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  This book is dedicated to all those who have ever left their homes in the pursuit of a better life in an unknown setting. Be it the Pilgrims of the seventeenth century, the pioneers of the nineteenth century or the young men and women of today, they all face the challenges of the unknown and have learned how to overcome them.




  Prologue




  “Your father wishes to speak with you, Princess.”




  Morgiana looked up from her tapestry to see her father’s personal physician standing beside her.




  “Is he worse?” she questioned, not at all certain she wanted to hear the answer.




  “I’m afraid the words His Highness wants to speak will be his last. You must hurry. Time is of the essence.”




  Morgiana stuck the needle into the work in front of her and pushed back her chair. Fear clutched at her heart as she got to her feet. In her sixteen turnings of the seasons, her father had always been there for her.




  In seven journeys of the sun, the Man Gods were due to return. With them, they would bring a prince from a far-off kingdom to be her life mate. He would rule the people with her and perpetuate her lineage. Her father could not be dying. He must stand beside her as the Man Gods sacrificed her virginity, and her life mate consummated the marriage. He needed to instruct the young prince in the best ways to rule the people.




  Red and white sunbeams played games across the floor of highly polished diamond. Under normal circumstances, Morgiana would have enjoyed the prisms of light, which brought the room to life. Unfortunately, nothing had been normal since her father took to his sick bed.




  Her soft slippers made no noise as she hurried across the solarium to the great staircase leading to the upper story of the palace.




  Outside the door to the royal apartment, Quagar, her father’s life-long friend and valet, stood guard. The sadness in his eyes confirmed the words of the physician.




  “Your father awaits you, Your Highness.”




  “Since when are you so formal with me, Quagar?”




  “Since the day of your rule has dawned. Before the tri-moons rise, you will be queen and I, your loyal subject. I pray you will grant my petition and allow me to join your father on his funeral pyre.”




  A lump formed in Morgiana’s throat and tears stung her eyes. She could no more abide the loss of Quagar, than she could that of her father. How many times had he calmed her fears when dreadful dreams dominated her sleep time? The thought of granting his petition tore at her heartstrings, but to do less would be a dishonor to her father’s loyal servant.




  “I pray I will not have to deal with such a request for many turnings of the seasons to come.”




  Quagar nodded sagely and pressed the button to open the door to her father’s apartment complex. Memories of the carefree days of childhood flooded her mind as she walked across the informal sitting room to her father’s sleeping chamber. As though by magic, the door slid open to allow her entrance.




  “Morgiana, my child, come closer so I may gaze upon your lovely face.”




  She gasped at how weak her father’s voice sounded. Only one journey of the sun ago, it had been as authoritative as always. How could this have happened in so short a time?




  “I can see by the look on your face, that what you see is shocking to you. Please do not mourn. My time is over.”




  “It cannot be, Father. I will call your physician. He will surely be able to bring you back to health.”




  “No, my child, there is nothing anyone can do. The prophesy must be fulfilled.”




  “What prophesy?” Her father’s statement puzzled her. In all the years of her life, she had never heard of any such thing.




  “Since the day of your birth, I have denied the truth in the signs. As a boy, my father told me of the prophesy. It said when the last ruler, born of the people, comes from the womb of the queen, a second sun will appear. When the last surviving parent of the child dies, so will this world.”




  Panic gripped Morgiana’s mind. Was he saying the end of the age was at hand?




  “The white sun has shone since the beginning of time. On the day you were born, the red sun appeared in the heavens. Over the turnings of the seasons, the Man Gods and I have discussed the meaning of this heavenly event.”




  “The world cannot be ending, Father. What will become of the people? How can the Man Gods allow them to be destroyed?”




  “Let me finish. You are the last ruler of the people to be born into this world. With my death, you will become queen. The people will look to you for leadership. By the time the ashes of my funeral pyre have been scattered by the wind, the Man Gods will arrive.”




  A spasm of coughing cut short her father’s words, giving Morgiana a moment to digest what he just told her. With the end of the age upon them, she would never experience the thrill of marriage and children.




  “Do not look so sad, my child. You will be embarking on a marvelous adventure. The Man Gods will choose from our people those most fit. They, along with you and several others, will be taken to a new world. There, you will colonize the area and fulfill the prophesy.”




  “Of what others do you speak?”




  “They will be from the Torellies. From them, their leader’s son, Sorento, will become your life mate.”




  “Sorento?” Morgiana echoed, her voice seeming to bounce off the walls. “He and his people are savages. They are our sworn enemies. I will never be his life mate. The Man Gods will bring me a mate, a prince from a far-away kingdom, just as they brought Mother to you.”




  “The Man Gods have chosen Sorento. When the red sun consumes our world, his people, as well as our own, will cease to exist. Both our civilizations must continue to thrive.”




  “But he is...”




  “There are no buts, Morgiana. The prophesy must be fulfilled. I have had several meetings with Sorento’s father, Kenmer. We are in agreement.”




  “When? Where?”




  “It matters not. Our secret negotiations have sealed the future. For both peoples to survive in this new land, each will need the help of the other. Only you can convince them to accept it. Live up to my expectations of you.”




  Her father lay back against the pillows and closed his eyes. The strength she’d seen when he outlined her future seemed to drain before her eyes.




  “Oh, Father, do not leave me. I am not ready to rule. I want you beside me for many turnings of the seasons.”




  Once more, he opened his eyes. “If only I could grant you your desire. The Man Gods have assured me, we will meet again. No matter how far away this new land lies, my spirit will be reincarnated as one of your subjects. You are ready to rule. As the daughter of your mother and me, you will be fair in your judgments. You have her compassion, as well as my wisdom. As for me, the Man Gods have assured me your mother waits for me to join her before she is reincarnated.”




  The love of her mother encompassed Morgiana. It had been three turnings of the seasons since her mother’s passing. During that time, she never doubted her mother’s spirit hovered close to her. It came as no surprise to learn no reincarnation had taken place.




  A soft breeze drifted through the open window. In it, she could hear her mother calling softly to her father.




  Come to me, my love. Leave behind the pain.




  What of me? How can you both leave me alone?




  We have taught you well, her father’s voice echoed in her ears.




  As it did, she realized only the shell of his body remained on his sleeping place. His spirit had joined that of her mother.




  From this day forward, she would be responsible for her people. They would look to her for leadership. She would be their queen.




  Chapter 1




  Morgiana stood on the dais. Below her, the people wailed, while the priests chanted. Two runners took torches from the braziers burning on the portico of the palace and hurried toward the funeral pyre in the center of the courtyard.




  She cringed when they put the torches to the dry wood, setting it on fire. At the top of the pile lay her father’s body. Beside him sat Quagar. The contented look on his face helped her accept the decision she had to make. It was better for him to die in the way he wanted, rather than to share the fate of the people.




  Why, Father? Why must I be the one to rule these people during this trying time?




  Because, my child, you are the fulfillment of the prophesy. The Man Gods will guide you.




  The flames leaped high in the air, obscuring Quagar from her sight.




  “King Goran is dead,” the high priest declared. “Long live Queen Morgiana!”




  A cheer went up from the people, warming her heart. These were her people. Perhaps the prophesy was wrong. It could be entirely possible she would rule in the same way as her parents, enjoying peace and prosperity until the day when her body would rest upon a similar pyre. At that time, her children would take over the ruling of her people.




  “You must come in and rest, Your Highness.”




  She turned to see Leeta, her friend and personal servant, standing behind her. “I cannot, my father’s funeral pyre has not yet burned down.”




  “Look again. You have been standing here for an entire journey of the suns. The time of darkness is almost upon us. This is a trying time for you. Rest is what you now need. When the time of darkness ends, you must meet with your council.”




  Morgiana looked out across the courtyard. The funeral pyre was but a pile of ashes, with only a few glowing coals remaining. Where had the time of the suns gone? It did not seem as though she’d spent more than a few minutes watching the end of her father’s life.




  She allowed Leeta to help her down from the dais. “How can I do this?”




  Leeta squeezed Morgiana’s hand reassuringly. “This is not the time for such questions, your father has taught you well. Soon your life mate will join you. For now, you must have something to eat and then sleep.”




  The chill of evening made her shudder. In all her life, she had never been allowed to be outside the palace during the time of darkness.




  Once inside, it was Leeta who took charge. “Sit down, Your Highness. I have ordered the cook to bring you your favorites.”




  Morgiana seated herself and stared at the platters of food which graced the table. One such platter contained roasted heahen, a small bird bred to be a source of food for her people. Along with the meat, was a sautéed tuber, called koi, and a bread made from fine seaflower.




  Tentatively, she sampled the meat that was perfectly spiced to her taste.




  * * * *




  The first rays of early dawn filled Morgiana’s sleeping chamber. By the color of the prisms filling the room, she knew the red sun had already cleared the horizon.




  For a moment, she fought disorientation. The last thing she remembered was sitting at the large banquet table alone. How had she gotten to bed? The answer to her question made her smile. She had fallen asleep and one of the palace guards carried her to her sleeping chamber so Leeta could put on her nightclothes. She remembered such happenings when she’d been a child. Then, it was fitting. Now, as queen, the realization was humiliating.




  Without waiting for Leeta to come and help her dress, she filled her basin with the warm water from her reservoir. When her morning sponge bath was finished, she dressed in a lightweight mantle.




  Slipping out of her apartment, she made her way outside. The ashes from her father’s funeral pyre were scattered by the wind. His spirit, like that of Quagar, had been released. The only reminder of what transpired here was the blackened area on the green rock courtyard.




  Birds sang from their perches in the trees, welcoming the two suns which now graced the light amber sky of morning. The blue foliage still glistened with golden droplets of dew.




  “Your Highness, what are you doing out here?” Leeta questioned, her voice coming as a surprise.




  “I came out to enjoy the beauty of the dawning. I have done so many times in the past. Why should this dawning be any different from those before?”




  “At this dawning, you are our queen, even though your coronation has not yet taken place,” the high priest answered her question. “The council will convene as soon as you have broken your fast to arrange the ceremony. As for the fact we found you out in the courtyard alone, this cannot be tolerated.”




  Morgiana put her hand on her hips, in a stance of defiance. “Why can I not do what I’ve been doing all my life, what my father did freely?”




  “As a child, you were of no importance. Your safety was assured because of your age. Your father’s safety was well guarded. Even though you rarely saw them, he had bodyguards whenever he left the palace. You have no heir to the throne. Your life must be protected at all costs.”




  Morgiana nodded. “Of course, I was not thinking. I will go immediately to break my fast and meet with you in the council chamber when I have finished.”




  The high priest bowed low before going back into the palace.




  “What am I to do, Leeta? I know nothing about leading council meetings and ruling the people.”




  “You will learn, Your Highness.”




  “Why do you not call me Morgie, as you have all my life?”




  “It is not proper. You are no longer a child. From this day forward, you are no longer Morgie, you are Queen Morgiana.”




  The truth in Leeta’s words chilled Morgiana’s entire being. She knew she must face not only her council, but also her people. How could she ever explain why some would live and others would be expected to give up their lives, just because of the prophesy?




  * * * *




  “What are you saying, Father?” Sorento demanded.




  “It is only right that you should know what this coming of the Man Gods means to our people. With the death of King Goran, the days for the fulfillment of the prophesy are at hand.”




  “What does the death of the king of the Hurnans have to do with us? I care not what happens to the royalty of our enemies.”




  His father stood staring at him for a long moment. Sorento could see the indecision in his father’s eyes. Why had King Goran’s death affected him so badly?




  “It is a long story, my son. Seat yourself by the fire, for what I have to tell you cannot be rushed. As the next chief of our people, it is something you must know.”




  Sorento did as his father instructed. He knew when his father started a story, it would go on for most of the journey of the sun. Words came too easily to the man.




  “Many turnings of the seasons ago, long before the time of my father’s father, our people and the Hurnans lived peacefully, side by side. Our hunters took their excess meat, as well as their furs, to the city to trade for cloth and the produce of their gardens.”




  “We traded with our enemies?” Sorento interrupted.




  “At the time, they were not our enemies. In those days, the two peoples decided to become one. The leader of our people had three sons and the king of the Hurnans had a son and a daughter. Since the young prince would take the Hurnan throne, the princess was given to the oldest son of our chief to become his life mate. The wedding took place in the diamond palace. As it did, the second son of the chief saw how beautiful the princess was. He immediately fell in love with her. Secretly, he planned how he could take his brother’s place as her life mate. It did not take long for the princess to carry her husband’s child. Even though the middle son knew his brother consummated the marriage, his sister-in-law’s condition angered him. In his rage, he confronted them. In the ensuing fight, both were killed.”




  “He killed his own brother?”




  “I am ashamed to say he did. Likewise, he killed the woman he loved and her unborn child as well. Out of shame, he hid the bodies in the blue forest. Their disappearance caused a joint search to begin. It was the Hurnans who found the bodies, which had been partially devoured by wild animals.




  “Before the middle son could take over his brother’s position, the Man Gods communicated the truth to the girl’s brother, the king of the Hurnans. In retaliation for what had been done, their army attacked our village. Many innocents died before the youngest son surrendered his brother. Since that time, there have been no relations between our peoples.”




  “So, why do you tell me this now?”




  “My time as chief is coming to an end. Even if the life of this world was not almost over, I would have told you the story.”




  “What do you mean ‘the life of this world’ is coming to an end?”




  “Let me continue. Sixteen turnings of the seasons ago, the red sun appeared in the heavens. I knew not what it meant, but the Man Gods chose that time to communicate with me. They urged me to meet with King Goran. At first, I was skeptical, but they convinced me it was the correct thing to do. While I knew the story of the young chief and the princess, he knew the prophesy of the red sun.”




  “Have there not always been two suns?”




  “You are too young to remember it, but at one time, only the white sun shone in the heavens. King Goran told me it appeared on the day Princess Morgiana was born and it signaled the end of the age. According to the prophesy, when the last parent of Princess Morgiana dies, the red sun will consume this world within one turning of the seasons.”




  Kenmer’s words caused a knot of fear to form in Sorento’s chest. How could the Man Gods allow this to happen? “What of our people, Father?”




  “When the Man Gods return, our people will be forever joined with the Hurnans. The young and healthy of both cultures will be chosen to colonize a new world. Our men will marry their females and our women will marry their males. As for you, your life mate will be Queen Morgiana. Together, you will rule the people. Your sons will forever be the leaders of the people. Our hunters will provide food and leather for clothing. Their storytellers will preserve the living history. Their women will teach ours how to grow crops, while ours will share their knowledge of gathering the fruits of the land.”




  “How can you ask this of me? You know I have waited for Ortha to become a woman before I ask her father to allow me to take her as my life mate.”




  “The Man Gods will wed her to a man of the Hurnans who holds a high position. To defy the Man Gods would leave our people without a leader. It might even anger them enough that they would allow our people to become extinct. Do you want such a thing to follow you into your future reincarnations?”




  Sorento shook his head. At this moment, he hated the Man Gods and their ability to manipulate the lives of so many people. He wanted nothing to do with this foreign woman, but he had no choice. To defy the Man Gods would mean the end of everything and everyone he cared for.




  In silence, he studied his father’s face. For the first time, he saw Kenmer as an old man. If the Man Gods were taking only the young and healthy, his father’s life would be sacrificed.




  Without further conversation, Sorento got to his feet and turned to leave the lodge.




  “Have you no comment, my son?” Kenmer called after him.




  Sorento waved his hand as a signal he did not want to talk about this further.




  As he left his father’s lodge, he was surprised to see a runner, wearing the clothing of the Hurnan, enter the village. The young man fell to his knees in front of Sorento, his head bowed in homage to one of such a high position.




  Sorento was pleased at the man’s courage to come into the village of his enemies, as well as his knowledge of Torelli traditions. “Arise. What message do you bring me?”




  “The leaders of your people are invited to witness the coronation of Queen Morgiana. You are to be welcomed into the city when the twin suns begin their journey across the sky. Her Majesty requests I return with your answer.”




  Sorento thought of what his father just told him. Did Queen Morgiana also know of the prophesy? He had no reason to believe she would invite him to her coronation if she did not. “Go and tell your queen our leader, Kenmer, and myself will arrive at your gates just before the dawning. We will come without any of our men and expect our safety to be her primary concern.”




  The man again bowed. Without saying anything further, he turned to leave.




  “Do not start your journey back to the city without taking refreshment.” Sorento clapped his hands and a woman appeared from the cooking lodge. “Give this messenger food and drink.”




  From another area of the village, several warriors came running, their weapons at the ready. He held up his hand, causing them to stop. “This man comes as a messenger. He poses no threat to us. When he has refreshed himself, accompany him to the city of the Hurnans. Should I hear any harm has befallen him, he who is responsible will pay for his actions with his life.”




  The warriors looked at him in disbelief, but knew better than to question the son of their leader.




  Once the man had eaten his fill of the food brought by the women, he left the village.




  When Sorento was certain the man was safely on his way, he returned to his father’s lodge to make preparations for the journey to the city of the Hurnans. To be there by the dawning, they would have to travel through the blue forest during the time of darkness. He prayed the Gods would keep the clouds from obscuring the tri-moons.




  * * * *




  Morgiana sat on a bench in the garden. The heady aroma of the flowers of darkness was almost intoxicating in their sweetness.




  Before her meeting with the council, she had sent a runner to the Torelli village. When she’d ordered the man to take her message to Sorento, she expected an answer early in the day. Now, as the sky turned from amber to rich brown, and the tri-moons were climbing in the heavens, the man had not returned.




  Please, keep the man safe, she silently implored the ManGods.




  You need not worry for his safety, my child.




  The voice, which sounded in her head, startled her. Never before had her prayers been verbally answered. Who are you?




  As the new queen of your people, you are entitled to hear the voices of the Man Gods. I am your personal guide, Varco. I am the one who will officiate when you and your life mate are joined as one.




  Morgiana knew she should be frightened, but instead, the sound of Varco’s voice was comforting. She wondered if her father had heard Varco’s voice.




  In answer to your question, Morgiana, I have guided every member of the royal family of the Hurnans.




  You do not sound old to me.




  Varco laughed softly. In the company of the Man Gods, I am but a young man. In comparison to you, I am ancient.




  “Your Highness,” the high priest said, silencing the voice of Varco. “What are you doing out here?”




  Morgiana turned to face the man she’d looked up to all her life. At this moment, respect turned to resentment as he intruded on her privacy.




  “I am waiting for the return of the runner I sent to the village of the Torelli.”




  “As I told you when you met with the council, it was foolish to send a runner to those savages. He will never return. They will kill him without listening to the message. You could be out here all night and you know of the dangers.”




  “We went over this earlier. The guards are posted all around the garden. I am in no danger.”




  “You try my patience, Your Highness.”




  “Then I suggest you return to your home and take comfort in the arms of your life mate. As soon as the runner returns, I will retire.”




  The high priest looked as though she had physically abused him as he bowed low and backed away from her.




  She got up from the bench to watch him leave. Instinctively, she knew he would not accompany her when the Man Gods made their choices. He, like so many others, would be left behind to be sacrificed as the world was consumed.




  You are a compassionate ruler, my child. Those left behind will not suffer.




  Morgiana closed her eyes and silently gave thanks. She knew the Man Gods would be just, but to promise there would be no suffering seemed almost too much to expect.




  “Your Highness!”




  For a moment, she experienced the fear instilled in her by the high priest.




  “Halt!” one of the guards ordered. “Who goes there? Identify yourself.”




  “I am the messenger sent by the queen to the village of the Torellis. I bring her an answer.”




  Morgiana released a sigh of relief. “Let him pass. I wish to speak with him in private. You are dismissed.”




  The sound of the guards returning to their quarters filled her with a sense of power.




  “Approach me,” she said, addressing the messenger.




  The man came forward, then dropped to his knees in front of her, bowing low to kiss her feet.




  “What message do you bring from the leader of the Torellis?”




  “I spoke not with the leader. It was his son, Sorento, with whom I met.”




  The mention of Sorento made her heart flutter. When her father first mentioned her taking Sorento as her life mate, she’d been outraged. Now the very mention of his name caused her to feel as though her knees would no longer hold her weight.




  “What did the leader’s son tell you?” she asked, holding her breath in anticipation of his answer.




  “He said to tell you, he and his father will arrive just prior to the dawning. He will come without guards and puts his safety in your hands.”




  “Thank you. You are a loyal subject. What you did this day was very brave. To go to the village of our enemies, with no guarantee you would return, was more than even I had the right to ask. You will be rewarded. Once I am crowned as queen, you will be brought to the palace. You will become my personal messenger.”




  “You are generous to a fault, Your Highness. I will serve you well. If need be, I will give my life for you.”




  “I am certain such a sacrifice will not be necessary. Go now to your home. You have earned your rest.”




  The man took his leave. For several moments, Morgiana stood alone, staring into the darkness.




  A bird of the darkness flew overhead, calling to its mate. Its raucous call caused her to tremble with fear. For the first time, she realized why her father never allowed her out of the palace at night.




  She turned toward the inviting light of the doorway leading into the main sitting room. In her haste, she held her skirt high above her ankles so she would not trip.




  “I see your runner has returned from the village of the Torrellis. I have implored the Gods for his safety,” Leeta greeted her.




  “How did you know I sent a runner to their village?”




  “I know everything which concerns you, including the prophesy which seals our fate.”




  “Who would have told you such a thing?”




  “Perhaps it is time for you to know more than what King Goran told you. Come and sit, for the cook has prepared your evening meal. While we eat, I will try to explain.”




  Morgiana followed Leeta to the table. To her delight, the cook had prepared a rich soup from the remains of the heahen from last evening’s meal and complimented it with a fine filet of fresh fish.




  “When you were born, your mother, Queen Briana, was very young and frail. She had no milk for you and so your father sent a messenger into the city to find a woman to act as a wet nurse. My mother was almost ready to wean me and so she agreed to move into the palace. I was raised to be your friend, your personal attendant, and your confidant.”




  “What of your father?”




  “At the time, he was the captain of the palace guard. He was much older than my mother and had taken her as a second wife when his first wife proved to be barren. By the time you were weaned, we had become like sisters and King Goran implored my parents to allow me to be raised by your side.”




  “How could they give up their own child?”




  “As you know, girl children are not highly respected. My mother was again with child and this time, it was a boy. The runner you sent to the Torelli village is my younger brother, Yakem.”




  “I did not know.”




  “Why should you, Your Highness? You had no reason to know such things. When your father persuaded my parents to allow me to remain in the palace, he promised both my brother and I would hold high positions in our society. My position was guaranteed as your companion. This day, you did the same for Yakem, when you appointed him as your royal messenger.”




  Morgiana listened in awe as her friend talked about her family. How could she have been so self-centered not to have questioned Leeta about her parents and siblings? Morgiana had never thought of Leeta having a family. It was as though the girl existed to be Morgiana’s companion and servant.




  Somehow, I will find a way for Leeta to accompany me to the new world promised in the prophesy. I will make certain a good life mate is found for Leeta and a good wife for Yakem.




  “Hurry and finish your meal, Your Highness. You must go to bed and rest. Tomorrow will be a busy day for you.”




  Morgiana agreed. Tomorrow would be her coronation. She would officially become the Queen of the Hurnans. She wondered what it all meant. The end of the age was at hand. No one had any idea what he or she would encounter in the new world.




  She would do everything she could for those chosen to accompany her on this adventure, but what of those who were left behind? There would be no one to protect them from the inevitable, no one to comfort them when the end of the age manifested itself.




  Chapter 2




  Although they had left their village before the sun slipped behind the golden mountains, Sorento and Kenmer did not arrive at the city of the Hurnans until the first light of dawn was at hand.




  Sorento knew his father’s advanced age had slowed his stride. With each step, he cursed himself for not insisting his father be carried by four litter bearers.




  “Halt!”




  Sorento looked up to see several Hurnan guards, their weapons drawn, surrounding them. A sinking feeling encompassed him. He had let his guard down and walked willingly into a trap. His father’s story of the young chieftain and the princess, coupled with that of the prophesy allowed him to believe the Hurnans wanted peace. With both him and his father prisoners, what would become of their people?




  “Who are you?” the guard who ordered them to halt questioned. “What business do you have here?”




  “I am Sorento, son of Kenmer, leader of the Torellis. This is my father. We are here to witness the coronation of your queen.”




  “By whose say?”




  “By mine,” a woman said from behind the guards.




  The men turned, then fell to their knees, pressing their foreheads to the ground in a show of reverence.




  Sorento looked to see who had spoken the words. To his amazement, the runner who had come to his village stood next to the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Her hair was loose, in a style unlike that of the women of his village, who wore theirs in long braids. Hers hung almost to her knees and was the color of the night sky, so brown it could almost be called black. Her eyes were as golden as the noonday sky.




  “This is Sorento, the son of Kenmer, Your Highness,” the runner said, causing Sorento to realize he was staring.




  “I am pleased you came on such short notice.” In a movement which reminded him of a fleet-footed animal, she stepped past him to address his father.




  “Kenmer, I am pleased to meet you. Since my father’s passing, I have learned how he valued your friendship.”




  “How would you have knowledge of such a thing? Our meetings were to have been secret.”




  “I know they were. It was my father’s friend and personal servant, Quagar, who told me.”




  “Where is this Quagar, this man who dares to make public that which was meant to be private?”




  “It was his wish to join my father on his funeral pyre. I mourn his passing. In light of the prophesy, Quagar thought it best I know of the friendship you shared with Goran.”




  Sorento listened to her, amazed at how her voice sounded as sweet as the song of the most beautiful bird in the blue forest.




  To his surprise, she turned to the guards who still knelt in homage to her. “Arise and be about your duties. I must see to the comfort of my guests.”




  Sorento glanced at his father and realized how tiring the trip had been for him. Before he could state his concerns, Morgiana again took the burden from him.




  “Yakem, go to the palace and instruct my servants to prepare rooms for Kenmer and Sorento. When you have done so, instruct the cook to have the morning meal ready. I am certain my guests are hungry and I, too, must break my fast.”




  The man, who had brought word of her invitation, inclined his head slightly, then returned to the city.




  “Your kindness is appreciated, Your Highness. I am afraid the trip has been difficult for my father.”




  “So I see. I am indeed sorry for the inconvenience I have caused you. I am certain you know of the prophesy, as my mention of it came as no surprise to you. In light of this knowledge, I must insist you call me Morgiana.”




  “As you say, Morgiana.”




  She turned toward the city, her back straight and her stature regal. Sorento wondered if she were a witch as well as a queen. He felt intoxicated by her beauty, bewitched by the sound of her voice. It was no wonder the middle son of the ancient chief lusted after his brother’s wife. This woman, who stood in direct contrast to the women of his village, had cast a spell on him. Perhaps this prophesy was but a ploy to find her a life mate.




  Morgiana noticed the apprehensive looks on the faces of her servants. Whispered comments passed between them as she and her guests made their way to the dining chamber.




  Yakem pulled a golden chair from the table so she could seat herself. She watched as Sorento and Kenmer also slid chairs across the diamond floor and imitated her movements.




  All her life she had heard of the savagery of the Torellis. Now she wondered if they would have been more comfortable sitting on the ground before an open fire.




  It matters not. They are in my world. I will not sacrifice my own comfort for that of my guests, even if the younger of the two is destined to be my life mate.




  Silently, she observed him. He was tall, standing almost a head above her. His eyes were a rich brown and reminded her of the pelt of one of the wild animals which inhabited the blue forest. Although his hair was as dark as her own, he wore it much shorter than the men of her own people. Even his clothing was alien. He wore leggings and a tunic of finely tanned leather. Both he and his father carried a sack strapped to their backs. She was certain they must contain clothing more suitable for the ceremony that would be taking place later in the day.




  Servants brought large trays filled with meat, cheese and fruit, then filled their plates with choice morsels.




  “Are you not hungry?” she inquired, when Sorento and Kenmer made no move to eat.




  “Perhaps your guests are concerned the food may be poisoned,” Yakem whispered in her ear.




  She nodded. In their position, she certainly would feel the same way. As soon as the morning wine and the heahen eggs were served, she immediately took a bit of eggs and a sip of her wine. Since all three glasses had been poured from the same flask, and the eggs served from the same dish, she hoped she would put their fears to rest.




  To her relief, Kenmer tasted his eggs, then took a drink of his wine. “The food is excellent, Your Highness. My son was very patient with this old man. Had he come alone, he could have made the journey in much less time. Were that the case, these refreshments would not be necessary.”




  Morgiana smiled at the older man’s statement. “No matter what the circumstances, the journey is a long one. Since you came at my request, I would be inconsiderate not to see to your comfort.”




  “Why did you send for us, Morgiana?” Sorento asked.




  Morgiana’s mind spun as it searched for the correct answer to his question. “Why did you accept?”




  Sorento began to smile. “It seems I asked the question and yet you are the one seeking answers. There is no time for the normal pleasantries which pass between a man and his woman.”




  “His woman,” she echoed. “I am no man’s woman. I am Queen Morgiana. If it weren’t for the prophesy, the Man Gods would bring me a prince as my life mate. I would be preparing for my mating with a man who is my equal.”




  “I assure you, Morgiana, I am your equal, perhaps even your superior. From my birth, I have been trained to rule my people. When I become leader, I will not depend on a council to make my decisions. Have you been trained in leadership?”




  Morgiana fumed. Of course she had not been trained to be anything but a queen. In her world, the royal family ruled with the aid of the counselors. “My training should be of little consequence to you, for in the new world, everything will be different.”




  The smile, which so disarmed her, remained as a permanent fixture on Sorento’s face.




  “In the new world, I will be your counselor. As such, I do pray the Man Gods will see fit to allow the runner you sent to our village to join us. Although he is young, I have not seen such bravery as his in any man. To come to the camp of an enemy with no arms, took great courage.”




  Since they were alone, Morgiana knew Yakem had not heard the compliment. “Yakem has been given the status of Royal Messenger. His sister, Leeta, has been my lifelong companion and his mother, my wet nurse. I hold all of them in high esteem. I plan to plead with the Man Gods to allow both brother and sister to be taken. I pray you have people in your village worthy of such mates.”




  “I am certain good matings can be made for both of them. Among my people, matings are made out of love. Under these special circumstances, they will be arranged and love will come later.”




  Did he expect her to love him? Her parents came to love each other, but only because they respected one another. They were chosen life mates. Because of their similar backgrounds, their love came very early in their mating. She would mate with Sorento, but she would never love him.




  She finished her meal, then pushed back her chair. “I am certain you are tired from your long journey. Since I must prepare for my coronation, I will have my servants show you to your apartment.”




  Once she got to her feet, she clapped her hands. Immediately, servants arrived to do her bidding. As soon as she instructed them what must be done, she left the room.




  Leeta waited for her in the solarium. “Sorento is a very handsome man.”




  “Do you think so? Perhaps he is on the outside, inside, he is arrogant. Did you hear what he called me?”




  “You know I am not one to listen at doorways. I have been in your apartment preparing the gown for your coronation and readying myself to cut your hair.




  Morgiana put her hand to the long tresses. All her life, she had envied the adult women their shorter styles. As a child, she had wailed long and loud when her nurse combed out the snarls and tangles. Now, she would lose not only her beautiful hair, but her childhood. How could she become the life mate of someone who looked upon her as a possession?
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