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Chapter 1: The Front

Lily wiped the sweat from her brow and
stepped away from the young man lying on the ground with his neck
against her blade. How had the duke convinced her to train these
nobles? Seven of them, and not one had any flexibility. Their soft
life and training by the old school ‘march and die’ soldiers would
make it very difficult to teach them the ways of a true warrior.
“Next.”

The older of the duke’s sons stepped forward
elbowing aside his younger brother. He brought his sword up with a
flourish and pointed it at her with a smile on his face. “I don’t
think you will find me as easy to handle as these you call
students. What do you say, witch? Are you ready to face someone
with skill?”

Lily smiled grimly. “Did you come to learn? I
have no time for games.”

The young man faced her with a haughty look
on his face. “I came to teach. I have heard that you claim to be a
warrior, and would show you what a warrior truly is.”

Lily did her best to smile sweetly. “Did you
bring one with you?”

Anger flashed in the young man’s eyes and he
lunged forward. Lily stepped slightly to the left and with a twist
of her wrist disarmed him, moving smoothly to lay the tip of her
sword at the side of his neck as he struggled to regain his
balance. “I’m sorry, did you want me to learn how to be
disarmed?”

The young man started to respond and then
felt the tip of her blade bite in a little. His face went pale and
he stood very still. Lily spoke quietly. “If you wish to learn the
skills I have to offer, then have your father notify me. If not,
stay out of my training area or I’ll give you a scar you will need
to explain for years to come. Am I clear?”

The young man’s face clouded but he was quick
to respond. “Yes.”

Lily pressed the issue. “Yes, what?”

Anger and resignation flashed in the young
man’s eyes. “Yes. Ma’am.”

She lowered her sword and nodded in the
direction the young man had come from. He moved quickly picking up
his sword as he left. Lily raised her voice to be certain he heard
her. “And tell your instructor if he wishes to test my skills, I
will be available here at dusk, I’ve had enough of his games.”

The young man did not slow down or look back
as he responded. “Yes, ma’am.”

Lily shifted her attention back to the
students. “Back to it. Next.”

The duke’s younger son stepped forward
hesitantly and began to circle cautiously. He was afraid, but had
the courage to try anyway.

This one may be trainable. She waited
for him to engage before testing his defenses. He used all the same
techniques and blunders as the others had, but he was a little
quicker, and considerably better at choosing his attack points.

“Come on boy. Show me you are more skilled
than a farmer with a plow. Have you grown your manhood yet? What’s
all this pity pat you are doing?” There was a brief moment of
irritation that flashed through his eyes, quickly replaced by
determination and focus.

Very good boy. Now let’s see how good you
are at anticipating. Lily slipped his next strike and moved
quickly to the left slicing down and then up as she moved closer to
him. The boy bounced back to avoid the down stroke and then to the
right neatly avoiding the upward stroke. Ah, there is hope for
you.

Lily blocked his next strike then spun to her
right executing a leg sweep and catching the poor boy completely
off guard. He grunted as he hit the ground, but to his credit he
kept his sword in a defensive position and moved quickly to one
knee. Then he felt her blade at his throat and stopped moving. Lily
pulled back slightly with surprise as she felt the power move in
the boy. Warlock? Are you trainable boy? She stepped forward
without moving her sword from his throat. “At last, one capable of
learning. And perhaps not just the sword. What do you think Kerin?
Do you wish to learn all that I can teach you?”

The young man blushed at the complement but
was quick to reply. “Yes, ma’am, I wish to learn what you would
share.”

Lily reached out with her mind.
“All?”

His eyes widened, but he still did not move.
“How did you do that?”

Lily responded with her mind. “Only those
with talent would have noticed. I can teach you more than just the
sword if you are willing to learn from a woman.”

Kerin nodded. “I am not my brother, or my
father. I would learn all that I can to protect my people, and I
have no qualms about who teaches me what.”

Lily nodded in satisfaction. “I see.” She
pulled her sword back slowly stepping back out of his personal
space. Then she touched his mind once more. “We will begin with
the martial arts today, but if you wish to learn all that I have to
teach, then we must spend some time away from the hold. Meet me in
the courtyard at dusk and I will take you to a place where you can
be taught. If you are not there, I will assume you do not wish to
learn the other skills.”

Kerin’s eyes widened as he realized what she
had proposed. Again he responded quickly. “I will be there.”

Lily looked back at the other students.
“Good. Next.” The next boy in line came forward encouraged by
Kerin’s success. But he immediately made the same mistakes as the
others and quickly found himself on his back in the dirt with her
blade nicking his neck.

Lily decided the evaluation approach was not
getting them anywhere. “Alright, pair up. Kerin, you will pair with
me. I will show you a couple of the mistakes you made and then we
will break out and start working on flexibility and mobility. You
must all get more fit if you wish to survive in battle.”

Lily worked with them on technique for about
an hour before they started to show improvement. Kerin was first to
figure out what she was teaching. He and two others had eliminated
the first fatal flaw from their technique before she changed to
conditioning and stretching.

They had just finished stretching and were
preparing to go out for a run when the duke’s captain of the guard
came up with the Kerin’s older brother and six of his best
soldiers.

“So, witch. You have taken to attacking and
threatening boys now, have you? As you well know I was not in favor
of this experiment. Now I have cause to put an end to it. It became
my business when you threatened the duke’s heir.

Boys step aside, we are here to arrest the
witch.”

All the boys except Kerin stepped away
quickly, but Kerin stepped forward and pulled his sword. Lily
touched his mind gently. “Thank you, Kerin. I appreciate what
you are doing, but I would not have you get hurt.”

Kerin spoke directly to the duke’s captain of
the guard. “Lady Lily is training us at the request of my father,
you are overstepping your authority here Bert.”

Bert’s eyes flashed. “Lord Kerin, you are the
one overstepping here. I will have no qualms pinning back your ears
if you attempt to interfere here.”

Lily could feel the determination in Bert and
stepped up next to Kerin. “I appreciate you Kerin, but it appears
that Bert is going to press the issue here. Please step aside so I
can deal with this.”

Kerin looked at her and saw the resolve, then
nodded and stepped back. Lily ran a song through her mind and drew
the power preparing herself as she brought her sword up to ready
position. “Okay, Bert. If you think you are capable of arresting
me, then come on. But have the duke’s son stand clear, I would not
see him hurt.”

Anger flashed in Bert’s eyes, but it passed
quickly. “It seems the witch wishes to test her skills. Step aside
Lord Koss, the men and I will take care of this quickly
enough.”

Koss’s face clouded and he spoke loudly. “I
have a right to be part of this, she threatened me.”

Bert turned to face the young man. “Boy! I
said step aside!” Koss jumped at the sharpness in the Bert’s voice.
Then he flushed a little but stepped aside without further
comment.

Bert signaled and his team moved quickly into
a circle around Lily drawing their swords. Lily felt her focus
settle in and touched the minds of those around her sampling their
thoughts and picked up the planned approach.

Bert darted in swinging at her sword which
was no longer there. Lily was all motion suddenly, spinning under
Bert’s guard and nicking his right thigh, just above the knee. It
was a wound that would weaken the leg very quickly and bleed
profusely. Then she turned to the three that were approaching from
behind her and disarmed them one after another slipping each attack
presented.

As she disarmed the last, she turned to the
left and dropped four sleep spells on men approaching her there.
Four men dropped their swords and fell to the ground sleeping
soundly. She spun around again as she felt the bite of a sword in
the back of her left shoulder.

She brought her sword to bear on the leg of
the soldier who had moved quickly enough to strike her. He screamed
and fell to the ground, but continued to swing his sword forcing
her to move to the left to get out of his strike radius. She felt
the minds around her and knew that they were now closing in on two
sides at the same time.

She made her decision and moved toward Bert
and the two with him, striking without mercy, she sliced the
nearest of Bert’s companions across the stomach, spinning away and
chopping through the wrist of his other companion before moving in
under Bert’s guard and coming up in his grasp with her sword
pressed against his throat and drawing blood.


Chapter 2: Shame

Lily spoke softly to Bert as she pressed her
sword against his throat. “If you wish to live and save the lives
of the remainder of your men, you will order a halt now.”

Another voice sounded loudly from behind her.
“Halt! What the hell is going on here? Dammit I said halt!”

Lily recognized the duke’s voice slicing
through the air and felt the recognition in the minds of the men
who had been advancing on her back. Bert just stared at her with
his anger barely in control. It was clear he was willing to die
rather than surrender to her, and he would never have given the
command she demanded. She made a mental note as she felt the duke
reach up and touch her sword hand. “Bert, Lily, I believe you two
have some explaining to do. Lower your weapons and step away from
each other. Now!”

The iron in the duke’s voice finally broke
through the anger that was clouding Bert’s mind and he lowered the
knife he had been attempting to get past Lily’s guard. She stepped
back lowering her sword when she was clear of him once more. The
duke sighed. “Better. Now let’s get some tempers calmed before I
lose any more of my valuable soldiers.” He pointed at two soldiers.
“You and you get these three to the healer. The rest of you get
back to your stations, this is between Bert, Lily and I now.”

Lily felt the other soldiers snap to it. A
couple of them were concerned about leaving the duke unprotected,
but they were not willing to disobey his orders. Even the young
students Lily had been training disappeared quickly. Only the
Duke’s sons remained. Koss, the oldest spoke quickly with anger and
hatred dripping from his words. “Father, that witch attacked me and
threatened to scar me permanently. Bert was trying to arrest her,
but she went crazy.”

Kerin immediately interjected. “Koss is
intentionally misleading you father. Koss attacked Lady Lily while
she was training us. She defended herself and told him to tell his
teacher that if he wanted to test his skill against her, he should
show up at dusk. Then we returned to training until Bert showed up
with his soldiers. Lady Lily simply defended herself when they
attacked.”

Koss pushed Kerin yelling at him. “Shut up
Kerin, you are just defending her because you think she is cute.
She’s a damn witch and has no business here. If I were in charge
she would be burned at the stake.”

The duke turned to face his sons and spoke in
a firm commanding voice. “Well, you are not in charge Koss, I am.
Lily is here at my request. Now both of you boys get inside and get
cleaned up for dinner. I will deal with this situation.”

Koss, unable to control his anger responded
quickly. “But father.”

The duke reeled around to face Koss. “Shut
your damn mouth and do what I said Koss. Move!”

Lily felt the anger and moved to a position
where she could intercept if the boy lost control, but he managed
to control his anger and eventually turned back toward the building
that served as the duke’s quarters in the keep.

Lily felt a light touch on her mind. “No
matter what, I want to train with you. Please don’t leave without
me.”

She let her pride in his use of the talent,
flow through with her response. “I understand Kerin, thank you
for standing with me. I owe you and I always pay my debts.”

Lily almost smiled as Kerin stepped past her
on his way back to the house. So, he can mind speak too when he
wants. Definitely has potential. Lily shifted her focus once
more as the duke turned to face them once more and addressed his
captain of the guard. “Bert, is what Kerin said true? Did you come
here to arrest Lily, my guest, without discussing it with me?”

Burt nearly spat his response. “Your grace,
she threatened the heir.”

The duke displayed no emotion at all as he
calmly pushed for an answer. “Just answer the question. Did you
come here to arrest her without discussing it with me?”

Frustration, clear in his face, Burt exerted
control of his emotions and responded. “Yes, your grace. But it is
my duty to protect you and your heir.”

Calmly still with no emotion showing, the
duke nodded his head in agreement as he spoke once more. “Yes, it
is, but that is not what you were doing here, is it? You did not
agree with my bringing her here, and definitely do not agree with
her training the young men in her style of fighting. So, you took
an opportunity to come here in hopes she would resist, thinking you
could eliminate her. You clearly underestimated her based on what I
saw when I arrived.”

Burt glared at Lily as he answered. “Yes,
your grace, a mistake I will not make again.”

The duke let a little of his frustration flow
with his words. “No, you will not. Because while you are a loyal
and trusted ally, you are stupid! So, I will be as clear as I can.
If you ever raise sword to her again, or threaten Lily in any way,
I will have your head on a post before the sun sets on that day. Am
I clear?”

Bert stood there in absolute shock just
staring at the duke for a moment. “Yes, your grace, you are
clear.”

The fire remained in the duke’s eyes as he
glared at Bert. “Good. Did it ever occur to you what it would have
meant if you had succeeded in killing her? No of course it didn’t.
She is a member of the guild, here at my personal request. If she
is harmed while under my protection, we will not be facing one
witch, the entire guild will turn on us. Now get your ass over to
the healer and don’t let me see your stupid mug again until I call
for you.”

“Yes, your grace.” Bert saluted and then
turned heading for the healer at a pace Lily would not have
believed possible with the wound she had given him.

“Lily, I apologize for my son and Bert. They
acted without thought and without my approval. Please do not hold
it against them though, they are mine and therefore my
responsibility. If you must blame someone, the blame falls
here.”

Lily lowered her head in respect. “I hold no
grudge, your grace.”

The duke’s voice hardened once again. “Good,
thank you. Now as for your response. You should have allowed Bert
to arrest you and trusted me to handle it. Instead, you chose to
demonstrate your skills and as a result, I have three soldiers who
will never fight again, one of them may already be dead. And word
of this incident will spread across the hold at the speed of light.
The anger and fear you generated by not choosing to trust me has
ruined my plans for having a force of soldiers trained by you. Damn
you for that.”

Lily started to respond then felt the truth
of what he had said. She fought for control of her emotions and
felt her focus settle in. “I apologize your grace. You speak the
truth; my pride overrode my judgement and I committed as grievous
an offense as did Bert.”

Lily felt the duke’s resolve firm. “I thank
you for agreeing to try this. Unfortunately, the enemy has won
another victory without striking a blow. I need you to leave the
hold and return to the guild camp tomorrow.”

Lily felt her heart sink. “I will leave
tonight, your grace. But I would ask a favor before I go.”

The duke paused, concern brushing across his
mind, then it was gone. “Are you asking the return we spoke of when
I asked you to come here?”

Lily shook her head in the negative. “No,
your grace. My actions led to the failure of your goals, so I don’t
have the right to request the payment we had agreed upon. I would,
however, be in your debt if you granted this favor.”

The duke relaxed a little. “Ask it then, and
if it is within my power…”

Lily lowered her head as she continued. “Your
son Kerin has the potential to be a great warrior, and possibly
more. I would ask, your grace, for your permission to take him with
me and train him.”

She felt the shock flow through the duke’s
mind, but to his credit saw no indication of it in his expression.
“Kerin? You wish to take Kerin from me?”

Again she shook her head in the negative.
“No, your grace, I wish to train him. The guild camp is not that
far away, he could return each evening if you wish it.”

The duke looked at her as though weighing her
opinion. “I will discuss it with him. Can you wait until morning
for a response?”

Lily nodded. “If I must, then yes, your
grace.”

“Thank you, I will speak to my son and let
you know my decision in the morning then.” The duke nodded at her
as he would an equal and turned to walk away. Lily reached out with
her mind, speaking to Kerin. “I have asked your father to let me
train you. He wishes to speak to you about it before making a
decision. I must return to the guild camp but will return in the
morning for his decision.”

Disappointment flowed through the connection
with Kerin’s response. “So, Bert won after all then, and you are
leaving us?”

Lily struggled to keep her emotions firm.
“I am returning to the guild camp; I am not leaving you. And I
believe Bert lost as much as I did, he and I were both stupid
today, and this is the price of our stupidity.”

Kerin responded with a touch of outrage
flowing across the connection. “But you did nothing wrong,
ma’am.”

Lily pushed a sense of conviction to Kerin.
“Yes, I did. I should have trusted to your father and submitted
to the arrest. But my pride got in the way, and as a result one man
has died, and two others will need my help to ever fight again. I
should not have allowed this to happen, but I not only allowed it
to happen, I invited it. You should learn from my error in
this.”

“Ma’am, I understand what you are saying,
but this was not your fault. Bert has been itching for a reason to
bring his men against you. If it had not happened today, it would
have happened another day. You are not responsible.”

Lily pushed calm confidence with her
response. “We are all responsible for our actions. Those of us
with greater power have greater responsibility. Think on what I
have shared, and you will know that I’m right in this. Your father
is also right in this. He saw what I refused to see, and my actions
caused him harm too as he will not be able to have the force, he
had hoped I would train.”

“I hear father coming. Thank you.”
Lily felt his anxiousness but pulled back to let him have privacy
while he discussed the matter with his father.

I need to try to right what I can of the
wrong I did today. Lily turned and walked toward the healer’s
place. She could feel the healer’s frustration as he tried to heal
the man whose hand she had cut off.

A few minutes later she arrived at the
healer’s place and saw two soldiers standing outside covered in
their mates’ blood. The sky was beginning to darken as the sun
began to set, but she could see the fear and anger in their faces
as she approached. One of them spoke as she approached. “Come to
finish the job, witch? Ilk is already gone, El will be soon, or he
will wish that he were the way you maimed him and Han will likely
not be able to return to duty. Commander Burt looked pretty pale,
guessing he will have a long recovery too.” The one who spoke
stepped in front of her even though she could feel the fear about
him. He was a good soldier to face his fear and do what he felt was
right anyway.

She held her irritation in check. “Step
aside, I have no wish to harm you or your friends.”

He hesitated then saw her hand resting easily
on the hilt of her sword. His mate had already stepped out of
reach, and he finally stepped aside as well. She nodded her thanks.
“I apologize for any harm I caused you. I was wrong, as wrong as
the leader you followed. I will do what I can for your
friends.”

Then she stepped inside the hut. The healer
looked up. “I pray you came to help. I would have sent for you some
time ago, but I understood that this was your handiwork, Lady.”

Lily nodded pushing her emotions away. “This
was by my hand, and it should never have happened. There is nothing
I can do for the one who is gone, but the others can still be
helped.” She looked at the man who’s hand she had cut off and
asked. “Do you have the hand?”

Lily ran a song through her mind and sang
another softly. She drew deeply of the power as she brought the
healing spells to mind and forming the one for restoring muscle and
nerve.

The healer nodded briefly. “Yes, lady. His
friends brought it in hopes I could sew it back on, but that is
beyond my skills.”

She saw the frustration in his face and
smiled gently at him. “It is not beyond mine. Please give it to me,
and hold the young man down. I can repair the damage, but it will
not be without pain.”

The healer bent over picking up a bloody rag
and opened it. “Yes lady. Here it is.” He handed her the severed
hand and she looked at it as she unwrapped the bleeding stump,
turning the hand about until the cut tendons and muscles aligned
with those on the stump. Then she pushed the hand onto the stump
and placed the healing spell on the young man, pouring all the
power she could summon into it.

At first the muscles and tendons resisted but
as she poured her heart into the effort the area began to glow and
she could feel the damage mending itself. The boy screamed and
struggled trying to pull his arm away from her, but she held firm
and maintained her focus until she could no longer feel any seam in
the muscles, tendons or skin and his struggling ceased. Then she
probed the area with her mind as she had learned so long ago. The
muscles and tendons were grown back together, and the blood was
once again flowing into the hand. She reached for the nerves and
found that they were not yet restored, so she dug deep and pushed
more of herself into a new spell focusing it on the nerves. They
resisted, but she persisted and the glow increased with the power
she pushed into the spell. Finally, the nerves healed and she felt
the hand move as the boy strained to free himself.

She released the power and watched the spell
dissipate before she sank to the floor letting go of his hand at
last. “He lost a lot of blood and will need time to recover his
strength, but the hand should work as it did before.”

Lily struggled to her feet and pushed her way
toward the cot where the other soldier lay watching her cautiously.
She attempted to smile gently at him as she spoke quietly. “I
apologize for the harm I have done you and your mates. If you will
allow it, I will correct what I can, and ensure you will be able to
return to duty.”

He glanced at her sword and a trace of fear
crossed his eyes, but he nodded and closed his eyes. She moved over
to him and gently removed the bandage the healer had placed on the
man’s leg.

The healer stepped up beside her. “I did what
I could lady. He will have a limp, but I believe he will walk
again. Given time he might even be able to contribute as a soldier
someday.”

Lily probed the wound with her mind and saw
that a tendon had been partially cut and not repaired, and there
were still several muscles that had not been restored. She agreed
with the healer’s analysis of the work he had been able to do.

She looked at the healer doing her best to
project appreciation for his skill, saying: “I will need your
assistance, but I can finish what you started so well.”

Relief showed in his face as he responded.
“Anything Lady, just ask.”

Lily nodded. “Just draw the power and feed it
to me as though I were a healing spell. I will take it from
there.”

 He looked a
little confused but nodded his agreement. He quietly began singing
the song for mother earth. “In the ground the seedling goes.
With the blessings of the mother, it grows. Abundance of sun and
water too, nature provides and gives to you. Early crops to feed
the young, later crops to can and brew. Blessings of the earth the
whole year through…”

Lily ran a different song through her mind
while quietly singing the same song he was singing. Then she drew
the power and felt him begin drawing the power as well. Quickly she
formed a healing spell that would mend the tendons and muscles, and
started flowing power into it. As she did so, she felt the flow
from the healer. It was not a strong flow, but it was steady.

She added his power to hers and pushed the
spell onto the man’s wound willing the tendons and muscles to heal.
They resisted and she had to put all that she had left and all that
the healer could send into the spell before the wound started
healing and the muscles and tendons grew back together. When she
could not feel any further healing going on she probed the area
with her mind and found it to be completely healed.

She released the power and patted the young
man on the shoulder. “You will be sore for a couple days, and need
to drink plenty of water and eat your greens until your body
recovers from the lost blood. But you should be back to work by the
end of the week if you take it easy. In an emergency, you could
fight now, but I would not recommend it.”

The man looked at her gratefully. “Thank you,
Lady.”

She shook her head in the negative. “I should
not have let things get out of control, there is nothing for you to
thank me for. But I do pray that you will forgive me for the damage
I did.”

The young man looked confused for a moment,
but he bent his leg and smiled. “Nothing to forgive it would seem,
my Lady.”

Lily pushed herself to her feet and turned
toward the cot where Burt was laying watching her with frustration
and fear clear in his face. She walked over and spoke to him
quietly as she reached out with her mind and probed his wounded
leg. “I apologize, Burt. I should never have goaded you the way I
did. If you will allow it, I can speed your healing. I know you are
uncomfortable with witchcraft, and will understand if you do not
wish my help.”

Fear surged in his eyes, but he remained
silent for only a brief moment. “I too was out of line witch.
Before I respond, will I heal properly without your aid?”

Lily analyzed what her mind found during the
probe. The healer had done a nice job, his weakness with the power
left a long healing cycle, but Burt would heal properly without her
help. She relayed her analysis to Burt without emotion.

Burt sighed before responding. “I believe it
will do me well to take time in healing. Thank you for your offer,
but I do not wish you to heal me.”

Lily nodded her understanding and pushed
herself to her feet once more, heading for the door. The exhaustion
settled in and she knew she was staying on her feet by sheer will
alone. She stumbled across the hold to the gate
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