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        The crowning experience of all, for the homecoming man, is the wonderful feeling that, after all he has suffered, there is nothing he need fear anymore—except his God.

        ~Viktor Frankl

      

      

      

      
        
        Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us.

        ~Marianne Williamson
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        This novella accompanies The Wishmaster series and gives a glimpse of some of the characters from Finding the Way, Book 1.5 of The Wishmaster series. This tale, Warring Lions, is mentioned during Part 2 of Finding the Way, and we begin our tale from that setting where a young man is learning the art of storytelling.

      

      

      

      
        
        Content Warning:

        Please be warned that this book may contain triggers for persons sensitive to warfare and the psychological impact it has. If you experience post-traumatic stress as a result of deployment I would highly recommend you read any of my other books. This one is most likely not for you.
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      Jo looked over the gleaming bar with its bustle of people. Even though the clinically-polished place and the well-dressed crowd were unlike any tavern he’d ever been to, the patrons were much the same in all of them. A drunken youth with dishevelled hair stumbled forwards, knocking into Viola and sloshing her amber drink over the counter in front of them. Hurling abuse at the lout, Viola grabbed some paper towels from a dispenser on the bar. The word came to Jo with his uncanny ability to know the name of things he’d never experienced before. He tried to absorb all the new words pounding into his brain, disco ball, plastic, faux leather—the list kept on going. Waving off the bartender’s offer to clean the mess, Viola soaked up the spilled liquid, which threatened to flood over the edge of the bar, muttering about the waste of a good drink and the expense of things, and the number of idiots populating the city.

      Ignoring Viola’s irritation lest he lose enthusiasm for the new experience, Jo returned to his observations. He took in every detail of the way people here dressed, how they spoke and even the layout of the place. There were tables and chairs in the central area, bordered on one side by the long counter at which he and Viola were perched. Along the far wall, a series of booths tucked away patrons who desired more privacy. An open area, dance floor, populated with couples swaying to the beat of music humming through some magical device that Jo’s word-brain called speakers, demarcated the last space in the bar.

      Unlike the other establishments he’d frequented, the air in this one was clean. It was something that marked The Capital from other cities he’d passed through. No one smoked in this city. It was by far the cleanest place he’d ever been to—almost sterile, when he thought about it. It was the polar opposite of his first city experience, the memory of which sent a shudder down his spine. His mind filled with a vision of Ilwych, with its permanent cloud of noxious purple drizzling dust particles onto every open surface in that city.

      Apart from its cleanliness, The Capital was much like any other urban area in the empire and the people in it had the same vices as anywhere else. Even though the epicentre of the Haldrian Empire was also the place with the largest population and the greatest amount of mixing, it was also strictly ordered and hierarchically structured. This bar was a case in point. Only civil servants from the White Sector were permitted entrance.

      As his eyes travelled over the patrons in the bar, Jo began to notice fuzzy shadows hovering over some of the people around him. Looking more closely, Jo saw flashes of a young woman’s life, realising the hazy shimmer he saw was perceiving. It was the ability his father said would come to him with practice. It was the first time Jo was in such a crowded place since he’d come into his powers to perceive personal histories. Perceptions about each patron inundated his thoughts. A tropical deluge of information swirled around each person, stronger around some than others, and once Jo noticed images of perceiving, he kept seeing more.

      Jo squeezed his eyes shut, breathing deeply to steady his centre and stop the trembling brought on by overwhelm. When he opened his lids again, the flickers around everyone in the bar had been reduced to a level he could easily ignore. One group ensconced in an alcove drew Jo’s attention. There was something different about them. He allowed his perception to focus on the three women and two men with their heads together, deep in conversation.

      Three of the group had very distinct animal presences overlaid onto their being, and when Jo looked harder, the images he saw tickled his memory of a tale he’d learned from Viola back in the day. On the spur of the moment, he turned to Viola and asked, “Master, the tale Warring Lions, has its origins here, in The Capital, am I right?”

      Viola looked up from her new drink, a furrow pinching her eyebrows together. “Yes, I believe it is a tale from Haldria. But I have no knowledge of any lion shifters ever really existing in this region. If I remember my history lessons, there were shifter clans in Daria at some point, before they were eradicated.” She paused, tilting her head for a moment as she mused. “You know, it is strange, because I’m sure Warring Lions is set in the Plains of Rumput, which is the name formerly given to the flat area where this city is built.”

      Rubbing her nose, Viola considered further, but Jo didn’t need more information. The hunch he had tingled at the base of his spine and spread warmth into his gut. Never one to think things over much, he jumped to his feet, grabbed his staff, and strode past the tables, stopping at the open dance area. He raised the jade-green rod and let it knock against the ground once.

      A ripple went through the crowd, silencing the drumbeat of the music, and all eyes turned on Jo. He couldn’t help the grin spreading over his face. This effect of the staff he’d been gifted always left him with a thrill, even as he felt an impish desire to use it more often than was proper. The power was intoxicating, but today he had a special reason for using his staff. He was convinced the three creatures he’d glimpsed lurking in the shadows were not meant to be suppressed in the way they were. If the Mother-Father had sent him to make right all the wrongs in the Haldrian Empire, then he had no time to waste. This was important.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Jo began, taking a little bow. “I would like to offer some entertainment for this evening.”

      “Oi!” The barman interjected, pointing to Jo. “What do you think you’re doing? Stop harassing my patrons.” A mutter went through the crowd and several people shifted in their chairs.

      Jo raised a hand, and the bartender’s eyes bulged though he made no other sound. “I think you can humour me, just this once. I promise it will be worth your while.”

      Viola appraised him, one eyebrow raised, but she didn’t voice any disapproval.  Jo spread his arms wide, while his smile grew broader, and said, “Please allow me the opportunity to share a tale.  It is a glimpse of the time in which all of this,” Jo gestured around him, “began.”
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      The air rippled with excitement, banners snapping in the breeze. The Léon clan was on the warpath. Alanna let her eyes graze over the crescent moon of bright red tents below her, watching as the soft flush of first light caressed the blazing fabric. Crimson for the clan. The shade of blood—a taste of what was to come. The muscles in Alanna’s body hummed like taut bowstrings ready to unleash on the enemy, but why, oh why, did she have a pool of thick black pitch oozing in the pit of her stomach?

      A shiver crawled down Alanna’s back and she had to clench her jaw to stop the memories of her latest nightmare from overwhelming her senses. She needed to break free from this dark cycle. In spite of herself, Alanna’s mind latched onto the images of blood-spattered death her subconscious had conjured during the night. There wasn’t anything too alarming about bloodshed. She was a Léon. Fighting was part of her heritage, but something about the dream unsettled her even if she couldn’t quite put her finger on the reason why.

      Alanna took a shuddering breath and forced her gaze to focus on the enemy ranks coming into view out from a cloud of dust on the horizon. The plains stretched out towards a dark green belt of trees lining the river. Even at that distance, she could see the dust swirling above a slow-moving ribbon heading towards her vantage upon Baajum Hill where the León clan was camped. As she watched, Alanna began to make out individual people emerging from the dust of their own making.

      At the front line, she picked out the scouts on horseback and considered these strange animals who bore humans on their backs. Beasts of burden, they were called. Some distance away from the scouts, foot soldiers trudged along in a line, ten wide, the column threading into the obscuring cloud behind them. There were wagons, pulled by mules, trundling beside the marching soldiers. Her blood thrummed with the knowledge that the battle was upon them, but with the next heartbeat her spirits plummeted. She was useless to the clan. The fact of the matter was, if she couldn’t shift, she would be relegated to runner duties with the children, instead of forming ranks beside the warriors. That would be the worst form of humiliation! On second thought, there was one thing more humiliating than that: almost choking to death on a toad and the resulting foaming at the mouth. That had been her cousin’s first-shift gaffe.

      The sound of scattering stones brought Alanna’s attention to the path leading up to the top of the hill where she stood. The tall, dark-skinned man who came to a halt beside her wore a pair of loose-fitting leather trousers. His dark umber eyes roved over the advancing enemy troops.

      “How long will it take, Ezekial?” Alanna asked.

      He stroked a hand over his beard, the light catching on silver strands in the sable hair. His answer came in a low rumble. “One can never really tell, Little One, but I’d say they’ll set up their camp at the base of Rigg’s Hillock over yonder—” he pointed towards a mound that graced the plains a little to their left before continuing his explanation, “I expect they’ll get there in the late afternoon. They’re likely to rest there and start the attack at first light. That is how these things are usually done. However, by all accounts, these Haldrians have proven they have no honour. They are like scorpions hidden under the sand who strike when you least expect it. All the underhanded things they’ve done to try and trick us out of our land and even their attempts at diplomacy have shown they will be wily opponents in battle. They never seem to stick to the rules we know.”

      Alanna’s unsettled stomach churned and she looked out over the open grassland again. Gritting her teeth, Alanna swallowed back the acid tang threatening to creep up her throat. A cart in the distance drew her attention. It was different from the provision wagons she’d expected to see accompanying the soldiers into battle. Something black squatted atop the moving vehicle.

      “What’s that?” she asked, pointing to the obsidian object protruding from the back of the trundling wagon.

      When her question was met with silence, Alanna looked up at her companion. The clan’s general stared intently at the wagon. She noticed that although Ezekial was powerful as ever, he was showing signs of age beyond the silver streaks along temples and chin. A fine spider web of lines had taken over the once smooth, dark skin of his face, and although his brown eyes blazed with an inner fire she’d never seen anywhere else, Alanna also realised he looked tired. The strain of this war seemed to be taking a toll, and that didn’t help her queasy gut in the least.

      At length, Ezekial rumbled, “I do not know, but it bodes ill. Come, Little One, Sahara has asked for you, and I must call a war meeting.”

      “Can I join for the meeting, at least?” Alanna glanced up, hesitant. “Please.”

      Even though she begged him with her eyes, Ezekial shook his head. “You know I can’t allow that. The laws of the clan are simple, but they exist for everyone’s protection. You have not yet settled into your adult form, and therefore you can’t be given the privileges of a warrior.” Alanna sighed and Ezekial settled his hand on her shoulder. “I know you long for this, but it is probably a blessing. I don’t think Ravian wants you in this war and neither do I, to be honest. War changes people and I don’t want to see you go through that transformation just yet.”

      The comforting weight of the general’s big hand lifted, leaving Alanna feeling cold and alone. Why couldn’t she shift into her lion form? What was wrong with her? Screwing her eyes shut, Alanna focused on the lioness she wanted to be. She willed her uncooperative body to change, but nothing happened.

      “Come, Alanna.” Ezekial’s tone brooked no contradiction and she followed after him, kicking at pebbles as she went.

      By the time they reached the bottom of the additional bluff perched atop the main summit of the hill, Alanna wallowed in her worthlessness. Would she ever amount to anything? Rounding a boulder that obscured her view of the camp, Alanna heard her father before she saw him.

      “Ah, Ezekial. You’ve been observing the enemy?”

      Alanna paused in the shadow of the rock and examined her father. He and Ezekial were of a height, but the clan chief was broader and his skin a softer shade of brown. His jet-black hair also showed signs of age along the temples. Looking down at her own petite hands, Alanna wondered, as she always did, how she could look so much like her father and yet be so different from him.

      Ezekial replied as they clasped hands. “Morning, Ravian. Yes, they are on the approach. I expect them to reach the hillock before nightfall.” He gestured over the rock-studded crest of the hill they stood on. “We must call a meeting. However, I actually went up there to fetch Alanna.”

      His head turned and suddenly Alanna felt herself in the spotlight. Ravian’s face lit up and he stepped past his general, throwing his arms wide. “Alanna, my special cub! What were you doing up there at the break of day?”

      Before she could say anything, air wooshed out of Alanna as she was crushed into her father’s chest. She struggled, wanting to push away, but was helpless in his firm grasp. Her teeth dug into her lower lip and Alanna fought to stay silent, not giving voice to her frustration. At length, Ravian drew away and let his hands rest on Alanna’s shoulders. He leaned forwards and touched his forehead to hers.

      “What is it, my precious one? Were you trying to shift again?”

      Alanna turned away, jerking from his grasp. Why did he have to belittle her? His endearments always cut because there was nothing special about her. As her mother kept pointing out, Alanna was a disappointment. She never measured up to expectations. If she shared with anyone the unsettling dreams she’d been having, would that make her even more of a letdown?

      “You know it will simply happen when you’re ready, my cub. You cannot force the shift.”

      Her father’s arms circled around her, his chest pressed to her shoulders, and he nestled his chin atop her head. Alanna sucked air into her lungs and squeezed her eyes shut. She fought to keep the prickling tears at bay. Why was he always so kind to her? Ravian was a strict father, and her siblings and half-siblings were constantly met with the flash of his eyes or a firm reprimand, but Alanna, who felt she deserved more reproach than they, was always met with kindness. What did he see in her? She was nothing—a shifter who couldn’t shift. Her brothers and younger half-sister would be attending that stupid war meeting later in the morning, and she wouldn’t be allowed to go. It wasn’t fair! And Ravian being nice about it made things worse.

      Alanna wanted to make a stand. She wanted to admit there was something wrong with her, but the words refused to find their way past the knotted lump in her throat. Her frustration mounted, but it didn’t seem to bother Ravian in the least.

      He squeezed her close for a heartbeat and let her go, saying, “Sahara is looking for you. Don’t keep her waiting, precious one.”

      As Ravian stepped away, he ruffled her hair, mussing up the coal strands and Alanna huffed. Now he reduced her to a five-year-old. It was insufferable, but she didn’t dare voice that. With gritted teeth, she forced out, “Yes, Baba,” and, after finger-combing her hair back into place, made her way to the diviner’s white tent at the tip of the crescent-shaped camp.

      “There you are, dearie,” the diviner’s reed-thin voice emerged from the darkness.

      Alanna’s eyes adjusted to the gloom of the large tent and peered in the direction she’d heard the speaker. “Yes, Sahara. I am here. What is it?”

      The old woman sat in the dirt, peering over a collection of knuckle bones. Alanna marvelled at the smoothness of the area when compared to the rock-littered, shrubby expanse outside this tent. The only sign from within this tent that they were, in fact, in a war camp, was a series of plant stumps protruding a finger’s width or less over the sand.

      “Come, sit.” A wrinkled hand gestured to the clear space beyond the bones.

      Settling down cross-legged, Alanna waited. Sahara stared at the constellation of bones and the scratch marks they’d left in the dirt when she’d thrown them. Her silver hair fell in loose waves to the middle of her back and her copper fingers danced in the air while she muttered to herself. Then, with a “Ha!” Sahara snatched up the bones and let them fall into a pouch that had been resting on her knee. Dark eyes snapped to Alanna, pinning her where she sat. “There was something you meant to tell me, child.”

      Alanna shrugged, lowering her eyes and squirming where she sat. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      The field of wrinkles deepened when Sahara narrowed her eyes. “What has been going on in that head of yours, girlie? Do tell.”

      Swallowing at the hint of steel she detected under the diviner’s sweet honey tone, Alanna’s first thought went to the dreams she’d been having but she didn’t want to speak about those. They were unsettling enough to experience in the dead of night. She didn’t want to root around in them by the light of day. Besides, they made her even weirder than she already was: a sixteen-year-old Léon who couldn’t shift and who had dreams about the clan’s annihilation—

      Instead, Alanna turned her attention to what she’d seen from the hilltop that morning.

      “The battle is upon us and I won’t be allowed to join the warriors. I really want to help defend the clan. I want to do something useful—”

      “Alanna,” Sahara cut in. “You can be of great use to your clan, but you have to first embrace who you are. You’re fighting something—and hiding it won’t help. In fact, it can do immeasurable harm.” The old woman’s voice softened as she spoke until she radiated kindness and acceptance.

      Alanna swallowed. A big lump clotted at the back of her throat and made her tremble. Eyes burning, she stammered, “I—I don’t—know what you mean. I want to shift—I—I really do. Why can’t I be like everyone else? Even Leola can shift, and she just turned fifteen! She’s insufferable when—”

      Sahara raised a hand and Alanna fell silent. “You are you, Alanna. You must live your own process. You are not Leola. Leave your sister out of this.”

      “Half-sister,” Alanna muttered under her breath.

      Sahara glared at her, but when she spoke her voice was soft. “Remember, the Sanctity of Life dictates that all life, no matter how unusual or divergent, has a place in this world. Right now, we are fighting to maintain our right to life and land, for that is what these Haldrians covet, but life is life and wherever possible we must safeguard it.”

      Alanna nodded. This she knew, and in response to her acknowledgement the old woman’s eyes gleamed in the tent’s low light. “You’ve been having dreams, yes?”

      Alanna tried to keep her surprise hidden, but the way satisfaction smoothed Sahara’s crinkled features, Alanna realised her efforts were in vain. Of course Sahara knew about the dreams. She was a diviner, after all.

      As if to rub this now glaringly obvious recognition in Alanna’s face, Sahara leaned forward and asked, “And it didn’t come to mind that you could talk to me about these dreams? I am a dream-walker. Why didn’t you come to me?”

      Shifting where she sat, Alanna flicked a speck of dust from the knee of her leather trousers. “I—I didn’t—I don’t know.”

      Sahara sighed. “Well, you’re here now. Tell me.” Lacing her fingers together, Sahara rested her elbows on her knees and propped her chin up on her hands.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Alanna began, but when she saw the flash in Sahara’s eyes, she relented. “There is so much death in it—I—It’s horrible.”

      “Yes, divining dreams in times of war can be hair-raising, but I need to know what you have seen.”

      A knotted sensation gathered at the base of Alanna’s spine and before she could suppress it, a shudder spidered its way through her being. She kept her eyes fixed on the patch of dirt separating them. “Everything was shadowy. I don’t know where I was or who the people around me were. I keep on finding myself walking through a field of dead bodies, many of them blackened—their corpses charred beyond recognition. All I want to do—every time—is run away. I want to be far, far from that place, but my legs won’t move. I’m stuck there and I feel like I am somehow responsible for it all and—”

      “Alanna.”

      She looked up. Sahara was standing before her, hands outstretched. Alanna hadn’t even noticed the old woman getting to her feet.

      “Alanna,” Sahara said again. “You can stop the spiral. You are letting your fears dictate what you do. Is that why you didn’t come to see me?”

      Dropping her gaze again, Alanna nodded. “It is terrifying.” She murmured in her defence.

      Sahara tutted. “It is, but even the darkest days grow brighter when they are shared with another.” The diviner tugged Alanna to her feet and the girl wondered at the strength the old woman showed. Before Alanna could comment, Sahara patted her shoulder. Alanna looked down, contemplating the strangeness of looking down on this woman who had become bent with age, when in times past, Alanna had looked up into that wrinkled visage.

      “I always knew this day would come.” Alanna thought she heard satisfaction in the diviner’s voice. However, it was also laced with sadness. “Come, Little Sparrow. Your time is near. Soon you will take wing.”

      Sahara picked up a staff and a blue shawl before leading Alanna out of the tent. It was only then the young woman’s mind caught up with the situation. “But Sahara, won’t you tell me what it means? What is the dream about?”

      Shaking her head, the old woman tutted. “No, no, dear child. I cannot answer that. It is your dream-walk. It is the sign I have been waiting for. Much must be put into play before that battle hits us. Her staff pointed over her shoulder towards the Plains of Rumput and the oncoming army, while Sahara turned and headed off through the campsite in the opposite direction.

      A short walk later, Alanna approached the crowd standing in a cleared circle at the centre of the camp. Everyone gathered there wore the dual weapons baldric of seasoned warriors. Each strapped two short, curved swords to the wearer’s back and provided for a set of twelve throwing knives at the front. Additionally, several of the warriors had hooked short, curved bows onto the baldric and had a quiver of arrows slung over one shoulder.

      Alanna heard the rush of blood in her ears. She had been told not to attend the war council and this was the last thing she wanted! To draw attention to herself in the midst of all the clan’s warriors. She almost reached out to stop Sahara, but the determination etched into the lines of the old woman’s face was enough to compel Alanna to follow.

      With the lightest tap of her staff against someone’s calf, Sahara had the entire group parting a way to the centre, where Alanna’s father stood beside Ezekial. Ravian stopped talking and frowned at the little old lady, his gaze falling on Alanna a moment later. Surprise darted through his eyes and Alanna thought she detected hope. Did he think she might have succeeded in shifting? Once again, Alanna felt the weight of her inferiority. Ravian always supported her, was kind to her and kept faith she would be a great warrior—and at every turn she disappointed him.

      A woman stepped out from behind Ravian. Her golden-brown hair was braided into two thick plaits that swung past her shoulders. She glared at Alanna whose heart sank. With her mother present, this was not going to be pleasant. Kita was eternally disgruntled with Alanna.

      “This is a war council, Sahara. Alanna has no business here.” Kita’s voice was commanding.

      From behind Kita, Alanna heard a muffled giggle and her eyes came to rest on the slim form of her half-sister, Leola. The tall fifteen-year-old had Abaasa’s, her own mother’s, arm draped over her shoulder. Leola’s dark brown braids framed her face, reminding Alanna of her failings as she was still not allowed to tie her hair. The loose strands were a mane around Alanna’s head and shoulders.

      Leola’s dark eyes glowed with delight as she smirked at Alanna whose heart tumbled into a dark pit. Why did Sahara bring her here? Everyone was staring at Alanna and she could feel their eyes boring into her. Apart from Leola’s glee, Alanna sensed much disapproval spiking her way, especially from Kita and Ravian’s second wife, Abaasa. Dampness oozed from Alanna’s palms in an immediate reaction to the thrum of her heart.

      This humiliation was too much!

      Alanna wished the ground would swallow her up. Perpetual darkness in the bowels of the earth would be better than suffering through this horrible ordeal.

      A wizened hand fell on Alanna’s arm, drawing her mind away from the shame she felt. Sahara squeezed her fingers while she gazed up at Alanna, eyes gleaming with encouragement. Then she turned back to Ravian, ignoring Kita completely.

      “The girl is on the cusp. Her future is that of a dream-walker and she must face her test in the Sacred Caves.” A gasp rippled through the gathering. Alanna was struck dumb by the news. She stood, rooted to the spot, staring at Sahara as if the old woman had lost her senses.

      Ravian stepped forward, his brow furrowing. “Should this not wait until after the battle, Sahara? We are on the verge of a fight, surely you cannot mean to send Alanna to Sibnele alone.”

      “She must go alone whether in war or peacetime.” Sahara’s voice was firm and her fingers curled tighter around Alanna’s arm, tugging the girl forwards. The old diviner paused, her gaze locked with the chief’s, and Alanna wondered what passed between them. Sahara’s lips thinned into a determined line before she continued. “The bones have confirmed my suspicions. If the Léon clan wishes to survive this war, Alanna must come into her powers, and it is imperative she leave for Sibnele today. She must reach the caves before nightfall, or else risk the wrath of the gods.”

      “How is that even possible?” Someone in the crowd asked. “Sibnele is more than a day’s hard run away.” A murmur went up and many were nodding their heads. Another person agreed, their voice raised to carry over the crowd, “It’s impossible. So, we’re doomed already. What’s the point?”

      Sahara raised her staff and silence rippled through the band of Léon warriors. “It can be done!” The diviner stated.

      She stared at Ezekial and the tall warrior nodded, stepping up beside Ravian. “Yes, in my lion form, I am swifter than any other. I could carry Alanna to Sibnele before sundown and I have the strength to return right away.”

      “But we need you here!” Kita exclaimed, striding forward and flanking Ravian’s other side. “As the general of this army, you are needed. It doesn’t matter that you are the swiftest of all of us. Someone else can take her to those stupid caves. What does it matter if she arrives tomorrow morning?”

      “No one is as fast as Ezekial,” Sahara admonished. “This is important for our endgame, and the bones were clear. The outcomes of tomorrow’s battle are quite settled. There will be losses, but if Alanna doesn’t come into her power within the next day, we face utter obliteration. Our way of life is under threat and there is little we can do about it. We need the next generation to be powerful enough to keep our kind alive despite the tempest coming our way.”

      “You speak in riddles, old woman,” Kita growled. “We know Alanna’s worth—she’s always proven herself unreliable and downright hopeless.”

      “That will do, Kita.” Ravian’s displeasure sparked in his eyes.

      If before, Alanna had wished the earth would swallow her whole, now she felt so small and insignificant she wondered if she might disappear of her own volition. Her mother was always one-hundred percent behind her brothers—but rejected Alanna at every opportunity she got. Alanna didn’t understand why this was so, but it was how things were. On the whole, Alanna had to agree with her mother, though. When she was honest with herself, she knew Kita’s version was the truth. Alanna never achieved anything noteworthy unless it was a failure. She didn’t understand why Ravian defended her. He had so many brilliant children, why did he keep on standing up for Alanna when she continued to show her uselessness?

      Ravian glared around at everyone until his eyes settled on Alanna and everything about him softened. All of a sudden, he’d gone from battle-hardened steel to soft dough, which only made Alanna feel worse. She didn’t deserve his kindness or compassion. She knew she could never live up to the adoration sparkling in those dark brown depths. Alanna dropped her gaze, hoping to escape the guilt and self-loathing mounting inside her, threatening to cut off her air supply.

      “We shall do as Sahara instructs. If Alanna is important for our survival in the future, then she must be given the support she needs. We are a clan and we are only as strong as our weakest member. If Alanna can become stronger, as Sahara believes she will, then that is most important and will benefit the clan as a whole.”

      Kita tried to butt in again, but Ravian dropped a hand on her shoulder and glared at her. They stood in silent communication for a moment before Ravian turned his attention back to the gathering. “For the Léon clan! And our future!” he shouted, raising a fist.

      A cheer went up and Alanna didn’t hear what her father said to Ezekial. Their heads were bowed, almost touching, and then the general turned on his heel and marched off. Ravian approached Alanna. His feet crunched over the uneven ground and pebbles skittered out from under his sandals. His brown skin gleamed under the morning sun’s gentle caress. Two black braids, with strips of crimson leather woven through them, hung over his shoulders.

      “Alanna!” Ravian drew her into his embrace, bringing her ear to rest against his chest where she heard the steady beat of his heart. “Promise me you’ll take care of yourself, my cub.” He released her from his hug and rested his hands on her shoulders.

      Alanna tucked in her chin. Her father responded by chucking her under it and forcing her to meet his gaze. “I know you don’t believe it, but since you were born, I’ve known you are destined for greatness.” She huffed and tried to draw away, but Ravian rested his forehead against hers. “Promise me you’ll strive to become who you truly are, not chase after the shadows of what others expect of you.”

      Alanna blinked. She didn’t really know what he meant, but when he reiterated his request with a forceful “Promise me,” Alanna nodded. Her tongue darted over her lips and she felt the liquid evaporate in the day’s increasing heat. “Now go, and always remember, I’m already proud of who you are. You have nothing to prove to me. It’s all there already.” He jabbed a finger against her chest. “All you need do is spread your wings and fly, Little Sparrow.”

      Alanna rolled her eyes. That was the term Sahara usually used. “There’s nothing special about me. Will you and Sahara just stop calling me that?”

      “No.” Ravian crossed his arms and Alanna sighed. After a moment’s silence, Ravian took her by the shoulder and added, “Because you’re not like the rest of us. Unlike most lions, you’re not bound to the earth, but have dominion over the skies as well. At least, that’s what Sahara told me the day you were born. And she once confided in me that in her prophetic dreams, you often appear as a sparrow.”

      Ravian stepped back and gestured with his head towards a figure approaching them. It was Sahara, her blue shawl fluttering out behind her as she walked. She rested a wizened hand on Alanna’s forearm and beckoned the girl to draw closer. The brightness of Sahara’s sky-blue shawl drew Alanna’s gaze as she leant forward to listen.

      “Things are not as they seem in Sibnele. You will have to discover this for yourself when you are there, but remember, the magic is in the air.”

      Patting Alanna’s arm, the old woman turned and left. Ravian still stood beside Alanna and now he motioned towards another figure coming nearer. Alanna caught the movement in her peripheral vision before she turned to meet the newcomer. An ebony lion, its mane streaked with silver, padded forwards, stopping beside Alanna, where it towered over her with its shoulder well above her head.

      “See to her safety, Ezekial,” Ravian murmured as he rested his head against the beast’s neck. “And then return as swiftly as you can. We shall have great need of you, my friend.”

      Lacing his fingers, Ravian held out the foothold to Alanna and hoisted her onto the lion’s back. She settled her legs against the soft fur behind the creature’s shoulder blades. Stranger still than being perched atop the clan’s general in this way was the fact he didn’t have his baldric strapped to him. Alanna was so used to seeing him shift while keeping the weapons to hand, it was unsettling to encounter him without that hallmark of the Léon warriors.

      “Why—” But her question about the baldric was cut off.

      “Stay safe,” Ravian said as he slapped the lion’s flank, and then the creature tensed under Alanna. She clutched the flowing mane just in time before Ezekial sprang forwards in a mighty leap, almost unseating her. As she struggled to maintain her balance on the lion’s back, Alanna realised she wouldn’t be able to keep her thighs in place if Ezekial were wearing his weapons baldric. The quiver of arrows and swords would have made it impossible for her to stay seated.

      Within moments the lion had bounded down the steep path, reaching the bottom of the hill in a matter of moments. Powerful muscles moved under Alanna and soon she found herself learning how to stay in tune with the motion. It didn’t take long for her to relax and savour the speed with which they barrelled through the golden-brown plain, much faster than their ‘little cousins’, the lions who couldn’t shift into human shape. The flat, grassy expanse was dotted with dark green shrubs and the occasional arched canopy of a tree. Here and there rocky knolls protruded from the landscape like boils.

      The wind whipped Alanna’s cheeks and lashed her loose hair against her shoulders and neck. Her eyes stung from the speed of their progress. The landscape lay hushed around them; not even their passage made a sound, and Alanna wondered whether the birds and beasts of the savannah knew of the impending doom of war. Or had they fallen silent because of the shadowy lion charging through their terrain?

      With the sun high in the sky and her legs beginning to ache, Alanna hoped they could stop for a brief respite, but when she remembered Sahara’s words and her mother’s reservations, Alanna was actually glad Ezekial kept on running. She knew he could do so without difficulty. Unlike their ‘little cousins’, her kind had the stamina for long distances.

      The day burned hot on her exposed skin and Alanna pondered what it would be like for her to shift. Although Ezekial’s fur was warm in the sunlight, it seemed like he wasn’t suffering as much as she was from the heat and the wind.

      As they hurtled onwards, Alanna fell into some dream-like half-world. She still saw the landscape racing past and felt the fur of the beast carrying her forwards, but at the same time, she sensed something beyond that physical reality. Her awareness was tugged north in the direction they were heading and she became cognizant of a shadowy streak cutting across the horizon.

      Hours drew by and that dark scar became more prominent, and the first solid impression broke up into a series of grass-covered mountains, crowned with sheer cliffs and pointy peaks. All the while, Alanna felt herself being drawn there as if some unexplained essence called to her from those heights.

      The sun was nearing the western horizon when Alanna and Ezekial came under the shadow of the Sibnele mountains and their chill. Clouds gathered in pewter cotton-floats, further diminishing the light. Alanna’s senses were tugged by some unseen tether, which pulled her towards one ridge in particular. It lay to their left, a gentle gradient leading up to a vertical cliff cleaving the blue canopy with harsh lines.

      Ezekial headed due north towards a higher peak rising above the plateau. The other area tugged at her, refusing to let her mind focus on the mountain they were approaching. Alanna felt trepidation leaching into her system. Should she tell the general about this strange sensation pulling her towards the cliff face?

      Feeling utterly unprepared, Alanna considered what Sahara had said about this journey. She realised nothing had been discussed about the actual destination. The Sibnele mountains were immense. Alanna had never been so close to the range before and she realised she didn’t know where the legendary caves were. Did Ezekial know?
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