tanner replied.
 
   “That lying bitch” the half man replied. “We had a deal to steal Zavor’s secrets to sell”.
 
   “Well she left you a patsy and now you are on the run” Tanner replied. “I am not the sharpest sword on the rack but I am guessing there aren’t too many half man wizards running around. Zavor will put the pieces together and come after you like a mother badger protecting her wee ones”.
 
   “Why do you sound like a Ketian?” the impostor replied.
 
   “Because I am a Ketian” Tanner stated. “And you are a magic user without a focus, no wand or staff. Zavor is not the type to let you off easy, there is a pony outside, if I were you I would get the hell out of here”.
 
   “Why are you telling me this, why not let me sit and die?” the impostor asked.
 
   “Because I doubt Whychara can be prosecuted” Tanner explained. “It would be simple for her to say she thought she was with the real Zavor, people have seen them together before. She can lie about how you tricked her or some other such nonsense after she has copied the book, everyone will be searching for you. The longer you stay on the run, the more likely it is that I can reach where I need to go”.
 
   “Take me with you” the small wizard begged. “I know most of Zavor’s recipe by heart, the one that changes faces. I just don’t know what he is doing after he puts them all together but a can find out”.
 
   Tanner thought to himself about the offer. Zavor hadn’t really used any magic of his own, he used the swords. Tanner’s gift had no effect on the sword so in theory he could make his own brew.
 
   “You will right it all down or we split right here” Tanner said with a look of wariness. “I can find you something to use for a wand or staff and I will put in a word for you with the King of Ket. If you try to cross me even once I will kill you”.
 
   The small wizard quickly nodded agreement. Moments later they were both on their horses following the quickness trail towards Ket. The night dragged on a bit, turning into dawn stubbornly as Tanner could tell the half man was ready to fall off of his horse.
 
   “We need to switch horses” Tanner said as he looked at the half man. “You have any money?”
 
   “I keep some in my boots, only one gold and a couple of silvers” the half man replied.
 
   “That should be enough along with these as trades” Tanner replied.
 
   “I still need a staff or a wand” the half man said as he looked at a town coming into view.
 
   “I will get you one soon enough” Tanner said looking around. “Can any old stick do?”
 
   “No it won’t” the half man said. “Anything with bark on it is useless, so is wood with knots in it. The smoother the surface of the wood the easier my magic works. I am not anywhere near as gifted as other wizards, I came in the bottom of my class and was so bad they rejected me for military service. My spells are weak, they can harass but anyone determined can get through them”.
 
   “Great, I’m with the weakest Jinx flinger in all of Tavor” Tanner replied disgusted.
 
   “I still have the knowledge you need” the half man said hurriedly. “I just don’t want you to expect much in a fight, especially if I do not have the right tools”.
 
   “Well then just try to stay out of my way” Tanner said as he eyed the town. “It’s still early so people shouldn’t be on the streets yet. We get some horses and maybe a carving knife or something to make your wand”.
 
   Tanner rode his horse into the city and could see barely anyone was out. He spotted what he thought was the inn and hoped some traveler had well rested horses he was willing to part with. Tanner had gotten four gold off of the farmer and wanted it kept secret from his companion, but if he needed to he would expose his secret treasure in order to get faster horses.
 
   “Let me do the talking” the half man said. “Your accent is a giveaway, I will try to bargain for other horses but I am tired, I need rest”.
 
   “Well let’s see if this inn is even worth stopping at for horses” Tanner replied. “If you are tired you can sleep in the saddle or go your own way after giving me Zavor’s secret”.
 
   “I can carry on” the wizard said defeated as he moved his horse to follow Tanner’s.
 
   Tanner went around the inn to the stable and could see familiar caged wagons. Inside of them looked like more slaves gathered from the Ketian army. Surrounding the carriage was the soldier he had met on his way inside of one those same wagons, currently the man had a staff which he was using to poke the slaves while laughing. Tanner scanned around the area and could see there were at least three more soldiers, who were laughing at the spectacle.
 
   “We don’t need this problem..” the half man began futilely as Tanner had his sword drawn and closed the space in a blink of an eye and rammed his sword through the back of the soldier. A cry went up almost immediately as Tanner turned towards the other soldiers. Before one man could even draw his weapon Tanner dove under the wagon and out the other side and gave the man a wicked slash in the groin area before rolling to his feet and decapitating the other man just as he drew his blade. Tanner looked down at the man he had slashed when he dove under the wagon and made it a quick death, one stroke to the back of the neck and the man moved no more.
 
   “I don’t know who you are but you picked the wrong people to rob” Tanner heard a soft voice say. “You are fast, faster than I have ever seen but in the end you are still just a swordsman”. Tanner turned as the wizard in red that originally sold him into slavery had a wand pointed at him with a spell already on its way. Tanner stopped in his tracks as a bolt of lightning slammed into him, the wizard in red must have had some power to pull off such a spell. The spell fizzled out on Tanner’s skin as he realized he had his anti-magic field drawn in too much. The wizard looked puzzled and fired off another spell, this one a fire spell that died out four feet in front of Tanner.
 
   “MAGE BREAKER!” the wizard cried out as Tanner closed the distance and with a vicious back slash took the man’s head from his shoulders.
 
   “All right you lot, do you wanna sit there like a noble at tea or do you want to get the hell out of here?” Tanner said as he started searching bodies for the keys.
 
   “You’re a Ketian!” said one of the captured, an older man who definitely had the build of someone who was not a soldier.
 
   “You want to say that any louder, I don’t think every man in town heard you yet” Tanner said as he opened the cage.
 
   The soldiers quickly filed out of the cages as Tanner freed them and started looking around for something they could use from their surroundings.
 
   “Nice wand” the half man said as the Ketian soldiers noticed him for the first time.
 
   “The jinx flinger is with me” Tanner said as he started stripping the dead Tavorians of their clothes.
 
   “The half man’s a Tavorian Wizard, we should kill him right here” said a large blond haired soldier who had a sword trained on the man. “I am in charge now, I am a squad leader in the army”.
 
   “You will leave him alone” Tanner said as he smiled at seeing the boots he had just taken would fit him perfectly.
 
   “And why should I listen to you” the soldier replied as he narrowed his green eyes.
 
   “Because the second you off him I will stick you and leave you bleeding like a virgin on her wedding day” Tanner said as he stood up and faced the soldier. “If you want to be Mr. High and Mighty then take whoever is dumb enough to follow you and go your own way. If anyone in you lot would rather follow me, someone who has memorized a map of this land and who freed you single handedly after staring down a wizard, then get ready to leave now”.
 
   “What do you mean you have a map memorized?” the blond soldier said warily.
 
   “it’s just like I said, I know the map” Tanner began as he started putting on the clothes of one of the dead soldiers. “The half-man has knowledge the king wants, anyone who harms him will face his wrath when we get back. Now here is the plan, pile those dead folk in the cages, we will pretend to be slavers and dump them outside of town. We will continue until we reach the border, once we are there its every man for himself to get across without being killed. Half-man you said you needed rest, you can get it inside one of these cages. Now let’s use this straw to cover up all of this blood”.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
                 Tanner and his makeshift crew had been on the road for a week now, trading horses whenever they could and sleeping in the cages in shifts, all frightened at the fact that the Tavorian at the capital should be sending someone to chase them down. The blond soldier he had gotten into it with turned out to be a capable leader, Jorg was his name and he was in charge of the other 6 Tanner had freed. He had been in the army for a while and was actually ranked much higher once, he lost his rank due to disobeying an order he thought would get his men killed. Tanner and Jorg struck up a friendship despite the difference in age, the Tavorian wizard though was a different matter. Tanner still did not know his name and the half man had said little since the fight that killed his countrymen, the only time he had spoken was to bargain for horses or other such things. At the last stop Tanner made, he let it be known they were very close to the border and that the last of the money had been spent that they took off the dead soldiers and wizards. That was yesterday, in a couple of hours they should reach the frontlines.
 
                 “I’m getting nervous now we are getting close” said Devin one of the captured soldiers.
 
                 “What is going to be our plan, we can’t just split up, that would be suicide” Jorg replied as he looked at Tanner.
 
                 “Well I sure in the pit didn’t run this far to be stopped now, me and the wizard have a date with the king” Tanner said with a smile.
 
                 “I was thinking about that” Jorg replied. “Now I saw you beat the fella that used to own these Red robes I’m wearing, how I don’t know. But what’s to say when you bring the wizard in the presence of the king that he won’t murder the king right then and there.  Yeah most likely he will die immediately afterwards, but the damage would be done”.
 
                 “The Mage Breaker has nothing to worry about” the half man replied. “If you were smart you would watch yourself around him Jorg, they are known for being secretive”.
 
                 “What are you on about?” Jorg asked as he turned to the wizard.
 
                 “Mage Breakers are spoken of in some circles, they are assassins, murderers who kill once they have no use of you” the Half man replied looking at Tanner. “The mage breaker is not even 17 summers yet he is built like the most powerful of men. You saw him fight with your own eyes, who kills four men including a wizard that quickly without a scratch?”
 
                 “Listen here you tosser, if you have something to say then say it and stop talking in riddles” Tanner said as he stopped the caged wagon.
 
                 “I have heard all about your type, the stealing and siphoning of magic” the half man said warily. “You can stop magic completely, but siphoning it makes you faster, stronger, more focused. Whychara had told me about the last Mage Breaker in Tavor, he killed many wizards and many more normal folk to keep his ability secret. I think you allowed yourself to get caught; Zavor’s magic wouldn’t work on you anyway. You did all of this to gather the secret of disguise, now you are heading back to your King with me as your prize. What boy not of noble birth has the ear of their ruler? Your King would want this all kept secret, I will be silenced along with every man who knows your real secret”.
 
                 “Are you daft?” Tanner said as he started the wagon back up. “I didn’t have a name for what I am but I admit I can stop magic and do all that other stuff you said. As for seeing you folks murdered why in the pit would I do that after we have helped each other get so far? Now once we cross over you are more than welcome to leave at any time once you give me the recipe. I’m not worried about you lying because I think a half man would stand out and easily found by someone who is looking for him, especially one that sounds like a Tavorian”.
 
                 “I have saw you fight Tanner” Jorg said in a tone that seemed like he was thinking. “I can’t let this opportunity go if you are some type of reverse wizard. The Tavorian wizards think they are better than the common soldiers and always have their tents separate in the rear. When we were captured I saw them, right next to the tent we were kept in. The Tavorians put too much fluff and self-importance during their war making. The wizards are all in flamboyant robes and their tents are much nicer than the standard troops and they are a reddish color. If we can find these tents you have to dispose of them, me and my men will do whatever we can to help you slay as many as you can, this could change the tide of war or at least give Tavor a black eye”.
 
                 “Did you see where their command tent is?” Tanner said hopefully. “Before I got conked on me noggin I was supposed to find and kill some General”.
 
                 “That is a prize you have no chance on doing” Jacob said, another soldier in Jorg’s squad. “The general isn’t a stupid man, he will be at the center of camp and he has guards on top of guards around him. The wizards don’t have any posted, the only regular soldiers close enough are those in the slave tent keeping watch”.
 
                 “What about the wizard?” Devin asked pointing at the half man.
 
                 “We will take him with us” Tanner said. “I’m not worried about him doing anything crazy, Zavor is likely to kill him on sight on principle alone. But I am guessing there are at least a hundred jinx flingers running about, how are we gonna get them all?”
 
                 “Well when we were taken the Tavorians were in Ket, not too deep but deep enough” Jorg began. “The wizards were far back from the line, I would say it would take half a mark just for them to reach the encampment where the rest of the troops are. I say wait for night, cancel out as much magic as possible and me and the boys will kill as many of those bastards as possible. If more than two of us fall, we should run like hell”.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
                 Tanner had been slowly edging forward on his stomach along with Jorg and Devin. The wizard tents were not easily missed, Tanner was expecting just on but it turned out there were three. The rest of the soldiers were hidden in the woods with a cache of arrows, whenever they saw a Tavorian they were to fill him with arrows. Tanner was happy the Tavorians wizards were so cocky, who lights a fire in the middle of a war? They had lit several torches leading from their tents to a smaller tent that Jorg had told him was an outhouse. Currently there was one person in the outhouse, a soldier from a much smaller tent that Devin had told him held prisoners to be sold as slaves.
 
                 “Okay, change of plans” Jorg said quietly as he held his arms out to signal everyone to stop. “I can spot no one that would challenge us, we are going to pull the slave wagon right up to the tent. “We are going to walk right in like we belong and hopefully kill the guards before an alarm could be sounded. From there we will free the slaves then assault the wizards en masse”.
 
                 “You have given us a plan to kill, how are we going to escape?” the half man asked.
 
                 “I haven’t gotten that far yet” Jorg admitted. “I figured we can steal clothes and pass ourselves off as a wizard, it has worked well for me so far”.
 
                 “Your plan has a bunch of holes in it” the half man remarked.
 
                 “Yes it does, but we can’t pass up this chance to kill off battle wizards” Jorg said as they all started inching back.
 
                 Tanner was nervous as the slave wagon rumbled loudly on its way to where the prisoners were kept. Long before they reached their target, one of the Tavorian soldiers was out of the tent with arrow nocked as they came closer.
 
                 “Damn am I happy to see you” the soldier said as he lowered his bow. “We just captured a fresh batch not even half a day ago. You are going to need more cage than that though; I have 30 men piled up in there and only me and Gunther to watch em. Come on in and let me at least give you the worst of the bunch”.
 
                 Tanner took in everything he could with his eyes and his heart almost stopped as he saw a lone wizard stick his head out of their tent, give the wagon a once over then apparently went back to sleep. Right now Tanner was siphoning magic off of 12 wizards, but he had a hunch that something was a little off. Tanner stopped his siphoning and started being more precise, the tent he was probing had 80 magic users inside of it, that he could tell. When Tanner probed the next tent over though, he could determine it contained less than ten despite being the same size. This is where the top wizards were, Tanner would have to get to them first. Tanner received an elbow in the stomach from Jorg, apparently he could see Tanner wasn’t paying attention.
 
                 Tanner walked into the slave tent and was accosted by the smell. These prisoners were not allowed to shit or piss except on themselves. There was another guard at the far end of the tent with holding some type of club, at his feet was a soldier moaning in pain.
 
                 “Aye Guther, we can finally get rid of some of these pieces of shit” the guard said as walked over towards the other guard. “They only got room for about six though, who are the biggest trouble makers we –“ the guard never got to finish his sentence as Tanner saw Jorg run him through with a well-placed stab to the back of the neck while arrows sprouted from the other guard’s face. The prisoners figured out quick what was happening and started jostling each other awake with words of silence. It had taken no time at all to find the keys and slowly release the prisoners.
 
                 “We need to attack the far tent first” Tanner whispered to Jorg. “It is big but doesn’t have a lot of people in it, I think that is where the more powerful wizards are kept”.
 
                 “Then lead the way” Jorg said as he pointed towards the door.
 
                 Tanner walked outside as grasped the sword of ages, instantly he was hyper aware of his surroundings. The sword begged for more wizard blood, after Tanner had killed the wizard with the red robes the swords thought had started to become clearer. Those without weapons were hidden all around the other wizard tent, if any of the wizards stirred their job was to put them down quickly. Tanner took a deep breath and ran into the tent.
 
                 The place was dark but the sword let him no they were sleeping, i.e. not a threat. Tanner stared hard into the darkness as his eyes suddenly shifted, allowing him to see light it was almost daylight. Tanner turned around and gave the signal to stay quiet and stay put, Jorg quickly understood as he closed the tent flap and only let in the half man. The wizards were spaced out in the tent and seemed like they hadn’t a care in the world despite being in a warzone. The sword instantly let Tanner know where to strike that would not alarm or wake the others, the attack was quick and brutal, no words or cries were heard, just the sound of metal parting flesh. Suddenly the tent became too bright, Tanner turned around to see the half man walking around and looting the corpses. Tanner’s sight switched back and could see the half man barely had enough light to see by, he spent his time collecting wands and even one staff. The sword of ages was ecstatic; every time Tanner killed a wizard the sword gained more power, power it shared with him.  The sword wanted to be bathed in wizard blood; its former owners hated wizards with a passion and wanted them all dead. Tanner tried to get the ugly thoughts out of his mind as he let his power drift to the other tent, instantly he felt sick.
 
                 Multiple wizards were awakened, far too many for it to be anything other than for a fight. Tanner cut a hole in the tent he was in and quickly made his way over to the other tent expanding his anti-magic field as far as he could before cutting a slash in the side of the offending tent and bursting inside. Tanner could see men in varying stages of undress as he took his first opponent in the back. The sword screamed in delight as it wanted more. Tanner slipped and cut his way until he was in the midst of them, cutting men down like wheat before a scythe. A cry went out as fire, water and wind swirled around the room. Without proper weapons and no way to attack the enemy in their mist the wizards were falling by the dozens. Suddenly men poured into the tent, cutting from all sides as Tanner canceled out all magic. 
 
                 The aftermath of the fight saw all the wizards dead, not even one of Tanner’s number had been harmed. The wizards were busy trying to attack Tanner and failed to notice the enemy at their backs. The wizards were stripped of valuables, Jorg insisted whatever riches lay inside the first tent was Tanner’s entirely. Tanner went back to it, the half man had only taken wands and such. Tanner searched and found many jewels and gold and laughed, what pompous ass would take a fortune to a warzone? In the end he made off with a small sack he had acquired filled with the riches of dead men and affixed it on his back. If he could somehow get this back he would be a very rich man. Tanner went outside the tent and could see many of the prisoners were now dressed in the garb of the wizards.
 
                 “Alright Tanner” Jorg said as he gave him a once over. “You are covered in blood, there is no way you will fit in like that, maybe you should take one of the wizard robes, I can show you how to put a little hole in them so you can draw your weapon”.
 
                 “Maybe that’s best, but we only have at the most two marks before the sun starts coming out, we need to leave now” Tanner said as he heard the sounds of horses riding hard coming from the direction of the main camp.
 
                 “Shit we are in it now boys, we don’t have the weapons to fight them off” Jorg replied as he could now see riders galloping towards them.
 
                 “Maybe they are here for something different, we have gotten this far on subterfuge” the half man said. “Most of you go inside and try to act normal, there looks too many to fight anyway. With any luck we will just be taken prisoner again”.
 
                 Jorg nodded at Tanner to get inside the tent with the rest of the men. Tanner did so and let his gift wander; there were no wizards in the group and Tanner could not get a feel on their number. Tanner gripped the sword of ages and tried to feel around the tent as far as he could, in the distance he felt 12 wizards approaching from behind. They wouldn’t get here fast at the pace they were traveling, but that is not what had Tanner worried. He could tell the Wizard Zavor was amongst them and that meant trouble. The wizards with Zavor were likely instructors from his elite academy; the only wizards allowed to go were those who already had shown prowess at killing multiple people. Nullifying lesser wizards was easy; doing it to 12 of the best Tavor had to offer meant many of the men Tanner had just fought alongside of would die.   Tanner was trapped and he could hear the horsemen had just arrived.
 
                 “I was sent to have you wake the wizards and follow me, the Ketians are staging a counter attack led by what has to be every wizard in Ket” the horsemen said quickly.
 
                 “You will take us to the front line, I will teach them not to mix magic with their betters” Tanner could hear the Half man say.
 
                 “You are a wizard?” Tanner could hear another soldier say.
 
                 “Why don’t you draw your weapon and find out” the half man replied. “Now if you are done get the horses ready, we will be ready in a few minutes.
 
                 “Do you want me to wake the other tent?” A solider asked.
 
                 “You will do no such thing, me and my men can handle whatever these Ketians” the half man retorted. “Get your asses out here, the Ket want to play”.
 
                 Tanner moved out of the way as the false wizards started filing out of the tent. Tanner quickly through a robe over himself and walked outside to where he could see many horses tethered together only led by a few men. Tanner quickly hopped aboard one making sure his bag of riches was still  and pulled the half man to ride in front of him in the saddle.
 
                 “Show me these Ketians that want to die” the half man said as the Tavorian soldiers started cutting the tethers before they pulled away.
 
                 “Zavor is almost here” Tanner whispered to the half man. “You are still wearing his robes, he will find us out”.
 
                 “Are you scared Mage Breaker?” the half man whispered back.
 
                 “Hell yeah I am, aren’t you scared him and his goons will fry us like a pig on feast day?” Tanner replied. “Fuck, they are almost right up on us, they must have had picked up their pace”.
 
                 “Halt!” Tanner heard a loud voice behind him say. “Halt in the name of Master Zavor, head wizard of the Black Hand”.
 
                 “The Black Hand!” a Tavorian soldier riding alongside of Tanner and the half-man said.
 
                 “Yes, the Black Hand and we are looking for…..” the man never had a chance to finish as the half man in front of Tanner cut him off.
 
                 “We are in the middle of a battle, tell Zavor there will be plenty of time for chatting once the Tavorians are defeated” the Half man said careful to hide himself from view by using Tanner’s bulk. 
 
                 “Who dares defies the Black Hand” The man said indignantly as Tanner could feel Zavor and his group was practically right up on him.
 
                 “Someone who holds little merit for fancy titles and puts more weight in great action” the half man said in a tone so snobbish it caught Tanner off guard. “If the Black Hand really is here then Ketian Wizards will be no problem for them to mop up and you can cry about whatever it is you came to talk about. Come men, we have wasted too much time with these fools while our camp burns” The Half Man finished as Tanner spurred the horse into a gallop. 
 
                 Tanner could hear Zavor say something but the beating of hooves drowned him out as all of the false wizards followed suit. Tanner was amazed that the horses didn’t lost their footing in the dark but instead kept a steady pace. Tanner grabbed the sword of ages and although it was eager to kill, for once it held no answers as how to escape from this predicament. Tanner slowed his horse as a Tavorian soldier waved him through shouting something about the camp being breached. Tanner could see fires off in the distance as the camp was in chaos. Tanner could see many heavily armed cavalry riding towards him, in the middle of which was a greyish white haired old man who had to be Tanner’s target. Tanner could do nothing as the man stopped, gave directions not to go pass the command tent since there were many archers set up, waiting to draw the Ketians into a killing field. It was there he wanted the wizards to help out to finish them off. The general himself was retreating to the wizard tents to await the outcome.
 
                 Tanner had no choice but to go where he directed and rode off, he could tell Zavor had to be no more than two horses away from him and to his disappointment was following the rest of the wizards. Tanner had no problem finding the place; unfortunately it made his heart fall. Archers were set up in great hiding spots, they would be impossible to hit because of their cover and concealment from the area the Ketians would be marching down. The plan was easy to see, members of the Tavorian army would break ranks and run full sprint towards where Tanner would be hiding along with the Tavorian archers, the small band of archers facing front would engage and kill off many, this would draw the Ketians in. They would gather in force and push, ignoring the enemy on the sides until it was too late, then Tanner and the rest of the wizards would be called into action to finish the job. Tanner lifted the front of his robe slightly and covered the half man with it as he rode down in a section farthest from where Zavor was. Tanner got off his horse carefully, it was a little tricky with the small wizard clutched to him but he was sure none of the Black Hand had seen him. As Tanner had got into place, he could see the Tavorians running from the battle with fire flying all around them, most of them made it, those that didn’t lay burning on the ground. 
 
                 The Ketians were fast, most of their wizards were on horseback, they seemed more intent on destroying property rather than people, and they were systematically destroying the camp. Tanner could see regular soldiers were also present among his countrymen; they carried great shields that looked like it took two arms to handle. Tanner figured their job was to protect the horses while the wizards rod up high so they could inflict damage. The call went up as the decoy archers started firing into the mass, their attacks seemingly having no effect on the heavy shields. Tanner looked closely and could see the King Tazor was on the field, directing fire as he strode along. 
 
                 “We need to fight” Tanner told the wizard hiding in his robes. “When I let you out, expect violence”.
 
                 Tanner lifted his robe so he could draw his sword as the half man tumbled out. The sword identified multiple targets as Tanner went to work. He cut the head clean off the archer next to him and connected with the four closest Black Hand wizards he could find. Tanner felt a surge of energy from the connection as he drained them as fast as he could while hacking away along the line. Other false wizards through their robes aside and Tanner could feel two of his connections had broken as those members were most likely surprised and then killed. The sword told Tanner to duck, he felt an arrow fly over his head. Tanner turned around to deal with his assailant and could see the half man had exploded a fireball in his face, the man wouldn’t die Tanner thought but he definitely wouldn’t be shooting arrows anytime soon.  Tanner turned back around and could see the black hand wizards had figured out what was happening and started fighting back, killing at least two men directly in front of Tanner. Tanner stopped leeching magic and instead expanded his anti-magic field and took off at a dead sprint, one hand holding the sword, the other holding the half man. Tanner ran as fast as he could, to his surprise no arrows had followed. In front of him the Ketian wizards let out all manner of spells towards him, their payload dying when it got close. Tanner could see King Tazor himself let a bolt of lightning rip from his staff which also died before it could reach. Tanner ducked and rolled with the half man as arrows from the side started flying at him and was back on his feet at realization hit King Tazor’s eyes. Tanner could not hear what was being said but the Ketians stopped their advance and instead started setting up their own perimeter using the heavy shields, just outside of the ambush. Tanner ducked and dodged and could now feel spells being flung from behind him, his field no longer working on stopping the wizards from doing magic since he had ran so far. Strong spells were being directed at him, that much Tanner was sure as he stole a glance and could see ice raining from the sky along with lightning and powerful flame spouts. Tanner was happy to see he hadn’t lost everyone at least ten of the men he had killed the Tavorian wizards with were behind him. Tanner was within 20 feet of the line when the sword let him know too many arrows were coming, he was about to get shot. Tanner dodged the death dealing ones but felt intense pain as his legs were riddled with shafts. Tanner went down hard in pain, his anti magic field shrunk to its normal size as the pain made it difficult to keep it up. The half man grabbed Tanner by the back of his neck and pulled, but it was no use.
 
                 “I need to use my magic” the half man said as he pulled out his wand. Tanner shrunk the field as the half man started raining whatever spells he knew all around. The Ketians started firing on the places where the arrows had come from, although they could see no one.
 
                 Tanner got to his knees and expanded his field through great difficultly just as one of those running behind him was almost clipped by a lightning bolt. Tanner struggled to his knees as the Ketian line parted and a heavily armed figure ran into the madness. Tanner had not seen him in months, and never in this uniform but he knew his best friend when he saw him. Golden closed the distance quickly and hauled Tanner to his feet placing one of Tanner’s arms over his shoulder and took off back towards the line.
 
                 
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
                 
 
                 Tanner had been back in the capital for less than a day and was resting comfortably in his own bed in his own house. The riches he had taken was not the cause of it, the King was true when he said he had a place for Tanner to live, it wasn’t very big compared to the massive homes around him, but it was extremely well made in the rich section of town. King Tazor had led Tanner straight to the place, it wasn’t far from the sun palace at all, in fact there were only two homes between his and the King’s. Tazor was shocked to hear what Tanner had to say, and deduced right away one of his healers had to be the cause of the assassins. The Princess and cut herself sometime back and that must have been how her blood was taken. Tazor sent word ahead of him to reassign all of them, they  would help out in the city where they couldn’t do much damage until he could determine who the culprit was.
 
                 Tanner also told the King about the sword of ages, although the sword let Tanner know in no uncertain terms it would kill anyone other than him who attempted to wield it. The wizard blood it had spilled made it a thing of destruction. King Tazor seemed infatuated with the blade but was far from a fool, he placed the blade in the center of a group of captured Tavorians and watched in awe along with Tanner as the first man picked up the blade. His eyes instantly went white and cut his own throat with the blade. This happened to two more Tavorians before they refused to touch it, saying it was cursed. The King wanted nothing to do with it after that, at least not for a weapon.
 
                 Tanner told him all about the brews the wizard Zavor had, and that the half man knew one of the recipes. The half man was kept prisoner at first, until Tanner requested his freedom by personally saying he would watch him. When the first disguise brew made and was successful, the King agreed and smiled about his fortune. It was quickly discovered only a wizard could impersonate, for normal people nothing would happen. 
 
                 “Well Mage Breaker, I was wrong about you” the half man said. “My name is Stephen Day by the way. Well that is what I am calling myself instead of my given family name”.
 
                 “What name is that?” Tanner asked. “If you are going to be living here I’m not square not knowing who I took in”.
 
                 “Small” Stephen replied. “My family comes from a small town on the border of Tavor and the Kiley mountains. We are known for our trapping and furs, many of the stuff we make is around the shoulders of the noble wizard class”.
 
                 “Do you know anything about hunting?” Tanner asked.
 
                 “Hunting is not my storing point, I can make traps though with the best of them. I have caught so many rabbits that my family got tired of rabbit stew. When I was found to be a wizard I was taken to the capital. I am much better in the family business than I am being a mage”.
 
                 “Well then Stephen I aim to make you prove it” Tanner replied. “I am a Tanner by trade, I deal with hunting and tanning animal hides. I don’t really go after small game, unless it is for a special order or I need fur for warm clothing. If you are as good as you say then we can make some real money out here”.
 
                 “Real money?” Stephen replied. “I saw all the riches you brought back, you don’t need to work ever again”.
 
                 “I won’t sit on my ass like some pompous noble” Tanner replied. “I prefer to work, besides, my soon to be will try to kill me if I stay home all the time”.
 
                 Tanner heard a knock at door, then the sound of the door opening and closing. Stephen for his part pulled out a small wand and was ready for action. When the intruder made himself known Tanner should have known only one man was so bold. 
 
                 “You going to lie about all day like a pregnant woman?” Golden said with a laugh. “You know when word came back that you were killed on the battlefield I was actually inconsolable. I wrote home and my family was likewise brokenhearted. One of them was invited by her Royal Highness herself to come live in the palace. I told her to move on and find someone not so smelly but she wouldn’t hear of it”.
 
                 Tanner’s eyes widened as he struggled to his feet, Stephen providing what little help he could as Mary came into the room. Tanner had not known he could miss someone so much and hobbled over towards her as she gave him an embrace. Tanner looked down and could see tears in her eyes as she held him closer.
 
                 “I know I’m not the prettiest fellow like the blessed one over there but I didn’t know I was so ugly I made girls cry” Tanner said as he held her close. Mary looked like she was about to say something when Tanner cut her off. “I know love, I missed you too”.
 
                 Tanner heard a grunt and looked down to see Stephen staring up at him.
 
                 “Um hello” Mary said unsure how to proceed. “Hi I am Mary”.
 
                 “So you are the girl he was just going on about” Stephen replied. “I am his bodyguard, and I guess yours too”.
 
                 “Well not until he proposes properly and my mother and father are around to witness the nuptials” Mary smiled I am not that kind of girl.
 
                 “Well at least someone is going to have a happily ever after” Golden said. “The war is still going and although we struck a big blow, all we managed to do was push them back to their side of the border”.
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