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T

he knife hit the target and tree with a solid thunk.  Colavaer Baisher wiped the sweat off her forehead and tried not to move an inch from where she was standing.  She made a mental picture of where the target was the last time that she saw it.  With a flick of her wrist, her second knife slid into her left hand.  With a deep breath, she snapped her wrist backward, then forward, and felt the knife leave her hand.  She heard it slice through the thin paper of the target before burrowing into the bark of the tree behind it.  She smiled.  At least I’m hitting the target and not some poor gardener’s butt, she thought to herself and giggled at the image she conjured up of a gardener with a throwing knife sticking out of his rear end.


Wishing for a cool breeze, she wiped her forehead again.  It had been unusually hot and dry in Amora, which didn’t do a thing good for the farmers’ crops.  It hadn’t rained in five moons straight, which had a lot of people worried since Amora had never been this long without rain or had a summer this hot in her known history.  The earth was beginning to harden and crack and it took thrice the effort to grow anything than it did summers before.  


Because of the weather in Amora, trade had gone down.  A big part of the world received their rice and wheat from Amora.  Since the weather was bad, fewer crops were grown and Amora relied on their trading of wheat and rice to receive other goods that were essential to life.  Not that any of it was affecting Colavaer herself.  As a high member of the royal family of Amora, she would probably never be short on the necessities for life, but it was her responsibility to worry and care for her people and she wouldn’t let them down.  


The clearing of a throat behind her brought Colavaer’s thoughts on what she was supposed to be doing.  She bent down and pulled one last knife out of her boot, then realized she had moved slightly over to the right.  With a silent curse she tried to move her feet back to the place they had been before, which was hard if you were blindfolded.  She threw her last blade and heard it hit the tree but not the target.  She cursed again and tugged off the blindfold, straining her eyes, she tried to see the target.  She lifted her wool skirts well above her knees, and took off in a run toward the tree that the target was nailed to.  She skidded to a halt right before it and smiled.  The second knife she threw was on the outer low edge of the target, her third was imbedded in the tree a finger’s length away from it, and her first was, surprisingly, in the very center of the center red dot.  


“Well, would you look at that.  Bull’s eye!” she cried, whirling around in a little victory dance.  She tugged her knifes out of the tree one by one and used the end of her skirt to wipe the sap off them.  After a careful examination of each blade, she slid two of them into her snap-and-release arm sheaths and one back into the fold of her knee-high boots.
Colavaer was getting better at knife throwing, not as good as she was at sword fighting, but better than she had been.  Today she had to stand thirty paces away, examine the target from were she was standing, and throw the knifes while blindfolded, going only by memory.  She had to do that in the past, but never had she gotten a bull’s eye before.


“Good. Very good.” Colavaer turned to face the speaker with a smile, it wasn’t often that she got praise from the owner of that voice.  She looked up into hard brown eyes held by a handsome face that could have been carved from stone; all angels and planes.  Damon Sanoragan.  He was head and shoulders taller than she, and she was considered taller than average for a human female.  His brown hair went down to his broad shoulders, held back by a small brown leather band.  He never would tell you his age, but he looked to be thirty or so.  He was usually nothing but serious, hard as a rock, never scared nor surprised.


Damon was bonded to Colavaer my magic as her protector since she was seven.  He followed her everywhere, and she hated it.  It was not that she didn’t like him, it was just having someone following you like a shadow everywhere you went.  But she had gotten used to his presence in the back of her head and looming over her, so it didn’t bother her anymore.  Besides, they had become good friends over the years and there were a lot of good things that came from having such a bond.  For example; they always knew were the other was, what the other’s strong feels, and could feel any physicall pain from the other.  They could also talk to each other mentally, which came in handy if there were certain things that were not to be said were others could hear.  Damon always knew everything she was feeling; she always kept her mind completely open to him.  His whole mind was open to her except one small piece.  He kept a small portion of his mind shielded from her, and would not let her know why no matter how much she begged.


“Think so, Stoneface?” she asked, calling him by the pet name she and Shirrill had given him because his face was like a stone statue; never changing.  It used to annoy him, but he had gotten used to it just as she had gotten used to being called “Kitten.”


She gave him an amused smile and tied the scarf she had used for a blindfold around her forehead to keep sweat from dripping in her eyes.  She knew practice wasn’t over and it helped if you didn’t have to constantly shake sweat out of your eyes while fighting.


“Aye, but you will be expected to do better next time,” he answered while handing her a wooden practice sword.  “Now, defend yourself.”  With no further warning he came after her with his own practice sword and she quickly found herself defending her hide.


She was able keep her ground for a short while before he hit her leg hard as a punishment for accidentally exposing her left side.  After a few seconds break for her to regain her balance after the blow to her leg, Damon lunged at her a second time.  He eventually “killed” her, but not before she received a bruise to her left elbow and right side.  Colavaer, seeing all the watchers standing around the practice grounds, mostly guards and bored fosterlings, made her “death” as theatrical as possible and received a round of applause from the watchers and a exasperated look from Damon before his face turned back to its usual blankness.  


Colavaer heaved herself up off the ground and gave a bow to her audience before turning back to Damon.  “How was that?” she asked with a grin.


Pointedly ignoring her question, he said, “That is all for today.  Come on.” 
“Where we goin’ next?”


“It’s where are we going next,” Damon corrected.  “Your father would whip me if he heard all the country dialect you use.”  Knowing Father, I’d bet he very well would, she thought.  Colavaer’s father was Andar Baisher, king of Amora.  She was his third, last born, and lest important child, at lest in his point of view.


“Right,” Colavaer said sarcastically. “Fine, so where are we going?”


“It’s time for your lessons with Sorceress Shirrill,” he answered, handing her an apple.  Where he got it from, she had no idea, but took it anyway.


“I thought I only had those lessons on Thirddays and Fithdays after weapons lessons,” she said, confused.  She could have sworn it was Secondday.


“It is Thirdday, Colavaer.  You need to start keeping up with your schedule,” he scolded her.  Then, as an afterthought, said, “Don’t talk with your mouth full.”


“Yes, O Wise One,” she retorted.  Then to herself, “You do.”


He must have heard it though, because he turned to face her with his right eye brow raised, which spoke volumes, and said, “Yes, but I’m not the princess.”  “You’re being childish.  And I do not talk with my mouth full.  Now come on or Shirrill will be angry.  But first I suggest you wash and change or Shirrill will be very angry” said his “voice” in her mind.  Actually, it was more images than words and sent in a very short burst of thought.


“Probably because you still treat me as a child,” she told to him.


Colavaer followed Damon off the palace garden, and into the Rose Palace itself.  He was right about Shirrill being angry if they were late.  Shirrill had a good sense of humor and all, but one hell of a nasty temper.  Colavaer had the potential to become a great sorceress, which Shirrill said no one in her family had since her great, great, grandmother, Queen Cassandra.  


If you have the potential, then, with the right training, you could become a mage. When Colavaer was ten, Shirrill tested her to find out if she had what it took.  So when Shirrill told Andar that his daughter would become a sorceress one-day, he had said, “Good. I knew she would become useful for something. You will teach her Shirrill.  She will become a very useful tool for her brother when he becomes King.”  Something about how he had said that bothered Colavaer every time she thought about it.


They entered the poorly lit hallways of the palace and made their way through twists and turns that seemed to never end.  The hallways used to frighten Colavaer when she was a child.  They were full of shadows and just all together creepy, but once she got over her fear, she began to explore the hallways and rooms.  As all palaces did, the Rose Palace had secret tunnels and rooms.  Colavaer was sure some of them hadn’t even been used for generations.


First they stopped by Colavaer’s room and she snatched an every day lady’s gown made up of blue and green silk with silver embroidery, matching slippers, and a heavy silver chain belt.  Even though she hated to dress up, her family reminded her frequently that, being a princess, she had a certain image to uphold and would by no means run around in men’s breeches, embarrassing the whole royal family.


Colavaer made Damon carry everything but the gown itself to the bathing chamber.  She snatched a woman servant on the way and told her to hurry ahead and have a tub ready for the princess.  When she arrived, she took back all the things she had burdened Damon with, left him just outside the door, and entered the bathing room.  Everything was ready for her and a girl servant waited on a small stool beside a tub full of steaming water. 


Colavaer hurriedly striped off her clothing and eased down into the water.  She scrubbed herself thoroughly while the girl, whose name, Colavaer learned, was Ella, quickly washed her hair.  When she was done, she stood up and Ella dumped a bucket of clear water over Colavaer’s head to rinse.  While Colavaer wiped water and suds from her hair out of her eyes so she could see, Ella brought her two towels.  With the first towel she bound up her hair and dried as quickly as possible with the second.


Just as Colavaer was struggling into her undergarments, Damon pounded on the door as a warning that she had better hurry up.  Colavaer flew into her gown and began vigorously toweling her hair while Ella buttoned the back of it up.  She had one slipper on when Damon pounded on the door a second time, startling her into dropping her second slipper and her belt out of each hand.


“Oh, bloody hell!” she said in frustration and then gave herself a mental kick for using such harsh language around such a young child when Ela’s eyes widened.  “I’m coming!”


She used a touch of Fire magic to completely dry her hair and hopped out of the bathing chamber on one foot, trying to get the other foot into her slipper.   The skirt of her gown was bundled up and thrown over her arm, and her hair flying in all different directions.  Ella followed her out with Colavaer’s belt and a mirror.  When she got her slipper on, she stood up straight, let go of her gown and snapped her belt around her waist.  She took the mirror from Ella who took the act as a dismissal and scampered away.


“You looked like something the cat dragged in,” came Damon’s amused voice with a mental picture of a black and white cat with a drowned and mangled rat in it’s mouth as they were walking to Shirrill’s room.  Colavaer was walking and looking in the mirror at the same time, trying to make her hair presentable when she received that little comment.  Her head snapped up and she glared at Damon, whose mouth was twitching suspiciously and eyes were twinkling.

Finally they came to a staircase with about thirty steps and a door at the top.  By that time Colavaer got her hair to settle down in a somewhat orderly fashion and most of the wrinkles in her gown smoothed out.  She knocked on the door and waited for Shirrill’s assent to come in before entering.  Once before, Colavaer didn’t wait for Shirrill’s assent, she had simply barged in.  She and Damon found themselves in some kind of shield.  It felt like being trapped in a small glass bottle with thousands of tiny, invisible creatures staring at you.  It was horrible.  When Shirrill saw who it was, she took her dear sweet time in removing the spell.


“Who is it?” came a muffled voice from inside.


“It’s us, Shirrill,” Colavaer answered, disguising her voice.


“Well, who in the eight hells is us!?” came an annoyed reply.


“Guess,” Colavaer taunted, a grin forming on her face.  She loved teasing Shirrill.  She always overreacted to the smallest things that didn’t really matter much, yet when it came to more serious matters she was calm and cool.


“It is Damon and Lady Colavaer, my lady,” Damon answered with a dis-approving look at Colavaer before she could think of anything else to say.  She wanted to stick her tongue out at him, but decided against it.  It would only prove Damon right about her being childish.  I am a woman.  Not a child, she told herself firmly.


“Come in, come in.”


Colavaer opened the door and went in with Damon close behind.  The room was big, but with so many things stuffed in that it seemed small.  It had five bookshelves covered with books, animal skulls, and other things Colavaer hadn’t a clue to what they were.  There was also a table with two chairs and a book on the top.  


The book was Shirrill’s most valued possession, for it contained the secrets to most powerful magic that required an actual spoken spell.  Most magic didn’t require spells, just the will of the mage and the essential elements of Air, Fire, Water, Light, Color, and Earth.  Colavaer was just dying to have a look at the book, but Shirrill said she couldn’t learn those spells, much less look at them, until she had completed her training.  Colavaer was only an apprentice and not far away from the title “Sorceress.”


“Time for your lessons, uh?” Shirrill asked from the back room.  That room was the “Spell Room”, or so Shirrill called it.  Colavaer wasn’t allowed in there until she was a full sorceress either.


“Yes, as you should, and do know very well,” Colavaer answered.


“I do, do I?”  Shirrill emerged from her workroom.  The small flame dancing above her palm that she had used to see by in the dark of the Spell Room winked out as she entered the room and closed the door behind her then locked it.  Shirrill was a small woman, she only came up to Colavaer’s shoulder and to Damon’s chest.  She also seemed fragile, but defiantly was not.  Magic was not Shirrill’s only weapon, she had knifes hidden everywhere on her, wore a knife openly at her waist, and knew how to use them as well as Damon did.  She was well over 100 years of age, but had the ageless face and the wise, old eyes of a long-lived sorceress.  Fiery red hair went down to her hips held back in an elaborate braid laced with silver ribbon to match the silver embroidery on her green gown.  Her hair was not always red, or so Shirrill said.  She had explained the reason to Colavaer when she first took Colavaer as an apprentice and Colavaer had a hard time believing her for a while.


Shirrill said that all mages have a “symbolic characteristic.”  She explained that each mage would develop characteristics of an object, living or not.  Shirrill’s was fire, which was why her hair was red, her skin had a orange glow to it, her eyes were orange with a yellow tinge, and on her right wrist was an impression of a silver flame that would look like a tattoo except it was silver.  Colavaer didn’t know what hers was yet, but she hoped it wasn’t anything that would change the color of her skin like it did with Shirrill.  She was happy with the current color of her skin, thank you very much.


Colavaer had only met one other magician; a sorceress named Ulna.  Ulna had come to the palace to talk with Shirrill about some books and spells.  Her symbol had been a hawk, which was obvious even without the silver hawk on her wrist.  Ulna remarkably resembled a hawk in many ways.  She had a bold, sharp, pointed nose, resembling a beak, and her hair was cut short at the top so it stuck up resembling the crest of a bird.  The whole time she was staying at the palace she wore robes with flowing sleeves that when she walked she somehow managed to look like a bird in flight.


Shirrill took a seat at the table, closed her book, and motioned Colavaer to sit across from her.  Damon took his usual spot, leaning against the wall.  Even when he was relaxing he looked deadly.


“So, Colavaer, how are you, my dear?” Shirrill asked with a smile.  Shirrill could never seem to make up her mind about whether she wanted to treat Colavaer as an adopted niece, who needed to be shown the way and lead by the hand, or an adult friend to share secrets with.


“Just fine, except for the bruises Damon’s been giving me with that wooden sword of his,” Colavaer answered, grinning at Damon.  He acted as though he hadn’t heard her.


Shirrill looked over at Damon with a featherheaded smile on her face.  “Ah, yes, and how are you Dameon?” she asked, purposely getting his name wrong.


“Damon, my lady, not Dameon,” he corrected.  “I am doing well.”


“Damon?  That is what I said, Stoneface,” she told him.  She turned to Colavaer and asked, “Was it not?” back to Damon, “And it’s Shirrill, child, not my lady, not Lady Shirrill, nor Lady Sorceress.”


“Yes, Shirrill.” he said flatly, regarding her and his bondmate through eyes that were half closed.


“All right then, let’s get started,” the sorceress said, rubbing her hands together.


Colavaer woke up the next morning to Damon gently shaking her shoulders.  She felt awful.  Shirrill had worked her hard the other day, from noon to night, using up all her stored reserves for magic use, and with only a short dinner break.  By the time Shirrill let her go, she was so exhausted Damon ended up practically having to carry her to her room and put her in the bed.


“Go away,” Colavaer wined.


“You know very well that we are bonded and I cannot just ‘go away,’” Damon told her matter-of-factly.


“And I am constantly reminded of that by the little presence nestled in the back of my head.  For example; if it weren’t for the bond, I’d have thought you really didn’t have any feelings at all.”  Which he did, he had plenty of feelings, he just didn’t show them to anyone but her.


“A page came while you were asleep to tell you that your sister, Elora, had some extra time on her hands and wanted us to come ridding with them at noon.  Do you want to go?” he asked in his expressionless voice.


That got her up. “Oh yes!” she cried.  Elora and Colavaer were very close.  Colavaer shared everything with her older sister, and loved to ride with her.  “When did he come over?  What time is it anyway?”


“It is a little passed the Seventh Bell.  The child came by a little before the Sixth Bell.  I let you sleep in a candlemark late because of how tired you were last night.”  His face hardened for a fraction of a second.  “I should not have let Shirrill do that to you.  Now get up and ready for breakfast.  After breakfast, it’s off to the council meeting, then History, Mathematics, Weapons after that, and at noon ridding with Elora and Seth.  Now up with you.  I will be in the next room,” and with that, he left.


Colavaer got the rest of the way out of the bed.  She walked over to the washing bin, pored the cool water from the pitcher beside it into the bin.  She washed her face, hands, and teeth.  Then walked to her wardrobe and changed into a shirt and a leather tunic that was worn with a set of brown breeches.  It was not something most people thought or expected the daughter of a monarch would wear, but she didn’t think she needed to dress like the princess today.  Everyone important would have already eaten, so she would most likely be eating with the servants, and the council meeting was informal so it didn’t matter what she wore.  For the rest of the day’s activities, she would have to wear breeches.


She studied herself in the mirror.  Curly auburn hair, brown eyes, and a weather-tanned, oval shaped face.  Men would probably consider her pretty, but she was not beautiful, like her sister, Elora, and her brother, Jonas.  She arranged her hair in a simple braid that ended at her upper back, then heard Damon’s mind-voice in her head that asked, “Are you ready?”

“Yes. Come on, let’s go,” she answered him aloud.  He came in through the door at the back of her room, which led to his own, and followed her out.


The council meeting was usually boring, but not today.  Colavaer looked around the council room.  The main topic today was the border shared by Amora and Ocianna.  Queen Avenida had died a month ago and her daughter, Addie, had just been announced Queen of Ocianna.  Apparently, Addie didn’t share her mother’s opinion of Amora, and there had been some problems on the border.


Colavaer never actually wanted to go to the council meetings.  She found them boring and neither the councilors nor the king ever listened to her suggestions, plus she didn’t even get to vote yet.  The only reason she came was because when she became a full sorceress and completed her schooling, she would become one of the two advisors of the current king, which would likely be Jonas by the time she received the position.   Shirrill thought Colavaer should take her spot to have experience before she got full vote.


“I think we should send envoys to meet the new queen to find out the situation between us,” Elfen-Lord Titchkia, representative of both his people, the elves, and the North Area, said in a quiet tenor.  Colavaer looked over at the fair-skinned, pointed-eared elf.  For some reason she had a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach about his suggestion.


“Do you think that’s wise?” she asked him in a quiet and unconfident voice. “I mean, we could be sending representatives of are country over there simply to die.”  All eyes turned to her, making her even more nervous than when she spoke before.  “Couldn’t we?”  


“Well, what do you suggest we do then,” the representative for the fairies in the country, Lydiah, asked sarcastically in her annoying, high voice.  Colavaer turned her attention to the small being across the table, who was folding and refolding her wings restlessly.  Fairies.  Colavaer disliked fairies.  They were tricky, and loved to play nasty little jokes on the “poor, inferior humans.”  Lydiah was one of the best at mockery.  The small fairy could drive you into hysterics if she wished.  “What do you,” the fairy continued, talking to Colavaer as if she were a stupid, small child, “want us to do?  Dearest, we just sit here doing nothing until that(”.  King Andar loudly clearing his throat to get attention cut Lydiah off sharp.  “Majesty?”


“I have not decided what to do yet,” the king announced in a strained voice.  “I am open to any other suggestions, but for now I would like to think it over.  We will continue this tomorrow.  Dismissed.”  Andar slowly, and with what was obviously pain, even though he was trying to hide it, eased himself out of the smaller copy of his throne.  Two Healers dressed in white with blue bands around their arms to showing their rank, rushed to the king’s side and helped him through the door to his private study.


Colavaer shared worried glances with Elora, who, representing the city that the palace was in, Reinington, was sitting beside Jonas.  They both knew their father had left because the pain had become too much for him to continue.  He had some disease that Colavaer couldn’t pronounce that slowly infected his organs and began shutting them down.  It was only a matter of time before it destroyed a vital organ and the king would be dead.  Colavaer was one of the few who knew from the Healers that the king had very little of that time left.


Everyone sat there for a moment, looking at where King Andar had left, then slowly began to leave.  After most of the councilors were gone or at the door, Elora hurried over to Colavaer.


“We still on for noon?” she asked hurriedly and at Colavaer’s nod, scurried out the door.  

Colavaer met Damon in the hall.  “How did it go?” he asked, following her out of the palace and to one of the palace gardens.  She sat on a bench surrounded by grass and sweet smelling flowers.  Damon stood a few paces away scanning the area.


“Boring,” Colavaer answered him, watching a gardener pruning some sort of green bush with small yellow flowers on it.  She let out a sigh and slouched over to rest her head on her hand.  “Father had to call the meeting off short because he had one off his sick spells and I don’t think I can put up with that damned fairy any longer.  I hate fairies.”

Damon glanced at her and sent her mental chuckles, which had a bubbly, ticklish feel to them.  “But I thought you liked that fairy, Yanene,” he teased.  He must have been in a really good mood to resort to teasing her.  She looked over at him for a moment.  The contrast of the blankness of his face and the laughter that accompanied his words was almost funny.


“Well, excuse me.  I am so sorry.”  Yanene and a human named Karen were Colavaer’s closest friends, and Damon knew it. “ Allow me to correct myself, O Wise and Honorable One.”  He snorted at that.  “I hate most fairies.”  He sent more bubbly feeling laughter. 


“Colavaer!” she heard a clear voice call and she looked behind her to see who it was.  “Speak of the Devil...,” said an amused voice said in her head that didn’t belong to her.  “There’s no such thing as a Devil,” she sent to Damon in response.


Damon claimed there was only one god instead of many and that there was this thing called a Devil.  Colavaer was one of many who thought he was crazy when it came to that subject.  Only one god ruling all the heavens was so foreign to Colavaer, she could barely grasp it, and she wasn’t the only one.  Damon said that most of the mercenaries in the mercenary group he grew up in believed in one god and so he did too.


“Greetings, Yanene.  On your way to History?” she greeted the fairy, which was flying fast towards her, wings a blur.


“Yes.  Expected to see you here, I didn’t.  You had a council meeting today, I thought, and thought you to be late for history, yes?”  The way Yanene talked used to annoy Colavaer to no end, but she had become used to it.  Yanene was working on saying things most beings would in the common trade language, but when she was relaxed and around friends she switched to saying things in the order of the fairy tongue.


“The council meeting ended remarkably short today and there is still a while before Ninth Bell.  I have nothing to do right now except be me for a while.”


Yanene sat down beside Colavaer.  She looked at the fairy sideways.  Yanene only came a little above Colavaer’s elbow sitting and to her mid thigh standing.  She had dull brown hair that tumbled in ringlets around her face, pointed ears and nose, tilted, bright green eyes, and high cheekbones.  Colavaer figured she was considered pretty among the fairies.


“What have you been doing?” Colavaer asked, suddenly curious about what was happening in her small friend’s life.  “I haven’t had a real conversation with you in a while.”


“Not fault of yours,” Yanene told her, firmly, emphasizing with her hands.  “Been busy, you have.  Daughter of king, you are.  Much responsibility.  To be daughter of king,” her eyes widened and she shook her head.  “Not what I would want.  Been busy too, I have.”


Yanene was the daughter of some wealthy fairies in the South Area.  She was eighth born and her parents didn’t know what to do with her.  So, when Yanene turned thirteen, her parents sent her to the palace to learn anything she wanted in order to make something of herself.


“Busy chasing that male fairy Juilan?” she asked with a grin.  Yanene fair face turned suspiciously red, and she didn’t answer.  “I know, grab Karen and you two come over to my room the day after tomorrow half a candlemark after noon and we’ll do something together.  I’ll lose Stoneface over there and it’ll be just the three of us.  Deal?”  Colavaer held out her hand.  Yanene looked at for a moment then took Colavaer’s ring and middle finger and shook.


“Deal,” she agreed.  ““Let’s go, Ninth Bell is about to ring.”  With that the fairy took air, and headed back towards the palace.  Colavaer sighed and reluctantly followed Yanene.  The fairy slowed down a bit so Colavaer could catch up, with Damon close behind.


In History her plump, balding teacher, Saran Nathan, picked up were he left off the day before.  He simply babbled on and on about the history of Amora, all the while waving his arms about and pacing back and forth exactly ten steps each direction.  All she, and the other five people in her class, had to do was sit and pretend to listen.  


Today’s history lesson was on the building of the Rose Palace.  The king and queen of that age hired the most skilled architects, sculptures, and builders available to them at that time to build the palace.  Flowers, roses in particular, birds, trees, and various animals were carved into the stones of the palace walls, inside and out, in honor of Reanth, the goddess of the earth, commonly called the Great Mother, that watched over and protected Amora.  Sculptures of Reanth and great roses were placed in the gardens and in various places in the palace.  Also in honor of Reanth, the palace was named the Rose Palace, the two great thrones had roses and thorns winding up the legs and covering the back, and the two monarch crowns were circles of gold roses and thorns.


When the Tenth Bell rang, interrupting Nathan, the whole class jumped up and headed towards the door.  After waving bye to Yanene, Colavaer hurried out the door and half ran half walked to her Mathematics class taught by a woman named Maggie.  Maggie loved math more than anyone Colavaer knew and threw everything she had into the subject.  With all of the enthusiasm their teacher had, some of it was bound to rub off and be spread around, so Colavaer and most of her classmates soon found themselves greatly enjoying mathematics class.


At the ring of the Eleventh Bell, Colavaer followed Damon to the practice ground for weapons lessons.  After a short warm-up, he, surprisingly, handed her a long stick with pads at either side.  She couldn’t help but look at him like was a mad man.  What was she supposed to do with a stick.  It didn’t have any sharp points and it couldn’t be a wooden practice version of a weapon.  Were they going some where she would need a walking stick, and if so, why would the thing have pads on it?


Colavaer studied it at all angles without any success of finding its purpose.  Finally she looked up at Damon questionably.  He was in a defense posture and looked as if he expected her to say or do something.  Colavaer looked back down at the rounded, smooth stick in her hands then back up at Damon who was still waiting for something. 


She heard someone giggle behind her and turned around to see Karen and some other fosterlings and they all wore open smiles on there face except for Karen, who was trying to hide hers.  They obviously knew what the thing was in her hands and thought it funny that she did not.  Well, she was not about to give them the satisfaction of seeing her have to ask what the thing was so she sent a questioning thought to Damon.


“Attack,” he sent back shortly.


“With what?” she asked him, and he sent a mental picture of the thing she was holding in both her hands.  Attack him with a stick, she thought to herself.  Oh, that will get me far.  She sent the same mental picture back to him followed by another questioning thought.  Damon just sent an affirmative, and she became angry.  The giggling was getting louder and her bondmate was being of no help.


“Well, what is the bloody thing!” she “shouted” at him and he shook his head slightly to recover from the blast which was the equivalent of a shout in his ear.  He sighed and straightened out of his defensive posture.


“It’s a fighter’s staff, Colavaer,” he told her, loud enough for everyone to hear and she gave him a good glare.  “A weapon as deadly as any other if you know how to use one correctly,” he continued.


“Obviously, as any fool would know,” said a male voice from behind her followed by laughter.  Colavaer flushed with anger and balled her fist into a ball.  She had been known to physically go after people since, because of her father’s non-caring attitude towards his youngest daughter, her rank didn’t protect her in the least.  The kid probably been at the palace long enough to know he could insult the princess without bringing the wrath of the king down on him, but not long enough to know the princess was a regular tom-boy and could deliver a hard punch.  Or a good hard blow with solid Air to a gut.


Colavaer began to turn around to let him know how hard her punch was when Damon grabbed her arm to stop her and took the stick—or staff—out of the hand that wasn’t fisted.  Then he put her normal practice blade in her hand, positioned himself across from her with the staff in both hands and signaled her to attack.  She shrugged and attacked, her anger quickly fading.


Every blow Colavaer aimed at him, Damon would easily block it with the staff.  Damon only played defense for a few minuets to let her get an idea of how to defend herself with this new weapon, but soon he showed her the offensive way to use it.  The ends of the staff slipped by her sword as easily as they had blocked it and Colavaer had to move fast to fend off the blows aimed at her slender body.  She thought she was doing all right until Damon suddenly sped up and supposedly stopped being easy on her.


While Colavaer blocked one end of the staff from hitting her knee, the other end came down fast and hard on her right shoulder and she nearly dropped her sword before she made a desperate switch to her left hand.  While she made the switch her right side became open and Damon took advantage of the momentary venerability to make a quick turn and deliver a blow to her side.  She grunted with pain that made her sluggish enough for him to knock both her legs from under her and she landed hard on her back with the breath knocked out of her, staring at the sky.


Damon’s face came into view, standing over her and positioned an end of the staff at her throat, ready to crush it in a deadly blow.  He raised his eyebrow and Colavaer signaled her defeat with a sigh.  Damon offered his hand to her and Colavaer took it gratefully.  He pulled her off the ground and Colavaer rotated her shoulders in a vain effort to ease the pain and gave herself a little shake to clear her wits.  She pulled her shirt and tunic down a bit off her shoulder to examine her injury.  It was already beginning to bruise and she was sure her hip was in the same condition as her shoulder.  Those pads didn’t do much to soften blows.


“I vow I will get you back in the future for beating me up, as well as public humiliation,” she sent to Damon in only half mocking anger and she felt his amusement at her threat.  Colavaer looked up at the position of the sun and guessed Noon Bell would ring in about another quarter-mark.  She asked Damon if they could stop early so she could wash up and change into her ridding cloths.  He agreed with her and after racking all equipment, they left.


She couldn’t wait until it was time to go ridding with Elora. 


Colavaer loved her sister dearly.  She could share everything with Elora and did.  Elora confided in Colavaer the same way, though she had a lot more problems being the second oldest.  If anything ever happened to the oldest child, Jonas, Elora would be heir to the throne, so she shared the same responsibilities and went through the same preparations Jonas did.  Elora only cared about three things dearly.  The first thing was Colavaer.  Elora practically raised her.  Colavaer looked on Elora as a mother since Liandra Baisher had died giving birth to Colavaer and figured Elora felt like she was her daughter.  


The second thing Elora cared about was Seth Devion.  Elora and Seth were bonded like Colavaer and Damon were, but Seth was both protector and husband.  Seth was bonded to Elora when she was ten winters.  They gradually fell in love, and nine years later they married.  Elora was now twenty and Seth was twenty-five.  They had never, to Colavaer’s knowledge, fought.  Since she and Damon shared the same magical bond, she suspected it was because they always knew what the other was feeling and why.  She suspected this because that was the reason she and Damon hardly fought.  


The third thing Elora cared about was her cat.  Colavaer couldn’t imagine why she loved that cat so much.  The cat’s name was named Whiskers.  Stupid name for a stupid cat, but Elora loved it very much and wouldn’t let any harm fall upon it.


“Let’s go and meet your sister,” Damon told her once the Twelfth Bell rang and she was changed and ready.


“All right, Stoneface,” Colavaer said to his mind.


Then he completely surprised her by smiling fondly at her.  Very rarely did he show his emotions.  The few times he did were only when it was absolutely necessary to show them, or when he was with someone he cared deeply about who needed to see them.   As far as she knew, the only one he cared for was herself and possibly Seth.  Did he think I needed for him to show me his emotions?  There isn’t anything wrong with me.  He’s been acting sort of strange all day.  Maybe there’s something wrong with him.

“Is everything all right?” she asked him, letting her concern drift over with her words to his open mind.  He looked shocked and she felt his surprise through the bond they shared.  Why would that surprise him?  There must be something wrong.  But what?  
“Yes,” he answered.  Colavaer didn’t believe him for an instance.  She probed his mind to see if she could find anything wrong.  Everything was normal except he had even tighter shields than usual on the part of his mind that he wouldn’t share with her.  It must have something to do with what he is hiding from me.  

Colavaer couldn’t take it anymore, she focused on the part of his mind Damon shielded from her, and started trying to break down the walls that kept out part of his emotions.  When he realized what she was doing, fear crossed his face, which in turn scared her even more.  Then in the next instance he blocked her out completely.  That hurt her physically and emotionally, he had never blocked her out before.  Never.  She looked up into his face, the fear was still there, then in an instance it was gone, replaced by a hard, expressionless expression, but his mental barriers were still up.  


By now Colavaer was very scared.  She didn’t know what to do!  Damon just stood there, hard as a rock with his mind unreadable up.  She had no idea what had started this.  Is it because of me? she asked herself.

“D-Damon?” she asked in a shaken voice.  “W-why did you-?”  She couldn’t even finish her sentence.  After hearing Colavaer’s voice and seeing her terrified face, Damon dropped his hard expression and his face turned into one of grief.


“Oh, Colavaer, kitten, I’m sorry.”  He dropped his barriers, all of them, except the ones he kept around that one part of his mind, they were just as strong as ever.  “Kitten, I shouldn’t have done that and I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt or scare you.”


Well!  She was still a little scared and worried, but now she was also angry.  “Why the nine hells did you do that?!” she all but screamed at him.  “What are you keeping from me?  You’re scaring me!  What is it?  What’s wrong?”


“I told you there was nothing wrong.  You shouldn’t go meddling in my head trying to break down my shields.  Everything is fine,” Damon snapped back.


Colavaer slowly counted to ten.  Twice.  One of her faults was that she had a very short rein on her temper.  It didn’t take long for something or someone to get her angry.


Once Colavaer got a hold on her temper, she decided to be gentle with him, and maybe coax it out of him.  So she talked to him with her mind because it was a lot more intimate than talking with the mouth.  “Damon, there is something wrong and you know it.  Please tell me, I can help.  Let me in.”


He stood there silent for a while, then turned abruptly and started walking in the direction of the stables saying, “ Lets go, or we’ll be late and your sister will be worried.”


There went her hold on her temper, she didn’t even try to rein it in again.  “Damon Sanorgran, you get your hairless butt back here and tell me what is the matter with you!  That’s an order!”  That stopped him.  Colavaer felt a flash of anger being quickly suppressed through the bond. 


“An order?” he asked in a flat tone.  It hit her that, she must have seemed really stupid saying that to him.  She felt her face heating a few moments later with both anger and embarrassment.


“Just get out of my sight!  I’ll deal with you later!” she screamed at him.  He bowed at her with not a hint of mockery, which made her even madder, and allowed her to pass.  A moment later, Colavaer felt his walls go up and turned around to find him no where in site.  Well that is what I told him to do, can’t really blame him for getting out of my site, but I can blame him for putting all his shields up again.  Damn the man!  I’m so mad, and it’s his entire fault.
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