The Tale of the Sleeping Princess and the Seven Heroes
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Chapter 1
 
Tsar and queen exchanged their kiss,
He set off on roads of mist,
And the queen by window wide
Sat alone, his faithful bride.
All day long and through the night
She would gaze into the white,
Till her eyes, with longing worn,
Ached from dusk to early morn.
Not a glimpse of him in sight,
Only storms in swirling flight,
Snow that blankets field and lea,
White as far as eyes can see.
Nine long months go drifting by,
Still she scans the empty sky…
Then on Christmas Eve so still,
God fulfills His gentle will:
To the queen a child is born,
Like a star at winter’s morn.
And at dawn, from lands afar,
Home returns the weary tsar.
She beheld him—pale and weak,
Breathed a sigh she could not speak,
Joy too fierce for heart to hold,
And by noon… her tale was told. 
 
Chapter 2
 
Long the tsar in sorrow stayed,
Yet he too was flesh, and swayed;
Like a hollow dream, a year
Passed—the tsar took a bride dear.
Truth be told, the maiden new
Was a queen in bearing too:
Tall and slender, fair of face,
Full of mind and full of grace;
Yet beneath that beauty bright-
Proud, capricious, quick to spite,
Jealous, stubborn in her will,
Hard to please and harder still.
With her dowry there had come
One small mirror—only one.
Strange its gift, for it could speak,
Answer questions she would seek.
With it she was warm and gay,
Joked and smiled throughout the day,
And, admiring her own air,
Often asked the mirror there:
"Little mirror, tell me true,
Hide it not—no point of view:
Am I fairest in your sight,
Rosy-cheeked and lily-white?"
And the mirror would reply:
"You, my queen—none stands so high;
You are fairest in your sight,
Rosy-cheeked and lily-white."
Then the queen would laugh with pride,
Shrug her shoulders, step and stride,
Wink her eyes and snap her hand,
Turn and spin as she had planned,
Smiling, proud of her own grace,
Gazing boldly at her face.
 
Chapter 3
 
But the young princess, unseen,
Quietly grew—still soft, still keen;
Day by day she bloomed in grace,
Fair of skin and dark of face,
Gentle-hearted, calm and mild,
Such a tender, lovely child.
Soon a suitor came her way,
Prince Elisei came to stay.
A match was made, the tsar agreed,
The dowry readied for the deed:
Seven cities, trade and gold,
A hundred forty halls to hold. 
As the queen dressed for the feast,
With her mirror, as she pleased,
She began again her game,
Asked the question, just the same:
“Tell me, mirror, do not lie,
Am I fairest ‘neath the sky?
Am I rosier, fairer too,
More than any one you view?”
And the mirror answered then:
"You are fair beyond all ken;
Yet the princess, bright and rare,
Outshines you beyond compare,
Rosier, whiter, fresh and free,
Fairer far than you could be." 
 
Chapter 4
 
How the queen leapt back in rage,
Like a beast let from its cage,
Stamped her heel upon the floor,
And in fury cried once more: 
 
Wretched thing—you lying shard!
Spiteful, wicked, speaking hard!
How can she compare with me?
I will crush her, you shall see!" 
 
Look how tall she's grown of late,
Her pale skin was her mother's fate:
She sat and stared at snow all day,
And never once would look away! 
But now tell me—how can she
Be more fair in all than me?
Say it true—I am the best!
Search the world from east to west,
None can match my beauty bright,
None can stand before my sight!
 Is it so?" The mirror said:
"Still the princess goes ahead,
She is fairer, rosy-white,
Lovelier still in any light." 
 
Chapter 5
 
What to do? Her heart was black,
Filled with envy, fierce attack;
Throwing down the mirror low,
She called Chernava to her so.
To her servant, quiet and slight,
Gave an order, cold and tight:
“Take the princess far away,
To the forest’s darkest sway;
Bind her living to a tree,
Leave her there for beasts to see.
Let the wolves upon her fall,
Let them tear and end it all.”
Who can stand a woman's rage?
There's no arguing at that stage.
So Chernava took her way,
Led the princess far astray,
Deep into the forest wide,
Then the princess guessed and cried,
Trembled, pleaded, full of fear:
"Spare me, please—oh, leave me here!
Tell me, what have I done wrong?
Why must I not live so long?
Do not kill me, gentle maid!
If one day a queen I'm made,
I will thank you, I will care,
Show you kindness, kind and fair."
Chernava, with a tender heart, 
Could not play the cruel part;
Did not bind her, did not slay,
Let the princess go her way. 
 
"Do not grieve—God be with you,"
Then she turned and homeward flew.
 
Chapter 6
 
What?" the queen exclaimed in ire.
"Where's the girl I did require?"
"In the forest, all alone,"
Chernava said in steady tone.
"Tightly bound are both her arms;
Should a beast rise up to harm,
Less shall she of suffering know,
Sooner will her spirit go." 
Soon the rumor spread around:
"Tsar's young daughter can't be found!"
Grieves the tsar in bitter woe.
And Prince Elisei, bowed low,
Prays to God with fervent plea,
Then sets out across the lea-
For his bride so young and fair,
For his love beyond compare. 
 
Chapter 7
 
But the young and gentle bride,
Wandering till morning's tide,
Through the forest made her way
Till she found a house one day.
Out a dog ran, barking loud,
Then fell quiet, soft and proud;
Through the gate she stepped inside,
All was still, both far and wide.
Close beside her, wagging, warm,
Followed her with friendly charm.
Up the porch the maiden crept,
Took the ring and gently stepped;
Softly swung the door apart,
And she entered with a start,
In a chamber clean and bright,
Benches spread with woven light,
Oak beneath the icons stood,
Tiled stove glowing, kind and good.
"Good folk live here," thought she then,
"No harm will touch me again."
Yet no soul was there in sight,
Only hush and homely light.
Through the house she walked around,
Set each thing in order found,
Lit a candle for the Lord,
Warmed the stove with care restored,
Climbed upon the wooden bed,
Laid her down and bowed her head,
All was quiet, she was lone,
Fell asleep in house unknown.
 
Chapter 8
When the hour of lunch drew near,
Hoofbeats sounded, loud and clear:
In came seven warriors bold,
Seven youths with beards of gold.
 
Spoke the eldest: “What a sight!
All is clean and swept aright.
Someone’s tended house and hall,
Waited here to greet us all.
Who are you? Come forth, be known,
Be our friend in honest tone.
If an old man — be our sire,
We will call you so entire.
If a ruddy youth you be,
Brother you shall be to me.
If an old dame — be our mother,
We will honor you like no other.
If a maiden, fair and bright,
Be our sister, dear and light.”
 
And the princess came below,
Gave them honor, bowed full low;
Blushed and softly made excuse
For her uninvited use,
That she’d entered as a guest,
Though by none had been addressed.
 
By her speech they knew at once
’Twas the princess they had found.
Sat her in a corner fair,
Brought her pies with gentle care;
Filled a cup of wine so green,
Set it forth with humble mien.
But she pushed the wine aside,
Broke the pie with modest pride,
Took a tiny bite to taste,
Asked to rest herself in haste
From the road and weary way.
 
They led up the maid that day
To the bright and lofty room,
Left her there in quiet gloom,
All alone to drift to sleep,
In the stillness soft and deep.
 
Chapter 9
 
Day by day goes gliding by;
And the princess, young and shy,
In the forest lives with cheer
In the house of brothers dear.
With the dawn's first crimson ray
All the seven ride away,
Off to hunt the ashen duck,
Test their strength and try their luck,
Chase the foe across the field,
Test their courage, sword and shield,
Drive the mountaineer aside
From the forest, far and wide. 
She meanwhile remains alone,
Lady of the house, her own ;
Sweeps and sets each thing aright,
Cooks their meal from morn till night.
She resists no wish of theirs,
They oppose no will of hers,
So their days in peace are spun,
One by one, till all are done.
 
Chapter 10
 
All the brothers loved the maid,
Loved her gentle, quiet shade;
Once at dawn, when light was new,
All the seven to her drew.
Spoke the eldest: "Maiden fair,
Know we hold you all as dear;
All our hearts to you have grown,
Each would have you for his own.
Each would take you for his bride,
Yet we know it's not allied;
So, for God's own mercy's sake,
Help us choose the path to take:
Wife to one of us be true,
Sister kind unto the few.
Why now shake your head so slow?
Do you turn us down, or no?
Are we not the men for you?"
Soft the princess answered true:
"O my brothers, brave and dear,
If I lie—may God strike here.
How can I decide your plea?
I am promised, as you see.
All of you are strong and wise,
All are worthy in my eyes;
All I love with heart sincere,
Yet to one I must hold dear:
Long ago my troth was made,
Prince Elisei claims the maid."
Brothers stood in silence there,
Scratched their heads in quiet care.
"We meant no harm; pardon us,"
Spoke the eldest, bowing thus.
"If it's so, we'll speak no more,
Never trouble you therefore."
"I am not offended—no,"
Softly did the princess show,
"There is nothing here to blame,
Do not feel the slightest shame."
Suitors bowed and stepped aside,
Quietly withdrew their pride;
And again in peace and light
All lived on in calm delight.
 
Chapter 11
 
Meanwhile, full of spite and flame,
Brooded still the wicked dame;
Could not pardon, could not rest,
Anger smoldered in her breast.
Long she sulked and turned away
From her mirror day by day;
Till at last she thought of it,
Took it up and down did sit.
All her wrath dissolved from sight
As she gazed in beauty's light;
Smiled again and, smooth and sly,
Spoke her question, soft and nigh:
"Greetings, mirror—tell me true,
Hide no word from what you view:
Am I fairest in your sight,
Rosy-cheeked and lily-white?"
Mirror answered, calm and set:
"You are lovely, none would fret;
Yet there lives, without renown,
In the forest's oaken crown,
With the seven warriors near,
One who still to you is dear,
Fairer yet than you remain,
Rosier, whiter, free from stain."
Then the queen in fury flew,
Fell on Chernava straight and true:
"How dared you deceive me so?
Speak this instant—tell me, go!"
Trembling, she confessed it all,
Hid no truth, however small.
And the queen, with hardened will,
Threatened her with purpose ill:
"Either you shall cease to live,
Or the princess' life must give."
 
Chapter 12
 
Once the princess, young and fair,
Waiting for her brothers there,
Sat and spun beside the pane,
Quiet in the house again.
Suddenly the dog below
Barked in anger, sharp and low;
And she saw—a beggar nun
Crossed the yard with staff undone,
Driving off the dog with cries.
"Wait a moment!"—thus she cries,
Leaning from the window wide,
"I will scold the dog outside,
Bring you something—do not go."
Answered her the nun below:
"Oh, dear child, come here, come here!
This cursed dog is fierce, I fear,
Nearly tore me limb from limb.
See how full of rage and vim!
Come to me." 
The princess took
Bread she'd gathered from the nook;
Down the steps she lightly sped,
But the dog, with lifted head,
Barked and barred her from the place,
Would not let her near the face
Of the old one. If she'd go,
He would turn on her as foe;
If the crone stepped near the maid,
He, like forest beasts, betrayed
Rage and fury, sharp and wild.
"What a wonder, heaven's child,"
Said the princess, soft and sweet,
"Maybe he just lacked his sleep.
Here then—catch!"
And from above
Threw the bread with gentle love
Chapter 13
The old woman caught the bread:
"Thank you, child," the beggar said,
"God will bless your kindly way;
Here-take this in turn today!"
Toward the princess, bright and neat,
Flew an apple,-gold and sweet,
Fresh and shining, smooth and round…
Dog leapt up with sudden sound,
Barked and whined with frantic might,
But the princess, quick and light,
Reached with both her hands and caught.
"Eat it, darling, just for sport,
Taste the apple, gentle maid,
Thank you for the bread you gave,"
Said the crone, and bowed her head,
Turned… and vanished as she said.
And the dog ran to the door,
Followed her across the floor,
Looked into her face with grief,
Howled as if to seek relief,
As if trying to convey:
"Drop it! Throw that thing away!"
She just stroked him, soft and slow,
Whispered: "Sokolko, why so low?
Lie down, dear one-be at rest."
Then she stepped inside her nest,
Closed the door and took her seat
By the window, calm and neat;
Sat to spin and cast her sight
On the apple, round and bright.
Full of juice it seemed to be,
Fresh as fruit from summer tree,
Rosy-gold in honeyed gleam,
Sweet and fragrant as a dream,
Even seeds shone through its skin,
Clear as starlight deep within.
 
Chapter 14
 
She had meant to wait till noon,
Yet she weakened all too soon;
Took the apple in her hand,
Raised it, as she first had planned,
To her lips of scarlet hue,
Bit it softly, swallowed too 
Then she swayed, her breath grew still,
As a sudden, deathly chill,
White hands sank without a sound,
Dropped the apple to the ground,
Eyes rolled back, her senses gone,
By the icons, pale and wan,
Head upon the bench she fell,
Still and silent, like a spell.
 
Chapter 15
 
At that time the brothers all
Were returning from their call,
Riding home in merry band,
Strong and bold from battle's hand.
Dog ran out to meet them there,
Howling loud in deep despair,
Led them quickly to the door:
"This bodes no good," they said with awe.
In they rushed, and stood aghast;
Dog sprang forward, fierce and fast,
At the apple on the floor,
Snapped and seized it in a roar,
Swallowed it-and fell straight down,
Dead upon the silent ground.
"It was poisoned!"-thus they knew,
Seeing what the dog went through.
By
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