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Tarja kept her face deep in her hood as she looked to her left and right. The sun had set three turns of the hourglass past and she came to the door where no torch burned. Still, if she were discovered she would be hard pressed to explain herself. Even worse, she would bring suspicion and shame upon Karl.

Seeing no one, she tested the latch on the door that led into the hillside and could not hide her smile as it lifted without so much as a squeak. She pushed the door open, cautioning herself to slowness, and slipped in before the faint light from within could spill out into the back yard of the small chapel of Leander. She pulled the door shut behind her and winced as the stout oak bumped against the door frame.

Tarja held her breath and waited. She counted to ten and then did it again to be certain she was not discovered. She let out her breath in a sigh and took a step into the dimly lit cellar. A scuff from a shelf to her right made her heart leap into her chest. 

Ruben, Karl's enormous long haired cat, leapt from the shelf and landed on the third step that led up from the cool cellar. Tarja's hand flew to her mouth to stifle her gasp and then she smiled and shook her head.

"Silly cat," she admonished the priest's pet in a whisper as it stared at her and flicked its tail back and forth. "You gave me a start!"

The cat yawned, displaying sharp teeth and a long pin tongue.

"Shoo," she said and waved her hand.

The cat ignored her to the point she had to pull up her dress and step over it to climb the stairs. She paused at the top and glanced back down. She blocked most of the light coming under the door and through the cracks between the aged planks in the door. Ruben's eyes glowed with what light there was, sending a shiver down her spine.

Tarja turned back to the door and opened it without a sound. It was old and worn with age, but Karl kept it well oiled. She stepped into the main room of the priest's humble quarters and reached back to shut the door. The door stopped with inches to go and she earned an indignant meow from Ruben. He shouldered his way through the door and glared at her before turning and heading into the kitchen to where a bowl of water was on the floor for him.

Tarja took another breath to calm her racing heart and finished shutting the door. She turned away and saw Karl, her village's priest, sleeping in his chair. A cup, no doubt with only a few swallows of wine left in the bottom, was sitting on the table beside him. An open book rose and fell with each heavy breath he took.

Tarja licked her lips and padded across the floor. She glanced to her right where the door to his bedroom was open. She reached down and pulled her dress up. She exposed herself to him, though he slept through her disrobing. Unseen behind her, Ruben paused while cleaning himself to watch her. Her long legs were smooth and strong from a lifetime spent as her father's only child. Someone had to help him with the farm and she was all he had.

In spite of her chores, or perhaps because of it, her skirts rose above her waist and showed hips that were wide and strong. Her belly was small again, though not nearly as tight as the girls that could afford the finer corsets. 

She pulled the dress over her head and shoulders and let it fall to the floor behind her, baring her large breasts and hair that looked every bit as red and alive as the fire in Karl's hearth. She took a deep breath, letting her breasts rise and fall, and then smiled.

Without warning she slipped into his lap on the chair. He snorted and jerked, stopping only because she weighed him down. He blinked a few times and focused on her. A smile split his face and he chuckled.

Tarja picked up his book and placed it upon the table beside his cup. She turned back to him and reached up to place her finger on his lips.

"Do you remember I first approached you for counseling?"

He nodded but did not speak.

She continued as though he'd forgotten. "I was afraid of being chosen for the spring sacrifice. You hemmed and hawed and explained that I was a pure and good girl, no matter what the jealous people whispered about my hair and beauty— your words, not mine. You told me the pure ones were the most desired by the saints."

Her finger slid down from his lips to his chest. She dragged it across his simple brown priest's robe as she spoke. "I begged you to help me. Take my innocence. Dirty my purity. Mark me as unwanted. But you resisted. You would not touch me until I'd worn you down and finally given you no choice. The wine I plied you with certainly helped, but I was determined to not be denied. Yet even in your defeat you tried to treat me with dignity. You insisted I remain a maiden and no matter what I said or did, you would not be denied."

He sighed and she slid her hand inside his robe and gave it a tug to loosen it so her hand could go lower.

"You showed me things I never knew could be done. Not between a man and a woman, at least. It was... I don’t know, strange, maybe? At first, I mean. Painful too, that first time, but I know that is the way of things. Through it all, you promised me the saints would not want me. That was what I needed to hear. Armed with that knowledge I could endure anything, but you made it so it wasn't a chore, but a treat. The pain faded and it was replaced with joy. I thought this was the saints at work, showing me that I was meant for more. The pleasure was my reward for finding my own way in the world. For ensuring I could do what I was meant to do. And you were right, the saints chose another young girl for the sacrifice."

Karl groaned as her hand worked on him. 

"Then came the fall harvest and with it another sacrifice. I returned to you the night before, seeking out your council again. There was little pretense that time, and we did again what we had done before. I was ready for you this time. No surprises, just the joy of knowing I was doing what the saints wanted. Once again another was chosen, though I was filled with fear when the divine light that hovered before us hesitated overly long in front of me before moving on to mark Bondi as the chosen one."

"Bondi," he slurred under her administrations.

Tarja smiled and wet her lips again. "The following spring I feared I would be chosen— it had seemed to close before. I came to you with my fears and convinced you I needed more. I needed to be dirty in the eyes of the saints. Undesired. I convinced you to take me as a man would take a wife, even though we could not wed. I knew the saints approved when I felt as though I died on your bed and was sacrificed on your spear."

Karl chuckled and then groaned as her grip tightened.

"That was a year ago," she said. "I've been coming here once a moon, sometimes more, to be sure the saints will never make the mistake of thinking me chaste or pure. This is the last choosing I will attend. After the harvest I will be too old. Too old and yet no man has claimed me save you. What will happen to me, Karl? Will you continue to share the saint's pleasure with me, or am I to be cast aside for another supplicant?"

Karl groaned. "I'm a priest, Tarja—"

She leaned in and kissed him, stealing his breath before he could speak further. When she was sure he was lost in his lust for her she pulled back and said, "Speak no more of it until after. I need to feel this... feel you."

Karl nodded and moaned in approval as she pulled his robes apart and exposed him. She moved above him and steadied him with her hand before she sank down upon him and hilted him in a single motion.

"Sweet saints of light," Karl groaned.

Tarja moaned with him and gave herself over to her lusts. His hands held her hips tight while she rose and fell on him. All thoughts of stealth we gone as their flesh slapped against one another wetly and her voice rose. Karl had enough presence of mind to press his hand to her mouth. 

She shook her head free of him and collapsed on him, burying her mouth in his shoulder and sucking on his flesh as she continued to mount him faster and harder until they were breathless and shaking and could take no more.
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“You’ll be fine,” Tarja reassured the girl on her right, Kirsten. She was three harvests younger and this was her first ceremony.

Kirsten looked at Tarja and bit her lip. She tried to smile but couldn’t make her lips lift. “This is your last? How did you make it?”

“Prayer helped,” Tarja admitted even though she knew her exact method of communing with the saints would shock the younger girl. She looked her up and down in the near shapeless robes they were and saw a few wisps of her wheat colored hair escaping her cowl. She had the slender body of youth. Too much youth, either she had not yet begun to flower or she was cursed with a body that would never turn a boy’s head. “You’re Frieda’s daughter?”

“Yes.”

Frieda had come to town when Tarja was just a girl. She knew nothing of Frieda’s circumstances, only that she was with child when she arrived— with child and without husband. Chathm took her on as a barmaid and she served there still today.

It was whispered that Chathm had taken Frieda in out of more than the kindness of his heart. Tarja wasn’t sure. She’d visited the inn many times with her father taking milk and grain and Chathm was always proper and warm. The only time she’d seen a touch of meanness in him was when some of the Blackhawks had made boastful threats against some locals. He’d threatened to throw them out and never serve a Blackhawk again.

Tarja leaned over towards Kirsten and whispered, “I sought council with Father Karl. What better person to ask than the man closest to the saints?”

Kirsten’s eyes widened. “He told you what to do?”

Tarja’s cheeks flushed in a pale attempt to match her hair. “No, not like that. I just meant he explained that the saints cherish the pure and while they do listen our prayers, we cannot know what it is that they want. Our mortal minds cannot comprehend their needs and responsibilities. Our sacrifice is rewarded with the fertility of the valley.”

The younger supplicant’s eyes widened. “I never thought about the saints having needs... but they’re saints, don’t they have whatever they need?”

“As Karl said, it is beyond us to know what vexes the saints, nor what they need. We must have faith that to be sacrificed for our purity is a promise of greatness and peace,” Tarja continued.

Kirsten mulled the words over and glanced at the other girls gathered for the ceremony. They stood on ground that had been made holy by Karl’s ministrations. The grass was trampled by the girls, Karl, and those that had come to see the ceremony through. All told there were over a score of girls between the ages of fifteen and eighteen, as well as their families and the leaders of Skyhearth.

Tarja and Kirsten lived in the largest of the valley’s villages, Skyhearth. The same place that Father Karl lived when he was not visiting the other villages. Each village had their own ceremonies. Their own sacrifices. Tarja told Karl once she though the saints were greedy, demanding so many sacrifices. He’d pointed out that they were simple mortals, they had no idea what was necessary to keep the people of the valley safe and prosperous.

“What will you do if you are passed by again?”

Tarja started. She turned to Kirsten and took a moment to consider her question. She smiled at last. “I don’t know. My father needs me. He cannot run his farm by himself... but if I find a man he’ll want me to go with him. That’s why I have spurned the advances of boys, I fear what will happen to my father.”

“That’s very kind of you,” Kirsten said. “To deny yourself so you might help others.”

Tarja pressed her lips together. She wasn’t lying, but she wouldn’t say she’d been denying herself either. Quite the opposite, truly. Yet the saints were pleased with her or they would not have made her feel the way she did when she laid with Karl.

“Perhaps I will travel to the other villages to see if I can find a man that has no prospects of his own. Such a man might relish the chance to work a farm and one day have it be his own,” she mused.

Kirsten smiled. “I could see that... Or maybe there is no man for you. My mother has lived her life that way. It’s been hard on her, but the saints do not give us what we cannot survive.”

Tarja nodded. “I’ve thought of that too. If I could work and make enough to help my father pay for help on his farm... but such notions are for another day. Today we must pray.”

“Of course,” Kirstin agreed and bowed her head. More of her hair spilled out from her cowl as she bent her head.

Tarja studied the girl a moment longer. She was young and seemed wordly beyond her years in some ways, but naïve in others. Then again, before Tarja had met Karl she had lacked in education as well. She tucked her head and chased away the wicked thoughts that danced in her head. It took longer for her smile to fade.

They stood in their positions, twenty three young women in simple white robes that did little to keep away the chill of the mountain air. The sun crept lower and lower in the sky and their legs and backs grew weary. Tarja fought the need to stretch and move. Several of the others lacked her discipline. She kept her head bowed but noticed the movements. Every time a girl moved she was defying the saints. She was showing that she was not worthy of the gift of life.

Karl turned away from the altar and clutched the radiant sun emblem that hung from his necklace. He removed it from his neck and held it high in the air above him, catching the final rays of light before the sun would dip behind the mountains. He held the holy symbol of Leander, the saint of light and honesty. 

Tarja and the other living offerings watched as Karl performed the ritual. Tarja could not help but bask in the dying rays of the sun’s light and arched her back to capture as much of the light on her face and chest as she could. She was chosen of Leander, she was sure of it. Protected from the sacrifice for something greater. Something amazing. Perhaps life with Karl as his assistant or even protector. She was strong and had helped her father chase off both wolves and goblins. She didn’t need any more proof but if she did she need only think back to her time spent in Karl’s arms. She was certain it was Leander’s light she saw when her eyes were closed and they were swept up in the heat of their passion.

He murmured his prayer so softly Tarja and the others could not hear it, but the saints did. With the last glint of the sun’s light striking upon his holy symbol a single mote of light broke away and rose into the air.

The sparkling globe danced in the air, hovering above the grassy plain and those gathered on it. It circled, expanding with each rotation around the twenty three offerings. The spark gained speed until its third revolution, at which point it began to slow. Karl continued to pray and hold the symbol aloft while it slowed to a crawl and neared Tarja.

Tarja’s eyes widened. How could it be doing this to her? She’d been promised! She’d done everything she could to sully herself. Even more, she’d enjoyed it! She had to be cast away from the graces of the saints! Well, perhaps not the darker saints, but the good ones... they had to turn a blind eye to her.

The light moved to her, hovering over her head for an eternal moment before it moved on. She sagged and nearly collapsed as she let out a breath of relief. It took her a moment to realize the light had stopped and began to pulse. It was next to her, hovering over Kirstin.

Tarja gasped and looked on the horror stricken face of the girl. Even as she felt a wave of relief flood through her, Tarja imagined the fear in her neighbor.

She offered her a smile and said, “Rejoice, you are chosen for your innocence and purity!”

Kirstin shook her head. Tears ran down her cheeks. A murmur rose among the onlookers as the sacrifice had been chosen, yet they did not move. Likewise the light continued to pulse in stronger and stronger flashes. It had never done this in years past.

Tarja felt her eyes drawn up to the light. She stared at it and felt it dazzle her as it pulsed thrice more, brighter than ever, and then it split apart with a blinding flash that drew gasps and cries from everyone gathered.

When Tarja could see again she saw two lights flighting. One was the pure white one that hovered over Kirstin. The other was an inky blackness that moved to a position above her. It stopped, marking her with a darkness that somehow glowed darker than the dusky sky above them.

“No!” Tarja gasped. She spun on Karl. “What is this? This...this is wrong! This is darkness... I can’t be—”

“Silence!” Karl spoke, his voice booming across the plain. “The saints have spoken. Kirstin, your goodness is desired of the saints. You will be sent to them so that they might revel in your greatness.”

Tarja’s chin trembled. She wanted to shout out her protests but he’d commanded silence. He knew something... he had to. Perhaps he had a way out of this. Some trick he could pull. Some sleight that would let her escape her fate.

“Tarja, the saints have marked you as filled with sin. They demand your sacrifice to keep these people free of your darkness. Free from your taint.”

Tarja gasped. Her taint? She wasn’t tainted! She—

Karl approached the stricken girls and stood before them. He faced Tarja and searched her tear stricken face for a long moment. He sniffed and breathed, “I’m sorry, Tarja, but the saints have spoken.”

“What about me?” Kirstin whimpered.

Karl turned on her. He offered her a sad smile. “I understand your fear, child, but be at peace knowing that your sacrifice will serve your mother and all of us within the valley. Even more, you will go to the halls of the saints where greatness awaits you.”
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Greatness, it turned out, was yawing hole in the ground. Karl led the distraught girls across the valley floor. The lights hovered above them, one bright and one dark, as they walked. As eerie as the white light cast by the magical willowisp above Kirstin was, the orb of glowing darkness above Tarja was far worse. It sucked the light from the very air around Tarja and pulled at all the warmth and joy that had once filled her.

Karl’s path had led them through waist high grasses, copses of trees, and low hills until at last they stood in a glen beyond the hills where a trickle of a stream fell in thin sheets from a ledge a dozen feet high into a shallow pool. The water ended at the edge of the blackness that led into the earth and, as far as the girls were concerned, the abyss.

“Girls, this is the portal to the saints.”

“This?” Kirstin gasped.

“It’s a pit,” Tarja whimpered. “It’s so dark...”

Kirstin glanced at her and looked up at the mote of darkness above her. She jerked her eyes away but not before Tarja saw her.

“I’m not... not a bad person!”

Karl offered her a sympathetic eye. “I’m sorry, Tarja. The saints have made their will known. We must do as they bid or face their wrath.”

“But—”

“Come, if this is our destiny we must abide by it,” Kirsten said.

Tarja looked around. Starlight and Kirsten’s light lit the pond and the rocky ground around it. Behind Karl and the girls were the dark trees they’d come through to reach it.

“Where will you go?” Karl asked. “Your people know, Tarja. They know you were chosen, and they know the manner of your choosing. They will not help, not when the well being of everyone in the valley is dependent upon you.”

Tarja turned back to him. Her chin trembled as tears spilled down her cheeks.

“This is your chance to repent the wickedness within you. Your chance to turn the darkness to light for your father and your people.”

Tarja glanced at the trees again but they seemed darker and filled with evil intent. The branches were lower to the ground and were there shapes moving in the shadows? Creatures anxious to prey on the flesh of a wicked young woman that had thought to trick the saints for her own ends?

“Shed your robes so that I might give you your final blessings.”

Tarja heard Kirsten gasp but it wasn’t until her robe was halfway over her head before she realized why. Kirsten was truly pure. No one had seen her in less than her bedclothes in years, perhaps not even her mother. To let Karl see her was shameful. 

That meant Tarja should feel the same way. She should slow down and show reluctance. She should— why should she care? She was going to die. Sacrificed to the saints because Karl had tricked her. Because...

Tarja choked off a sob and shook her head. She pulled her robes the rest of the way over her head and let them drop behind her.

“Come to the edge, my dear,” Karl bade her.

Cheeks glistening with tears, Tarja shuffled forward. She sniffled and caught the faint smell of a campfire.

“I am pleased to see you have accepted the will of the saints,” Karl said, scattering Tarja’s thoughts and bringing her back to the awful present.

Tarja nodded and, in a broken voice, said, “I deserve this. I...tried to cheat them. I thought— I thought if I could make myself wanton they wouldn’t be interested in me.”

“Divinity lies in us all, Tarja. In submitting to their summons you will be made whole and pure again.”

Tarja stared at the dark pit before her. Water twinkled with starlight for a few feet as it fell until the blackness swallowed it. She couldn’t hear over the crashing of the water falling off the ridge to know how far the plunge would take her. It seemed endless.

Sprinkles of cold water struck her naked skin, earning a gasp. Karl chanted behind her and sprinkled more of his holy water on her, preparing her for her journey to the saints’ mercy. Tarja shivered and hugged her arms across her chest.

“You are prepared,” Karl said after he finished chanting. “Go with grace, daughters of the valley, and know that you are the givers of life to the valley.”

Tarja stared into the darkness and whimpered. She lowered her hands to her side but couldn’t make her foot lift.

Kirsten’s hand squeezed Tarja’s. She shared a small smile with the older girl and said, “Come, I will go with you. Whatever we face, we’ll face it together.”

Tarja hesitated and swallowed. “But... my fate... my sins. You don’t deserve—”

Kirsten squeezed her hand. “You showed me kindness when others were worried only for themselves. That’s an act of goodness if ever I’ve seen one. I won’t go before the saints without showing you the same.”

Tarja looked down at their joined hands and then lifted her tear filled eyes. Kirsten’s eyes shimmered with wetness but she offered Tarja a smile. Tarja swallowed and nodded. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“We all die,” Kirsten said. “We will do it knowing our lives served a purpose. Not everyone can say that.”

“Dawn comes soon,” Karl announced. “You must be sacrificed before the sun crests or we will suffer a year of drought, famine, and pestilence.”

Tarja and Kirsten looked to each another and nodded as one. Both took a breath without knowing why and stepped forward at the same time. The darkness rushed to meet them.
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Their fall was over almost before it began. Tarja and Kirsten went from weightless to shocked by the cold water to stunned by slamming into rock within the span of a single beat of their hammering hearts. The water swept them along rock worn smooth by rushing waters, parting their interlaced fingers from one another and plunging them into the darkness and uncertain doom.

It was their fear that saved their lives. Their chests were paralyzed, trapping breath in their lungs and keeping them from drowning in the water that imprisoned them. They fell forever it seemed — long enough they began to recover some of their senses and felt new fear at what wretched fate awaited them. Would it be drowning? Being crushed on rocks? Eaten by a subterranean monster?

The rocky slide beneath them fell away, leaving them weightless again. They fell, embraced by water and twinkling lights made all the more scattered by the water that filled their eyes. They fell, plunging faster than ever. Tarja’s feet broke the water first, leading her into the subterranean pool that swallowed her up. The rushing water crashed down on top of them, driving her deeper into the water and tumbling her about.

Strong tendrils grabbed her and tightened on her skin. Tarja’s wits were scattered by her ordeal and lack of air but the constriction brought her focus. She struggled without knowing which way was up. All that mattered was tugging at the ropy things that grabbed her.

Her struggle was pointless. Each writhing motion only allowed more of the serpentine monster’s tentacles to ensnare her. Bubbles rose from her mouth and nose as she squirmed and tried to call out for help. Water flooded back into her throat, chilling her even as it burned her lungs from the inside. Tarja thrashed harder than ever, her body convulsing in a final effort to free herself.

Light seared Tarja’s eyes, blinding her. This was it, the light of death. The flame of redemption. Her body crashed onto something hard, dashing what few thoughts she had away. She squeezed her eyes shut against the pain and willed it all to end. She knew only pain, there was nothing left for her. Her senses were focused on the agony of death.
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