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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. 

“You’re in my way.” 

His smile widened, his eyes wistful as he stared. “You’re so beautiful.” 

I swallowed. I had been told this many times by men much more impressive than him. And yet, these simple words never made me feel like this.

They never made me feel.

It was his eyes, I realized. Their cornflower blue held a warmth, a mischievous vigor I had never seen before. 

I forced my gaze away, over the frozen crowd of onlookers, toward my guards.

“Get him out of my way,” I ordered, urging my horse on. 

As I rode, I heard a whiplash and gasps behind me, but I never turned to look. 

***

I am Marya, daughter of Tzar Kashchey the Immortal.

People call him Kashchey the Undead. Not true. He does have a Death, at least one. It dwells on the tip of a needle, just like the legends say. Breaking this needle is the only thing that could kill my father, but he’d taken precautions to make sure it would never happen. He made the needle sturdy, so that no mortal hands could possibly break it. And, he made it look ordinary, like other sewing needles. No mortal could possibly tell them apart. The needle is quite safe, sitting among the others in my sewing box, in my room. My father trusts me, his only living daughter, with his own Death.

Legends depict Kashchey as a withered old man, a walking corpse, but what is the fun of being immortal if you have to spend eternity in such a miserable form? He looks young and handsome, a dark man whose charms leave no woman unfeeling. Not until he tires of them.

It is rumored that my mother had been one of them, the most beautiful woman in the world, a victim of his dark passions. It is rumored that she loved him more than life and that he betrayed her. I don’t know and I don’t care. I am the Mistress of the Solstice and I know no love. We are two of a kind, my father and I.

***

My room greeted me with its soothing calmness. Stepping quietly not to wake the Raven, asleep on his perch, I walked straight to my Mirror. 

“Show me the most beautiful woman in the world.”

A stillness enfolded me as the Mirror settled into our familiar game. Its gray mist thinned, revealing my own face. I knew I would see myself, and I could have simply asked the Mirror to show my reflection, but what fun would that be? 

I smiled, and my face in the Mirror smiled back at me. 

“Show me my thoughts.” 

My face disappeared. The gray mist wavered beneath the smooth surface of the glass, and then...

I found myself staring into a pair of blue eyes, a freckled face bearing that idiotic child-like smile as if he had just encountered a miracle. The boy from the plaza. 

I drew back from the Mirror, nearly falling over. “Stop!” I shouted, and his face faded into the gray mist. Raven shrieked on his perch, trying to get my attention, but I could see nothing except the cornflower eyes, could hear nothing except the words he had uttered so stupidly back on the plaza. You’re so beautiful...

“How dare he,” I whispered. “How dare he tell me I am beautiful!”

“Because you are, Marya,” the Raven said quietly. “The most beautiful woman in the world.”

I swallowed, forcing the trembling out of my clenched hands, forcing the memory of his caressing gaze out of my head. I must—remain—free. I will. Whatever the cost.

I knew what I had to do. 

***

I cannot be bonded by love. Even a fleeting attraction is dangerous and must be stopped before it could flourish into something dangerous. I cannot let my thoughts dwell on one man.

When it happens, I know a perfect remedy.

I share my bed with another.

***

I chose my favorite disguise: an adventurous village girl who ran away from her parents to attend her first Solstice. Such maidens act under a perception that the coming Solstice breaks all boundaries, and they are common objects of protection for wandering knights, and easy prey for passionate men.

I changed my black hair into reddish brown and tinted my eyes brown at the edges, aiming for the subtle look of adventurous inexperience. Big, strong men fall for this kind of thing.

A brown dress over a green undergarment, its neckline low enough to show a bit of cleavage, completed the disguise. Enough to provoke, but not to reveal. Inspecting my appearance, I added some fullness and color to the cheeks and decided that this would do.

The tavern across the palace plaza was full. Its common room was alit with packs of lanterns and drowned in ale vapor and the smell of cheap stew hanging over the crowd like a thick curtain. The background hum exploded here and there with roars of thunderous laughter. Waves of smells and sounds enfolded me as I paused in the doorway, adjusting my assaulted senses to a new level of tolerance.

Gazes followed me like thick, oiled fingers as I walked down to the counter, scanning the crowd from the corners of my downcast eyes. The lust in their gazes brought inadvertent color to my cheeks. 

And then I saw my man. Lean, muscular, not too young. Handsome enough to be pleasing, but not overly so. His alert dark eyes followed me with genuine interest and I returned his gaze, filling my eyes with as much promise as a shy young maid would dare. Making sure he was firmly caught, I blushed and looked away.

A group of rogues dominated the bar, the redness of their faces suggesting that they had been here for a while. I chose a lonely chair nearby, in good view of my future hero. Then, I beckoned the servers with a hopeless gesture they were bound to miss. Sure enough, the thin, nervous lad pouring ale two tables over turned his back to me and disappeared behind the bar. 

I raised my hand higher and finally got the attention of my noisy neighbors. One of them, a tall man with a red, boar-like face and beady eyes, turned and winked to me, then raised his huge hand. 

“Barman!” he bellowed. “This beauty here needs a drink!” 

I blushed, putting on a look of unease, turning around as if searching for possible help. I saw my hero in the corner watching, and I did my best not to show my awareness of him.

“Come here, wench!” the man continued, waving to me and struggling to get up. “Join us for some ale.” He slurred, too drunk to speak clearly. 

It’s not going to work. They’re all too drunk. But I wasn’t about to give up. I pushed away in my chair, moving as awkwardly as I could, so that my scarf slid off the shoulders to the floor. As I bent to pick it up, I made sure to reveal a glimpse of my breasts to the rogue, looking up at him with
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