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  This book is dedicated to anyone who has lost a loved one, only to find them again when they least expect it to happen.




  Chapter 1




  Jayden returned to the sleeping place for the builders of the mounds. He was glad that the days were now shorter. It meant soon his two-year service to ‘The Sun’ would end and he could return to his father’s workshop. His only regret was that when he left, his sister, Javion, would take his place. If he could, he would gladly take her turn doing the backbreaking work of mound building.




  The whispered word that was spreading through the builders was that ‘The Sun’ was very ill. With his death a ‘New Sun’ would rise to take his place. Jayden knew it would be one of the old man’s male children, but which one was still a mystery. If he still lived with his parents he would surely know the answer. His father had a close relationship with the priests that resided atop the sacred mound with ‘The Sun’.




  “Did you hear?” Garva asked when Jayden sat down next to her at the fire. She looked as though she was ready to burst into tears or worse yet, run as far away from Cahokia City as possible.




  “Did I hear what?” he questioned, uncertain what could have her so agitated.




  “‘The Sun’ has requested that twelve maidens sacrifice not only their virginity, but also their lives, to serve him in the afterlife.”




  Garva’s words shocked Jayden. Each year ‘The Sun’ demanded a maiden be taken to the top of the sacred mound. It was said that once ‘The Sun’ had satisfied himself with her she was passed from priest to priest until she produced a child. If that child was a girl, both mother and child were sacrificed. If a boy child was born, the woman would nurture him until he was taken by the priests to join their ranks.




  If Flores, the girl who had been promised to him, had not denied the request of ‘The Sun’, it was possible she would still be alive. Instead, she had denied the request and, along with both of her parents, was banished from the city. Jayden had just begun his service to the mound builders when her remains had been found.




  He could not help but wonder how many of the twelve maidens who would be taken to satisfy ‘The Sun’ were promised to others. If they were, the men would be like him, returning with no woman promised to them in marriage.




  “‘The Old Sun’ has died! ‘The New Sun’ has risen to take his place!”




  Jayden listened to the proclamation the crier repeated over and over again. As he did, he turned to glance at Garva. In her eyes, through the tears that ran down her cheeks, he saw terror.




  “What if I am one of the maidens chosen for this?” she asked, her hands trembling and her shoulders shaking with heart-wrenching sobs.




  “I do not think you have reason to be concerned. It is entirely possible that the maidens who are chosen have known of their fate since it was announced that ‘The Old Sun’ was ill. I can only pray that the sacrifices will be made quickly and with little pain to the young women who will be taken.”




  Before the darkness completely covered the city, word of the impending sacrifices had reached Jayden’s ears. The twelve maidens had been taken to the wooden circle and with the dawning the first sacrifice would take place. All of Cahokia City was ordered to assemble at the wooden circle at dawn each day to witness the sacrifice. Once the first sacrifice was completed the people would engage in twelve days of celebration in which no work would be done. It would come as a welcome relief from the work they did on a daily basis, even if the circumstances were horrifying.




  Jayden dreaded having to witness such a thing, but he knew disobedience could bring certain death to the offender. ‘The Sun’ was the manifestation of God on earth and to not show proper respect was punishable by either death at the hands of the priests, or banishment to face the fierce animals of the forest. Either way, life would end. Disobedience was not worth the chance he would be taking.




  Sleep remained at bay for those in the sleeping quarters of the mound builders. Everybody was certain they knew one, if not more, of the maidens. As much as they all wished to avoid seeing the sacrifices, Jayden knew they all harbored the same fears as him. No one wanted to be accused of not following the instructions of ‘The Sun’.




  All around him Jayden heard comments on the lovely maidens who awaited sacrifice. There was very little about his life he did not relish, but sacrifice was the one thing he could not abide. Had he not lost Flores because of her refusal to sacrifice her virginity to ‘The Sun’?




  He looked around at those who were gathered. How many young men were suffering because the woman they had been promised to would lose not only her virginity but also her life over the next twelve days?




  At last he made his way to the outer edge of the wooden circle. Ahead of him he could see the naked backside of a young woman. Her hair hung down below her buttocks. Someone had combed the night tangles from it, as it hung smooth and black against her bronze skin.




  Off to one side, he saw the girl’s parents. Although he knew few people in the city, he recognized her father easily. He was the chief mound builder, the overseer of all the young men and women who worked day and night to do the bidding of ‘The Sun’ and build the mounds in his honor.




  “Why must our daughter be the first?” he heard the girl’s mother ask in protest.




  “Do not question ‘The Sun’, you foolish woman,” her husband said. “Do you want to bring shame upon our household? The honor is not in first or last. The honor is in being chosen as a gift to ‘The Sun’.”




  Jayden knew that the woman did not relish losing her daughter, but she could easily give her husband a death sentence for questioning ‘The Sun’. Did she not know that such an action could be seen as a reason for banishment? If that happened, her entire family could be taken outside the walls of the city and left without weapons to the mercy of the wild animals. If they managed to escape the animals, the Wanderers would surely put the meat from their bones into the cooking pots for a great feast. It was well known that the nomadic tribes that passed just outside of the city walls each year enjoyed feasting on the bodies of any of the people of Cahokia City who were foolish enough to leave the protection of the stockade without weapons to defend themselves.




  Drums beat in the distance and Jayden turned toward the sound. In the distance he saw a line of priests descending the sacred mound. On their shoulders they carried the body of ‘The Old Sun’.




  

    

      The Sun has died


      And gone to the heavens.


      His first-born man-child


      Has risen to take his place.


      The virgins who


      Stand before us


      Have come to serve


      ‘The Old Sun’ in death.


      Their virginity will be


      A gift to the gods.


      May ‘The Old Sun’


      Enjoy their delights


      As he reigns with them


      In the highest heavens.


      May ‘The Old Sun’


      Be comforted in the afterlife.


      May ‘The New Sun’


      Rejoice as he takes


      Their virginity and declares


      Them worthy to be his


      Father’s handmaidens.


    


  




  Ahead of Jayden, the girl who was to be first trembled with fearful anticipation of what ‘The New Sun’ would do to her.




  He glanced around the circle at the remainder of the maidens. Each shivered in the chill of the early morning air. Each shook with fear at the fate that awaited them.




  From the corner of his eye, he saw something that made his blood run cold and his heart pound in anger. His sister, Javion, was tethered to the post that had been erected in the center of the wooden circle. He jerked his head quickly and blinked several times to make certain it was her. How could he survive watching ‘The Sun’ take the life from her body? From her position within the circle it was evident that she was to be the main sacrifice, and her death would be witnessed by all of the people of Cahokia City.




  She turned, and when she saw him, tears began to flow down her cheeks. Oh, Jayden. Her telepathic message rang in his ears. This is not of my choosing. Pray to the gods that I be saved from this fate. I dare not petition this from our father, but I do know you, of anyone, will understand. For the love you had for Flores, pray for me.




  Jayden turned away. He knew he would pray, but no amount of petitions to the gods would change the declaration of ‘The Sun’.




  “It is time for the first sacrifice to be made,” ‘The Sun’ declared, in a voice that echoed off the mounds. For those at the back of the crowd, lesser priests were repeating the holy words for the masses.




  The daughter of the Chief Mound Builder began to whimper and then to sob as the priests approached her. They untied the tether from her neck and she turned as though ready to bolt. Before she could run from the circle, two priests grabbed her. As they dragged her toward the main mound, the crowd cheered. This was the very thing they had come to see. If the girls went willingly to the sacrifice the people would be sorely disappointed.




  Beside him the wife of the Chief Mound Builder sobbed as though her heart would break. He knew it must be hard to lose a child, but to show such heartbreak was unthinkable.




  “Be still,” her husband warned in a hushed tone. “The priests are watching us.”




  “The priests are going to kill my daughter. Do not tell me to be still!”




  An older man elbowed his way through the crowd and stood by her side. “She is my granddaughter and I am pleased my wife did not live to see this day, but the choice of your daughter for sacrifice is a great honor. Do not dishonor your daughter and husband with this display.”




  Before the woman could reply, two priests were standing in front of her. “Seize this woman,” a third priest commanded. “She has brought dishonor upon her family.”




  “Where are you taking my wife?”




  “A new wife will be provided for you, Builder. This woman is not worthy of her position. She will be taken to the top of the mound to witness your daughter’s sacrifice. Once there, she will become the property of ‘The Sun’, for the pleasure of the lesser priests, for she is not worthy of the attentions of ‘The Sun’.”




  The wife of the Chief Mound Builder screamed as the priests pulled her from her husband’s arms. To most of the people gathered, her screams mingled with those of her daughter and were lost as the priests took her to the north side of the mound, away from the eyes of the people.




  As much as Jayden did not like the Chief Mound Builder, he could not help but feel sorry for the man. He knew the feeling of loss and this man’s loss had been doubled in the blink of an eye.




  The screams of mother and daughter soon became farther and farther away. Jayden marveled at how the Chief Mound builder stood watching when his heart must be breaking.




  The attention of the crowd was soon diverted to the procession that took the body of ‘The Old Sun’ to the burial mound that had been prepared for him. The rumor was that the burial bed was lined with shells, buttons and arrowheads. How ironic that the work of Javion’s hands would compliment her sacrifice.




  With the other inhabitants of Cahokia City, Jayden made his way to the waiting mound. All around him the priests sang the burial song until everybody knew the words and were able to join in. The chant echoed off the mounds and certainly carried far beyond the stockade and across the great river.




  With twenty thousand voices lifting the song heavenward, surely the gods would welcome ‘The Old Sun’, as well as those who would make the journey to the afterworld with him.




  The tone of the chant changed and people separated to allow the body of the first sacrifice to be brought to the burial mound. An ugly wound caked with blood covered her chest. Even from a distance, her virgin’s blood was evident on her thighs. To look at the girl’s face, one would think she slumbered peacefully instead of having experienced a violent death at the hands of the priests who were loyal to ‘The Sun’.




  When the girl’s body was placed in the mound, ‘The New Sun’ declared twelve days of feasting. During this time no work would be done. At each dawning the people were requested to return to the wooden circle to give witness to yet another young woman’s sacrifice.




  With the final sacrifice—Javion’s sacrifice—each person would go to the area where the dirt to build the mounds was found. Each would fill one container with dirt and take it to the burial mound in order to cover the remains of ‘The Sun’ and his handmaidens.




  Since no work would be done for the next twelve days, Jayden made his way to the home of his parents. The sorrow he expected to find at the fate Javion was to suffer was not there. Instead of shedding tears over the inevitable loss of their youngest daughter, his parents rejoiced over the fact that they had been honored to have their daughter chosen.




  “Do you have no concept of what lies in store for Javion?” Jayden asked.




  “Of course we do. She will be honored as the last of the virgins to be sacrificed to join ‘The Sun’ as his handmaiden. Because of her sacrifice, our standing in the city will be elevated. You also will benefit, as you will be promised to a woman of high standing who will compliment someone of your prominence.”




  “What of a promised husband for Javion?”




  “She is promised to ‘The Sun’. Because of their union, many more stars will grace the heavens.”




  “Did you not see the daughter of the Chief Mound Builder after her sacrifice? How can you rejoice that this will be the fate of Javion and the others?”




  “You are still young, Jayden,” his father said, putting his hand on Jayden’s shoulder. “You see only what is the sacrifice and not the impact this will have upon the future. Javion’s sacrifice will secure a high status for your children, as well as those of your brothers and sisters. The standing your mother and I enjoy has been elevated because of Javion being chosen for this honor.”




  “I care not for the future. I am certain Javion does not look forward to what is planned for her. I do not want to lose my sister.”




  “Then you are a selfish fool,” his father declared. “How can you deny the people this blessing for your own desires?”




  “Javion is your daughter. How can you sanction this terrible thing?”




  Javion watched as his mother, Sajyen, got to her feet and made her way to his side. “Your father does not mean to imply that we do not mourn the loss of your sister. Over the years we have seen the anguish of too many families over their reaction to the loss of their daughters to sacrifice, either sexual or that of their lives. We have come to understand this is a necessary evil if our people are to survive and prosper. Once we came to view it in such a way, we realized it is a great honor to a family to have a daughter chosen. I saw what happened to the wife of the Chief Mound Builder this morning. As much as I do not want to lose my daughter, I have no desire to spend the rest of my life as a prostitute for untrained priests.”




  “I am sorry to have questioned your judgment in this matter. It shocked me to see Javion tethered in the center of the wooden circle this morning. Since no one is to speak to those who are being sacrificed, I will visit daily and say good-bye through the powers that are within my mind.”




  For the first time, his mother’s demeanor cracked. Tears of frustration and loss bathed her cheeks. He knew this was something that would not be mentioned again. It would not be wise for the leaders, both spiritual and political, to know of his mother’s true feelings regarding the mandatory sacrifice.




  Chapter 2




  Each morning Jayden went to the wooden circle. Whenever he could make eye contact with Javion, he did his best to mentally communicate with her. Each day her silent response was the same. Pray that somehow I am saved from the fate of my friends.




  Although he prayed for her salvation, he knew it would do no good. With each sacrifice the crowd became more and more excited. By the time the last girl who had been tethered around the outer edge of the circle gave her life to the knife of the priests, they were hungry to see the actual act, rather than the body brought down by the priests.




  He had heard many stories of such sacrifices that had been done in the past. One such story told how the people had been so hungry for blood they had torn the woman to shreds before she could be placed in the burial mound. He was certain the story had been exaggerated. Even so, the thought of an angry crowd doing such a thing to Javion made his stomach roil with anxiety.




  While his friends enjoyed the reprieve from the backbreaking work of mound building and gorged themselves on the food that was bountiful, Jayden found his hands ached to return to work. To compensate, he spent long hours in his father’s workshop forcing the flint to do his bidding. Even with the hard work, sleep remained a stranger and the food his mother set before him went untouched.




  “You must eat something,” his mother insisted. “Tomorrow will end the celebration. With the next dawning you will be expected to return to the service of the Chief Mound Builder. You cannot do the work that you are assigned if you do not eat.”




  To appease his mother, Jayden picked at the food. Beyond the walls of his parents’ home the sky was illuminated by a flash of lightning followed almost immediately by the loudest roll of thunder he had ever heard. The storm that was certain to follow promised to be one of the worst ones he had ever witnessed.




  Thoughts of Javion enduring the fury of the storm with no one as a companion tore at his heart. He knew going to her side was not an option, for the priests would know of his presence and his punishment would be harsh. The sacrifices were tethered in the circle and left alone for a reason. The solitude gave them time to contemplate the reasons for that which would soon take place.




  After the initial brilliant flash, the night became eerily quiet. No rain fell and even the wind ceased to blow. Jayden contemplated the odd turn of events but could come to no decision as to what they meant. Was it possible that the gods did not sanction the actions of ‘The Sun’ and his priests?




  Throughout the night Jayden sat in his father’s workshop, engaged in prayer. Before the sun crested the eastern horizon he washed himself and dressed in his finest clothes. It was important that Javion’s family looked their best, as every eye in the city would be trained on them and how they reacted to seeing the sacrifice being made.




  It came as a surprise to find his parents, as well as his brothers and sisters, assembled in front of his parents’ home as the first rays of sunlight crept over the stockade wall.




  “This will not be an easy day for any of us,” his father declared. “Unlike the sacrifices of the past eleven days, all of those from the city will watch as not only Javion’s virginity but also her life is taken this morning. We must show no emotion over this.”




  Jayden could feel the tension building within the minds of his brothers and sisters. Death was natural. It had touched them all at other times, but never like this. He and he alone was the only one to lose someone close because of ‘The Sun’. Everyone in the city would monitor the emotions of his entire family when the sacrifice took place. Keeping their thoughts to themselves was important.




  They made their way to the wooden circle as a group. His mother and sisters would be responsible for combing the night tangles from Javion’s hair, while his father, brothers and himself would pray for the priests to do what must be done quickly and with mercy.




  “Where is she?” The priest who ran toward them asked. “What have you done with her?”




  “Of what do you speak?” Jayden’s oldest brother asked.




  “You know what I ask. Where is the girl, Javion?”




  “She is tethered at the center of the wooden circle,” his father said.




  “She was there last night, but this morning she is gone. Which one of you has taken her?”




  Jayden could feel the hairs on the back of his neck stand up in fear. This priest was accusing them of defiling the sacrifice. For such an act the punishment was much greater than anything the wife of the Chief Mound Builder would be forced to endure, for it would mean they could lose their lives.




  “No one from this family has taken her,” his father declared.




  “It is said that your younger son has been at the forefront of the spectators each day of the sacrifices. It is well known that your two youngest children are closer than most. Perhaps he has stolen her from ‘The Sun’ in an attempt to spare her life.”




  “I have been at the forefront to spend as much time in the presence of my sister as possible,” Jayden protested. “Attendance is mandatory or is that not what the declaration of ‘The Sun’ meant? After this morning I knew I would never see her again.”




  “Then you do not approve of the sacrifice?”




  Jayden did not answer immediately. To agree with the priest could easily cost him his life. “I understand the need for the sacrifices. It is only fitting that ‘The Sun’ should be accommodated in the afterlife. I have watched the daily sacrifices and have rejoiced with the people of the city. ‘The Sun’ should be well pleased with the sacrifices, for the maidens have all been young and beautiful.”




  “As was the woman who was promised to be your wife. She was chosen to serve ‘The Sun’ and refused him. It was a fatal mistake. Perhaps you still harbor ill feelings because of it.”




  Jayden felt like an animal caught in a trap. How could this priest have known of his connection with Flores? “As you must know, I had only just learned of the promise made by my parents and hers. Although we did know each other, we were not in love, for everyone knows love rarely comes prior to marriage. I am still young and it is a certainty that my parents will soon make a suitable match for me. With my sister’s sacrifice, our family’s status will be raised noticeably. It is entirely possible that chosen wife will be a good match for me.”




  Jayden prayed the priest would accept the half-truth and spare his life.




  “For one so young, you speak well,” the priest said. “A search of the city is being made. If the girl is not found, the decision of ‘The Sun’ will be binding.”




  The priest left and Jayden felt as though his legs would give out on him. He did not know if he would be able to make it back to his parents’ home without assistance.




  “Did you have anything to do with your sister’s disappearance?” his father asked, once they were inside and away from the priest who could easily be listening to their conversation.




  “How can you ask such a question, Father? As much as I disapprove of the sacrifice of young maidens, I would never interfere. Such action would put everyone in the city in danger. There is no one in the city who does not know that the wishes of ‘The Sun’ are sacred.”




  “I pray the words you speak are the truth and not the half-truth you told the priest. If you are telling us a lie, you have put all of our lives in danger.”




  The impact of his father’s accusations, coupled with Jayden’s lack of sleep and inability to eat, made the world around him begin to spin out of control. “I-I…” Darkness cut off the remainder of his words.




  * * * *




  Conscious thought returned with someone washing his face with a wet cloth. When he opened his eyes, he realized he was in his own bed in his parents’ home, surrounded by his brothers, sisters, and parents.




  “We thought the word of the priest had taken the life from your body,” his older brother said.




  “Perhaps it would have been best if that is what had happened. I fear Javion’s disappearance will touch every person in the city. I can only pray she will be found.”




  “Then you are telling us you had no part in this?” his oldest sister asked.




  “Do you think I would risk the lives of our entire family by defying ‘The Sun’?”




  “To save Javion’s life, nothing you would do could surprise me,” his father commented. “The two of you have always been closer than any of our other children.”




  “That is because only two years separates us in age. I would be a liar if I were to say that I am not distressed about what is happening to her. Can any of you say differently?”




  Before anyone could answer, his mother brought him a cup of broth from the cooking fire. “We all must eat for we need to maintain our strength for the days that are before us. If Jayden is correct, Javion’s disappearance will be the cause of great suffering in this city. Life for us will never be the same.”




  Jayden sipped the broth his mother gave him. As he did, he realized what his mother was saying mirrored his feeling far too closely.




  * * * *




  On the dawning of the third day since Javion’s disappearance, word spread through the city that at midday everyone was to gather at the wooden circle.




  “I fear this gathering will not bode well for the people,” Jayden’s father said as they broke their fast. “What is our daughter thinking of by disappearing without a trace?”




  “I do not think she left of her own accord,” his mother said. “How could she escape when she was securely bound? Perhaps ‘The Sun’ has enemies within the city and they have taken her away.”




  Jayden could hold his tongue no longer. “You know that Javion and I have always had a strong psychic connection. On the morning of the first sacrifice, she begged me to pray to the gods for her deliverance. Each morning thereafter she begged for the same thing. I have prayed diligently. Is it so wrong to think that the gods heard my petitions and, in their disapproval of these sacrifices, have decided to spare her life?”




  The veins in his father’s neck stood out as he struck Jayden in anger. “Your words are blasphemy. How could you even think that the gods would disapprove of the edicts of their own chosen one?”




  Jayden rubbed his cheek that burned from the force of his father’s blow. “Can you think of any other answer to the strange occurrences involving Javion? I know of no one in the city who would be foolish enough to defy the ruling of ‘The Sun’. Even if he does have enemies, which I doubt, no one would consider angering the gods that we all serve and revere.”




  Jayden knew his parents were having a problem believing that the gods had, indeed, taken pity on their youngest daughter and spared her life.




  It took no time at all for Jayden’s brothers and sisters to gather at their father’s home in order to go to the wooden circle as a family. It was all Jayden could do to force his legs to take him in the right direction. Deep within his soul he knew the priests would demand his life in place of Javion’s. Although, what good he would be to ‘The Sun’ in the afterlife was a mystery.




  Amid the sea of humanity making its way to the wooden circle, Jayden was surprised when one of the priests escorted him to the front of the crowd. He was told to stand in the same position he had stood in on the eleven mornings he watched the sacrifices, and mutely communicated with Javion.




  All around him people speculated on why they had been assembled. The feeling of dread that had been Jayden’s constant companion since the morning Javion disappeared weighed even heavier on his mind.




  Drums began to beat, causing all conversations to cease. Everyone turned toward the main mound. As they did they saw a line of priests making their way toward the wooden circle. Within their midst stood ‘The Sun’. It was the first time many of the people had seen ‘The New Sun’ in his magnificent robes, since he had been in mourning for his father. In reverence, the people fell to their knees and bowed low.




  When ‘The Sun’ finally ended his regal walk, he stood in the center of the circle. Once he did, the priests commanded the people to stand.




  “A terrible thing has happened. One of the maidens who was to be sent to the afterlife with my father has disappeared before her journey could begin. We have searched the city and questioned everyone, but she has not been found. Tomorrow night the new moon will grace the heavens. Beginning tomorrow morning, ten people will be sacrificed in her stead. This will continue until she is found or the next new moon rises. My decision is binding. The priests will pass among you and choose the first ten sacrifices. After each sacrifice the practice will be repeated. If anyone is harboring her, it is best that they bring her forth and save the suffering of the families who will lose one of their own in the sacrifice. This has not been an easy decision. I have spent many days in prayer and communication with the gods to reach it. This is the time I should have spent mourning for my father, but the needs of the people come first. Unless the gods are satisfied, the people will suffer.”




  Before the meaning of the words spoken by ‘The Sun’ could sink in, Jayden was seized by two of the priests. They bound his hands and attached a tether to his neck. Roughly they pulled him to the center of the wooden circle and tied him to the post that had held his sister prisoner. Around him nine men and women were similarly bound and attached to the poles around the circle.




  “This is your fault,” the man who stood directly in front of him accused, once the crowd was dismissed. “If your sister had not disappeared, our lives would have been spared. Where are you hiding her?”




  “I am not hiding her anywhere,” Jayden protested.




  “If you know who is hiding her, tell the priests, save our lives as well as yours,” a woman on the other side of the circle pleaded.




  “If I knew where she was I would not allow this atrocity to occur. Do you think I would put the lives of my neighbors and myself in danger? Do you believe I would forfeit my own life so easily?”




  “Javion is your sister, surely she asked you to help her,” someone else called.




  “You all know it is forbidden to communicate with those chosen for sacrifice. If she had been able to speak with me her request would have been for prayers to the gods to spare her life.”




  “What good are prayers when ‘The Sun’ communicates with the gods daily? Surely they would listen to him before they would listen to someone as insignificant as you and your sister. Perhaps the reason she escaped is that she had a lover who has taken her virginity. If that is the case, he would have helped her.”




  Jayden made no return comment. He preferred to think that the gods had answered his prayers rather than that his sister had broken the laws and lost her virginity before marriage.




  Throughout the day people came to the wooden circle. Many were family members of those imprisoned within the circle. With verbal communication forbidden, Jayden knew mental thoughts were being transferred.




  Sadly, his family was missing from those who milled around the outer rim of the circle. Surely they too believed the accusations of the priests. His mind turned to the long days Javion spent tethered to this very spot. During those days, he had seen his family at the back of the crowd. Only he stood at the forefront. It was no wonder the priests had accused him.




  The sun was sinking behind the horizon just past the great river. Soon darkness would encompass the land and with the rising sun, Jayden knew he would cease to exist. His prayers to the gods increased both in quantity and intensity.




  Suddenly, from nowhere, a brilliant streak of lightning flashed across the sky. As it did, thunder rumbled and the skin beneath his bindings burned. The sheer force of the natural phenomena forced him to his knees and the bliss of unconsciousness.




  Chapter 3




  The burning sensation of Jayden’s skin lessened as he slowly regained consciousness. He forced his eyes to open. As he did, he realized it was darker than it had been only moments earlier.




  It took a moment for his eyes to focus. When they did, the wooden circle was gone, as were the people imprisoned with him only moments earlier.




  He raised his hands to rub his eyes. To his amazement the bindings no longer restricted his wrists and the tether from his neck was gone. He remembered the burning sensation just before the blackness closed in on him. Had some force beyond his control burned the bindings that held him fast?




  In the distance he heard the soft sobs of a woman. It was apparent she was frightened, but of what? Had evil spirits taken hold of the world?




  Unrestricted, he walked toward the sound. It amazed him that the wooden circle where he had been imprisoned was gone, as well as those who had stood with him. Even more amazing was the fact that the city had disappeared. Perhaps in the confusion of the thunder and lightning, he had been taken from the circle. If so, it had to have been done by the same person who took Javion. He had to find her in order to tell her of the danger that awaited both of them if they returned to the city.




  In the dwindling light of evening, he saw two people standing in the distance. It was evident they were a man and a woman. It took only an instant for him to recognize his sister.




  “Javion!” he called.




  The woman turned in his direction. As she did, her sobs became louder and more fearful. The sound of them tore at his heart.




  “Javion!”




  Before his eyes, she slumped into the man’s arms. Surely this was the man who had stolen her away from the wooden circle and brought such suffering upon the people.




  Jayden’s emotions did battle with each other. On one hand he wanted to warn her of the danger that awaited them in the city. In contrast, he knew it was his duty to return her to ‘The Sun’. By doing so he would save the lives of the nine people who had shared the circle with him, to say nothing of the others who would be expected to give their lives over the next moon cycle.




  No matter what loyalty he felt toward his friends and neighbors, blood won out. Seeing Javion being lowered to the ground by the giant of a man made the decision for him. It mattered not that the man towered over him, or that with the dawning those left in the circle would lose their lives. What mattered was that, miraculously, he was free of his restraints and able to warn Javion of the fate that awaited her. When the priests found them both of their lives would end. Perhaps there was time for the two of them to disappear into the forest and never be found.




  “Get away from Javion!” Jayden shouted.




  The man stared at him as though he did not understand what he had just said. “Did you hear me? Get away from her!”




  “I will not allow you to harm her,” the man replied, not moving from his position beside Javion’s prone body.




  Jayden thought of the many fights he had seen erupt between the young men building the mounds. In preparation, he crouched, ready to spring into action and catch his enemy off guard.




  He took advantage of the man’s protective stance and began to run toward him. As was his plan, he caught the man by surprise. In one swift movement, his enemy lay on his back on the ground. With survival utmost in his mind, Jayden threw punch after punch, until someone grabbed him from behind and pulled him from the man who lay beneath him.




  “What is going on here?”




  Although the man spoke in a language that should have been foreign to him, Jayden understood every word.




  “Let me go,” Jayden spat. To his amazement, his words were in the strange language that it was impossible for him to know.




  “Who is this man?” another man asked as he stepped into Jayden’s line of vision.




  “He is like Javion,” Jayden’s enemy said as he got to his feet. The fact that the man rubbed his jaw to ease the pain cause by Jayden’s blows pleased him. “He has traveled through time to take her back to the fate that was planned for her. She told me he was a priest before—”




  The man stopped speaking mid-sentence and turned back to where Javion lay on the ground. As he did Jayden was given a clear view of his sister and ached to rush to her side. He strained against the man who held him in a tight grip. “Let me go,” he demanded for the second time. “Javion is in danger. I have to save her. They are looking everywhere for her.”




  His words caused his enemy to turn back and look at him intently. “Who are you?”




  Frustration made him give up his fight. By disclosing his identity, he was putting his own life in danger. “I am Jayden. Javion is my sister. As you certainly must know, when she disappeared, the priests searched everywhere for her. When she was not found, ‘The Sun’ declared that since it was the evening before the new moon, ten people would be sacrificed each morning until the next new moon rises, or until Javion is returned. With the dawning I am to be the first to give my life.”




  For the first time, the reality of his words, coupled with his miraculous escape, caused him to allow his body to go limp against the restraining hold of his captor.




  “Oh my god!”




  Jayden looked at the woman who knelt beside Javion and had just uttered the words that caused everyone to turn in her direction. Jayden’s captor loosened his grip.




  “What is it, Kit?” one of the men questioned as he rushed to her side.




  “Javion is the reason for the massacre.”




  “What do you mean?” the man asked, before Jayden could force the same question from his throat.




  Before the woman answered, Javion stirred and moaned. Jayden wanted to go to her but the first words to pass her lips stopped him short.




  “Do not let him take me back.”




  “This man will do you no harm,” the man he had just fought with assured his sister. “He has been transported through time for the same reason as you. This is your brother, Jayden. The man called ‘The Sun’ has demanded many people be sacrificed in your place. Jayden was to have been the first.”




  “Jayden is here?”




  Jayden was afraid to act on his impulse to hurry to her side until the first man he encountered motioned him to come to comfort her. As he got closer, he saw a light of recognition in her brown eyes.
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