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    To my moral rock, my wife...you hold me to a higher standard and love me when I fail. I love you!

      

    



  	
        
            
            In the absence of light, there will be darkness.

With the loss of good, evil will prevail.

I am the bringer of light to the dark places.

I am the good to combat evil.

I am a Knight of the light…

Beware!
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Prologue
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Looking up he could see that the flags atop the rows and rows of assembled tents were still. Not a breath of wind carried hope of a new dawn to the assembled masses. Balthazar stepped out from the warm confines of his personal tent, he felt and heard the crunch of a hard frost beneath his boots; it had been the first frost of an early autumn, and the misty swirls of his frosty breath curled around his nose and mouth. He smiled at the childish memories of his youth, running around in the winter blowing frosty breath from his mouth pretending it was smoke, as his teachers and counselors had done during his basic education almost 25 years ago. His eyes focused on the here and now and his smile faded, and a harsh edge returned to his weathered features, features defined over 15 years of service to the light.

Balthazar, a Paladin, Knight of the Light and officer of the Queen’s Cadre stood looking across the shallow valley. Morning mist filled the valley now so that he could not see the opposite side, but he knew this location and could visualize the appearance of the opposite side. Whereas the camp selected by the Knight Officer of the Queen’s Cadre Knight Wesley, the location where he now stood rose out of the valley on a gentle slope rising some 100 feet above the valley floor. The slope was grassy and free from rocky debris and rabbit holes, holes that can lame a horse in the blink of an eye. No, the opposite side rose steeply out of the valley, housing rocks small and large, covered in mossy growth and surrounded at the bases by pampas and coarse grasses; it would be almost impossible to assail in a sustained manner without taking huge casualties. Balthazar coughed and spat a wad of spittle from his mouth. Pipes and smoking will be the death of me he coughed again. Across from Balthazar he could hear the stirrings of the Easterns, a rough and ungodly group of tribes that lived and farmed the harsh eastern Steppe. Balthazar sighed; it had taken a series of events spanning almost 15 years that had brought these two armies to assemble before each other. Yes, almost 15 years ago he had been the spark that had brought matters to head today. 15 years and all the dead, friends and foes associated with it flashed by Balthazar. 

Balthazar had been blessed with the gift of light energy from the Lady of the Light, a gift that had served Balthazar well in the 15 or so years he had possessed it. It was a weight he carried as well, men and other Knights looked to him for inspiration and hope...hope when all was lost, and Balthazar had not failed yet. Today would test that record, he was sure of it. Walking forward, boots crunching on the frost he made his way to the front of the assembled ranks; here he completed his ritual that he performed before each battle. The massed ranks of some 10,000 men hushed as if bidden by some invisible force; Balthazar drew is long sword, a sword infused with the light of life and rammed it point down into the ground. Dropping to one knee Balthazar spoke:

“In the absence of light, there will be darkness. With the loss of good, evil will prevail. I am the bringer of light to the dark places. I am the good to combat evil. I am a Knight of the Light...beware! Lady of the Light, bestow upon me today your grace to protect the good, defend the weak and punish the evil.” Balthazar stood as he felt the first gust of wind on his face. He looked over towards the place he knew the enemy was waiting for them and watched as the mist started to clear. His heart began to beat a little faster, his eyesight became much sharper, he could hear the faintest of sounds and smell the scents given off by his fellow warriors. Power flowed through his veins; a power older than Westerliegh itself. It was the power of Light Energy. He looked about to see the other men stood in his vicinity, he could see the look of terror on their faces as they realized they were going to battle. For some it was to be their first and if they were unlucky their only battle, for others, like Balthazar it was another in a long line of battles. He could feel the weight of hope bearing down on his shoulders, hope imposed on him by the other Knights and men of the Westerliegh army. When he looked back towards where the Eastern Army was waiting the mist had been blown away, the sight he saw stole the breath from his lungs and the words from his mouth.
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Chapter 1 – A Legend in The Rain
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It was late spring in Westerliegh; the weather Gods had obviously forgotten this fact and Knight Davy grumbled this to himself every time a cold rivulet of rainwater ran down the gap between his helmet, poncho and shirt. It had been raining non-stop for 4 days now and Knight Davy, along with Knights Daniel, Jones and Wes had been tracking a group of crude bandits for each of those wet, sodden, cold and miserable days.

“When we catch up with these bastards, I’ll...” started Wes,

“You’ll shit yer pants young’un like you did last time we had battle!” roared Jones as laughter overtook him and those last words came out in a loud rush.

“Bollocks Jones, you know damn well I had belly issues caused by that tavern’s bad stew,” Wes countered. “What I was going to say before I was rudely interrupted was, I will strip them naked and make them walk all the way back to Westin Castle naked and bloody soaked!”

“Is that before...or after you...shit yer pants?” squeaked Davy in between giggles.

“Heads up!” Daniel whispered and pointed out beyond the bend in the road they were slowly approaching. There in the distance, coming out of the misty effect of the continual rain the riders could see a small homestead. From this distance it appeared like any other farming homestead in this part of Westerliegh; just a group of wattle and daub buildings grouped together in the center of what was a fertile plot of grassland. The foot tracks they had been following diligently for the past 4 days headed inexorably towards the homestead. Dread formed on the group, dread for what they knew they would find.

A week ago, a group of bandits had attacked a homestead in the Eastern region of Westerliegh. They had stolen what they could, raped and killed the farmers and burned the homestead to the ground. From the tracks the bandits left, the local Sheriff concluded that they were Easterns, hard and cruel people known for raiding into Westerliegh and killing all in their path. They were a warrior people, position and wealth gained through conquest and battle...nothing was given easily in the East.

Queen Shauna had dispatched a unit of the Queen’s Cadre, an elite group of Knights loyal to the Queen and members of the Knights of the Light, a full time brigade of Knights dedicated to the protection of Westerliegh and bound by the scared traditions of the religious group who serve and worship the Lady of the Light. The unit, led by Knight Daniel had caught the trail one day out from Westin Castle and the slow race to real them in had begun. They had estimated they were no more than 2 days behind them when they found the trail and although they were mounted and the Easterns were on foot, they had found gaining ground on them difficult due to the rain and the scared need to attend to the dead that had been left in the Easterns wake. So far, the Easterns had covered an impressive distance, some 140 miles in the four days they had been tracking them and they had pillaged 5 other homesteads along their march of destruction. In addition to honoring the dead, the cadre unit had been set upon on the second night by a group of local farmers who had formed a lynch mob to track down the bandits. Their judgment clouded by the anger in their hearts, they had mistaken the Knights for the bandits in the rainy dead of night. While they were soon educated on the error of their ways, poor Wes, the newest member of their group had committed the unthinkable by shitting his pants while rushing to his feet. Although Wes did not know it now, that story would be embellished and would follow him through to his retirement. By the time he did retire, he wore the story as a badge of honor but today it was a sore point to be the object of fun his other cadre members were laughing at.

The homestead was located on the edge of the small wood the cadre was currently traveling through. Made up of Oak, Sycamore and Ash trees, the wood took on a somber and sad personality. The years of leaf litter covered the floor providing nutrients for the trees and ground shrubbery while at the same time providing for near silent travel by the horses in their group. To the Northern side of the farmers was a small brook, it provided water and limited power for the homestead, as it possessed little speed this far from the surrounding hills some 10 miles distant. Pens stood empty, pens that would have held pigs for use as waste disposal and food for the families come the winter. The community barn, located to the South of the homestead (far enough away from the brook to protect it from potential winter floods) stood smoking, the result of the blazing inferno it would have been just yesterday when the bandits passed through.

The ever-present rain pulled a pall of silence over the homestead. It stood lonely and desolate against the backdrop of the distant hills and open tilled ground. The sad impression sat heavy on the hearts of the cadre, each of them knowing full well what it was they would find on entering the scene.

“Form up, diamond formation” commanded Daniel, “eyes sharp, I don’t want to get flanked or surprised by some crazed homesteader or chance be fine the bastard bandits we are following!”

“Aye, true enough Daniel,” agreed Jones, and the jovial tone of the group from only seconds before evaporated, each of them reaching inside to that dark place all fighting men possess before expected battle. Heart beats increased, eyes wide; breathing deep as their brains flooded their bodies with adrenaline; the fight or flight syndrome had taken hold yet again.

The horses, spurred on by their riders and masters walked forward at a slow and steady pace. Knights of the Light choose horses that can accomplish many and varied tasks that are associated with their roles as Knight defenders. They form bonds akin to symbiotic relationships where ordinary folk would believe that they could communicate directly with the animals. This telepathic relationship was just the result of years of training and understanding. To a man, each reached for their preferred weapon at the same time their horses began the slow march towards the objective. Steel being drawn, arrows notched and mounted maces coming free was the only sound that escaped the group. Knight Wes took his place at the front of the diamond formation; Knights Jones and Davy took center and Knight Daniel the back of the diamond where he could direct any actions with a full view of the circumstances they faced.

Seconds passed slowly, all four Knights oblivious to the rain, all focus on the objective...the homestead. The scene that greeted them on entering the development was a similar story to that of the previous homesteads the bandits had visited. Men, women and children murdered in the street. Many of the women lay naked or partially naked as the vulgar Easterns had rapped them and left them where they killed them.

“Wes, sweep the buildings quick like and check for any survivors!” Daniel ordered. “Davy, find the tracks they left leaving this place, by the Lady herself they will not get the chance on another village; Jones, you’re with me creating a pyre for these poor folk.” 

“Aye!” each man replied in turn and set about the tasks they had been given. Wes moved out in front of the group and started to circle counterclockwise to assess the perimeter and ensure that he missed no buildings. He approached each building in turn, expecting and ready for the attack that never came. Each building was empty, tasks being completed when the Easterns arrived left as they were. These people had a hard enough life and did not deserve to die in this fashion. Resolve balled in his stomach; someone would pay for this. Wes started to make his way back toward Daniel and Jones just as Davy rode up,

“They’ve changed course a little, they’re heading northeast towards the hills over there. I’d say they are at the foot of the hills just about now, so that makes them about 5 hours in front of us” Davy said.

“Five hours!” Wes repeated as a grim and dark smile reaches just to the corners of his mouth, “I am a Knight of the Light...beware” Wes continued, and Davy nodded in total understanding of the thoughts he too had in his mind for the bandits when they finally met.

Their thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a shout from Jones,

“Over here, over here!”

All three members of the cadre converged on Jones’ location to find him bending over the broken body of a young woman. Her clothes had been torn away in places exposing bear skin, she had been badly beaten and stabbed at least once that Jones could confirm; the main point was she was still alive...barely but alive.

“Wes, get a fire going double time” Daniel ordered; “Davy, pop down to the river and get some fresh water, we can use this to wash the wounds and heat some up to get something warm inside her!” continued Daniel.

“Aye!” came the swift affirmatives from Davy and Wes.

“Don’t worry missy you’re safe now with us, we are Knights of the Light” Jones softly spoke to the woman as he covered her in his great coat. She opened one of her badly swollen eyes, cracked a shallow smile at Jones and whispered.

“The light has abandoned me!” and went limp as she died. Her open eye staring emptily at Jones with an accusation as a parting gift, a question for him and him only...why did the light abandon me? Jones turned away just for second then turned back and gently closed the open staring eye.

“The light and love of the Lady be with you here and in your second life” Jones spoke these words softly and with reverence, the words traditionally spoken to the recently deceased. “No rush boys, the young lady whoever she was has passed on to the second life!” Jones continued in a louder voice so they could all hear. “But this promise I vow, those responsible will die a hard and bitter death, so do I swear” Jones muttered under his breath.

An hour later the pyre had been built and a cleansing flame set that even the rain could not dampen. As one the cadre stood to attention, bowed and recited.

“In the absence of light, there will be darkness. With the loss of good, evil will prevail. I am the bringer of light to the dark places. I am the good to combat evil. I am a Knight of the Light...beware!” Then they turned and Davy lead the way to the tracks he had found earlier. A dark and somber mood hung over the group, no one spoke, no eye contact made just steadfast determination to end this and end it well. Just as the group was drawing level with what loosely resembled the boundary of the homestead a strange thing happened; the rain stopped abruptly, it did not slow down and stop but just stopped. At the same time, a small hole in the cloud appeared letting a clear and bright ray of sunlight through the gloom; it illuminated what appeared to be a pile of rubbish set on the outskirts of the homestead, nothing else, just the pile of debris. It was then that Wes’ horse, grayness on account of her color, walked with purpose over to the rubbish pile. Her ears were pricked forward, eyes wide and breathing hard, not with fear but with concentration.

“Ere Grayness, where ya going now” Wes called to his horse. It did little other than cause a solitary ear to flick at him, but her eyes never left the pile of rubbish. Grayness reached the pile and started to snort and stomp and rake at the ground; it was her way of telling Wes to take a closer look. Over the years, Knights of the Light have learned to always listen to their mounts and many a Knight owes his life to the keen senses of his trusted battle horse. So much respect did Knights have for their horses that none of the others made any jokes or comments. They watched with concentration of their own.

“I better get off and have look then Grayness!” Wes spoke as he dropped to the ground. As his feet hit the soaking mud the sound of weapons being made ready could be clearly heard. This was not a time for being quiet but a time to announce your presence. Wes drew his dagger, a two-foot long lightweight razor sharp dagger with a traditional round pommel at the end and approached the pile. “Come on out now, you’re surrounded and outnumbered” Wes spoke with authority and clarity, but nothing moved. “You’ve been warned” and Wes stepped towards the pile intending to push his dagger through the pile. Grayness moved swiftly and gently pulled him back by biting his leather belt and giving a slight tug. “Easy girl” Wes cooed at his horse and as he did, he heard the muffled sounds of a baby coming from the pile of rubbish. “Hey lads, it sounds like there is a baby in this pile of crap,” Wes shouted out. With the sudden noise of his voice the baby, startled began to cry with abandonment. Wes moved forward slowly and deliberately and started to remove bits of trash from the pile until he could clearly see and hear the baby concerned. There, hidden in the pile of trash was a newborn baby, no more than three months old, wrapped in blankets and purposefully hidden within this pile for safety. The baby looked up as Wes, stopped crying and promptly farted!

Daniel had a decision to make. Go after the Easterns or save the baby. His vows to the Lady of the Light made protecting life a prime concern however, the instruction from the Queen made his orders clear, catch and dispatch justice. He could not do both and would not fail at either. Pulling a wooden pipe from his great coat and a flint stick he lit the pipe. Pulling in a large draft of pipe smoke, holding it in for a few seconds and then letting it blow out. He looked down, blinked and then raised his head, decision made.

“Wes, you are to be left holding the baby. You are commanded to return to Westin Castle and deliver the baby into safe keeping” Daniel held up his hand to stall any complaint, then continued “Davy, Jones and I will chase these bastards down and deliver the justice of the Lady of the Light!” there was a short pause before all four Knights raised their swords into the air and as one shouted the battle cry of the Knights of the Light meaning ‘last light’ in the old language

“Arrats!” 
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Chapter 2 – A Fat Lip and Broken Fingers!
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The cadets lined up as ordered by the Man-At-Arms. The Man-At-Arms had been a father figure for all the cadets since their enrollment in the school dedicated to teaching the art of fighting. Each cadet had persevered through eleven years of physically tough and mentally probing schooling. The Man-At-Arms, David of Atherliegh, had held this ceremonial position since he was badly injured in the battle of the four fords some twenty-seven years ago now. This was the last time that Easterns had tried to invade Westerliegh. He had suffered the pain of a hamstringing, where a knife was slashed across his left hamstring. It never healed properly due to a heavy infection, and he now sported a slight limp; slight enough to stop him from active duty.

David smiled warmly at the line of cadets. Each of them had passed their sixteenth birthdays and were ready for the final test before they would be assigned to experienced tutors who would further their training one-on-one. Each cadet wore durable and flexible black leather pants, black cotton tunics and sturdy calf length black leather boots. Both boys and girls had short-cropped hair and wore no jewelry. Their backs were straight, and eyes fixed firmly in front of them. As always, they were aligned by height starting with Edward of Flaxliegh, Balthazar, Dawn of Shuttersliegh, Brian of Bondersliegh, Alice, Roderick and James. The seven cadets made the heart of David swell with pride; this was going to be his best graduation group...maybe it’s time for me to retire his mind wandered...never replied his body!

Edward, Dawn and Brian were of landed and titled heritage. It was custom in Westerliegh for the second born to join the Knights of the Light; leaving the first born to develop skills in leadership and management, ready for the day they became the Lord or Lady of their land. Alice, Roderick and James were common folk whose family couldn’t afford to keep them and so had given them up to the Knights for training. That left Balthazar or Baz as everyone called him. Baz was an orphan found by a cadre of Knights chasing down a group of Easterns’ bandits who had ransacked his homestead and killed all residents including his mother. Baz was probably only a couple of months old at the time and had no memory of this, but he had been told of his heritage on leaving the orphanage to join the cadets and learn to become a Knight of the Light. It left a dark hole in his heart.

Baz and the other commoner cadets banded together for no other reason than the titled cadets had nothing in common with them. Their lifestyles had been so different. This caused a rift between the two groups and as Baz and his group were slightly more gifted in the art of fighting, while the other group excelled at planning, strategy and map reading the rift continued. The other reason a rift had formed was because Edward had made a pass at Alice who had laughed at him. In his embarrassment he had lashed out at Alice and struck her hard across the face. Baz had intervened and after a short fight educated Edward on the error of his ways. The bitterness still stood and was made worse by the fact that they had been required to spend almost every day together training as punishment and Alice had become, by any standard, a beautiful young woman in the intervening couple of years.

“Cadets!” Called David

“Yes Man-At-Arms” replied the cadets without pause or hesitation.

“Your final trials take place this afternoon, accordingly you are given the morning off to prepare yourselves. Remember, you will be tested in swordsmanship, archery and hand-to-hand combat. You will form up here at two o’clock promptly. Dismissed!”

“Aye, Man-At-Arms” came the swift reply.

As they walked away Baz commented “I can’t believe we have made it to this point!” 

Brian laughed, “Neither can we Baz.”

“Sod off Brian” Baz replied, “You know exactly what I mean. Eleven years and all that training for today; tomorrow we are assigned our tutors, and we will be off the Lady knows where on adventure after adventure”

“The only thing you will be doing is shoveling shit Baz, it’s all you are good for” Edward said with a sneer.

Baz took a long stride towards Edward, but Alice was quicker and got in the way, pulling his arm and dragging him to the side “he’s not worth the trouble, Baz” she said to him

“Saved by your girlfriend Baz? I hear she lays with anyone these days; does she lay with you?” Edward goaded.

“She did not want to lay with you Edward” Dawn giggled “what does that say about you?” she continued as the rest of the cadets joined in the laughter.

“Thanks Dawn!” Alice muttered

“The guy’s a prick” Dawn concluded and then walked off.

It was clear that Alice wanted to be on her own for a bit, so the rest of the cadets walked off for breakfast and a chance to relax and exercise before the trial. Looking down from a window overlooking the training square, Princess Sophia watched the exchange as she did every morning before her classes started. She was appalled at the behavior of Edward, a noble should know better. She wrote a swift note and handed it off to one of her maidens with instructions to take it directly to the Man-At-Arms.

Baz had a huge breakfast, as normal and then wondered over to the stables to spend time with Czar, his battle horse. Everyone got the joke, Baz and Czar (Balthazar). Baz spent time brushing out the dirt from his coat. It always gave him time to think about things, it calmed him and focused his thoughts. Today he was thinking not on the trials but what lay ahead of him after the trails. He knew that he was the best swordsman in the group and his archery was almost at the same level as Alice, who was inhuman in her accuracy. Baz could fight but his heart was with his sword. He would pass today; he was confident in it.

At five minutes before two o’clock all the cadets were assembled ready and waiting for the final trials to take place. Eleven years had passed to culminate at this point. They all waited eagerly for David of Atherliegh, Man-At-Arms to emerge from the door leading from his private quarters. Baz let his mind wonder, he looked up into the clear blue sky, the sun had dropped below the rim of the castle wall and so through he was in shade the sky still had a piercing blue quality about it; a quality that gave a warm expectation to his brain – the sky is a warm blue so it must be warm – an expectation that was missing. It was early spring, and the air had a decidedly cool dry feeling to it once you were out of the warming rays of the sun...Baz shivered slightly as the sweat he had worked up tending to Czar slowly evaporated from his skin. Baz gazed around the training courtyard and was surprised to see the Princess Sophia, looking down at them...or was it him?

“Cadets, welcome to your final trials” David began. Baz cursed himself for not paying attention to his arrival. He immediately focused on the Man-At-Arms and started to prepare himself for the trials. “Those of you who pass today will become Knight apprentices of the Light and will be afforded all privileges that the title entitles you!” David continued. He stopped and took in each of the cadets in a slow and steady stare.

Edward of Flaxliegh – Standing at a little over 6’3” with slim shoulders and small waist bore the stature of a true horseman and soldier. He had noble features, slim nose, defined cheeks, blue eyes and a dimpled chin. He was handsome with blonde hair and a confidence, no over confidence that hid his insecurity and need to be liked.

Balthazar – Just breaking 6’ in height, Balthazar had battle shoulders. They were broad and strong with a narrow waist, not slim, Balthazar carried some extra weight, and he was strong, very strong. He had a happy face, round and friendly with big brown eyes and a strong set jaw. David noticed for the first time that Balthazar had one ear that stuck out...curious!

Dawn of Shuttersliegh – Had short brown hair, she was about 5’10” tall and heavyset, she had strong arms and legs and was without doubt the best horsewoman David had ever seen. On a horse it was as if she was as one with her mount Brax. Dawn had an easy smile and brown eyes to match her hair.

Brian of Bondersliegh – 5’9” tall, shoulders like a blacksmith, hands and arms to match with a fearful temper. He was given to battle lust and was almost unbeatable in such a state, but he tired easily. Blue eyed and red haired he had a stutter when nervous but hid it behind a keen ability to make people laugh. His eye hand coordination was at times mesmerizing.

Alice – 5’8” tall with short cropped blonde hair, blue eyes and a smile to melt the coldest day on winter. She was kind and had a happy outlook on life. She had a lithe figure, athletic with stamina and was a devil with both her re-curved and long bows. She preferred the long bow, more power and more distance.

Roderick – 5’8” tall and not an ounce of fat or muscle on him. He ate continuously but never put on any body mass. He could run all day and night if needed and with daggers in close quarters he was lethal. He had dark brown eyes and black hair with an odd tuft of white in the middle of the back of his head. It was the source of his nickname...Bunny.

James – 5’5” tall and just about the best in clandestine techniques. Edward called him the best honest thief, everyone else just called him “sneak”. He had an angular face and long dexterous fingers. He was unerringly accurate with his weapon of choice, the light crossbow.

David smiled again and then started by calling out Baz and Edward

“You two will start with hand-to-hand combat. Two minutes with no stopping tap out or knockout wins or a draw if the two minutes pass. No weapons and no outside assistance”

“Aye Man-At-Arms” came the swift response. Baz was a little startled as normally the unarmed combat section came at the end. Still, in war no plan survives first contact. Edward glanced at him and gave him a wide grin; Baz just casually took off his tunic and faced Edward with no emotion. Alice, Rod, James and the rest stood in shock, none had seen a face so frightening and serious as the face Baz was sporting. 

“Come to the middle, shake hands and begin at the sound of bell,” ordered David. The two cadets slowly walked towards each other and extended their hands. Baz leaned into Edward and spoke in a low voice so no one could hear

“You will pay for your insult today!” His stare and cold calculated words stole the heat from Edward’s heart and his eyes went wide in shock, his mouth fell open but no witty repost came forth. They stepped apart a few paces and the bell rang.

Edward darted in quick as a flash and threw a solid punch into the mid rift of Baz staggering him backwards and knocking the wind out of him. Spurred into action Baz stepped back with his momentum, swiveled his hips and moved around to Edward’s left. The grin on Edward’s face caused an amount of anger to rise from Baz’s stomach. Breathe Baz, just breath he thought as he strived to calm the rising anger; an anger he knew would cause him to do something rash. Keeping just out of range of the swinging fist of Edward, Baz waited for the opening he was looking for. Thinking on his feet, Baz looked up toward the location of the watching Princess; Edward fell for the ruse grabbing a quick glance up in the direction Baz had looked. Before he knew what had happened, Baz moved in and threw a huge uppercut onto Edward’s chin. Stars burst into Edward’s eyes as he staggered back, and his knees buckled. Edward dropped to one knee, holding his left hand up in a ‘let me have a second’ pose. Baz took a step backward and circled Edward waiting for him to get up.

“Get up Cadet” shouted David, “fight or submit!”

Edward lunged toward Baz and grabbed his undershirt. Baz had expected this and as Edward pulled on his shirt he moved willingly toward Edward. With no resistance Edward again staggered back until Baz grabbed his wrist, pulling him into the fast moving head butt he had begun. A loud grunt and crunch came from Edward has his head connected with Edward’s mouth. Staggering yet again Edward wobbled back, spat out a mouthful of blood from his badly cut lips and wiped his hand across his sore lips. His hand came away slick with blood. Edward withdrew a cotton handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his mouth again, throwing the bloody cloth away in disgust. Angry at being bloodied and furious that a common orphan was embarrassing him Edward went on a full out attack. Swinging punch after punch and kick after kick at Baz keeping Baz on full defense. Edward was fully consumed by his battle haze and failed to understand that he was running out of energy fast. Baz had noticed that he was gulping air into his lungs. Now was the time to finish this fight.

Edward started to launch another blazing swinging punch at Baz’s head. Before he could adjust Baz had stepped into the punch and knocked it to the side. Continuing forward with his momentum Baz drove his shoulder into Edward’s chest while at the same time placing his right leg behind the left leg of Edward. Edward tried to step back with the blow but couldn’t and fell on his back. Throwing out an arm to try and soften the blow gave Baz the final opportunity. Baz grabbed the fingers on his left hand and inverted them as Edward fell. Edward, on the floor, bleeding and with his left hand immobilized and bent against him should have tapped out but continued to struggle.

“Tap out Edward” Baz spoke, “I’ll just keep bending your fingers till you do,” he continued.

“Fuck. Off. Baz!” came the halting reply in between gasps of pain. Baz kept on bending the fingers.

“Tap out cadet, you are beaten” Commanded David

“Never” cried Edward in obvious excruciating pain. Baz bent a little bit more and everyone heard the series of sharp cracks, and three fingers broke

“Aaargh!” Edward screamed at the top of his lungs and then passed out with the combination of pain and exhaustion. Baz let go of the fingers and started to walk back to the line of waiting cadets. Turning Baz happened to look up toward Princess Sophia to see her incline her head ever so slightly before she turned and walked away.

Confused, Baz returned to the line to complete the rest of the finals. What was that all about, how does the Princess know me? The questions swam around his head for the remainder of the tests. Before Baz knew it, the tests were over, and he was being presented as a Knight Apprentice of the Light to none other than Princess Sophia.
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Chapter 3 – Knight Apprentice of the Light
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Knight Wesley or Wes was a respected Knight of the Light. He was a veteran of many campaigns and was a member of the Queen’s cadre of Knights. The Queen’s cadre was a select few Knights who had shown valor and honor in their duties, as a reward they were seconded to the Cadre. In the Cadre they undertook diplomatic duties protecting members of the Queen’s council, the protection of royal family members while traveling and investigations throughout Westerliegh on behalf of the crown. It was a responsibility that every member took solemnly and with ultimate respect to the Queen. Baz had been paired with Wes the day after the final trials. In fact, Wes had requested to mentor Baz; he was after all the one of the Knights who had found Baz, a fact that had remained a secret to Baz.

A year on from the finals and Wes was more than satisfied with the progress Baz had made under his tutelage. He was almost his equal in swordsmanship and had bested him many times with the long bow. Baz was adequate in hand-to-hand, but it was his tracking and ambush techniques that needed work. It was not that Baz was bad at it but just that he showed no flare for the tasks. He was just too practical and had no real imagination.

“OK Baz, let’s hear how you are going to ambush using this terrain?” Asked Wes. “First up, tell me what you see then tell me how you could use it!”

“Well, the road leads down the valley between the hills in front of us. Beside the road is a fast flowing stream and the road leads into a wooded area just around the bend.” Baz explained. “Today is a bright and sunny day so it would be prudent to use the shade of the wooded area...then um...the noise of the stream could be used to mask the sound of bows being drawn...and traps being set off” Baz continued. His confidence starting to wane Baz kept on talking “I would have the bowman situated to the front of the group as they enter the wooded area when their sights is worst and has not adjusted to the change. They will not be able to see the bowman until it is too late. Using one of the trees I would then fell the tree across the path behind them to stall an escape attempt and then attack them from both the sides simultaneously!” Baz finished with a look of triumph in his face. He crossed his arms over his chest and looked steadfast at Wes.

Wes waited before he spoke, “Now Baz, that’s not a bad ambush. A bit over complicated but not a bad ambush” Wes smiled as he spoke fort it was not a bad ambush, and it was creative for Baz. “I would simplify it a bit by having bowmen at both the entrance and inside the wood. The bowmen at the entrance would wait until they had passed then open up on them. As they turn to face this threat the second set of bowmen would lose their arrows and, in the mayhem, charge the sides with footmen. No need to cut trees down Baz!”

“Now you are telling me not to be creative...I don’t understand what you bloody well want sometimes” Baz grumbled.

“Baz, be creative when you need to be just not all the time. Your ambush would have worked just as well but what would have happened if the tree failed to fall?”

“Hmm I see what you mean, I just find this strategy stuff difficult. Just give me a bad guy and let me kill him!”

“I know you can...” Wes started

“It’s better not to face your foe on equal terms...I know but I just have difficulty with this stuff!” Baz exclaimed. His head dropped and he started to kick out at some grassy tuft.

“My job is to make you the best that you can be Baz. Just because you don’t like something is not a reason to ignore it. One day people might look to you for strategy and you need to understand the basics” Wes explained. “Come now, it is dinnertime, and I can smell the stew, can you?” 

“Yes, I can and thanks for changing the subject” Baz smiled, raced to Czar and galloped off towards the castle and dinner. Looking back over his shoulder he saw Wes right behind him, “a copper coin says I beat you to the stables!” Baz challenged. He looked back again to see Wes veering off when he heard

“The coin is as good as won!”

Baz leaned over Czar’s neck; a movement Czar knew from experience meant the need for haste. Neighing loudly Baz gave Czar his head and hung on for dear life as Czar sped away. Baz was laughing in time with the pounding of Czar’s hooves on the soft turf. The wind blew past so fast it made his eyes water and his now longer hair flow wildly in the rushing wind. Baz came round the final bend before the castle to see an empty road before him. The out of the corner of his eye he saw Wes angling towards him from the bush area to the right of the road. This was going to be close. Wes’ horse Grayness was no foal but when needs must, she could still mount a fair amount of speed. 
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