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Dedication




For all those who have ever had to face their fears.











  
  
Book Description




Ivy, a human living in the realms of the Fae, quit training to be a warrior after being badly injured by wolves attacking her village. Ever since that day she’s been labelled a coward. Now there’s another threat. It looks like war will break out between her village and the Fae. Unless someone does something about it. Ivy doubts she can help since she failed against the wolves, but there’s no way she wants anything to happen to her family. 


*

This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.












  
  
The Sword




Ivy tried not to smile as her younger brother, Nyles, checked their parents weren’t looking before he slid a small piece of steak from his plate to under the table. She guessed the cat was gently batting the back of his legs, begging for scraps. 

When Fern, her Ma, dropped her cutlery onto the table, Ivy looked towards her parents, wishing she’d paid attention to what they’d been talking about. She saw her Ma shaking her head.

“He’s too young.”

It took Ivy a moment to realise they were talking about the upcoming battle. Nyles was too young. She’d seen him training and he wasn’t ready to face the weakest foe, even with most of the town at his side. He was easily distracted and fought with more enthusiasm than skill.

“He’s fourteen. Do you honestly think I’d let harm come to him?” Shaw growled. When Fern glanced towards Ivy, he added, “That was her fault. She didn’t listen.”

She had listened. It was just that training hadn’t prepared her for the wolves. When they’d run towards her snarling, fangs visible, she’d frozen. She’d only been a year older than Nyles. That had been three years ago, but even now she froze at the sight of a dog.

“Please, Ma. Every warrior in the village is going. I can’t be left behind,” Nyles pleaded.

Fern rose to her feet, her food forgotten. “If anything happens to him...” She let her words trail off, holding her husband’s gaze a moment before she strode from the room.

Ivy still remembered the expression on Fern’s face when she’d been brought back covered in blood, wounds on her arm, torso and legs. She’d gone completely white, swaying momentarily. Fern was one of the village healers and Ivy had never seen her turn that shade no matter what wounds had been brought to her. Ivy had expected her to faint, but Fern had straightened her shoulders, raised her chin and started throwing around orders in preparation to heal her daughter.

Shaw rose to his feet. “Eat your food. Don’t let it go to waste.” Leaving his own food on the table, he strode after his wife.

“You ruin everything.” Nyles glared at Ivy. “If Ma doesn’t let me go the other kids will tease me forever.”

She didn’t bother replying. “Put the cat outside. Pa was serious about getting rid of it if we keep letting it come inside.”

“And I’m serious when I say I’ll never forgive you if I don’t get to go. I wouldn’t be scared.” Nyles put the cat out the back door before he strode to his bedroom.

Ivy didn’t feel like the rest of her food, but she ate it anyway before cleaning the kitchen. Usually they’d sit by the fire after dinner, talking and listening as one of them read from a book. There’d be no relaxing by the fire tonight. Not feeling tired, Ivy headed through the kitchen into the sitting room and onto the front porch. She sat in one of the four timber chairs and stared at the night sky.

Some of the older folk spoke of different stars in another sky long ago when their parents were children. Telling the tales they’d been told about those skies. This was the only sky she’d known, the one the king’s grandfather had brought them to live under when plagues and invaders had begun to destroy their old country. He’d made a bargain with the Fae, who had brought their entire village, along with the nearby castle, to this sanctuary. It had been all he’d been able to save of his country.

The old king was long gone and his grandson now ruled. It was the old king’s great grandson who was causing the problems. If only he hadn’t been enticed to join a Fae celebration along with his companions. They’d all joined in, taking the food and drink offered, apparently unable to refuse. It had left everyone wondering why the Fae had broken their agreement and come into the forest near the village to tempt the prince.

Her gaze was drawn from the stars to the lights in nearby houses. It looked like her parents weren’t the only ones talking about the attack on the Fae. It wouldn’t go well. The Fae had long memories and longer lives. And they’d retaliate. Hopefully Fern would be able to convince Shaw that Nyles wasn’t old enough to go.

She rose to her feet and headed to her bedroom. Her gaze momentarily rested on the chest at the foot of her bed before she put out the flame of the lantern hanging from a hook near the head of her bed. She couldn’t join them. Just because they weren’t about to face wolves didn’t mean she’d be able to fight. Rubbing her leg, which had been torn the worst, her fingers stopped at the scarring. It was barely noticeable now. Fern’s skills, which she’d learned from her own Ma, were almost as good as the Fae’s. It hadn’t helped. They weren’t the scars that stopped her from returning to training. Those scars couldn’t be seen. It took her ages to fall asleep and she woke several times from wolves snarling in her dreams.

The next morning, Ivy almost ran from the house once breakfast was over. Fern had banged around the kitchen preparing and serving breakfast, her lips pressed tightly together. Nyles was joining the attack. Only she and Fern weren’t happy. As Ivy walked beside Nyles towards Elroy’s place, her brother nearly danced beside her.

“Do you think it’ll take them long to get ready?”

Ivy shrugged.

“What about armour? Will I get new armour?”

All she could do was shrug again.

“What about you?”

She looked towards him. “What do you mean?”

“You’re fighting, aren’t you? I mean, you’re all healed now, right? I never see you limping anymore.”

If only that was the problem. Not knowing what to say, she shrugged.

“Have you asked Ma? Does she think you’re all healed?”

She was relieved they’d reached Elroy’s place, and she had an excuse not to answer. “I’ll see you after training.”

Nyles shook his head. “We’re going to the pond. Everyone wants to have a last swim now the weather’s started changing.”

“I’ll see you at home then.” Ivy watched as he hurried inside, remembering when she used to go through the front door. Elroy trained the town children and those from outlying farms in literacy, numeracy and fighting skills. Not wanting to think about those years, she walked around to the back of the house and entered the kitchen.

The cook gave her a nod in greeting, gesturing towards the pile of dishes that needed washing. The two of them worked silently, putting the kitchen back in order. When that was done, Ivy headed for the dormitories to tidy up. The farmers’ children stayed in them, some returning to their farms on the weekend.

Next she tidied the armoury. Finished, she started to leave the room but turned back, her gaze drawn to the weapon rack. Lifting down a sword, she checked the balance of the blade. It felt so familiar. She used to train here five days a week. She did a couple of the sword exercises, spinning around when she heard a sound behind her.

Elroy stood in the doorway. He was in his late fifties, his black hair and beard salted with grey. His shoulders were broad and his arms muscular as he didn’t leave all the teaching to his trainers. “You know what you need to do if you want me to teach you again.”

She returned the sword to the rack. “I can’t.” She couldn’t look at a dog let alone touch one.

“Nyles said your Pa is letting him go on the attack.”

“Are you going?”

He shook his head. “I’m not that much of a fool.”

She had a good idea what he meant, but wanted to be certain. “Why?”

“It’ll be a slaughter. That single Fae guarding the tree, who’s defeated all who’ve tried, won’t be the only one. There’ll be others hidden. All the light Fae will retaliate. This will be enough to make them put aside their quarrels and fights with each other and attack us. What is one man’s life compared to an entire village? Or even a handful of men in comparison?”

“Are you saying we should let the Fae get away with breaking the bargain?”

“Someone needs to talk to them. How do we know it was the Fae’s fault?”

She stared at him, gaping. He spoke treason. “Are you saying the prince lied?”

“Not in the least.”

“Then what are you saying?”

“The prince never spoke. He was unconscious when they returned. We only have the word of his companions, who are now all dead.”

“But they were sons of lords.”

“What would the king have done to them if they’d admitted to being at fault? Especially with his son lying unconscious.”

His words made sense. If he was right, they had bigger problems. The Fae would never forgive or forget. So far there’d only been a couple of warriors and a half a dozen knights, at the most, in the several attacks against the single Fae guarding the tree. If the castle and village attacked, the Fae would see it as war. She couldn’t listen to any more. “I need to finish cleaning.”








