PROLOGUE

GHANA, WEST AFRICA
TWENTY-TWO YEARS AGO

T he sun was going down!

And she was late again.

There was no way Riley was going to be able to get back to
the camp before her mother and father returned from the trip
to the village.

But she had to try.

She skidded down the bank that led from the creek. Then
she was deep in the jungle and heading toward the hills in
the distance. The night creatures had not come out yet, but
the stillness told her they were there waiting in the shadows
for their turn. She had caught sight of a panther earlier
this morning. .. This time of day always excited her, and she
instinctively slowed down to let the sensations flow over her,
the fear, the eagerness, the curiosity. But then she reluctantly
speeded up again. She had to be more careful after that last
warning from her mother. She was running at top speed
through the jungle now. She jumped over another creek and

could see the camp a short distance ahead. She didn’t hear any
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sounds of cooking or conversation, but that didn’t mean Riley
would get away with disobedience. It was fully dark now, and
her mother didn’t like the night creatures the way Riley did.
She always insisted that her father be back at camp before the
end of the day.

Well, she could only hope that something had delayed
the purchase of the artifact at the village. She ran around
to her own tent that was in the rear of the encampment.
She lifted up the back of the tent and rolled underneath
the edge.

A beam of light speared her face in the darkness.

“You were told to stay in the tent, Riley,” her mother
said coldly.

Caught!

Her mother lit the lantern on the table beside the bed and
then gazed at her disapprovingly. “Not only disobedient, but
you look like a filthy ragamuftin. I saw children in that village
today who looked much cleaner than you.”

“I'm not filthy. I took a bath in a creek right before
[ came home.” Riley was careful not to mention that the
creek had run through an underground cave and ended in a
ten-foot waterfall. Her mother would not have understood.
“And 1 finished the lessons you gave me before I took a
walk. I didn’t think you’d mind. You always say I should get
exercise.”

“You crept past the guard again. You know youre not
supposed to go anywhere alone. You're eight years old. What
if you got lost? Your father would blame me.”

“I never get lost.” She sat up. “I'm like Eleni. Remember all
the stories you told me about her? She never got lost and she

never got tired. She was a true warrior.”
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“You’re not like Eleni,” her mother said between gritted
teeth. “You're just a disobedient child who causes me endless
problems. And I’'m sorry I ever told you about her”

“I'm not.” Riley knew she should just be quiet and not
argue, but she couldn’t accept those words. She lifted her chin.
“I remember every one of those stories. Maybe I’'m not like
her, but I try to be.”

“Youre impossible.” Her mother shook her head. “Now
clean up and then go to bed. And if you've lied to me and
didn’t finish those lessons, you’ll hear from your father. I've
told him that we should send you to a private school in Egypt.
I shouldn’t have to handle you by myself”

“I didn’t lie to you. I even did an extra lesson before I left for
my walk. That should please him.” She changed the subject.
“Did you get the artifact?”

“We got it,” she said curtly. “But it was hardly worth the
trip. It was far too primitive and led us nowhere that we
wanted to go.” She turned to leave. “I suppose he’ll want to
know if you’ve had anything to eat.”

“Berries,” Riley said quickly. “Lots of berries. I'm not
hungry”

“Good. Then go to bed. I don’t want to hear anything else
from you for the rest of the night. Your father and I have work
to do.”” She left the tent.

Yes. Riley jumped to her feet and ran over to the table
and hurriedly washed up and brushed her hair. Then she was
in her pajamas, turning off the lamp, and crawling into her
sleeping bag.

She closed her eyes. Sleep. Forget everything her mother had
said. Remember the jungle, the strange sound of the chimps
high in the trees, the way her heart had pounded as she’d run
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down the path this morning after she’d left the encampment.
Let everything else go so the dreams could come.

Freedom. Power. Eleni.

“You got in trouble again.” Riley heard Eleni laughing even before
she saw her sitting on the stool beside the arched windows of the
palace. She was dressed in a white tunic; her blue eyes were lit with
amusement and her golden hair was short and shimmering around that
wonderful face. “Won’t you ever learn, Riley?”

“That’s what I'm trying to do.” She didn’t care if Eleni was
laughing at her. There was only humor and mischief and no hint of
scorn or bitterness when Eleni came to her. “You kept bragging how
fast you were, how none of the young boys of the city could beat you.
But I had no one to teach me. I just had to do it on my own. I was
very fast today.”

“Not as fast as me. Probably because they don’t let you run naked
as I do sometimes.” Eleni tilted her head. “But you did well, and 1
was proud of you.” She was suddenly chuckling again. “And Il be
more proud if you don’t make mistakes and cause your mother to be
angry with you. I've warned you about that. Running a race is one
thing, but handling the people who can hurt you is more important.”
Her smile faded. “And your mother does hurt you.”

Riley couldn’t deny that. “Sometimes. She said she was sorry that
she’d ever told me about you.” Riley frowned. “I had to tell her that—"

“No, you didn’t,” Eleni interrupted. “Because she did tell you
about me, and that means you win no matter what she thinks now.

When you close your eyes, I'll always be with you.”
“She thinks you’re only a dream.” Riley scowled. “She laughed

at me.”
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“A dream?” Eleni nodded. “She could be right. But what does it
matter? I'm here and you’re here and together we’re strong enough to
shape the world to suit ourselves. Would you like that?”

“Yes.” Her eyes narrowed on Eleni’s face. “You’re different tonight.
Why?”

She shrugged. “I can’t stay the same all the time. We all change,
Riley. Sometimes life changes us. I just found out that I have to choose
a husband and I'm not certain that pleases me.”

“Then don’t do it.”

She chuckled. “But what if I miss something interesting if I don’t?
I've never been afraid of taking a chance. You mustn’t be, either.” She
leaned back on her stool. “But we won’t talk about it now. Perhaps
Il tell you how it worked out the next time we’re together. Or perhaps
not, maybe I'll have wonderful secrets that I won’t want to share.”

“You’ll tell me,” Riley said flatly. “How can we shape the world
to suit ourselves if you keep secrets from me?”

“Tiue.” Eleni was grinning again. “But for now you have to
tell me your secrets. Start at the beginning of your day and tell me
everything. How fast did you run? Did you see any new, wonderful
creatures? What about your endurance? I've told you that’s just as
important. Share with me, Riley.” Her smile was luminous as she

coaxed, “And I promise I'll always share with you . ..”
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