
        
            
                
            
        

    
Warrior Pledge

 

By E E Montgomery

 

When the two moons of Thalazar cross orbits, the Warrior Pledge must be completed or the cat-shifting Mafdeti nation will face annihilation. There are four who can save the people and their land: the Silver Shining from Rock, the Great Heart Farseeing, the Changeling, and the Pure. They must find each other before time runs out.

Silver-eyed Checa is Captain of the Guard for the Mafdeti. Thanks to the friendship and loyalty of Heath, son of the Mafdeti Matriarch, Checa has survived and thrived after a childhood of horrific abuse. He knows Heath is his Bond-Mate but refuses to bond with the younger man because he feels he isn’t worthy. Nor does Heath’s mother approve of her son bonding with a lowborn warrior.

Together they face deadly wing-strikes from carnivorous birds, earthquake, betrayal, ambush, and an enemy invasion, only to be confronted with the possibility that the Warrior Pledge will bond Checa and Heath to others. If Checa is to complete the Warrior Pledge, he must overcome the belief that he doesn’t deserve Heath’s love and fight for the one man who can make him whole.




This one is for Lois. She loves cats.
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The Warrior Pledge

 

 

At the end, the world will fail

Threads consuming the land

Brittle band, cracking hand

Nothing left in the pail

 

With the key they will come

Ruby red in bright of day

Warriors four show the way

To split the stone in one

 

Loss follows silver search

Born of death and tragedy

Alone yet strong he will be

To destroy much of worth

 

One Pure, prophecy revoked

One Great Heart Farseeing

One Changeling fooling wing

One Shining Silver from Rock

 

Dangers untold test the damned

Farseeing falls, life released

Water brings eternal peace

For only then will evil calm

 

And trusting only his own

Hold to reason’s hard edge

Man must await the Pledge

To find the way home alone

 

Together traitor and thin man

Bring a sorrow true

Course found, the four break through

Dead man and kin unplanned

 

Joined in peace and battle they merge

Linking ever hearts and minds

Four become one; two moons rebind

And as one will lead the purge

 

Silver brings them all again

In loyalty comes trials unknown

Four blended, a choice to own

Silver Bonds under ice and rain

 

Myths alive, legends return

Raining gold upon the land

Hundreds follow adventures grand

Dragons clasp amber’s dark burn

 

Deep in the Pass of Nines

In dark of night, hand on right

Against all odds feeling might

Silver strength and black arise

 

Anguished grief defeats entire

Crumbling tablet forms of stone

Amidst melted walls of bone

In the sky fly reborn fire

 

Ally, enemy, colleague, friend

Charged protection overhead

Loss and laughter make your bed

Support and help always lend




At the end, the world will fail

Threads consuming the land

Brittle band, cracking hand

Nothing left in the pail

—extract from the Warrior Pledge, prophecy of the Mafdeti, natural inhabitants of the planet Thalazar.




1. Warrior Pledge

 

 

THE BREEZE dropped as the sun peeped between the mountain peaks on the other side of the valley. A shiver ran across Checa’s shoulders, and with a thought he deepened his slide from human to were and thickened the fur at his ruff. To the north the trees that followed the river were dry and brittle, more than half of them already dead. Radiating out from that line were patches of darkness and light, a camo pattern of toxic sludge and severe drought. Even this high up, he could smell the rot that had taken over the valley. The farms provided a patchwork of gray and brown, sliced unevenly by the sludge emanating from the river systems. Smoke curled from a few farmhouse chimneys, but most lay abandoned, their inhabitants having long given up trying to eke a living from the dying land.

To the east the sky grew dark as the norrgel took flight and headed south. Checa blinked to enhance his sight and watched the wings rise and fall, the deadly threads trailing from wings and tail, waving gracefully in the movement. Far below the first horn blew, its familiar sound picked up and echoed by other watchers throughout the valley.

Wings up. Time to find shelter or die.

Checa had never known a time when a norrgel watch wasn’t needed.

A parrot squawked. He closed his eyes against the growing light, and deep in his soul, the two moons, Makai and Nayeli, moved inexorably closer in their ages-old battle for supremacy. Another sign the prophecy was coming true.

Checa refused to be part of it. No matter what, he wasn’t going to be the hero who would save the world. He wouldn’t let his star rise on the back of another’s death.

His be-damned eyes had turned bright silver when he was sixteen, the moment he’d killed the Bastard. The judge had found out, proclaimed Checa the Silver Shining from Rock, overturned his conviction, taken him to the palace, and put him with the guards for training. None of his fellow trainees had believed he was the one. Checa was a gutter rat from the slums, a murderer. He knew how to fight, though, so that’s what he did. Every time another guard challenged him.

In the ravine below, a flock of parrots took flight. Checa shook his head and huffed in irritation. Even with fifteen years training behind him, Heath could never move anywhere quietly. Checa checked the norrgel, but they were still flying south, their screeches rising every time they found something to hunt.

Checa had killed for the second time when he was eighteen. It was an accident while training in the field, but his eyes had changed to silver again. No one challenged him to a fight after that, except when forced to for training. For a long time, no one spoke to him. Except Heath.

“Checa!”

His name carried in the still air, and an involuntary smile overtook him at the joy in Heath’s voice. Checa’s muscles twitched, wanting to move, to go down and meet him, see the morning light grow as it reached Heath’s features. Just that one sight would be enough to make Checa’s day complete, even if it hadn’t yet really begun.

He returned to his human form and counted his breaths to ensure he remained in place, sitting cross-legged on the platform. There’d been an unusual vibration in the air during the night, an unsteadiness growing louder the closer the moons moved, and even though he wasn’t a Seer, he had to determine what it meant. As Captain of the Guard, it was his duty to keep his people safe. Whether they liked or trusted him made no difference.

“Checa!”

Heath was closer now, the sound of him crashing through the brush a rhythmic counterpoint to his steady footfalls on the leaf-strewn ground. Checa allowed his posture to relax and straightened his legs. He shifted forward so his balance would be stronger, wiped the new smile from his face, and waited.

Heath burst into the clearing like a new spring bloom and launched himself at Checa. Checa braced his legs against the edge of the platform, opened his arms, and caught the younger man as he flew to him. They landed flat on the platform, the bare skin of their chests fusing, Heath’s sweat soaking into Checa’s chest hair and becoming his own. Checa oomphed as his head hit the stone and Heath’s landing knocked the air from his lungs, but he didn’t release his hold, and his smile broke free again.

Some days this was all he had. This was the best of everything he had.

He wrapped his arms around Heath more securely.

“Sorry,” whispered Heath as he snuggled his head under Checa’s collarbone.

Checa ran his fingers through Heath’s long, tangled hair, relishing the touch of smooth skin at the back of his neck. “You’ve been running,” he said as he loosened another knot. He lifted the now-smooth strand and released it. It fell like a waterfall of gold and bronze, copper and chocolate in the strengthening light.

“I had to.” Heath pressed his lips against Checa’s chest and inhaled before relaxing in a boneless heap. “It’s faster.”

“And you just had to race up here to snuggle?”

Heath nodded, then chuckled. “I don’t think I’ll get any more time alone today. And snuggling with you is always worth racing for.”

“So what had you in such a tearing rush?” Checa continued gently smoothing Heath’s hair, not in any hurry to break the contact he craved, but Heath bounced up to sit squarely over Checa’s groin. Checa groaned at the change in pressure and punched his hips up. Their loincloths prevented direct contact, but Heath’s every ridge and bulge pressed against Checa and raised his interest.

Heath grinned. “Yeah, that too, but you’ve got to hear this. It’s happening, Checa! It’s finally happening.” Heath bounced in his excitement.

Checa grabbed Heath’s hips and lifted him off, ignoring the pouting scowl he got in return. Once they were seated on the platform, with dawn washing its gentle light over them and the soft breeze returning, he raised an eyebrow and waited.

“Stop it.” Heath slapped Checa’s arm. “I’m not some test animal. You don’t have to experiment to see how long I stay silent.”

“Clearly not long. So tell me what’s happening.”

Heath leaned forward and pressed his lips to Checa’s neck. Checa groaned at the light suction. Unable to resist he dragged Heath back on top of him and gripped his asscheeks, pulling him tight against him. Heath groaned. They wouldn’t be doing any more talking for a while.

Times like this, when they were alone with little likelihood of anyone discovering them together, were rare. Checa slipped his hand between them and pushed their loincloths out of the way. Heath’s solid, hot cock pressed against his stomach. As Checa wriggled his hand, Heath lifted just enough to align their cocks, then pressed down again.

Checa wrapped his arms around Heath, not letting him slip or slide just yet. “Let me feel you,” he whispered.

“If I could, I’d brand you.”

Checa stilled.

Heath huffed an irritated sigh. “I know you won’t bond with me, Checa. I know my mother would never give her approval. But none of that changes the fact that I would do so in a minute. I’d have you wear my brand so everyone would know you’re mine.”

As Heath spoke, Checa writhed, unable to remain still at the possessive note in Heath’s voice or the picture he painted of the two of them bound forever. He slipped his hand between them again and grasped their cocks together, squeezing before setting up a rhythm that would bring them both to the brink.

Heath lifted up until he was sitting on Checa’s thighs again, his hands between them, slipping in the precome as he fisted Checa’s cock hand over hand. They stroked together, in tandem, their gasping breaths loud in the quiet of the early morning.

“Come for me, Checa. Let me see your eyes when you come,” rasped Heath.

The words were enough to set Checa off. With effort he forced his eyes to stay open as he shot stream after stream of milky liquid on his chest and stomach.

“Yes,” hissed Heath as he leaned forward, his gaze locked on Checa’s as he convulsed in the throes of pleasure. After a few frozen seconds, Heath collapsed, boneless, on top of Checa and snuggled his face in the crook of his neck.

“I think this is your favorite position,” said Checa once his breathing began to even out.

“Any way I get to touch you is my favorite.” Heath huffed, relaxation slowing his words. “I love the way your eyes change when you come. They’re so bright and beautiful.”

Checa resumed rifling through Heath’s hair, sifting the soft strands over his shoulders and back. Only Heath thought his very ordinary green-gray was beautiful. “Tell me why you came tearing up here.”

Heath jumped off, fixed his loincloth, and bounced around the clearing. “You’ve been summoned by the Matriarch.”

Fuck. They’d been found out. Heath’s mother had made it clear that Checa wasn’t good enough for her only son. He was going to be banished, or worse. The roaring red pain flashed through him and he hunched his shoulders and allowed the Change to take him.

As fur grew across his shoulders and his muscles bulged underneath, his incisors lengthened and his hips and knees articulated. He could run on all fours like this, in his were form, or he could continue to full cat mode. He could run faster like that. Faster and longer.

Checa jumped off the platform and flexed his arms to prepare for the full shift, only to find Heath in front of him. Scowling. Angry.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Heath shoved hard at Checa’s chest, making him stumble backward. “Change back right now.”

Heath. His Heath. Checa deflated. As his breath left him in surrender, so too did his muscles reduce and his fur diminish. The sting of it popping back beneath his skin made him shiver. Heath was right. A leader, especially a military leader, couldn’t run when something went wrong. A good leader would stay and listen. A good soldier would stay and fight.

He crossed his arms across his chest and gifted Heath with a scowl of his own. “Why does your mother want to see me?”

Heath huffed out a frustrated breath and looked over the valley, his jaw tight. Finally he closed his eyes in a long blink and breathed deeply. When he opened them again, his temper was restored even if his eyes didn’t hold the same joy they had a few minutes before.

“The summons is from the Matriarch. If my mother found out about us, she wouldn’t hide behind her job. She’d scoop my balls out with a spoon and send you to the norrgel nests.”

Checa sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just—”

Scared.

“I know. Me too. But, Checa—” Heath’s eyes glowed with renewed excitement. “—it’s coming. The signs are all there. It’s time for the Warrior Pledge! The Matriarch has called the Seer to the city.”

That’s what that vibration was.

Checa jammed his fists onto his hips and looked out over the Analee Valley. The Descendants lived there now, those born of the aliens that had landed a millennium ago and taken what they wanted—but once it had been the hunting grounds for the Mafdeti. If the Warrior Pledge worked, it would be again, but Checa wouldn’t live to see it. The breeze dropped along with his hopes. If Heath was right and it truly was time for the Warrior Pledge, then he had to say good-bye. He’d studied the legends and knew only one of the four would survive. As Silver Shining from Rock, it probably wouldn’t be him.

“Checa, do you know what this means?” Heath was so close behind him, Checa could feel him vibrating with anticipation. He turned to look at the only man he would ever love. “You’re Silver Shining from Rock. You’re the only one who has the eyes, and now that it’s time, that means it’s you.” Heath reached up and cradled Checa’s face. “It’s you!”

Checa had endured the fascination with his eyes since he was sixteen. He preferred disbelief. No one else had silver eyes. Everyone else in every pride throughout the mountain ranges both north and south of the Analee Valley had yellow or green or, in the case of the ruling families, brown. Like Heath’s. Checa’s were a common green, as pale as sun-dried grass, except when he killed.

“Checa?”

Checa ignored Heath as much as he could with him standing so close, his warmth seeping into his back. He continued to look out over the valley. “What signs have you seen?”

Heath sighed, a contented sound that let Checa know he’d been waiting to be asked. “The Chronicles detail a series of events that lead up to the Pledge. The norrgel are nesting earlier this year. Their numbers are double what they were five years ago. The Crystal River has dried up, releasing only a toxic sludge that’s threatening every life in the valley.” He grabbed Checa’s elbow and turned him away from a wisp of smoke at the far end of the valley. “I had a dream,” Heath said significantly. “Last night, I had a dream.”

“You’ve dreamed before. What was special about this one?”

“There were four in the dream, just as the Pledge describes.” He crossed his arms and lifted his chin smugly. “And when I woke, I was standing by the window.”

“The window?”

Heath nodded. “The one that looks over the valley.” He grasped Checa’s hands and squeezed them. “I was in Pledge stance, Checa. Pledge stance. You know what that means, don’t you?”

If it was anyone else, Checa could ignore them. Not Heath. Heath came from a long line of rulers and Seers. If he told you he had a dream, you’d damn well better listen. He looked down the valley again. “So… the Warrior Pledge.”

“Yes! And I’m one of them.” Heath bounced on the balls of his feet in his excitement. “And so are you.”

“No, you’re not.” Checa gestured to his eyes. “I have to be, but you’re not going to be involved.”

The Farseeing dies.

“Bullshit. I’ve known since I met you that I’m the Great Heart Farseeing.”

“You were eight. You couldn’t know anything that young.” Checa increased the derisive tone in his voice. He had to get Heath to accept he couldn’t be part of this. He needed to speak to the Matriarch and get her to forbid Heath to go. “And why would you think you’re the Farseeing? Because you had a dream?”

Heath’s face changed so rapidly Checa couldn’t keep up with the emotions flitting across his features. Hurt, certainly—again—but also anger. He saw that one clearly a split second before Heath hauled back and let fly, his fist hitting squarely on Checa’s jaw. Blood flooded Checa’s mouth as he bit his tongue, and he staggered back several steps before he found his footing again.

“Fuck you, Checa,” panted Heath, his eyes glowing wetly in the bright morning light. “Fuck you,” he whispered.

Heath turned and trudged back down the mountain. Checa waited just long enough to acknowledge he was a bastard, then ran after him.

“Heath! Wait!” He stumbled over tree roots on his dash down the hill. Heath must have shifted as soon as he was out of sight to be so far ahead already. Checa crashed between some trees, back onto the rugged path they used to reach the top. In front of him was a large, growling cat, his tawny fur ruffled aggressively. “I’m sorry,” Checa panted. “I shouldn’t have said that. It’s not true.”

The air wavered and the cat’s features blurred and shortened as his body rose. Checa sighed in relief as Heath allowed his body to flow through the stages from cat to were to man. He smiled at the graceful Change. “I love watching you do that.”

Heath strode toward him, fists clenched. “Why do you always do that?”

The smile evaporated, and Checa took a step backward.

Heath shoved at Checa’s chest. “You’re my m—my best friend. Friends are supposed to support each other, not lie.”

“Heath—”

“Shut up! What is it? It’s okay to spend every day with me but it’s not okay to acknowledge I might have a future outside this claustrophobic warren of caves? It’s okay to fuck me, but only if you make me feel worthless at every opportunity?”

“You’re not worthless.”

“Then why do you always tell me I am?”

“Heath.” Checa tried reason. “The Warrior Pledge is for warriors, not Seers.”

“I am a fucking warrior, Checa. You trained me yourself. Remember? There’s not one fucking soldier I can’t flatten if I want to, except maybe you. Don’t you dare try to tell me I’m not a fucking warrior.”

“You’re a Seer.”

“Yes, I’m a Seer. What the fuck do you think being a Seer means? It means I’m farseeing. I’m a fucking farseeing fucking warrior! How long since you recited the fucking Warrior Pledge, Checa? Or are you just going to ignore that because you don’t think I’m capable of being the Farseeing one?” He punched Checa’s shoulder. Checa rolled with it. “You think being a Seer is easy? I’ve worked fifteen years to get where I am: a Warrior Seer. All you had to do was kill the bastard who murdered your brother for your fucking silver eyes to come out, but I’m the one not good enough?” Heath’s voice wavered and tears welled in his eyes. “Fuck you, Checa.” He angrily brushed the tears away and reached to shove Checa again, but he didn’t make contact. The fight went out of him: his shoulders dropped, his hands unclenched, the breath left him in a rush. “Fuck you,” he whispered again.

Then he turned and ran down the path.

“Heath,” Checa whispered. “It’s not you who isn’t good enough.” The gusty sigh that left him as Heath disappeared into the forest took most of the joy he’d been feeling just a few minutes before. Killing Warden wasn’t the only thing the Bastard had done. It wasn’t the only reason Checa had spilled the man’s guts over the basement floor. After what the Bastard had done to Checa, Checa would never be good enough for Heath. But he’d do whatever it took to protect him, both from the knowledge of what Checa had done and from the dangers inherent in the Warrior Pledge.

He followed Heath down the mountain, slowly, no longer interested in watching the new day’s light awaken the lands.

 

 

A few months before

 

JUN PUSHED farther back between the rocks as the men in the tan uniforms walked by. Imperial soldiers on patrol. That wasn’t unusual, but this was the fourth patrol in this area this week. At least Fan was with them. He grinned at the thought of what he’d do to his lover when he finally got him away from his unit.

The soldiers clung to the thin shadows around the rocky outcropping. Like twists of dust, they slipped between the tall columns of stone into the only shelter from the unforgiving sun.

As the heel of the last soldier disappeared around the outcropping of boulders, a shadow caught Jun’s attention. He moved his head slightly, not enough to let the hidden man know he’d noticed him. An Exile, the detritus of the land, criminals and madmen the lot of them. When the man stopped and slipped between two nearby boulders, Jun edged closer, glad he was in were form. A thick black wedge of fur ran from the back of his neck to the crack between his buttocks, thinned and faded to gray as it wrapped around to his stomach. The fur darkened and thickened again on forearms and shins before thinning to nothing over his large square hands and feet. It helped him blend with the landscape. With luck, Jun would be able to move past the man’s hiding place and follow the soldiers without being seen.

Then the fool moved and Jun knew the man had spotted him. There was nothing for it now but to engage and see if he could get some answers as to why he was there, following an Imperial patrol.

Jun sidled up against the rock, keeping to the slim midday shadows, his focus partly on the soldiers ahead and partly on the sky, watching for norrgel.

As he approached the crevice where the Exile was hiding, the man grabbed his arm and dragged him into the gap between the boulders. Jun reacted, swinging the Exile around and pressing his forearm hard against the man’s throat. The Exile gripped Jun’s arm, his breathing harsh in the confined space.

“What the fuck are you doing? Imperial soldiers kill people like you,” the Exile croaked through the pressure against his throat.

Jun tensed. Why would the Exile be concerned about a Mafdeti? At least he was smart enough not to try to fight. Jun, like most Mafdeti, was a massive, heavyset man, his body rippling muscle and strength. He fought to win or die, and he fought dirty. The Exile didn’t stand a chance.

Jun relaxed his muscles so that all the Exile would feel under his fingertips was warm, soft fur. He waited while the man sucked in a tight, relieved breath.

“The patrol has been here since dawn.” The man tilted his head so he could see around the edge of the rock and out to the desert beyond. Jun knew there wasn’t much to see, just white and charcoal on black, the dark shapes shimmering in the heat, the landscape stripped of color in the noonday sun.

“That’s not a regular patrol,” Jun murmured as he crowded behind the Exile.

“I know. They’re searching for something. Or someone.”

Jun cursed and released the man, stepping farther back into the shadows. Had they found out about his visits? It was the only explanation he could think of, though he always approached the city from a different direction and never stayed in one spot long enough to be detected.

“Shit. How could they have found out?” the Exile cursed.

Every molecule in Jun’s body jumped to high alert. “They’re after you?”

“It’s possible.”

“Because you’re an Exile or…?” He left the question hanging. He couldn’t think of any reason a lone Exile would be in this area, unless…. “Are there others out there?” Drett. Was he going to have to spend the entire day rescuing careless bloody Exiles?

“No.” The man offered no further explanation.

Jun pushed farther back between the rocks. It would be relatively easy for the soldiers to find them. It wasn’t as if there were a lot of hiding places out there in the desert. Not on the surface anyway, but Jun had another agenda. Something more urgent. “Are you going to stay squashed in here all day?” His voice rumbled through the black hair hanging down the Exile’s neck.

The man shivered and took a small step forward, putting space between their bodies. He turned his head and whispered, “If we’re going to be that intimate, you’d better know my name. I’m Fisher.”

Jun looked closely at Fisher. At first he thought the man wore camouflage makeup but then realized it was the pigmentation of his skin that made him look mottled with patches of smooth ivory and darkest chocolate.

Fisher moved forward a little more to look out at the desert, then back to Jun. “I’d rather be stuck here all day than dead.”

Jun smiled, just the corners of his lips lifting, and leaned back against the wedge of rock behind him. “So, what are we going to do to pass the time?”

Fisher scowled and slid down the rock to squat in the sand. There was something not quite right about the Exile, but Jun couldn’t work it out. Why would he be this close to the city and alone, unless he was looking for something… or someone? Fisher had been following the patrol, not trying to avoid it. Jun didn’t need to know. He had an appointment to keep, and he needed to warn Fan they were being followed. He just had to make sure that he and his lover weren’t caught in the cross fire, whatever it was.

Fisher looked up at him and smiled a smile that would fool Jun’s mother. “I don’t know what you have planned, but I’m going to sleep for a while, then leave.” He lowered his buttocks onto the sand but kept his feet under him, like a soldier, ready to rise quickly. Then he closed his eyes and ignored Jun.

After several minutes, Fisher’s breathing slowed and the muscles in his neck and back relaxed. His head dropped forward, cheeks landing on his knees. The pressure forced his mouth open and saliva dribbled out. Time passed and Fisher settled more comfortably into position. Jun wasn’t fooled Fisher was asleep, but he was almost impossible to track once he was out of sight, so he moved past slowly, barely brushing Fisher’s hair, thanking the Elders he could move so quickly and silently.

Within seconds he was back in the scorching sun, following the patrol. He kept his steps deliberate and silent as he closed the distance between himself and the last man in the Imperial patrol.

The slip and crunch of a sandy body sliding against rock was the only warning Jun had before a tan-clothed arm shot out between boulders and dragged him into a small area. As Jun scented his mate, he swiftly changed to fully human form.

“Thank the Elders you managed to get away. I’ve been waiting all day.” Jun grabbed Fan’s sandy brown hair and kissed him roughly.

“We’re on extended patrol.” Fan was panting, whether from his flight to Jun or from arousal, Jun didn’t care. He was there and that was all that mattered. “There’ve been intruders spotted.” Jun fumbled at Fan’s belt; the buckle clinked as it released. A low groan from Fan covered the sounds. “We can’t…. The others.”

“I’m so desperate for you it’ll be over before they notice you’re not right behind them.” Jun dropped to his knees, nuzzling Fan’s groin as he tugged his clothing out of the way. Within seconds his mouth closed around the warm, silky skin of Fan’s cock. Jun sucked in a deep breath as he tasted him. It was like coming home. There was no fragrance, no taste that brought more peace to him or that he craved more.

Fan groaned, the sound muffled as he shoved his hand over his mouth. Jun sucked harder, fondled Fan’s balls, and tugged gently.

“Jun, wait, it’s too much. I’m going to….”

Jun moved his fingers behind Fan’s balls to the delicate skin beyond. Frantic thrusts jammed against the back of his throat as warm liquid flooded his mouth. Above him, Fan keened like an animal in pain.

“Yes,” Jun hissed around Fan’s cock.

“Jun!”

Behind the cry sand slid against sand. Jun stilled, listening closely, his own need to come forgotten at the threat of discovery.

“What is it?”

He rose to his feet and drew his mate into a quick hug. “Nothing. It’s fine. You’d better get back before they miss you.”

“Two days?” Fan’s smooth tenor sounded gravelly and breathless.

“I’ll be here.” Jun dragged him into his arms, relishing any time he could get with him, wishing things were different and they could be together all the time. He pressed closer, letting his gentle kisses tell Fan what he needed to know. “Watch out for a tail.”

Fan’s eyes narrowed, but he nodded his understanding. He righted his clothing and walked away, sand crunching against rock as he headed through the maze of boulders and back to his unit. Jun watched him go, leaning back against the rock, waiting to make sure they hadn’t been discovered by Fan’s teammates and listening for the man on the other side of the boulder.




2. The Call to Adventure

 

 

THE ECHO of the last of the horns tracking norrgel movements faded with the light. Checa made sure the night guards were in position around the village, then began the long climb to the Matriarch’s palace, relishing the flex and burn in his muscles.

Jun, Checa’s second-in-command, joined him as he left the central quad. Checa scrunched the piece of paper confirming Jun was also summoned and continued his climb. Jun had made his opinion of having a commoner such as Checa in command very clear. Checa had worried the nobleman would actively work against him, but he hadn’t seen any overt signs of it recently. Jun’s recalcitrance bordered on insubordination but never crossed the line. Checa decided within a few months of being appointed Captain of the Guard that Jun preferred to be close to him; whether to query all his commands or to ensure he didn’t contaminate any of the other noble soldiers, Checa wasn’t sure. It made for a tension-filled day. Every day.

The one time Checa attempted to demote Jun, the Seer had stepped in and overruled him. Having an obviously hostile soldier under his command had divided Checa’s force from the first day. The men had only accepted him once they’d seen his eyes change to silver. It had taken a couple more years after that for them to trust Checa as their leader. Even Jun had come around eventually, professionally, at least.

“When do you think you’ll leave?” asked Jun.

Checa missed a step at the unexpected question. The tension behind his eyes had built during the day; Checa knew the Matriarch would feel it too. It was time for the Warrior Pledge, and Checa could do nothing about it. He needed to speak to Heath, to get him to understand that neither of them could be a part of it. It was the only way to keep Heath alive.

“I’m going to wash,” he said to Jun. “I’ll see you at the meeting.” He morphed to full cat form, left the village and Jun behind, and ran to the water hole where he and Heath met to end their day. He changed back to man form as his paws touched the first of the soft sand, but the pool was empty, the sand pristine, and the waterfall fell undisturbed. Heath wasn’t there.

With a pained roar, Checa ran into the water and dove. He stayed under until he was light-headed, then pushed off the sandy bottom and broke the surface with a gasp. Their cache of cleansing sand was in its place behind the waterfall, so he washed and brushed the grime off his loincloth before continuing on to the palace.

One of Checa’s men, on guard rotation at the palace, met him at the door. The entry hall was empty of the usual retinue of guards and servants, the silence heavy. “Whatever they’re expecting, sir, it’s big.” Talon leaned forward conspiratorially. “The Matriarch is wearing a hat and offered the Seer a drink.”

Fuck. Not a hat. “Make sure someone’s available to get the Seer home safely afterward and water his drinks down if you can arrange it.” It was the only way to make sure the old man didn’t end up in the infirmary with alcohol poisoning again.

The palace entry shone with glossy petrified-wood floors and polished granite walls. Its golden gleam was a permanent reminder of where he’d come from. His childhood home had been mud bricks set atop a sandstone foundation, and most of the rooms had a packed dirt floor. Around him hung portraits of the matriarchal family. Heath’s sisters’ lives were recorded in yearly portraits, up to and including their Bondings and the births of their children. The most recent image of Heath was from when he was eight, shortly before Checa had met him. There’d be no more portraits of Heath until he bonded, and that would only be to record the perpetuation of the matriarchy.

“You’re cutting it fine, Checa.” Heath leaned against the wall outside the throne room, looking relaxed and at ease.

Checa looked past Heath’s studied nonchalance to his reddened eyes, firm lips, and tight jaw. Fuck. He’d really hurt him. Before he had a chance to fix what was wrong between them, the doors to the Matriarchal Court opened.

“I don’t need to meet with the Seer. There’s nothing he can say that would convince me to be a part of this.” If Checa refused to be part of it, Heath couldn’t be either, and he’d be safe. He turned to leave, but Heath pulled him back.

“Stop being a stubborn idiot, Checa. The Seer has called the meeting. The Matriarch has ordered you to attend. What are you going to say?”

Fuck. “I’m not changing my mind, Heath. I’m not going to be involved and neither are you.” The only way Checa could keep Heath alive was to make sure they both stayed well clear of the whole thing.

Heath rolled his eyes and dragged Checa into the large throne room. The Matriarch sat on her throne of white granite, the seat and back padded in sunshiny yellow brocade. Her clothing, tan knee-high boots, butter-yellow leather trousers, and a mandarin-colored thigh-length overcoat worn over a high-necked ivory shirt, made her blend with the furniture. She wore a vibrant red satin top hat, perched precariously on her flowing blonde curls. Unlike most of the Mafdeti, who lost all clothing except for loincloths woven from their own fur, the Matriarch’s clothing changed with her when she took her cat form. Most of it anyway. If there was a need for her to go full cat, her hat would be left behind because the colors didn’t match. Checa had spent a number of his early training years searching for hats left behind when the Matriarch changed forms. He couldn’t blame her for wanting to wear something that wasn’t yellow, and he supposed a hat was the best choice if she didn’t want to change back to human missing half her outfit.

She glared at Checa as he entered the white and gold room and bowed to her.

The tapestries adorning the walls along both sides of the long room wavered as the door snapped closed. Jun and Talon walked purposefully to a cluster of chairs ranged along the wall to the Matriarch’s left.

Silently the Matriarch flicked her fingers toward Seer Pretto, indicating this was his audience.

Seer Pretto was an impressive figure, albeit a slightly ridiculous one. His nearly seven feet tall, rail-thin person stood regally next to a sofa to the right of the Matriarch. Checa remembered a time when Pretto wore only the traditional loincloth of the Mafdeti, but in recent years he’d taken to wearing a long, beaded caftan of deep purple velvet. Beneath the heavy fabric peeped glossy magenta shoes. A glass filled with red liquid stood on a low table beside him, and Checa breathed a sigh of relief.

Juice, not alcohol.

It was Pretto’s eyes that drew Checa in. They were a rich walnut, at once bottomless and impervious, and saw everything. Checa had avoided speaking to Seer Pretto as much as he could since the old man announced Checa was the Silver Shining from Rock and overturned his conviction. Since that first time, when Checa’s eyes still glowed silver after killing the Bastard, he rarely looked directly at Pretto. The Seer probably expected to see silver, but Checa’s eyes were green-gray… most of the time.

If it was Pretto’s eyes that drew Checa in, it was his hair that kept his attention. The old man had a bald swathe from his forehead to the crown of his head. Most of his remaining hair remained long and luxurious, vibrant red threaded with silver—except for the ring around the bald spot. That had been cropped and gelled to stand up in an arching curve over his smooth scalp until it looked like he had a fiery red heart sitting atop his head.

“Matriarch,” said Pretto without so much as glancing in her direction, “if I might have a few moments with our captain?”

Heath’s mother nodded, her hat wobbling precariously with the motion, then settled deeper into her seat.

Pretto motioned for Checa to accompany him to the other end of the throne room. Heath kept his position one step behind and to Checa’s left.

Checa’s hair prickled at his nape. No! He wanted to scream his denial, refuse to be the focus of the old man’s attention, but he didn’t. Pretto would get nothing from him if Checa willed it so.

“You’re refusing the call?” Pretto asked when they stood in front of the large windows overlooking the Matriarch’s private garden.

“He’s an idiot,” said Heath, who was still at Checa’s side. “This is the only chance there’ll be. He can’t refuse.”

Sweat beaded Checa’s upper lip as he battled the urge to blurt out every emotion he’d ever felt.

This is why you never look at the man. Why did you look at him this time?

“Heath, please don’t interrupt again,” Pretto said. Checa realized Heath had stepped away from him. A small part of him wanted to grab Heath’s hand and keep him near, as if Checa needed his protection. But that was ridiculous. Checa was the Captain of the Guard, the primary warrior of the Mafdeti. He didn’t need the protection of a man eight years his junior.

Before Checa could tell Heath to leave, Heath gripped his biceps and turned him.

“Just to be clear,” Heath said, sternness warring with exasperated humor on his face, “we all know I’m the Farseeing part of this group, so I’ll be coming too.” He strode to the window seat and sat.

Checa opened his mouth to argue. They weren’t going anywhere. He was going to keep Heath safe.

Pretto spent a few seconds fluffing his gown around his feet until he was satisfied with the drape of the fabric, and then he addressed Checa. “So, now we know there won’t be any interruptions—” He glared at Heath who’d opened his mouth to speak. When he once again subsided, Pretto continued. “Why don’t you tell me what you’re thinking, Captain.” Pretto clasped his hands together at his waist and tilted his head so the light caught his bouffant locks, setting the red threads aflame.

“I’m not the Silver Shining from Rock, and Heath isn’t going on any quest that will get him killed.” That should be clear enough.

After a lengthy pause that had Checa fighting not to fill the void with more words and Heath fidgeting on the sofa, Pretto spoke again. Instead of the commanding baritone he usually issued orders with, the old man’s voice was soft and persuasive. “Why aren’t you the Silver?”

Checa paced, needing the physical activity to keep his anger and anxiety in check. “I wasn’t born with silver eyes. My eyes aren’t silver—they’re green. They only changed to silver after—” Shit, he’d have to be honest, even though the Seer already knew. “—after I killed a man.”

“Do you regret that?”

“Fuck no! Not the first one. The Bastard killed my brother. He’d done worse to him and to others. He deserved to die.” The response burst from him before he had time to wonder why Pretto suddenly wanted to talk about ancient history. “He won’t hurt another child.” He took a deep breath, settling the anger and fear and sorrow that always erupted when he thought of what the Bastard had done to him.

“So you avenged them and protected others.”

Checa stayed silent. He’d spent months explaining why he’d done what he’d done when it had happened. He didn’t need to go through it again.

“What about the second one?”

“The second was an accident. The idiot came at me from behind after he’d gone down.” The Bastard always hit him from behind when he intended to hurt him badly. Checa had reacted instinctively, even though he’d killed the Bastard years before. “That one I regret.” The guard had ignored training rules and wouldn’t accept that he’d lost, but he hadn’t deserved to die.

Pretto nodded and pursed his lips. The light caught the pink gloss, making his lips appear fuller. Checa looked away. “Have your eyes changed to silver since?”

“Only once,” Checa responded grudgingly, then stood tall, defying what Pretto called his destiny. “I’m not going to keep killing people just so my eyes stay silver.”

“But—” Heath began but subsided when Pretto glared at him.

Pretto turned back to Checa and smiled. “Those are exactly the qualities we need in the Silver Shining from Rock. Makai and Nayeli chose well.” Pretto glided over to a sofa positioned just out of the direct sunlight streaming in through the window; he sat and arranged his garments neatly. “Now why don’t you tell me why you really don’t want to be the Silver.”

The silence grew heavy and thick. Checa sweated as Pretto’s gaze bore into his soul.

“I know you can resist my compulsion, Checa. I’m not trying to break you. I think you really want to tell someone, though, and I’m as good as anyone. What is stopping you from accepting the challenge?”

Checa sighed and nodded. “If I go, Heath will too. He insists he’s the Farseeing to my Silver.” He paced some more. “I’ve read the prophecy. Silver is the damned and the Farseeing falls.” He glared at Pretto. “I’m not going to be responsible for Heath dying. He’s not going to be part of this.”

Pretto grinned. “Why haven’t you two bonded yet?”

Checa flapped his hands in irritation, shooting a trepidatious glare at the Matriarch. “You know where I came from and what I’ve done. This isn’t about us bonding. This is about keeping him safe.”

“Exactly.” Pretto rose to his feet. With the lift of his chin and the firming of his lips, the affable old man was gone, and in his place was the most powerful Seer in the land. “You are the Silver Shining from Rock, chosen in the moment of greatest trauma when you came of age. You are the only one who can protect the Farseeing from the dangers he’ll encounter.”

“Heath’s not going.”

“Don’t be obtuse, Checa. You know as well as I do that Heath is the Farseeing, and he’ll go whether you do or not. You have a far better chance of protecting him if you’re there than you ever would have if you stayed here when he leaves.”

“Fuck.”

“Probably,” Pretto responded cheerfully as he stood. He shook the wrinkles from his caftan and patted his stiff-as-a-board hair. “Is there anything else you need to discuss?”

Heath can’t go.

Checa couldn’t allow him to risk his life. There had to be another way to keep him out of it. His chest tight, Checa grasped at his last option. “The Pledge calls for four people. We only have two.”

“We’ve identified the other two,” said Pretto. “We’ve sent emissaries to each of them, but they haven’t returned. Either they’re being held at their destinations or the norrgel took them. The birds are getting bolder and, with their larger numbers, are managing to kill Mafdeti as well.” He waved a hand as if to dismiss that topic for another time. “You’ll need to take a band of men and collect them.” He handed Checa a sheaf of papers. “The details of your companions are here, as well as the Warrior Pledge with specific stanzas noted and explained.” He patted Checa’s shoulder. “We wouldn’t want you veering from your task. Time is short, you know.”

Checa grasped the papers automatically. Pretto’s touch on his shoulder came through the thickness of denial. He didn’t want to be involved in this. Not if Heath was going to be in danger. “I won’t be responsible for Heath’s death.”

Pretto smiled, reminding Checa of the first time they met. Checa was on trial for murder and Seer Pretto was still Council Pretto, the judge at Checa’s trial. Pretto spoke quietly. “You’re the only one who can keep him safe, Checa. You need to remember that.”

“I didn’t keep Warden safe.”

“Your brother’s death wasn’t your fault. You did everything you could to keep him away from that man. The Silver Shining from Rock is the protector, Checa. You’ll protect Heath and the other two.” Pretto leaned closer still, his breath astringent, like wine vinegar. “She won’t be able to deny a Bond between you once you’ve saved the world.” He stepped back and smiled again. “Good luck to you, Checa.” He nodded at Heath. “And Heath. I’ll watch the signs for your progress.”

The Matriarch stood suddenly, Checa’s men following suit immediately. She strode forward, every inch a warrior, regardless of the ridiculous hat. “The Warrior Pledge must be performed at the moment Makai and Nayeli cross, not a second before nor after. We’ve determined the prophecies indicate the Lake of the Damned as the point of contact for the Pledge. You’ll take a minimal band of warriors with you, enlist the aid of the companions identified, however you need to do so, and return home a hero.” She regarded her son briefly before returning her gaze to Checa. “A hero worthy of bonding… someone suitable.”

She’d bitten out the words.

Checa’s heart stopped. He was sure it did even though he could feel it thumping throughout his body. He gaped at her, then snapped his jaw closed, nodded smartly, and turned to leave.

As he turned, the Matriarch spoke briefly to his men before dismissing them too.

“Checa,” the Matriarch called after his departing figure.

He turned back as Jun and Talon walked by. They didn’t look at him as they went.

“About my son—” she began.

“Mother.”

“Stop interrupting, Heath.” She glared at him before turning back to Checa. “My son is to return safely.”

Checa’s contact with Heath’s mother had been fraught with tension and distrust, but Heath’s safety was the one thing they always agreed on. “Of course, Mater.” Checa would die before he’d allow Heath to be in any real danger. His heart still pounded, unbelieving that Checa could be trapped so neatly.

Pretto spoke again. “Have another look at the prophecy. I think you’ll find a way to save the world and your man at the same time.” He bowed to the Matriarch, nodded at Checa, then smoothly exited the room, his gown rippling sensuously as it dragged along the floor.

Checa and Heath followed suit. The doors closed softly behind them, and Checa groaned and pulled at his hair. Every muscle was tense with the need to fight. His claws snicked out as he looked around for something to slash. As he turned, he found Heath standing uncertainly in front of him.

“So,” Heath said quietly. “We’re going, then?”




3. Going

 

 

CHECA WOULD have to be honest. “Will you listen first?”

Heath’s mouth twitched, almost a smile, at the reminder that he would talk over the chatterbox bird if he had the opportunity.

At Heath’s nod, Checa sucked in a fortifying breath and began. “The Warrior Pledge is dangerous.” He held a hand up as Heath opened his mouth to speak. “I know you’re a warrior, a good one, but….” He ran his hands up his face and back through his hair, then shook his head at Heath’s alarmed expression.

Right. The truth.

“When I met you, when you came to sit with me when you were eight, you saved me then. You showed me that my life didn’t always have to be like that. You showed me I could do more, be more.” He stepped forward and placed his hands on Heath’s shoulders, the smooth, warm skin calming him. “You saved me, even though you were just a kid being friendly. I need everything you offered me then to be worth something. I need to keep you safe, Heath. I need to know that you’ll live a long and happy life. That’s why you can’t be the Farseeing one. The Farseeing one dies, and it’s the Silver Shining from Rock who causes it.” There. He’d done it. Told Heath the truth. Not everything, but the truth. He could go to his death, knowing Heath knew how much he—

“You’re a fucking idiot. You know that, don’t you?”

Wait. What?

“Have you been talking to your mother?”

“You’re damned right he has!” The call came from the court beyond the wall, making Checa jump. He hadn’t seen the Matriarch behave as Heath’s mother in many years.

Heath ignored her, so Checa did too. “You can’t change the Warrior Pledge. You can’t decide to take someone who isn’t the right one just because you don’t want me involved. Close your eyes.”

Checa frowned at the random instruction but did as he was told.

“Now breathe the way you do when you’re readying yourself for battle. Count your breaths.”

Checa breathed, finding his center, and allowed the universe to speak to him, just as he did when he prepared for battle. This time, though, he wasn’t looking for enemy weaknesses. In the palm of his hand lay a new-blooming flower, a lily that grew high in the mountain and bloomed only once every fifty years but remained fresh for longer than any other flower he knew. That was Heath, and he knew the significance of the flower. If Checa didn’t bond with Heath, he’d lose any chance at true happiness. It was a sacrifice he was willing to make to ensure Heath stayed alive.

“Focus, Checa. Search for the Warrior Pledge.”

The Pledge came in many forms. Traditionally passed orally through the Seers, but Heath’s mentor, and now Heath himself, had been writing the Mafdeti history so more could learn their tenets. Only Seers could share the Pledge through Bond-Links, but it was a delicate operation fraught with—No, Heath, don’t—danger… possibilities….

Too late. Warmth rushed through Checa like good whiskey on a cold night. The moons hovered above them, creeping closer and closer together. Once in a millennium, their orbits would intersect and they would cross paths. For one glorious, terrifying minute, Makai and Nayeli would share one light. It signified great change coming upon the land: renewal and rebirth. He could make out the marks upon each. Legend had it that every person saw different marks—their own Bonding mark and that of their fated Bond-Mate. Checa saw his own mark, revealed to him during his coming-of-age ceremony. It was an eye, black with a silver pupil. The other moon held another mark—three lines radiating both east and west from a center point. The mark of a Seer. Heath’s mark.

Through space and water, Heath’s voice came again.

“Look farther, Checa. What do you see?”

“I see a battle between the Descendants and others who are like them but not. I see a man with black hair, but he’s not a man. I see a warrior, skilled but pure of heart. A Seer. I see—”

Water filled his vision, filled his mouth, his nose, his throat. His eyes popped open as he gasped for breath.

Heath was inches away, their chests almost touching, his hand on Checa’s cheek, his eyes glowing with approval. And love. Checa had to get him to understand he couldn’t risk Heath’s life. He lowered his head and pressed their lips together. Checa drew Heath close, deepening the kiss, unable to do anything but show him how important he was. He closed his eyes again and allowed Heath to see him, and he sank into the kiss, dove in from a great height, knowing he would never surface again. He’d be plunged into Heath’s essence for eternity, each cell of his body forever fused with each cell of Heath’s. They’d be as one for as long as they lived.

“Captain?”

Checa jerked upright at the voice behind them. Heath’s dazed face was inches away.

Fuck. What have I done?

Frantically Checa searched Heath’s neck and collarbone, shoulders and arms. No Bonding mark. Nothing. The hum of Heath’s personality tickled the back of Checa’s mind, but that had been there since Heath turned eighteen. They were still separate people. They hadn’t bonded, but it had been a damned close thing. Checa’s breath whooshed from him as he stared into Heath’s devastated eyes. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, but he wasn’t sure if he was apologizing for beginning, or for stopping.

“Which of the guard will be going with us?” Jun asked from behind them.

Heath stepped back, the scowl on his face bringing heat to Checa’s face.

Checa couldn’t give Heath what he wanted. Under a broken Bond, one of them would die, and the other would go feral and then die. He turned to Jun, who had followed Checa in and was regarding them curiously. Checa straightened his shoulders and glared his best parade-ground glare. “I’ll let you know in the morning, Jun.”

Heath said, “Pretto said the Changeling is in the Analee Valley, but we have to go to Hawkesby to visit the Queen. She’ll know about the Pure.”

They had a treaty with the Descendants, also called the Warrior Pledge, but it had little to do with their prophecies. The Queen had never had time for the Mafdeti and made it clear she thought they were little more than animals. Putting Heath in her path wasn’t something Checa wanted to do.

Fur sprouted at his nape.

“Stop it, Checa.” Heath gripped his forearms. “You know I can do this. There’s no one better equipped for this kind of quest, except us. You know we work seamlessly together. Stop fighting it.”

“But….”

“Stop fighting it.”

Checa growled and glowered at his lover. “You stay with me the whole time. Do you understand? With me.”

Heath grinned. “Always.”




4. Hawkesby

 

 

THEY TRAVELED overland in the early hours of the morning, able to take a more direct route. Even when the sun rose, they kept going, eager to put as many miles behind them as they could before the norrgel reached them.

Heath skipped a small double step to catch up to Checa’s longer stride. “Do you think it odd that one of our ancient stories has links to the Descendants? I mean, it must, mustn’t it? Sure, one of us could be the Changeling, but how would we tell? We can all change. We all have three forms.”

They’d run as cats all night. Now, in the hours before dawn, they walked as men. Heath enjoyed stretching those muscles and chatting as they went. Not that Checa did much of the chatting. Heath grinned at the small muscle jumping in Checa’s jaw. That only happened when Heath had been particularly annoying. Pretto kept telling him he had to stop irritating Checa. Perhaps, one day, Checa would round on Heath and knock him flat.
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