Three

The Talk of War
A

fter a few twists and turns, Colavaer finally arrived at the stables to find Elora and Seth waiting for her.  There were also two servants holding four horses beside them.  Colavaer decided to take care of that.  “Sorry you had to saddle an extra horse, but there will be only three of us, not four.”  One of the servants nodded, handed one of the two horses he was holding to Seth, then turned and disappeared around the corner with the other horse in tow.


Colavaer turned to face her older sister with outstretched arms.  Elora stepped up to give her sister a big hug.  “It’s so good to see you, little sister,” Elora greeted.


Elora had midnight black hair, black eyes, and pale skin.  She was hardly taller than Shirrill and had a slight build.  Jonas and Andar said she was a miniature recreation of their mother.


“Same here,” Colavaer said, braking the hug.  Then she remembered Seth.  

“Hello Seth,” she said, turning her gaze to the bulky, blond hared man.


“Colavaer,” Seth greeted her joined with a nod of his head and a hard expression on his face.  She had to smile.  His personality and Damon’s were so much a like.  Which was probably a result of growing up together in the same mercenary group.


“Now, what’s all this about only being three of us?” Elora broke in.


“Elora, how can you block out someone that is bonded to you?” Colavaer asked instead of answering Elora’s question.  She didn’t know how Damon had blocked her out and even though she was upset, she was dying of curiosity about it.


“What does that have to do with anything?”


“Just answer the question, please,” Colavaer said harsher than she had intended.


“All right, all right.  Don’t get all worked up about it.  I was only worried about you,” Elora said in defense.  Colavaer mumbled and apology and Elora continued. “Well, let me see.  To block someone out...” she thought a second before answering.  “You just do.  Um...I don’t exactly know how to explain it.  Seth, how would you describe it?” she asked her husband.  He gave a wordless shrug and turned his back to checking the horses.  Elora muttered something and paused for a moment, then Seth suddenly stood up strait, turned to give Elora a glare and snorted before turning back around.  That seemed the end of their “conversation,” but Colavaer new they were still talking because Elora was glaring at his back and absentmindedly gesturing with her hands in his direction.  Colavaer settled down to wait for Elora and Seth to finished their discussion, wondering what had started it, when Elora laughed out loud, startling her sister, and Seth turned to grin at her before leaving, taking the horses with him.  


Elora turned back to Colavaer.  “Right.  Where was I?  Oh yes.  You simply will them out, I guess.  When I block Seth out I imagine a stone wall between us and he goes away.  That’s the easiest way I can explain it.  Maybe you should ask Shirrill.  She knows more about these things that I do.”  Her expression turned to one of concern.  “Now, what is it that’s bothering you?”


“How about selective blocking?” Colavaer asked, once again not answering her sister.  Elora gave her an unsure look, but answered.


“I guess you just decide to block it out,” she said slowly.  “If you want it blocked off, it will be blocked.  But, like I said before, you should ask Shirrill.  She has more of the facts about the bonding that I do.”  Elora grabbed her sister’s shoulders and said firmly, “Now tell me.”  Colavaer gave in and told everything from right after History when Damon came to get her, right up until that very moment.  Before Colavaer knew it, she was feeling very depressed and, even though she tried not to show it, Elora could easily tell.  She led Colavaer out of the stables and into the palace gardens, set Colavaer down on the grass then sat down herself beside her. 


“Talk to me, Kitten,” Elora said in a concerned voice.


“Oh, Gods, Elora!” Colavaer wined.  “What did I do?  I was just worried about him.  We’ve been bonded ten years, and he’s never blocked me out!  And then two years ago he started to keep things from me!  I don’t understand why he is keeping things from me, and I can’t hold my temper so it makes it worse, and I-.”  A sudden familiar presence came flooding into her head that made her stop in mid sentence.  Damon had taken down his mental barriers.  She instantly know that he was standing a short ways away and feeling very guilty about upsetting her and especially leaving her unprotected, even though none of it showed on his face.


Colavaer stumbled to her feet, and started in his direction planning to give him another good lashing with her tongue.  “Kitten,” she heard in her head, ”As I said before, I didn’t mean to hurt you and I’m sorry I did.  Will you forgive me?”  She instantly folded to him and was nodding vigorously by the time she reached him.  


“Did I really hurt you bad?” Damon asked, guiltily.


“No, you didn’t,” She answered.  “It’s just everything on top of everything else.  With the trouble on the border, Father getting weaker all the time, the council not readily excepting Jonas as heir, all you did was simply set it all off.  I guess I over reacted.  Sorry.”  She smiled reassuringly up at him.  “I still want to know what your hiding, but I-I won’t push you.  If you don’t want to tell me, then don’t.”


Damon nodded and looked thoughtful for a moment. “I have to admit, I’m not ready to tell you now, but maybe, one day, when it’s time, I’ll let you know.”


Wow!  He’s never been this open before, it must have been hard for him to get those words out.  “I’d appreciate that.”  


She turned to face Elora, who was standing a few feet away grinning at them as if their making up had been all her doing.  “Is it time to go a-riddin’ yet?” she asked at the same time Seth and a stable boy rounded the corner with four horses in tow.


“...And then—” Elora bowed her head and chuckled, “then she completely lost it and ran off stage, tripping over her skirts the whole way.”  She dissolved into gales of laughter, which Colavaer joined. 


Elora was ridding her brown filly right up to Colavaer’s cream colored mare, so close their knees brushed together with each step their horses made.  Damon, on his pure black warsteed, and Seth, also on a black warsteed, were talking quietly a few paces behind them.


Elora and Colavaer were ridding in a enormous field that was part of the palace.  Colavaer often rode on it with Damon because she loved to ride and because her horse, Windwisp, and Damon’s warsteed, Blade, needed the exercise.  Only rarely did Elora have enough free time to go ridding anywhere, much less at the palace with her young sister.  Colavaer guessed they had another ten minuets before Elora had to get back to performing her duty.


“I wish I had been there,” Colavaer said honesty in reply to the story Elora told about one of their cousins.  She looked back towards Damon and Seth, and smiled.  Seth looked as though explaining something and Damon was listening very carefully, nodding his head slightly.  Not only was it good to see and talk to Elora, Colavaer imagined it was good for Damon to see and talk to Seth.  They had grown up together and were probably brothers in every thing but blood.


Suddenly Elora sighed with regret and Colavaer looked at her sister questionably.  “It’s time for me to turn and head back, little sister,” she said, suddenly looking weary and worn out.


“I regretfully agree,” came Seth’s voice from the rear.  “It had also better be fast or you will be behind in your schedule.”


“Yes.  Good-bye, little sister. See you tonight,” Elora said as she wielded her mount around and nudged it into a trot back to the palace with Seth right beside her.


“I feel so sorry for all the things on her shoulders, weighing her down.  I don’t know how she does it.”  Colavaer turned her own mount around and motioned Damon to do the same.  But,” she said as they started their way back to the palace at a slow walk, “I guess if it were me in her shoes, I’d be doing the same.”


When they reached the stables, they handed over their horses to a stable boy and went inside the palace.  She had a candlemark of free time before she had to start preparing herself for the dinner party, which she was going to use to read and to take a short nap.  As soon as Colavaer was settled in her room, Damon disappeared into his own room, claming the need to fix some of his many weapons.


“Oh, it was wonderful wedding.  You should have been there, your grace, the gifts Alissa got were wonderful.  She got a beautiful set of bed curtains, and.....”  Will she never stop?  Well at lest I don’t have to do any talking, she carries on the conversation all by herself.  Come to think about it, if I simply nod and make the appropriate noises now and again, I might not end up having to talk at all.  Colavaer hid a yawn behind her hand before her seatmate, the adorable Lady Sandra, saw it.  Roomer had it that Sandra could talk nonstop for hours.  Colavaer never really thought that was possible until this very night when she sat down beside Lady Sandra who started talking and only stopped to catch her breath before she started right up again.


Colavaer looked around the room.  She was sitting at the high table with her father, Jonas, Elora, the king’s most trusted adviser, Kenneth, and some other high nobles.  The low table held the lower nobles, the members of the council, and their families.  This dinner party was in honor of Jonas’ taking of his final vows as heir.  King Andar had invited every high ally to this celebration.  There were elves with their pointed ears and graceful ways, and fairies with their small light bodies and clear fluttering wings.  Sorceresses and sorcerers with their ageless faces, and plenty of dwarfs that looked simply like miniature humans.  Syisties, who had feline features to there looks and even one of the rarely seen hierastan, who looked exactly like a human except he was small and had feathered wings like a bird.


At the beginning of the party, everyone gathered in the throne room and watched Jonas repeat his vows.  When Jonas finished the vow, everyone cheered and the silver coronet of the heir was placed on his head.  The crowd cheered again and the room broke into music and the dancing started.


Colavaer tried to stay close to Elora and hide, but after all her efforts, she couldn’t hold back or discourage the flock of young noble males who were all eager to court the only female offspring of the rich and powerful king left unmarried.  So Colavaer was forced to dance and talk with them while they all tried to out do each other.


After a while, Colavaer was able too get away from her flock of courtiers and edged over to Shirrill, hoping the sorceress would notice her and introduce her apprentice to her fellow magicians she was talking to.  As soon as Shirrill caught sight of Colavaer moving hesitantly toward her, she motioned with her hand and Colavaer gladly hurried to join the conversation.  Being surrounded by the magicians who mothers told their kids might burn you to cinders if you didn’t behave would keep eager males at bay, if nothing else.


“This is my apprentice, Princess Colavaer,” Shirrill said as soon as Colavaer was at her side.  “Colavaer, this is Sorceress Season of Three Rocks, Sorcerer Markel of Sandy Bay, and Magician Arla of Summer Run.”  Colavaer started, but covered her surprise before anyone noticed.  She was sure all three carried the title “Sorcerer” but was apparently mistaken.


The word “magicians” usually descried people who where capable of doing magic, but people who carried the title “Magician” were the people less powerful than sorcerers, but not by much.  The only big difference was sorcerers could borrow energy for major spells from the “life” force of Earth, Air, Color, Light, Fire and Water.  Magicians couldn’t borrow those energies and had to use there own stored up powers, commonly called reserves.  She had to approve of her father for inviting Magicians when he invited the Sorcerers.


There was one title that described a level of magic beyond Sorcerers, but there could only be one domni in a generation and there had not been one of those for three hundred years. 


“You are to be a full Sorceress, yes?” Arla asked roughly, in an accent.  Her head tilted to one side as she looked at Colavaer with intent black eyes.  Being under her gaze made Colavaer very uneasy.  Only years of practice encountering powerful nobles and royalty who made her feel the same way, prevented Colavaer from squirming with unease.


“That is correct, Lady Magician,” Colavaer answered, formally.


Arla smiled and her eyes softened.  “Call me by my given name, please.  You will soon out rank me in magic if what Sorceress Shirrill tells us is true and you already out rank me in birth, Lady Princess.”


Colavaer relaxed a bit, but only a small bit.  “I will gladly call you Arla, but you in turn have to call me by my own name also.  I receive enough high titles and bowing from the servants alone.”


Arla’s smile widened and after a bit more talking, Colavaer came to like the Magician a great deal.  She fond out that the only reason Arla came was, not because she was invited, but because she was Sorcerer Markel’s Lady and was there as Markel’s Lady and nothing more.

 
After about a candlemark, the dancing and talking stopped and Andar led everyone to dinner to where Colavaer was seated beside the talkative Sandra.


“And did you see that new fountain in the South Gardens?  Reanth must be pleased.  Absolutely marvelous!  Surrounded by some...” Lady Sandra was saying.


“Does she never stop?” Damon asked, echoing her own thoughts


“That’s just what I was thinking,” Colavaer answered.


“I know.  Sorry, but you’re leaking.”


“Oh!” she exclaimed, closing down the line that was leaking which was one of the ones she opened when she wished to talk to him with her mind.  “I’m sorry.  How much have you heard?” she asked in a slightly accusing tone.

“Only that last thought.  I wouldn’t let you continue leaking thoughts to me after I noticed your doing it.  How could you think I would?” he chided, then switched subjects abruptly.  “How long is this dinner party going to last?” he asked.  Dinner parties held by Andar could last from one candlemark to eight candlemarks.  Colavaer would be expected to stay for at lest three candlemarks before leaving.

She sighed silently.  “I can leave at any time I want.”

“And when will that be?” he asked.


“Why?  Do you want to leave?  It would be rude if I left so early in the party, but you can leave any time you want.”


“I will not leave without you, Colavaer,” he said, catching her eyes with his and holding them for a moment before returning to his scanning of the area.  She had to smile at that.


Colavaer looked over at Lady Sandra.  She was still talking!  She was now on a different subject, but still talking.  This is going to be a long night, she thought as she ate a small slice of roasted duck.

Damon lightly brushed Colavaer’s shoulder, arousing her out of the half-trance she was in right before the Midnight Bell rang.  She shook her head a little and looked around with tired eyes.  A lot of the guests had left, including Lady Sandra.  She hoped she remembered to say farewell to the lady and didn’t insult her.  Her father needed all the support he could get.


“Can we go now?” Damon asked a little impatiently.


“All right, all right, lets go.”  Colavaer stood up, smoothed the kinks out of her dress, took Damon’s arm, and left the room.  They had just entered the poorly lighted hall, when someone grabbed her shoulder from behind.  She started and jerked Damon to a stop.  Colavaer turned to find herself staring at Jonas, her older brother, and Revyn, his bonded protector, standing behind him and slightly to the right.


Jonas was twenty-nine winters, around five feet eleven inches, sandy blond hair, blue eyes, and a face that was far too handsome to match his personality.  He never did anything unless he personally got something out of it.  He was rude, nasty, and always up to no good.  The only reason Colavaer didn’t despise him was because he was family, but Damon certainly disliked him and he had told her as much.


He smiled, said, “Do you mind,” and looked down to where she held a throwing knife pointed at his chest.


She blushed and slipped the knife back up her sleeve into its sheath where she got it.  “Sorry, Jonas.  I didn’t know who you were, it’s just reflexive.”


“Very good.  Just like I taught you.” she heard Damon say in her mind with a hint of amusement.  She elbowed him sharp in the stomach, which, to her disappointment, didn’t hurt him a bit.

 
“Why didn’t you notice him?” She asked, incredulously.  Damon would notice a silent stalker who was miles away.


“I did,” he told her.  “I figured you knew he was there.  He made enough noise to wake the living as well as the dead.”

“It’s quite all right, little sister,” Jonas assured her with a false smile.  “It seems Damon has taught you well.  I was wondering if I might walk you to your room.  I hardly see you anymore.”


“That would be fine,” she said taking his arm and leaving Damon and Revyn behind to fallow.


“How have you been?” Jonas asked to start a conversation.


“Well enough.  You?” she said as they turned a corner.  At that moment Damon and Revyn started to talk about weapons, knifes in particular, and fell father behind so they wouldn’t interrupt.


“I’m fine.  I am going to the Pelage Plains soon.”


“What!?” she started.  “Why the are you going there?”  The Pelage Plains were most commonly used for Amora’s head camp sight in a war, and were not places to simply go and visit.


“The Queen of Ocianna has declared war.  I am to lead the army by Father’s orders.  He said it’s about time I get out there and do something for my country.”  His face turned thoughtful.  “I just hope I don’t die.”


She stopped dead in her tracks.  War?  Jonas leading an army? This was too much.  Jonas tugged on her sleeve to get her moving again.  Why would Ocianna declare war?  To her knowledge Amora hadn’t provoked Ocianna in any way.


“Ye Gods,” she breathed.  “Why wasn’t I told about this?”


“You know now, don’t you?  Father sent envoys to all our allies asking for help.  He even sent two to that clan of hierastans in the East.  Two to the fairies, two to the elves, the Syisties, even the useless dwarfs and all our neighboring countries with alliances.  He’s all worked up about it and fretting.”


“You’re not actually going to go are you?”  He nodded.  “Are you crazy!?  What if you die?  How could you agree to such a thing?  You’re the heir, not some-” she stopped at the raise of his hand.


“I don’t have a choice, Colavaer.  It’s an order from Father.  I can’t disobey the king.  I think I have a plan to stay alive and win the war, so don’t worry and besides, I’m not indispensable.”


“He wants something from you,” Damon whispered in her ear, startling her.  He and Revyn had fallen silently in beside them.  She didn’t know he had come back and heard most of the conversation.  


She gave a slight nod to let him know she had heard him.  “What’s this plan, Jonas?” she asked.


“I’m going to use magic,” he answered with a slight smile on his face.  “It’s a wonderful plan, I’m quite pleased with myself.  I can get a sorcerer, or sorceress, to protect me, and to help knock out Ocianna’s army.  I have already asked Shirrill.  She was my first choice, being fully trained and all.  But she refused.  Her and her rules.  Preserve all life, use war as a last resort, peace above all else, and everything else.  Plus that ridiculous vow she claimed she took before her goddess.  You, Colavaer, are my second, even though you are at the young age of seventeen.  You’re not yet a sorceress, but you’re the next thing to it.  Will you?  Will you join me?  Help me beat those bastards?”


“What!?”  Join him?  Was he out of his mind?  A seventeen year old princess going out to fight a war.  Ha!  As if Father would ever allow it.


“Oh, come now, little sister.  Even if you die, it’ll be for the good of your country,” he said heartily, gesturing with his hands.  “Be a hero whether you do live or die.  People will treat me with more respect; it was my plan anyway.  Think of it.  Me ridding home on a white stallion with everyone cheering me.  With you at my side, of course,” he added as an afterthought


Colavaer stopped and looked at him.  The nerve of him!  The only reason he came to see me is to try to get me do something for him so he’ll be a hero and known by all.  He cares for no one but himself.   “Is that all?  Is it, Jonas?  Am I just a tool to you?  You don’t even care about me?  You’re own sister.  You’re disgusting!” she spat.  “No, I won’t help you.  I go by the same rules Shirrill goes by.  Come on Damon.”


Colavaer grabbed Damon’s elbow, turned the last corner and reached the door to her room, leaving Jonas were he stood.  Colavaer jerked open the door and went inside followed by a hasty Damon trying not to get the door slammed on himself.


“Get a hold on your temper,” Damon told her, when she started pacing furiously and tugging painfully at her hair.


“Go jump off a cliff,” she snapped.


“You’re over reacting,” he cautioned.


“You’re right, as always,” she agreed, counting to ten.


“Go to bed and rest,” he told her.


“All right.  Good night.”


“Good night,” he said as he left the room.  Colavaer changed into her night close and blew out the candle.  She crawled into bed and stared at the ceiling a while then prodded Damon’s head to see if he was asleep yet.  He wasn’t.


“Damon?” she asked.  She felt his attention waver to her, which meant he was listening.  “Ever think about leaving?”

“Mph!?”  He was obviously surprised, and paused a moment.  “Colavaer, you know I wouldn’t just leave you.  I couldn’t even if I wanted to.  It’s just not possible to leave your bondmate for a long period of time and, I’d be in extreme mental pain.”

“It’s not?” she asked, even though he misunderstood her first question.  “But you... you and Seth went away to fight in the war against Ocianna before the treaty and I don’t remember anything like mental pain happening to me or Elora.”

“No, Colavaer.  It wouldn’t happen to you.  It would happen to me.  I was bonded to you, you weren’t bonded to me.  Any side effect would effect only me, which is why the best protector any one could have is a bonded one.  If I were to die, nothing would happen to you, but if you were to die, I would die with you.  Besides, we weren’t bonded when Seth and I left, remember?  Neither were Seth and Elora.  The only reason Seth and I fought in that stupid war was to prove to your father that we were worthy to be bonded to you two.  I was twenty-one and Seth was twenty.  He thought we were too young and inexperienced.”  He chuckled, “He certainly was wrong.  Andar knighted me and Shirrill bound us together when I returned a year later.  You should remember.”

Of course she remembered being bonded to Damon, she didn’t think she could ever forget.  “I remember being bonded to you, but I thought it was before the war ended.  Well, getting back to my earlier question.  I meant did you ever think about us leaving the palace?  Traveling about, seeing what there is to be seen.”

“No,” he answered firmly, surprising her.  “It’s a nasty place out there, Kitten.  Believe me, I know.”

“Damon, who were your parents?” she asked, surprising him again.  He paused for a moment and she started to fall asleep. 


“Can this wait ‘till morning, little one?” he asked.  “You’re nodding off and I’m not doing any better.”  It sounded like an excuse for ending the conversation, but she was tired.


“’Till morning, a good night to you,” she said then feel asleep and had very interesting dreams.


Jonas stood were his sister had left him, watching were she had disappeared around the corner, stamping off with her tale on fire and dragging that man of hers behind her.  He heard a door slam a couple of seconds after Colavaer had rounded the corner, followed by her shouting loudly.  Damon’s voice said something in soothing tones, then there was nothing.


Jonas consciously wiped the scowl off his face that had appeared when he thought of Damon.  He reminded Jonas of a wolf on a leash, held by Colavaer.  A leash of fraying rope.  It seemed as tough the man was waiting for the leash to snap so he could attack, not his holder (he was sickly loyal to Colavaer), but to those who were his pray, the people who had upset his master.  Jonas had a feeling that when the leash snapped, his name would be one of the top names on the wolf’s list, and Colavaer would not be able to rein it in before it did major damage.


Then there was Colavaer.  Jonas refrained from scowling again.  Colavaer had become too cleaver, smart, and mature for Jonas’ peace of mind.  And there was that vicious temper of hers.  She was no longer the child who blindly followed along with whatever her older, loving brother wanted.  But, she would play her part one way or another and whether or not she liked it.


So far everything had gone fine for Jonas, except Colavaer.  Andar would be assassinated while his heir was at war.  Jonas would accept the crown with a seemingly heavy heart and proceed to conquer Ocianna, then inherit its lands as the right of war. He would make the Lady Nora of his wife then turn his attention to conquering all of Amora’s neighboring countries.  He would eliminate all those in the line of succession that might try to snatch the throne and crown from underneath him, which included his dear sisters Elora and Colavaer, which in turn would take care of Seth and Damon.


Jonas had been the cause of Ocianna declaring war, with a bit of unknown, outside help.  His Eyes and Ears in Ocianna’s court reported that there had been some sort of magical attack on the Sun Palace, wiping out almost all the servants and some high lords and ladies.  Amora was one suspect on the list of many and Jonas grabbed the perfect opportunity to admit the attack on Ocianna had been an act of war from Amora.  No one in Amora but Jonas, his followers, and Reyven knew the true reason Ocianna’s feathers were ruffled.


He turned to face Reyven, who was glaring at him and tightly shielded against leaking emotions.  “I am going to my room,” Jonas stated, then started down the hallway, which lead to his room and Reyven’s.


Jonas could almost feel the cold hate in his bondmate, but Reyven was no danger in the prince’s point of view.  Honor and the bond between them kept Reyven from killing Jonas on the spot.  Jonas found the internal struggle of his bondmate highly amusing.


Jonas and Reyven were bonded the day Colavaer and Damon and Elora and Seth were.  Reyven had been one of the king’s personal guards before the bonding and had gotten along fine with Jonas, until Jonas’s way of thinking turned for the worst.  At first Reyven had tried to convince his bondmate that the way he used and did to people was wrong.  It was a good plan in theory, but the problem was Jonas knew he was wrong to do such things and as long as he himself didn’t get hurt, he didn’t care what happened to anyone else.  Eventually Reyven gave up and blocked Jonas out altogether and only lowered them to communicate with thoughts when it was absolutely necessary.


To Reyven, honor was very important and the vow to protect Jonas no matter what was sworn before the Mother Goddess Herself.  Protecting Jonas would not be killing him, no matter how much Reyven wanted to do just that.  Even at times when Jonas thought about how he would hurt Colavaer, whom Reyven adored, his bondmate could do nothing.


Another thing that held Reyven at bay was that he still had a long life ahead of him and wasn’t sure about dying when he had many more years of life left.  Reyven was the one bonded to Jonas, not Jonas to Reyven, which meant without Jonas, Reyven would die, but without Reyven, Jonas would be free of the bond. Jonas’s life and secrets were safe in Reyven’s hands.


Reyven left Jonas’s room when the prince had fallen asleep in his bed large enough for four.  Reyven almost became sick when he thought of his bondmate.  Reyven did become sick when he thought of himself, following such a dog.  Jonas thought it was honor and the will to live that kept Reyven at bay.  It was not honor, Reyven had no honor left and with honor went the will to live.  No, it wasn’t honor.  It was time.  Reyven would destroy his bondmate and go down with him.  It simply wasn’t time to move in for the kill.  Yet.
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