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SOLSTICE MAIDEN

by Anna Kashina

~~~

The crowd by the village well watched in silence as my guards and I rode up to the house at the end of the muddy street. The chipped, moss-covered logs of its walls lay unevenly, as if placed by a drunken builder. The man and woman standing in the doorway eyed me sullenly. As I stopped my horse in front of their broken fence, their silence made me wonder if force was going to be necessary after all. Then the man turned and pulled somebody from the darkness beyond the doorway. A girl. 

“Mistress, this is my youngest daughter, Alyona. Sixteen, this past week. She will make a fine Sacrifice.” His voice wavered, and I heard sobs in the depth of the house, followed by hushing, and then silence. 

I nodded, surveying my quarry. She wore a baggy linen dress, her head covered by a dirt-gray knitted scarf. Her pale face was swollen with tears as she eyed me from underneath her long eyelashes. 

“Remove your scarf,” I ordered.

Her fingers trembled as she hastened to obey, revealing a mass of dark blond hair. She had pulled it all back into a tight braid, and tucked it into her dress—a hairstyle that came in handy during housework. What showed of her braid, though, looked thick enough to promise a fine display, if combed and arranged properly. I leaned forward in the saddle to take a closer look at her face. She would have been pretty if her face wasn’t so puffed up from crying. Instinct told me she was a virgin, as the villagers must believe her to be. My servants would check, of course. But so far, so good.

I straightened in the saddle, turning to look at the frightened faces all around me. The silence was almost palpable. I could feel their anxiety upon me as I turned to my guards and said: “Very well. Bring her along.” 

Amidst suppressed sighs of relief I turned my horse and left the village.

***

It is a tale, old as time, true as life. Every Solstice, a maiden must die to appease the god of the crops, to keep hunger out of our simple kingdom. And I, the Mistress of the Solstice, must be the one to sacrifice her. On that night, every one of our subjects gathers around a bonfire, consumed by the power of love. Of lust, really, for no love could possibly bloom for one night and fade into nothingness, like the elusive fern flower the shier couples pretend to seek when they wander into the woods. The rest hold an orgy right at the bonfire glade, and I, the Mistress of the Solstice, must preside over this feast of love and lust and sacrifice without letting it touch me with its vile clutches. I must be free of love, or everything will turn to doom.

***

Doom followed me that day as I rode out onto the palace plaza. He blocked my way—a slim young man with straw-colored hair, freckles, cornflower-blue eyes, and a smile of wonder that made him look daft as he stood in front of my horse, gaping.

A fool, really. 

He didn't move as I rode up to him, so I was forced to pull my horse to a stop. 
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