Four

Beyond the boundaries


O

nly two days on the travel road and already Xanthia was bored silly with the never changing scenery and her feet were throbbing with pain.  Hierastans were used to flying long distances, not walking them.  Or at lest Xan wasn’t.  And neither was Than, which was what he was complaining bitterly about at that very moment, which made Xanthia wish Chirsty and Kestrel would hurry up and finish their turn in the air.  


After one day of moaning and complaining, the envoys suggested an alternative.  Almost all the groups were now taking turns flying and walking, just as Xan’s group was.  Two would fly for a time while the other two walked beside the pack mule, then switch.  Until Chirsty and her mate decided to let their friends rest their feet, the best Xan could do was ignore the pain as best as possible.


As for the being bored part, she would have to scrape up some courage and do what none of the hierastans in the traveling group had done yet.  Talk to the humans.  Xan had a load of questions, which could only be answered by humans and the female, if not the male, seemed nice enough.  So why not?


“I’ll be right back,” she said to Than, interrupting his trale of complaints, then headed to the front of the group.


“What?” he sputtered out.  “But​​–”


Xanthia picked up her speed, ignoring her painful feet and the curious glances that turned to incredulous ones as her clansiblings realized where her destination was.  She approached the green clad envoy, took a deep breath and spoke.


Thanithen, like every other hierastan present, was putting his whole mind on trying to make out every word passed between his mate and the female envoy.  He had even resorted to leaning forward as far as he could without falling over while he was walking.  And he wasn’t the only one.


“Heya, where’s Xan?”  Than started and would have fallen if it hadn’t been for the hand on his shoulder that startled him in the first place which was now pulling him upright.  He had been so engrossed in what little of Xanthia’s conversation he could hear that he hadn’t even heard Chirsty and Kestrel land directly behind him.  A thing truly hard to miss.


“HUSH!” Thanith whispered harshly, and pointed to his mate.  Chirsty’s eyes widened and she began to pick up her walking pace.


“What they talkin’ ‘bout?” Chirsty asked in a whisper, leaning forward a bit.


“How am I to know if you won’t shut your mouth?” he responded, taking out his frustration from not being able to hear Xanthia’s conversation on her.


Christy glowered at him for a moment.  “Touchy, touchy,” she muttered, loud enough for him to hear.

“Sorry I snapped,” he grumbled.  “I just want to know what that human is telling Xanthia.  And what Xanthia is telling that human.”

Chirsty glanced back at the envoy and her friend.  “Well,” she said, “go up ‘ere an’ see.  Easy enough.”


“Sure,” Than said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.  “I’ll just walk up there with a smile and say, ‘Hello.  My friend and I were wondering what you were discussing, so don’t mind me while I listen and report back as a good spy should do.’  That will be successful.”  Chirsty made a disappointed sound in her throat and threw up her hands when Kestrel surprised them both.


“You are her mate, yes?  Can you not go up there with this reason being enough?  I say being her mate is all the reason you need,” the usually opinionless Kestrel said in all but a whisper.  “Or you could come up with a reasonable excuse.”  He paused to think.  “It is now you and Xanthia’s turn to fly.  Go to tell her.”  Kestrel nodded to himself, as if pleased he had come up with that bit of insight and retreated behind his mate.


“Well!” Chirsty exclaimed after a brief moment of stunned silence.  “There you have it. Go on then.”  She snatched the reins of the pack mule and gave him a hard shove.  Than was so mentally put off balance that he obeyed without thinking and trudged up beside Xanthia, who was chatting brightly with the human envoy.


“I am curious, how is the monarch of Amora chosen and is it always male?” Xanthia asked Envoy Shanna, since they were on the subject of the Rose Palace.


“Oh, no!  There are queens also.” Envoy Shanna said in response to Xan’s second question.  “There simply hasn’t been any in quite a while.  As for how they are chosen, the firstborn of the current monarch and his or her co-consort, whether boy or girl, becomes next in line for the crown.  If the firstborn is somehow unfit or dies succession goes to the second oldest and so on.  If there are no children for the crown to be passed on to, the crown goes to the next of kin, usually a nice or nephew.”


Xanthia took a few moments to digest and sort the information then asked, “What is ‘co-consort’?”


“Co-consort is the title given to the person whom the monarch is married,” answered Shanna.


“‘Married’?”  Another confusing term in Common Trade tongue Xan did not know.  “What is ‘married’?”


“Oh, dear.  Now how can I explain that?”  She thought for a moment.  “Two people who are in love can make a choice to make vows to one another.  Vows that promise they will be true to each other, to only have each other, and to stay together until one dies or no longer loves or wants to be with the other.  Though sometime marriages are arranged at birth or later to unite two families for political reasons.  The vows are followed by the exchange of something symbolic, usually rings.  See?”  She held out her left hand to show a gold ring on her ring finger with writing on it that was foreign to Xanthia.


“You are married?” Xan asked, stumbling over the new word.


“Yes, to Jervaild.”  Shanna motioned to the other envoy on his horse and smiled fondly.  “Is there such a thing for hierastans?”


Xanthia thought about what Shanna said about being “married” and discovered there was such a thing in her clan.  “Why, yes!” Xan exclaimed.  “It goes a bit different and we call it ‘mated.’  When we are born, we are given two name tokens.  These tokens have been passed down for ages.  All except for when someone comes up with a new name and a new set of tokens are made.  When a hierastan dies his or her tokens are given to the Elders until a hierastan is born and needs a name.  The parents of this child goes to the Elders and asks for either a specific name which is not in use or asks the Elders to chose for the child.”  She pulled one of her own tokens from where it had been tucked in her shirt and showed it to the envoy.  “Xan’thia,” she pointed to the token.  “Falcon-in-moon.”  She tucked it back into her shirt.  “One is kept around the neck and the other is put around the wrist.”  Xan held up her right hand so Shanna could see the token tied to her wrist.


“Wait,” Shanna said, confused.  “That is not the same symbol as the other.”


“No it is not.  If it were, it would mean I am a lone flyer.”  Xan pointed to the token on her wrist.  “Hawk-over-hill. Than’ith’en.  Than is my mate.  He has my token around his wrist.”


As if the sound of his name had summoned him, Thanithen appeared beside her and, with a nervous glance at Envoy Shanna, spoke.


“Xanthia.  Chirsty, Kestrel, landed.  The turn is for us.  To fly,” he said in Common Trade with great difficulty.  Xanthia winced.  Than did not speak anything but Hierastan very well.  Especially Common Trade.


Ignoring Thanithen’s words for the moment, she grabbed his hand to show Shanna her other token on his wrist.  Shanna looked at it for a moment, then nodded in understanding.


“So you are Xanthia’s mate, yes?” Shanna asked.  “I am Envoy Shanna, as you probably know.  How long have you two been together?”


Than looked at the envoy blankly.  She had spoken far to fast for him to catch more than a few words.  Xan took pity on her mate and translated for him as well as recommended that he let her translate anything he might say instead of making a fool of himself with trying to say it in Common Trade.  He looked at her sharply but took her advice anyway.


“I am Thanithen and it is a pleasure meeting you,” Than said in hierastan and Xanthia began translating.  “Xan and I have been together for almost a year now.”  Then as Xan finished, she felt Than’s aura colors wrap gently around her mind.  “I am wondering if we are going to fly now or not.  I imagine your feet hurt as badly as my own and you have been talking to the human for a while now.  I doubt she will mind if you took a brake before continuing the conversation.”  He paused.  “I also want you to tell me what you have been discussing with the human.”


As much as she wanted to stay and talk about humans with Shanna, Than was right.  Her feet were throbbing and the pain was becoming hard to ignore.  So, she begged Shanna’s pardon and when she told the Envoy why she needed the brake, Shanna insisted that they go.


“I remember my first trip on foot without a mount,” Shanna said.  “It was horrible!  I had to stop every half-candlemark and massage my feet before I could continue.  And from what you’ve told me, hierastans are more used to flying for a long while than walking.  I hope both of you will come back and talk with me more.  I’ve truly enjoyed your company.”


“You can count on us to return, Envoy,” Xan said with a grin.  “This has been one of my most fascinating conversations in a while.”  

Xan made a slight bow, which Shanna returned, and ran forward then took to the air, leaving Than behind.  She saw him make a hasty bow then run after her.  He was soon slowly gliding next to her in a few moments.  She felt the tentative presence of his mind and allowed his colors to wrap around her.

“May I speak to you?” he asked, the emotional overtones telling her he was unsure she would want to use this type of communication.

“Of course you can.  I need to get used to talking to you this way.  What is it?”

“What did you two talk about?” he asked eagerly.  “I’m just dyeing to know!”

She chuckled and began flying in a small circle so they wouldn’t get too far ahead of the group on foot.  Than followed her example.

“We talked about our cultures,” she answered.  “They are a very interesting people and the ways they do some things are more efficient than our ways.  I don’t understand why the Elders never told us of these things.”  She thought about it for a while, then offered wonderingly, “I guess they’re afraid of change.”

“I—I think you are right,” Than sent.  “Though I do wonder why.”  Then Xanthia filled him in on everything Shanna had told her.

It took another five days of rising at dawn and stopping past sunset to reach the end of the heavily forested area.  Through those five days, Xanthia’s feet only started hurting at the end of a day instead after only an hour of travel.  She also spent a good amount of time talking with Envoy Shanna, learning the Amoran’s customs and beliefs.  As for the time not spent talking with Shanna, she found herself the center of attention among her fellow hierastans, who wanted to know all she had learned from the human envoy.  Eventually her clansiblings overcame their fear of the humans and those who could speak Common Trade well found themselves chatting with both envoys quite frequently.

After clearing the forest, it took four more boring days on a dirt packed road to reach the first town they were to stop at call Sandy Bay.  Xanthia never felt dirtier in her life.  The heat naturally made Xan miserable to the point where she wished she could go back home and never leave it again.  The heat also made Xan and everyone else sweat excessively, which only mixed with the dust of the road and proved nearly impossible to clean off at the end of the day.  Xan had never longed for a bath so bad in her life.  

The nights were rapidly becoming harder to deal with also.  Being cramped with nearly sixty other hot bodies was no way at all to sleep and made Xan a very uncomfortable person to be around in the morning.  She managed to control her temper with the others, but always made an excuse to lash out at the only person she could. Thanithen.  Xan couldn’t help herself and her mate had retreated into an uncharacteristic sulky, silent stage as a result.  Than was barley speaking more than two sentences a day and only when it was absolutely necessary.  She had tried to apologize on the third day out of the forest, but Than had just shrugged it off without a change of attitude.  So far this trip had been a burden for the newly mated pair.  Xan hoped reaching the city would mean an improvement in their current relationship and was relieved when it did.

On the fourth day out of the forest and around noon, the town Sand Bay came into sight.  Xanthia and her clansibs were all fascinated by this place were so many lived.  Most the people were human and dwarfs but there were also a good many elves and a small number of fairies and syisties. The dwarfs looked like Xan had expected, just miniature humans, but the species other than dwarf and human were certainly an unexpected sight to Xan and those of the Liethan Clan.  Xanthia had heard the fairies, elves, and syisties described many times before but nothing prepared her for actually seeing them.

The fairies floated around above all other heads and buildings on clear wings fluttering wings that were as big as their small bodies.  All of them had tilted eyes and pointed noses and ears.  The hair and eye colors ranged any were from blond hair and blue eyes to black hair with black eyes.  Some of the fairies were stopped in mid air conversing while others were flying along quickly, shouting out things that sounded like curses in languages unfamiliar to Xan.  Sometimes you caught a glimpse of one of them bargaining with people selling things at the side of the road.

The elves blinded in somewhat well with the people on the ground, their heads usually above all others.  They were hard to keep an eye on though, their slim bodies sliding around others with great ease.  Most of them had blond or silver hair always accompanied with green, blue, or bluish green eyes.  They might have looked like normal, tall humans, except for the delicately pointed ears.

The species that fascinated Xan the most were the syisties.  They were human like, except they had feline features to them.  They had hair that was only black, white or a shade of brown and pointed ears.  All had golden or greenish gold slit-pupil eyes and their fingers ended with sharp pointed talons.  They were as tall as the elves, but glided along with more ease.  Seeming to get from one place to the next with no transition.

There were also what Xanthia guessed were “half-breeds” of elf and human but no other.  These half-breeds were the average height of humans and had pointed ears, but they were only slightly pointed.  And hair colors were other than blond or silver with eyes other than blue, green, or bluish green.

Xan was so engrossed in studying the other species that she didn’t realize how much commotion and fascinated stares she and her clansibs were attracting until they were well in to town.  Xanthia didn’t understand why they were so noticeable until she thought about how rarely only one hierastan leaves the clan.  These people have never seen the likes of us before.  We must be as much as a shock to them as they are to us. 

The male envoy meet with another human in a building with a painted on cup of beer and a bed on the sign above the door and an eagle with a crown on the door.  After a moment he came back out with the human from the building and directed for one third of the hierastans to fallow the man he called “innkeeper” and he would provide rooms and beds.  

Xanthia and Thanithen were among the ones who stayed behind with the envoys, but when the envoys told the remaining hierastans to split up into two groups, one with each envoy, Xan and Than went with Envoy Shanna’s group.  From there the groups went in opposite directions.  Shanna’s group went to the right and ended up at another building with a beer cup an bed on a sign above the door but had a young human female painted on the door, wearing practically nothing with a wreath of flowers in her hair.  Three boys ran out of the connected stable to take the pack mules after the hierastans had removed their belongings.  Shanna motioned everyone in side and went directly to a plump, balding man wearing an apron. They talked in what Xanthia had come to recognize as Amoran and finally Shanna handed the man a small bag of something that clanked when she settled it on his outstretched palm.  Shanna nodded and told the hierastans to follow the man’s instructions to receive a room, bed, and dinner, then left, assuring everyone that she would be back in the morning.

The man, Xanthia learned was also an innkeeper, lead them up stair and showed them the rooms they were to use, where the bathing room was and that there were to be two occupants in each room and said serving girls would soon be coming with their dinners.  Xanthia and Thanithen choose the room nearest to the stars and Chirsty Kestrel got the room directly across.  Once inside, Xanthia and her mate put their things down on the bed, no sooner than they did so was when the serving girl arrived with a tray of food.  Than, having vastly improved in speaking Common Trade tongue since being with the envoys thanked the girl and they dug in.

The tray consisted of two bowls of some kind of soup, half a loaf of bread, and two mugs of cider.  Xan and Than ate the bread immediately, pausing to tale a sip of cider, but neither was so sure about the soup.  It was a strange dark color and Xan recognized all the vegetables but one.  She shrugged it off and the soup ended up being, while not tasty, edible.  When the girl returned to take the tray back, Xan politely asked what kind of soup it was.

“Why, it do be Duck Soup, milady,” the girl answered.  “Cook says it turned out quite right today.”

Duck soup? Xanthia thought, becoming sick to her stomach. 

“Duck Soup?” Than asked, his eyes widening and face turning pale and greenish, echoing Xan’s thoughts.  “You are saying it is made of duck?”  The girl nodded, confused at his reaction.  “Thank you,” Than managed to get out before clamping a hand over his mouth.

The girl scampered out.  Xanthia shared a horrified glance with Than.  Had they really just eaten their winged brothers with whom they shared the sky?  The ones that were believed to have a very distant but real relation to the hierastan.  She looked at Than’s green face for a moment more before running over to the empty washing bowl and water-filled pitcher on the bedside table to empty her stomach before she did it on the floor.  Than hurried to her side, taking her two braids and holding them away from her face.

“Our brothers of the sky!” she wailed when she was done, amazed at the strength of Thanithen’s stomach so that he wasn’t taking her place in front of the bowl.  “Oh, dear Goddess, forgive us!”

The travel to the Rose Palace in Reinington took sixteen more days of walking or flying all-day and stopping well after nightfall.  The group was lucky if they found a town to stop at for the night, but after their first night in Sandy Bay, all hierastans were careful to ask what was in their soup or mixed with the rice or any thing else.  Reinington was the first city the hierastans had ever seen and all were awed beyond words at the massive sight.

“I—I…Look at—Mother Goddess!” Thanithen was stuttering beside her, which was more than she could get out, for all of her part, Xanthia was speechless.

“Come along, we are late as it is,” Envoy Jervaild, a slight, amused smile on his face at the hierastan’s reactions to the grand city.  He turned and started walking towards the center of the city, then shouted over his shoulder, “And don’t get lost!”  A few hierastans gave a start, then they all hurried after the envoys.

Xanthia looked down at the map Shanna had given her while walking, relying on Than to keep her from running into anything, Chirsty, looking over her shoulder, was idly trying to pronounce the unfamiliar words of the streets that were in Amoran.  The whole city branched out from the walled palace in the center.  There were four gated and guarded entryways into the palace, which were at the end of the four major roads in the city.  There was major road for each direction: North, South, East, and West.  The four roads branched out into many, many other roads that also branched out and connected to others, creating a highly confusing maze of roads and buildings.

“I think we are here,” Xanthia said, pointing to a spot on the major northern road.  “Though I’m not sure how we got there.  We came in on this one,” she pointed again to a different spot.  “We will probably follow it straight to the palace and at this rate we will be there in the evening.  Late evening.”

“Exactly what do we do when we get there?” Than asked, his eyes rapidly taking in every thing in sight.  “I mean, I know we’re supposed to fight in the war, but just exactly what will we be doing when we get to the palace?”

“Shanna said we’ll be going through training for a while, then traveling to ‘headquarters’ to ‘receive strategically placement,’” she answered, proud of herself that she remembered the terms the envoy had used.

“What do ‘head-quar-ters’ and ‘stra-teg-ical-ly placement’ mean?” Chirsty asked stumbling over the strange words.

“Yes,” Thanithen agreed.  “Do tell.”

Xan’s brow creased in concentration, trying to remember exactly how Shanna had explained the unfamiliar terms.  “Headquarters is a place where all the leaders meet with Prince Jonas to decide what to do in the war,” she said slowly and carefully.  “And strategically placement is where the people at headquarters put you so you can fight the best.  I think that’s what she explained it as, anyway.”

“Who is Prince Jonas?” Than asked

“The King’s son,” Xanthia answered promptly.  “He’s also the ‘heir.’  That means he’s going to be king after his father,” Xan explained before her friends could ask what ‘heir’ meant.  “The king, Andar, has two other children,” she continued, trying to be impressive.  “Um… Elora and Colavaer. Elora is married to Seth, who is also her protector of some sorts, but Colavaer is apparently single. ”

“Fascinating,” Than said dryly.  “I do enjoy hearing the entire family tree of the current monarch.  Please do continue.”

Xanthia glared at him.

They reached the palace just as the sun was setting, were the envoys lead them through the iron gates and into a side door.  The door lead to a poorly lighted hallway with numerous doors on each side.  The envoys assigned them two or four to a room, depending on who was willing to have a bedmate.  Xanthia, Thanithen, Chirsty, and Kestrel immediately stuck got into an obvious group and quickly picked a door.  The keys were hanging out the keyholes so after the envoys told them servants would be by to lead them to dinner and they would receive other instructions afterward, they followed the example of their clanmates and went into the room.  

Xanthia exchanged startled looks with her friends.  This was more than she had expected.  Though the rooms were cramped, they held two beds, a closet, and, most shockingly, there was a separate room containing a actual tub and a built in water system.

A few moments after they had unpacked and gotten settled, Shanna made an unexpected appearance at their door with a servant in tow.

“It is time for dinner,” she said, directly at Chirsty and Kestrel.  “Please follow Tianna to receive your food.  I need to speak with Xanthia and Thanithen.  Alone.”

“Well, all right,” Chirsty spoke with an edge in her voice.  “I looks as though we have been dismissed.  Let’s go Kestrel.”

Xanthia watched Chirsty all but stomp out the door with Kestrel in tow, following the servant Tianna.

“What is this all about?”  Xanthia asked.

“I have just spoken with the King,” Shanna explained.  “His daughter, Princess Colavaer, is leaving on the marrow to help her brother in the war with her magic and the fighting skills of her bonded.  He wishes two hierastans to accompany her along with two elven warriors to see her safely there.  To wrap all this up and put it bluntly, you two are ordered to be ready to go tomorrow morning on a five week journey with the Princess of Amora and provide protection for her from the air.”

“Ordered?” Than asked.

“Yes, ordered.  You two are a part of the Amoran army now and will be expected to follow any orders from superiors.”

“You are a superior?”  This was from Xanthia.

“Well, I’m no a war superior in war, but the orders are from the King and you can bet your life that he is a superior.”

“What happens if we refused?” Xan asked.  She actually had no intention of refusing, but she was just curious.

Shanna’s face turned to stone.  “If you refuse, you will be executed for treason,” she said in a dead voice.

“Well, we don’t have a choice but to except, do we?”  Xanthia stated.

“Or die,” Than put in.

“No, you don’t.  Tianna will come in tomorrow morning to wake you, then later to tell you when to leave and how to get to the North Gate where you will wait for the Princess and her knight.  Please have your belongings ready to go before you leave.  They will be put with the supplies of Colavaer’s.  Good luck and good bye.”  She nodded her head to the both of them, then left.

Xanthia exchanged a look with her mate, who shrugged and turned to repack.  She followed his example, wondering what this Princess Colavaer was like.
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