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Herbs of the magic brew, six and six,



Blend at my will into potent mix.



Six herbs of darkness, six herbs of light,



Grant me the power, grant me the sight.




 



Light herbs are easy—pick them and toss them:



Color of bluebell, chamomile blossom,



Freshness of catnip, honey of clover,



Fire of lychnis, rose-bay flower.




 



Herbs of the dark are heady and strong,



Pick them is silence, sing them no song.




Dark herbs that seal the
brew’s potent taste



Cannot be named, or your work is a waste.
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On the night of the Solstice, Love is the rule



Granted to all who tastes the brew.



Great God Kupalo, bless our crops,



Save us from evil, lift our hopes.




 



We all are consumed by love, lust, and glee,



Save for the Mistress, who must remain free,



For if the seed of Love in her heart doth bloom,



Our land will fall to the powers of doom.
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The power of Kupalo goeth forth into ages,



Yet rule of immortal doth carry its doom.



On the night of the Solstice, a hero of legend,



Cometh marked by an arrow through turmoil and gloom.




 



His guides are the creatures of magic and wisdom,



His strength is no weapon, but fire in his eyes.



He carrieth death for the rule of the kingdom,



He bringeth new life for the new sacrifice.
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I stood beside my father and watched the girl drown. She was a strong
one. Her hands continued to reach out long after her face had
disappeared from view. The splashing she made could have soaked a flock
of wild geese to the bone. She wanted to live, but there was no escape
from the waters of the Sacrifice Pool.



I looked at my father’s handsome profile. His pale face,
awash with moonlight, looked magnificent. The power of the Solstice
enfolded him. It made me proud to be at his side, his daughter, his
head priestess. He was the one who mattered. The only one.



The girl’s struggle ceased. The
rippling water of the lake stilled, glittering in the silvery light of
the near-full moon. We watched the flicker of the glowing candles set
in the flower wreaths as they floated downstream. A few of the wreaths
had already sunk—bad luck for their owners, who would most likely die
before the next Solstice. Maybe one of them belonged to the next
Sacrifice Maiden?



I felt my father stir next to me, as he too peered
into the amber depths of the lake.



“A fine sacrifice, Marya,” he said.
“You did well.”



“Yes.” I closed my eyes to feel the
familiar calmness wash over me. I was detached. I
didn’t care.



I didn’t even know her name.



My eyes still closed, I sensed my father throw off his cloak and stand
naked, his arms open to the cool night breeze.



“Bring her to me, Marya,” he
whispered.



I stretched my thoughts, seeking out her body tangled
in the weeds on the bottom of the lake, seeking the spark of life that
still remained there, trapped, beating in terror against its dead shell
like a caged bird. I reached for it, brought it out,
and gave it to my father. I sensed the moment the
two of them became one, her virginal powers filling him with such a
force that the air around us crackled with the freshness of a
thunderstorm.



He sighed, slowly returning to his senses. I kept my eyes shut until he
found his cloak on the damp grass and wrapped it around his shoulders.
I sensed his aura returning as he once again became himself. The Tzar.
The immortal. The invincible.



The undead.



We could hear people singing in the main glade. The celebration was at
its full. Soon they would be jumping over the bonfire. As the night
reached its darkest, quietest hour, they would break into couples and
wander off into the forest. “Searching for a fern
flower” they called it. Fern has no flowers, of
course. But searching for it made a good excuse for seeking the
solitude of the woods. Besides, the blood of virginity spilled on the
Solstice night glowed like a rare, exotic blossom of true passion.
Those who found their fern flowers tonight were blessed by Kupalo.



I could hear the whisper of every leaf, every tree, and every flower in
the forest. This was the night when the powers of Kupalo roamed freely
in the world; this was the night when everyone’s mind
was clouded by Love.



Except mine. Love had no power over me. My mind was free.
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One year later…
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The room smelled of dust and stale bread. It looked
far smaller than it had last night. The woman—Ivan had never managed
to catch her name—was scooping ashes out of the large stove. There
was a squeaking in the corner, and as he watched the
woman’s soot-stained hands, a gray shadow darted across
the floor past her skirt. She paid it no notice.



Ivan pulled his pack away from the wall and leaned on his elbow,
enjoying the warmth of the morning sunlight creeping in through a dusty
windowpane.



The man at the table raised his eyes from the mug and stared at Ivan.



“What is the chosen maid’s
name?” Ivan asked.



The man sighed. “I’m warning you one
last time. Let it be. You’re an outsider.
You’ll never understand.”



Ivan held his gaze. “I’d like to try.
If you would be kind enough to explain, old
father.”



The man’s gaze was heavy, unblinking. It was hard to
read his expression.



“We’ve had many heroes come to our
kingdom. They never asked any questions. They knew exactly what was
going on and what they needed to do. And yet, they all failed. Why do
you think you’ll get anywhere by asking
questions?”



“Because,” Ivan said,
“I’m not like any of
them.”



The man took a big gulp from his mug and wiped the foam off with his
sleeve. “You’re either very good,
lad, or very stupid.”



Ivan waited. The pause was long this time, yet he knew the man would
speak.



“Pyotr and Vassa have six
daughters,” the man said at length.
“It is an honor for one of them to be chosen. When
else can a common girl get to carry the fate of the kingdom on her
shoulders?”



“How exactly does it work?” Ivan
asked carefully.



The man’s bloodshot eyes looked glassy. At first Ivan
thought it was from the drink. Then he saw a tear standing in the fold
of the man’s sunburnt skin.



“Our kingdom is small,” the man
said. “In six days you can ride all the way across.
And yet over the years it has withstood the attacks of armies that
rolled from East to West, burning all in their
way.”



Ivan nodded. People in the last two kingdoms he’d passed
through were so wary of strangers that he’d had real
trouble finding food and shelter.



“Do you know what makes our kingdom
invincible?” The man leaned forward, his beady eyes
staring directly into Ivan’s. His breath was foul, but
Ivan didn’t turn away. He waited.



“Love,” the man said hoarsely. He
dropped his head and sat for a while, breathing heavily, as if this one
word had spent all his energy.



“Love?”



The man lifted his head and looked at Ivan for another
long moment. “Our Tzar, Kashchey. Kashchey the
Immortal, that’s what he likes to be called. But
village folks sometimes call him—” the man leaned
close, whispering in Ivan’s ear.



“The Undead?” Ivan repeated. He had
heard the name before, though no one had ever talked about it
openly. “But why?”



“Hush, lad!” the
man commanded. “Unless you want to be stripped naked
and thrown out of this village!”



Ivan shook his head. None of this made sense. Yet, it unnerved him to
see the large, boar-like man in front of him so disturbed.



“What’s it to you?”
the man asked. “Why do you care so
much?”



Ivan sighed. It was hard to explain to a stranger, especially one so
absorbed in his own worries. “It is a debt I must
pay. To a friend.”



The man frowned. “Does this friend mean so much to
you? Enough to meddle with the Damned?”



Ivan smiled and kept his silence.



“You must owe him a lot,” the man
said.



“I owe him my life.”



A shrug. “Lives don’t mean much. Not
in our parts, anyhow.”



Ivan held his gaze. “They do, to
me.”



The man’s chin trembled. He clasped it with his hand.



“You’re still young. Twenty summers,
at most.”



“Twenty four.” It hardly mattered.



“You couldn’t possibly
understand.”



“Try me.”



The man’s cheek twitched. Ivan had an odd feeling he was
holding back tears, but the impression dissipated as the villager
slammed his meaty hand on the dirty table top. “Leave
it be.” He pushed away and rose heavily to his feet.
“I expect you’ll want to move on as
soon as possible.”



Ivan narrowed his eyes, watching the man’s face, small
beads of sweat that rolled down his temple to rest in the folds of skin
under the eye. The man was afraid. Terrified.



After everything he’d learned in the last few villages,
Ivan was not surprised. He wondered how anyone could maintain a
pretense of a normal life under this kind of strain.



He nodded his response to the man’s prompting gaze and
scooped up his pack as he followed the man toward the door.



“Just remember,” the man warned
him. “The Mistress will be here tomorrow to pick up
the girl. It is an ancient ritual. We want no meddling do-gooders to
disturb it for us. If we find that you and your beast companion are
still nosing around—”




Wolf. Ivan felt an
unbidden pang of worry. He dismissed it. Wolf had always been good at
taking care of himself.“Don’t
worry,” he assured. “We
won’t.”



“Don’t cause any
trouble,” the man persisted.
“Pyotr’s family is going through a
lot already. I just hope—we all hope—his daughter will
do.” His eyes wandered to the curtained alcove above
the stove where, Ivan knew, the man’s own daughter
slept. His face spoke without words. I hope
it is Pyotr’s daughter and not
mine, it said. Not this
year. Not ever.



“Right.” Ivan flipped his pack onto
his shoulder.



The man stood still for a moment. He appeared to be thinking hard.



“You might want to talk to
Gleb,” he finally said. “The herb
man in
Zabolotnoye.”



Ivan turned, careful not to show any emotion. “The
village behind the swamp?”



“There is no swamp. Dried off a hundred years ago,
grandmother used to tell. It’s just a
name.”



“How do I get there?”



“Follow the path east.
It’s far from here—almost twenty
versts. But, if
you’re lucky, if you stay out of
Leshy’s way, you’ll be there
tonight.”
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Wolf was waiting outside the outer village fence,
lying in the long grass. His head lifted up as he saw Ivan, his muzzle
rising as high as Ivan’s waist. It had a rust-colored
patch of dry blood smeared into the fur around his nose.



“You surely took a long time, boy,”
he growled as Ivan approached. “And, you look too
pleased with yourself.”



“He told me how to find Gleb!”



Wolf rubbed a paw against his nose, melting the stain into the rusted
gray of his fur. It was hard to imagine that he was capable of human
speech. It was even harder to imagine that this large gray beast had
been alive long before Ivan’s home kingdom had risen
from a group of troubled villages and local tribes. Ancient history, as
far as Ivan was concerned. Yet, in the past year, he had come to terms
with these things.



“And?” Wolf prompted.



“And what?”



“Are you sure it’s the same
Gleb?”



Ivan hesitated. He’d been so glad to hear the name from
the villager that the possibility that it might belong to somebody else
had never crossed his mind.



“He said Gleb the Herb Man. It seemed likely at the
time. And, there is only one way to find out for sure.
He’s only twenty versts from here, in a village called
Zabolotnoye.”



Wolf nodded. “Assuming that old Gleb
had decided to move back to the Damned Kingdom in the first place, it
would be just like him to find some god-forsaken village for a home.
How did Gleb’s name come up? You didn’t
ask, did
you?”



Ivan shook his head. “You told me not to. And, I
didn’t think they would know, anyhow. The man just
mentioned him.”



Wolf fixed him with a stare.
“‘Just mentioned him’,
eh?’”



Ivan nodded.



“People never ‘just
mention’ anything.”



“Perhaps,” Ivan suggested,
“they do if you give them a
chance.”



Wolf bared his teeth. “Perhaps
you’d do better to move your smart feet. Twenty
versts is a long
way.”
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The man who opened the door had thin white hair falling past his
shoulders and a long straight beard. He eyed his visitors calmly, like
a man not prone to surprise.



“Come in.” The
man’s gaze was directed past Ivan’s
shoulder.



With a shock, Ivan realized the man spoke to Wolf. The gray beast
silently brushed past Ivan and padded to a small floor mat spread near
the stove. After a moment, Ivan followed him inside.



The dark, warm room smelled of herbs. In the light of a thick flat
candle floating in a clay dish of water, Ivan could see bundle after
dry bundle hanging from the invisible beams of the dark ceiling and
tied onto clothes lines, tangled like spider webs, just above his head.
It took some effort to navigate through the thicket of dry stems. Their
thick, heady smells made his head swim.



The dry warmth of the stove beckoned after the damp chill outside.



“It has been a long time,” Gleb the
Herb Man said. He was still addressing the wolf, but then he turned to
look at Ivan. His dark eyes held quiet curiosity.



It struck Ivan as strange. As far as he could tell, there was nothing in
him that called for such curiosity—a young man with blue eyes and
straw-colored hair, wearing simple peasant garb. The villages in all
the kingdoms were full of men who fit this description. But in the
past year of traveling with Wolf, Ivan had gotten used to many odd
things. A thin old man who talked to Wolf with familiarity and eyed
Ivan as a curious beast was by no means the strangest of them.



“It was damn hard to find you, old
man,” Wolf growled. “I would have
given up on you if the boy here hadn’t dragged the
information out of an unsuspecting villager. Who would have thought
that you’d forsake your promise and settle back in the
Kingdom of the Damned?”



A spark flared in the old man’s eyes.
“The Kingdom of the Immortal, you mean. Or, as people
here like to say—”



“…The Undead,” Wolf finished.
“We know. Spare us the witty
talk.”



“So.” Gleb’s eyes
returned to Ivan. The intensity of his gaze was unnerving.
“You found yourself another
hero.”



“Yes.”



“A strange choice. Not what I would have
expected.”



“I think,” Wolf
said, “what you expected is what
everyone
expects.”



“Can’t you just give
up?”



“You know I can’t.”




“I
did.” A strange mixture of feelings filled
Gleb’s voice. Restraint. Bitterness. Pain.



Wolf nodded. “It was a hard loss for me. But I found
myself another herb man. And, he brought this boy back from the dead.
Now, the three of us are in this together.”



“Yes,” Gleb said.
“The three of
you. Yet, you came back
to me. What do you want?”



Wolf shifted to turn his back closer to the fire. The flickers coming
through the narrow slits in the stove door made his coat glow like
amber.



“Give the boy some food,” Wolf
said. “He’s always
hungry.”



Now that Wolf mentioned it, Ivan did become aware of
the emptiness in his stomach. His last meal had been with his hosts in
the previous village. A
twenty-verst walk
through Leshy’s woods was a great distance to cover in
one day.



Gleb chuckled. “You came all the way here for
food?”



Wolf growled. “A bloody waste of time, if you ask me.
But no. He wants information. He’s a talker, too much
so for his own good.”



“What do you want to know?” Gleb
asked, turning his full attention to Ivan.



“I want to see the Mistress.” Ivan
swallowed, unnerved by the man’s direct gaze.
“To talk to her.”



Gleb got up, reached into the top of the stove, and pulled out a bundle
wrapped in a cloth. He set it on a bench and carefully took the cloth
off. It was a warm cabbage pie.



“It is her father you need to see, …?”



“Ivan,” Wolf supplied.



Gleb’s eyes lit up with sudden interest.
“Ivan.” He broke off a piece of
the pie and gestured for Ivan to help himself.



The pie was still warm, with eggs mixed into the moist cabbage filling.
Ivan hadn’t eaten one like it since
he’d left home.



“Hasn’t Wolf told
you?” Gleb asked. “Her
father’s powers feed off virgins. Without those girls
he would wither like a corpse. It is their love that keeps him
whole.”



“Love?” It was the second time Ivan
had heard the word today. Mentioned in connection with a dark
sacrifice, it sounded offensive.



Gleb sighed. “Kupalo,” he said,
“is the god of the crops. Of fertility. You do know
that true fertility feeds on love, don’t you,
lad?”



Ivan felt his ears get hot. Luckily, the room was dark enough to conceal
his blush.



“Our Tzar
Kashchey,” Gleb continued, “has
found a way to tap into the power of Kupalo. It was even more ingenious
than finding a way to separate himself from his own death and hide it
in the tip of a Needle. One virgin a year—not too big a price for
having a powerful sorcerer protect your kingdom,
eh?”



“What Needle?” Ivan asked.



Gleb threw a glance at Wolf.



“Go on,” Wolf prompted.
“Tell him.”



“Why haven’t you told him yourself,
Wolf? Why look for me in the first place?”



“We could have gone on without
you,” Wolf answered. “But no one
knows more about the Solstice than you do.”



“What about your other herb man?”



“He left this kingdom—too long
ago. He already told the boy what he could.”



“I see.”



The pause seemed to last forever. The old
man’s slender fingers broke off pieces of the pie one
by one. He chewed slowly, his eyes staring unseeingly into the
distance. Finally he finished his share and leaned back against the wall.
He looked tired.



“I don’t see how telling him anything
would help,” he said to Wolf. “The
Mistress has no feelings. Talking to her wouldn’t do a
thing. As for Kashchey—how do you persuade a wolf to give up his
meat?”



There was a growl from the mat by the stove.



“Sorry,” Gleb said.
“It was a figure of speech.”



“I want to try,” Ivan insisted.
“It wouldn’t be right if I
didn’t try. Tell me how I might do it, old
father.”



The herb man chuckled. “Old—yes.
But your father I certainly am not.”



“You could help me. If you would.”



“Like I said, young man. You need to
see Kashchey, not his daughter. At least Kashchey will kill you
quickly. The girl—she’ll just make you fall in love
with her and send you on an impossible task. No one has ever carried
out one of her tasks and lived to tell the tale.”



Ivan leaned against the wall, staring at the shifting shadows by the
fire.



“I won’t fall in love with
her,” he said at length.



Gleb shrugged. “They all say that, boy.
You’re no different than the rest.”



Ivan held his gaze. “She’s his victim
too. She hasn’t been given any choice. And everything
she must do—it’s just so wrong. I thought—maybe
I’d convince her to help.”



In the silence that followed, Ivan watched Gleb’s
shoulders shake with silent laughter. He turned to Wolf, but the
beast’s face was impenetrable.



“This one is even worse than I thought,
Wolf,” the herb man said. “A
romantic. How could a bloody romantic possibly accomplish anything at
all?”



Wolf only growled on his mat by the fire, shifting to expose his other
side to the heat.



Ivan sat up straight. “I may be a
romantic, Gleb, but one thing is definitely true. I’m
the one who is here, now; the one committed to this quest.
I’m the one who found you, and you’ll
have to deal with me,
like it or not. The only way I can do things is my
way.”



Gleb’s smile faded as he studied Ivan intently.
“The hard way, you mean.”



“The right way. Or so I hope.”



Gleb shook his head. “You’re just like
the rest of them, chasing after a pretty face. Don’t
tell me that rumors of her beauty didn’t attract you.
Don’t tell me that you, like all the other young men,
don’t desire to—”



Ivan lifted his chin. “She is a young girl in
Kashchey’s power. He’s using her,
whether she knows it or not. This makes her fate even worse. The
virgins’ souls die quickly as he devours them, but hers
must perish slowly, year by year, with every sacrifice she must conduct
in his name.”



Gleb’s gaze wavered.
“She
has no soul,
boy.”



Ivan held a pause. “I must try to reach her. I
wouldn’t feel right if I didn’t.
Besides, going through her might give us some advantage over Kashchey.
I heard they’re very close.”



Gleb crossed his arms on his chest.
“We’re wasting time with idle talk,
boy. It’s impossible to see the Mistress. She lives in
a high tower in the Tzar’s castle. She only comes out
under heavy guard when necessary, for her Solstice duties. Or,
sometimes, she turns into a dove and flies around. But then, you could
never recognize her.”



“A dove?” Ivan stared.



Gleb sighed.
“Haven’t you ever heard of
shape-shifters?”



“She’s a
shape-shifter?”



“She can only take two forms. Human
and dove. And—heed this—when she’s in bird form,
she has the feelings of
a dove.”



“So?”



“Have you ever heard of birds being prone to
emotion?”



“The villagers call doves ‘birds of
love’,” Ivan said uncertainly.



“Only in
mockery.” Gleb shook his head.
“They look lovely, that’s all.
Don’t let yourself be fooled by
looks.”



“She must do something else,” Ivan
insisted. “Doesn’t she ever
have…fun?”



Gleb sighed and turned to Wolf.



“I don’t know why you brought him
here. The boy knows nothing. You could have at least found a warrior,
like the others. This one just wants to talk. And you, best of all,
should know that talking won’t help. It never
does.”



Wolf stirred, but it was Ivan who spoke.



“You speak true, old father. I’m no
warrior. Yet, I’m the one you have, now. I came to
you because Wolf believes I can learn from you. He believes with your
help I can succeed. Will you not help?”



There was a long pause.



“Why him?” Gleb asked.



Wolf growled. In the darkness of the room his eyes shone like two hot
coals. “Because he’s not like the
others. And the others have all failed.”



“But he—”



Wolf’s stare cut
Gleb’s words off like a knife. “I
know what you are risking. If we fail, if Kashchey learns you are
helping us, you won’t stand a chance. Yet, the Gleb I
used to know wouldn’t be afraid to help the right
cause. Perhaps you are not the man we sought, after all. Years have
turned you into a coward.”



The old man lifted his chin, the fire in his eyes more frightening than
the wolf’s.



“You know this is madness,” he
said. “Years have turned you blind, Wolf. And
yet—” He turned and gave Ivan a long look.
“You really believe this boy can
succeed?”



Wolf sat up. “Tell him, Gleb. Tell him everything you
know.”
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Marya
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My handwoman, Praskovia, was tall and handsome. In her late forties she
still maintained the passionate vigor of a young girl, so unlike the
calm detachment I had to uphold. We made a good match.



I was once told that Praskovia was the only woman who had survived my
father’s passions and come out of the experience
intact. I heard it whispered that she could even be my mother. I
didn’t care. There were too many women in my
father’s life for me to keep track of. Their lives were
too short and miserable to be worth noticing. I had more important
things to do.



“The village is called
Sosnovka,
Mistress,” Praskovia told me. She stood with her
hands folded in front, palms together, in the ritual gesture of a
Solstice priestess.



“The pine village.”



“Yes, Mistress.”
Praskovia bowed her head. “It’s no
more than twenty-five
versts by the main road.
You’ll recognize it by the pine grove
nearby.”



Twenty-five
versts meant half a day
of travel with a wagon in tow. We had to leave very early to make it
back by nightfall. Still, fair was fair. Each village had to have an
equal chance, no matter how far it was from the capital.



“The villagers know who they want me to
take?” I asked.



It didn’t matter. If they hadn’t
prepared an acceptable maiden to be taken, all the worse for them. I
had the authority to pick any one I liked. Still, it was good to know
in advance. I didn’t like to come unprepared.



“Yes, Mistress.”
Praskovia’s eyes slid over me with a tenderness I found
disturbing. I looked away. I had no room for petty human feelings. My
strength was in my detachment. Anything else was the surest way into
the evil clutches of Love.



“Tell them to saddle Sunset for me at
dawn,” I told her. “And, leave me.
I will sleep now.”
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Sunset’s auburn coat glimmered in the sun, making him
glow like an ember fresh from the firepit. As the first houses of the
village appeared ahead of us, I pulled him to a stop and patted his
steaming neck, waiting for my guards and the wagon to catch up. I felt
a pang of regret at having to break the canter, but I kept my face
still as I watched them approach. I couldn’t possibly
show my guards that I enjoyed the ride. Besides, I had to enter the
village properly, as befitted my station and my solemn task.



The pair of heavy draught horses pulling the wagon acknowledged Sunset
with brief snorts as they worked their way up the muddy track. This
village was no different from others. Peasants in our kingdom never
took time to fix the roads.



Rows of log houses lined the street, their dark windows gaping at us
like ethereal eyes. No one came out to greet us, and this absence of
welcome, while natural, made me feel eerie as I rode on, finding
reassurance in the smacking sound of the horses’ hooves
and cursing of the wagon driver behind.



I had never been to this particular village, but I knew where we were
headed. The well.



A small crowd gathered there watched us in silence. Mostly old crones,
undoubtedly there since morning to gossip about my arrival. I rode up
to them feeling mild relief that the village was not deserted as it
originally seemed. I followed their unspoken signs, falling into the
familiar game. No one would openly point me to the maiden, yet they all
knew I must find her, and their looks, their gestures, aided me every
step of the way.



A tall matron, her round face peeking out of a wrapped
headscarf like a hen out of its nest, glanced at me briefly and slid
her gaze toward a pair of younger women down a side street. They all
looked solemn, as if attending a funeral. I signaled my wagon driver to
wait and walked my horse in that direction, where the crowds thickened
and the hesitant gazes of the villagers eventually led me from group to
group and on to an izba
at the end of the lane.



It was an old, crooked house. The logs composing its walls were laid
unevenly, as if placed by a drunken builder. The man and woman standing
in its doorway looked sad, but not desperate. They must have prepared
themselves.



Good. I hated tearful scenes.



I rode up and stopped my horse in front of their rickety wooden fence.



The man gave me a long glance, his sunburnt face etched with wrinkles so
deep that they made his face look like an old woodcarving. Then he
turned and pulled a girl out of the darkness behind the doorway. He
pushed her forward, holding her elbow from behind and I saw her stumble
and wince from the force of his grip.



“Mistress, this is my youngest
daughter.” His voice wavered, echoed by distant
sobbing from the depths of the house. The woman cast a frightened
glance into the dark doorway. Warning her
other daughters not to reveal themselves to me. I
forced myself to ignore it, surveying my quarry.



She wore a plain, baggy linen dress. A dirt-gray knitted scarf covered
her lowered head, hiding her hair and part of her face from view. Her
eyes looked swollen and her cheeks puffed, as if she had been crying
for a very long time.



“Remove your scarf,” I told the
girl.



She had dark blond hair, the color most common in our villages. She had
pulled it all back into a tight braid, and tucked it into her
dress—the usual style for a village maiden—it came in handy when
they did their housework. What showed of her braid, though, looked
thick enough to be pleasing when we let her hair loose on the night of
the Solstice. I leaned forward in the saddle to take a closer look at
her face. Her features would be pretty when she had a chance to calm
down. My servants would see to it.



Under her mask of tears she looked very young and innocent, barely of
age. My instincts told me she must be a virgin. The villagers must
believe it too, or they wouldn’t have offered her to
me. After years of the Solstice Sacrifices they knew better. I saw no
need to verify it on the spot, leaving the task to my women for later.
No need for ugly scenes.



I straightened in my saddle, turning around to look at the frightened,
expectant faces all around me. Silence wavered in the air like a heavy
woolen curtain.



I felt the weight of their anxiety upon me as I turned to my guards
and said: “Very well. Bring her
along.”



I watched my guards lead the girl into the wagon and bolt the door
before mounting their heavy horses and taking positions on the outside
for our long ride back. She didn’t try to fight. She
didn’t even turn to look back as she bent her head and
climbed in, settling on the straw mattress inside. Good. No trouble,
then.



Sighs of relief followed me all the way to the village gate. I could
still hear their echo in my head as I sent Sunset into a trot along the
road, winding over the nearby hill. I shut them out as I rushed to
leave the village behind.



Another gruesome task done. I did not need to dwell on it any longer.
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When we finally made it back to the paved streets that led up into the
palace plaza I felt exhausted. A day in the saddle, with very little
food and no time for a proper rest stop took its toll. I did not look
forward to facing the crowd that I knew would be waiting at the palace
walls. I barely held up in my saddle, too tired to think straight. So,
when a young man stepped out of the crowd right in front of my horse,
it took me by surprise.



I pulled Sunset to an abrupt stop not to run this man over. My disbelief
at his audacity gave way to surprise and, belatedly, to irritation as I
saw my guards rushing to my side. Dawdling fools, too slow to keep up
with my horse.



Instead of cowering and retreating back into the crowd, the young
villager stood his ground. My heart raced in alarm, but he showed no
sign of attacking, just stood there with a smile on his face. A rather
stupid smile, in fact, as if he had encountered a long-lost friend. My
curiosity piqued again. A simpleton? A village idiot—likely
banished from his own village for stupidity. He certainly looked the
part, from his disheveled straw-colored hair, to his simple linen shirt
and trousers, ragged as if he had been wearing them for months. And
yet, something about his smile held my gaze. I stopped my guards, ready
to trample the man, so that I could look at him just a moment longer.



His smile held childlike wonder of one beholding a miracle. It creased
his freckled face and lit up his eyes, blue like cornflowers in a field
of ripe wheat. I felt warmth wash over me, echoing through my tired
body as I looked into those eyes. It made me feel invigorated, as if an
invisible stream of power emanating from him cradled me it its beams.



I shook it off.



“You’re in my way,”
I said.



His smile widened. “You are so
beautiful.”



His voice was so clear, so intense, even though he spoke quietly. It
echoed through the plaza that had grown deathly still, watching us.
Against reason, his words sent shivers down my spine.



I recognized trouble.



I had been complimented many times by men much more impressive than him.
And yet, they’d never made me feel like this.



They’d never made me
feel.



I struggled for words, but he seemed to have no lack of them.



“Can I come and visit you in the castle? I would very
much like to get a chance to know you better.”



His eyes continued to draw me in. Their cornflower blue held warmth, a
mischievous vigor I had never seen before. I knew I should stop
looking, but instead, I looked closer and saw something else
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