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    Ranging across a seventeenth-century borderland of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth where empires, confessions, and ambitions collide, With Fire and Sword asks whether loyalty to love, land, and comrades can endure when a Cossack uprising turns fields into battlefields, testing chivalric ideals against the hard grain of the steppe, setting private vows against public duty, and pressing every choice—mercy or fury, fidelity or betrayal, remembrance or oblivion—into the furnace of a war that forges identities as fiercely as it destroys them, leaving honor to navigate between courage and cruelty, and faith to wrestle with the cost of belonging.

Henryk Sienkiewicz’s With Fire and Sword is a historical epic and romantic adventure set in the mid-seventeenth-century Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth during the Khmelnytsky uprising, first published in 1884 as the opening volume of his celebrated Trilogy. Drawing from documented events and historical figures, the novel moves across towns, fortresses, and the vast Ukrainian steppe, tracing the shock waves of rebellion through courts, camps, and homesteads. Written in the late nineteenth century by an author who would later receive the Nobel Prize in Literature, it melds patriotic vision with panoramic storytelling to reimagine a convulsive era for a mass readership.

For new readers, the premise is straightforward yet rich in implication: a young Polish officer, Jan Skrzetuski, finds his private hopes entangled with gathering political storms as rival claims of allegiance sharpen into open conflict. His path crosses that of a formidable Cossack rival, and his affections for Helena draw him into webs of obligation that stretch from border villages to princely courts. Alongside him stand unforgettable companions—wily Onufry Zagłoba, steadfast Longinus Podbipięta, and other figures—while historical leaders such as Prince Jeremi Wiśniowiecki loom in the background. The novel’s early chapters establish loyalties before the wider conflagration fully unfolds.

The reading experience is at once kinetic and ceremonious. Sienkiewicz’s narrator sweeps from rousing cavalry charges to quiet fireside banter, stitching together duels, marches, councils, and courtyards with a cadence that feels both folkloric and martial. Scenes often pivot from comedy to gravity, and from gallantry to grit, without breaking the spell of the larger canvas. The prose, in most translations, embraces a stately rhythm that can tilt toward the archaic while remaining lucid in action. Dialogue sparkles with bravado and sly wit, while the descriptive passages crystalize the steppe’s breadth, the press of siege, and the pageantry of ceremony.

At its core, the book explores how communities define themselves under pressure: loyalty and treachery, duty and desire, mercy and vengeance are repeatedly weighed against shifting frontiers and competing sovereignties. It probes the entanglement of religion, class, and warrior codes in a multiethnic commonwealth, tracing how ideals of honor inspire courage while also licensing excess. The borderland setting emphasizes thresholds—between languages, rites, and laws—where trust is fragile and reputations carry real force. Romantic devotion offers an inward counterpoint to outward brutality, suggesting that private fidelity can steady individuals even as institutions strain, and that memory itself becomes a kind of refuge.

For contemporary readers, With Fire and Sword remains compelling because it dramatizes enduring questions about nationhood, rebellion, and the costs of belonging. Its portrayal of a contested region, where competing narratives vie for legitimacy, resonates in a world still negotiating plural identities and historical grievances. The novel also invites critical engagement: some depictions reflect the biases of its time, and grappling with those perspectives becomes part of the reading. Seen this way, the book is both an exhilarating saga and a conversation about how literature shapes collective memory—how stories rally communities, complicate sympathies, and illuminate the human toll of political rupture.

Approached as the inaugural movement of a larger Trilogy yet fully satisfying on its own, the novel offers the pleasures of swift adventure, comedic respite, and sweeping history while encouraging reflection on the fragile bonds that hold societies together. Its continuing life in classrooms and translations attests to a narrative energy that has not faded, while its moral questions retain bite. Sienkiewicz, who later earned the Nobel Prize in Literature, fashioned an epic that asks readers to feel the pull of myth and the drag of fact, and to measure valor not only by triumphs but also by what they preserve.
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    With Fire and Sword by Henryk Sienkiewicz is the opening novel of his celebrated Trilogy, first published in the 1880s. A historical epic set in the mid-seventeenth century, it portrays the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth during the Khmelnytsky Uprising, when Cossack and Tatar forces challenged the Commonwealth’s authority on the southeastern frontier. Sienkiewicz blends imagined lives with documented events to illuminate a borderland shaped by shifting loyalties, military exigencies, and competing visions of order. The narrative follows soldiers, nobles, and Cossack commanders as they navigate a rapidly expanding conflict, emphasizing how personal obligations intersect with public duty amid the chaos of war and the uncertainty of political change.

The story centers on Jan Skrzetuski, a noble officer serving under Prince Jeremi Wiśniowiecki, a powerful commander of the Commonwealth. Early in the novel, Skrzetuski travels through the steppe on a mission that exposes him to unrest among the Cossacks and to the figure of Bohdan Khmelnytsky, whose leadership galvanizes rebellion. Returning to his superiors with intelligence, Skrzetuski becomes a point of entry into the martial world of the Commonwealth, where discipline, patronage, and regional politics determine survival. Through his perspective, Sienkiewicz introduces the strategic dilemmas facing commanders and the fragile equilibrium that is rapidly eroding along the frontier.

Interwoven with the military narrative is a courtship that anchors the human stakes of the war. Skrzetuski meets Helena Kurcewiczówna and forms a bond that is complicated by a rival claim from a Cossack leader, Bohun, whose passion and pride are central to the conflict’s personal dimension. Around Skrzetuski gather companions who lend skill, humor, and moral ballast: the master swordsman Michał Wołodyjowski, the devout and formidable Longinus Podbipięta, and the wily veteran Onufry Zagłoba. Their camaraderie balances the grimness of campaigning, while their contrasting temperaments outline a code of honor that must be tested in both battlefield decisions and private loyalties.

As hostilities intensify, raids and reprisals spread across the steppe. Alliances harden, with Cossack regiments supported by Crimean Tatar horsemen confronting Commonwealth forces stretched thin over vast distances. Bohun’s prominence as a daring commander brings him into direct conflict with Skrzetuski, not only in arms but over Helena’s fate, which becomes entangled in the shifting control of towns, estates, and roads. Sienkiewicz conveys the pressures on officers torn between promises made to loved ones and obedience to their lords, building a tension in which individual vows and national defense cannot be easily reconciled.

Campaigning under Prince Wiśniowiecki underscores the novel’s interest in leadership and logistics. The Commonwealth must gather levies, secure supplies, and coordinate nobles accustomed to autonomy, while facing opponents adept at sudden maneuvers across open terrain. Scouts, messengers, and small detachments operate constantly, and the companions often undertake risky forays to glean intelligence or protect civilians. The narrative emphasizes the vulnerability of settlements, the speed of steppe warfare, and the fragility of morale. Through these episodes, Sienkiewicz presents the conflict as a struggle of endurance and organization as much as weaponry, where the outcome hinges on cohesion as well as courage.

The siege of Zbarazh becomes the novel’s great crucible, concentrating the forces and ambitions that define the war. Commonwealth troops fortify their camp and brace for relentless assaults from Cossack and Tatar encirclement. Inside the defenses, scarcity and fatigue test discipline, while feats of daring offer momentary relief and inspire the beleaguered. Outside the ramparts, command councils and envoys weigh risks, seeking to align tactics with broader political goals. Sienkiewicz depicts the siege not simply as spectacle but as a measure of resolve, showing how leaders and ordinary soldiers endure privation in hope of survival and a negotiated path out of the stalemate.

Parallel to the great battles runs the quest to safeguard Helena, whose movements reflect the war’s shifting geography and disputed jurisdictions. Her situation passes between protectors and captors as front lines change and loyalties are asserted. Zagłoba’s ruses, Wołodyjowski’s discipline, and Podbipięta’s vows inform efforts to keep her from harm, while Bohun’s determination complicates every plan. Sienkiewicz uses these interlaced pursuits to probe themes of mercy, honor, and the limits of chivalry, avoiding easy judgments while showing how personal choices reverberate amid broader violence and the many communities drawn into the struggle.

As pressure at Zbarazh prompts diplomacy, the narrative widens to royal councils and negotiations that seek to formalize a temporary balance. Discussions over Cossack registers, jurisdictions, and obligations aim to stabilize an unstable frontier, even as rival elites within the Commonwealth debate concessions and strategy. A fragile accommodation emerges that allows the weary armies to pause, but it does not erase grievances or resolve all claims. The companions, having endured the crucible, take stock of losses and changing duties, recognizing that the political landscape remains unsettled and that further trials may still loom beyond the tenuous truce.

By closing on uncertainty rather than finality, With Fire and Sword underscores the costs and complexities of defending a multiethnic state in an age of upheaval. Sienkiewicz presents valor and compassion alongside ambition and error, inviting reflection on identity, loyalty, and the burdens of leadership. As the first part of the Trilogy, the novel establishes characters and tensions that carry forward, while standing on its own as a study of resilience under extreme pressure. Its enduring significance lies in its vivid evocation of a contested borderland and in its exploration of how private commitments persist amid the fires of public conflict.
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    The novel is set in the mid‑seventeenth century Polish‑Lithuanian Commonwealth, a vast federation stretching from the Baltic to the steppe. Its political order combined an elective monarchy with the Sejm, regional diets, and the szlachta’s “Golden Liberty.” Magnates commanded private armies and dominated eastern palatinates such as Kyiv, Bracław, and Podolia. The Commonwealth’s frontier, known as the Kresy, contained Orthodox Ruthenian populations living under noble estates and intensifying serfdom. Royal and private starostwa administered lands, while castles and towns guarded river corridors. This institutional landscape framed conflicts over authority, faith, and security that erupted during the Khmelnytsky Uprising beginning in 1648.

Central to the setting are the Zaporozhian Cossacks, a militarized community based at the Sich on the lower Dnieper. The Commonwealth periodically enrolled “Registered Cossacks,” granting pay and privileges in exchange for frontier service against Crimean Tatar raids and Ottoman pressure. Tensions grew when registers were reduced, unpaid, or when noble administrators restricted Cossack autonomy. Confessional disputes sharpened after the Union of Brest in 1596 created the Greek‑Catholic (Uniate) Church alongside Orthodoxy. In the 1640s King Władysław IV explored war against the Ottomans using Cossack forces, but the Sejm blocked the project, and repression of perceived Cossack agitation followed.

In 1648 Bohdan Khmelnytsky, a Cossack officer, led an uprising that rapidly expanded into a broad Ruthenian revolt. He allied with the Crimean Khanate, gaining mobile Tatar cavalry and strategic depth. Cossack‑Tatar forces defeated Commonwealth armies at Zhovti Vody, Korsun, and Pyliavtsi, opening much of the Right‑Bank Ukraine and prompting the evacuation of many noble families. Kyiv welcomed Khmelnytsky, and the movement fused social, religious, and political grievances. Jewish leaseholders and state officials, often associated with estate management and taxation, faced attacks amid the wider violence. The uprising transformed the balance of power on the Commonwealth’s southeastern frontier.

Military culture during the conflict mixed older and newer forms. Commonwealth armies fielded winged hussars, pancerni cavalry, dragoons, and foreign‑style infantry; magnates mustered private troops and levies of the szlachta. The Cossacks excelled in mobile warfare and defensive field fortifications, especially wagon laagers known as tabor. Campaigns combined skirmishes across open steppe with sieges of fortified towns and camps. The 1649 campaign culminated in the siege of Zbarazh and a negotiated settlement, the Treaty of Zboriv, which expanded the Cossack register and recognized Orthodox hierarchs. These arrangements proved fragile, as renewed fighting soon displaced temporary compromises.

The uprising unfolded within a competitive regional system. The Crimean Khanate alternated between alliance and opportunism, seeking plunder and balance against Muscovy and the Commonwealth. Moldavia, Wallachia, and Transylvania maneuvered amid shifting campaigns. In 1654 Khmelnytsky concluded the Pereyaslav Agreement with Muscovy, bringing Tsarist forces into the war and redefining the Cossack Hetmanate’s external allegiance. The Commonwealth then faced wars on multiple fronts, and by 1655 Sweden invaded in the catastrophe later called the Deluge. Although beyond this novel’s frame, those developments underscore how the 1648 revolt initiated a prolonged crisis that reshaped Eastern Europe’s borders and states.

The social landscape of the borderlands was diverse and volatile. Polish and Lithuanian nobles held vast estates worked by Ruthenian peasants under increasing obligations. Towns enjoyed Magdeburg‑law self‑government and hosted Armenian and Jewish communities involved in trade, crafts, and estate leases. Jesuit schools promoted Catholic learning, while Orthodox brotherhoods preserved religious institutions and culture. Crimean Tatar raids, aimed at captives for Black Sea markets, imposed chronic insecurity. Grain exports flowing down the Vistula to Gdańsk enriched magnates, reinforcing private power. Colonization of steppe zones with fortified manors and settlements fostered a martial ethos that shaped daily life and politics.

Henryk Sienkiewicz wrote With Fire and Sword under the nineteenth‑century partitions, when Poland did not exist as a sovereign state. First published in 1884, the novel inaugurated a trilogy composed “ku pokrzepieniu serc” (“to strengthen hearts”), a phrase Sienkiewicz used to describe his patriotic purpose. Publishing under censorship, especially in territories ruled by the Russian Empire, he turned to the seventeenth century to celebrate endurance and communal virtues without direct polemic. Drawing on the historical‑novel tradition of Walter Scott, he combined real events and figures with fictional protagonists, offering readers a shared past at a time of constrained public life.

The work reflects its era by portraying the Commonwealth’s plural society, martial ideals, and structural weaknesses. It emphasizes loyalty, courage, and companionship across regional and confessional lines, yet shows how magnate rivalry, confessional antagonism, and fragmented authority invited catastrophe. Scenes of siege, diplomacy, and shifting alliances illustrate the mechanisms of early modern statehood on a volatile frontier. For nineteenth‑century readers living under foreign rule, the novel affirmed historical continuity and civic virtues and underscored, through historical depiction, the costs of disunity. Its romantic energy and attention to institutions anchor national memory in a documented crisis that reshaped Poland‑Lithuania and its borderlands.
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    Henryk Sienkiewicz (1846–1916) was a Polish novelist, journalist, and public intellectual whose narratives helped sustain cultural identity during the partitions of Poland. Active from the 1870s through the early twentieth century, he married historical panorama with vivid storytelling, speaking to a broad readership at home and abroad. His international fame rested chiefly on Quo Vadis, while within Poland his historical Trilogy shaped popular memory of the seventeenth century. In 1905 he received the Nobel Prize in Literature for his achievements as an epic writer. Alongside fiction, he maintained a significant career as a columnist and travel correspondent, cultivating a wide public audience.

Educated in Warsaw during a period of strict imperial oversight, Sienkiewicz attended the Main School, later the University of Warsaw, where he studied various disciplines before focusing on history and philology. Though he did not pursue an academic career, the breadth of his studies informed his literary methods and interest in sources. He absorbed the legacy of Polish Romanticism while engaging currents of European realism and the emerging Positivist program in partitioned Poland. The historical novel provided a model—particularly the European tradition associated with Walter Scott—yet he adapted it to local concerns, emphasizing civic virtue, endurance, and the social uses of literature.

Sienkiewicz began as a journalist for Warsaw periodicals, writing cultural commentary, feuilletons, and serialized fiction that quickly gained readers. Travel broadened his perspective; as a newspaper correspondent in the United States in the late 1870s, he published lively letters describing American life, later collected and widely read in Poland. His early short stories—among them Szkice węglem, Janko Muzykant, and Latarnik—combined stylistic economy with moral urgency, depicting social injustice, the fate of the humble, and the loneliness of exile. These pieces established his reputation for clear narrative design and sympathy with ordinary experience, qualities he would carry into longer historical works.

Between the mid-1880s and late 1880s he produced the historical Trilogy: With Fire and Sword, The Deluge, and Pan Wołodyjowski (often rendered in English as Fire in the Steppe or Colonel Wolodyjowski). First appearing in newspaper installments, the novels reconstruct the seventeenth-century Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth with a blend of archival interest and panoramic adventure. Their energetic pacing, memorable protagonists, and affirmative view of communal resilience appealed to readers living under foreign rule. The Trilogy consolidated Sienkiewicz’s position as the foremost Polish writer of his generation, prompted extensive critical discussion, and opened a path to broad European visibility through translations and reviews.

Quo Vadis, published in the 1890s, transported his epic method to ancient Rome, contrasting imperial spectacle with the growth of a persecuted faith. Powered by exacting scene construction and clear moral focus, it became a worldwide bestseller, translated into numerous languages and adapted for stage and later screen, cementing his international reputation. Sienkiewicz continued to diversify: The Teutonic Knights offered a medieval canvas, while In Desert and Wilderness drew on travel reportage in a youth-oriented adventure. In 1905 he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature for his outstanding merits as an epic writer, using the occasion to affirm the vitality of Polish culture.

Throughout his career Sienkiewicz linked art with civic responsibility. His fiction often underscores ethical choice, patriotism, and perseverance, reflecting a Catholic sensibility while engaging diverse audiences. He also acted publicly on behalf of compatriots. During the First World War he settled in neutral Switzerland and helped organize a relief committee in Vevey to aid victims of the conflict in Poland, working with other prominent émigrés. Beyond fundraising and coordination, he lent his name and pen to appeals that kept the plight of partitioned Poles visible in international forums. This combination of literary endeavor and public service reinforced his stature at home and abroad.

Sienkiewicz spent his final years in Switzerland, where he died in 1916. His remains were repatriated to Poland in the interwar period, an emblem of the national esteem he had come to embody. His novels and stories remain staples of Polish education and continue to be published in many languages, with recurring adaptations sustaining their cultural presence. Critics debate the balance in his work between romanticized heroism and disciplined realism, yet his command of narrative architecture and historical atmosphere is widely acknowledged. As a Nobel laureate and chronicler of collective endurance, he retains a distinctive place in world literary history.
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The intertwined stories of Poland and Russia reveal the Slav race pressed between two relentless fronts: Germans driving from the west, Mongols thundering from the east. Along the Baltic, sword-wielding crusaders baptized land after land, missionaries and colonists trailing the Teutonic Knights[1], enslaving stubborn tribes and planting the Hohenzollerns. Far grander was the Mongol tempest; cold-country geniuses like Genghis Khan and Tamerlane fastened an iron grip on Russia, forcing princes to crouch beneath insults, yet watch and learn. Moscow finally used the conqueror’s own methods to bind rival princes, while Poland, misunderstanding or misusing its strength, never broke Germany’s calculated advance.
These struggles fascinate scholars and statesmen alike, for no realm in Eurasia can ignore Russia, and none has earned such sympathy as fallen Poland or such misjudgment as vigorous Russia. On the western stage stand Poland, the Catholic Church, and Germany; on the eastern, Russia, Eastern Orthodoxy, and northern Asia. In the mid-ninth century Baltic coast Slavs filled the land from Lubeck to the Vistula. In Great Poland, Piast duke Mechislav embraced Christianity and imperial vassalage; his son Boleslav the Brave pushed borders past Berlin, sought a royal crown, and died in 1025. Boleslav Wrymouth later reached half-way to Lubeck before German marches closed in.
Poland then shared a frontier with Russia following the watershed from the Carpathians to Brest-Litovsk, with Lithuanian and Finnish tribes wedged between. During two centuries after 1139 German pressure stripped Poland’s western cradle and barred her from the sea. To compensate, the nobles allied in 1386 with Lithuanian prince Yagello, hoping eastern victories would one day redeem Pomerania and Prussia. Russia’s tale began in 862 with Rurik in Novgorod; Oleg shifted to Kiev; Vladimir baptized the land; Yaroslav gave laws; power moved north; in 1240 a million Tartars shattered the realm, reigning 250 years and leaving Moscow reduced, a frontier state occupying two-thirds of Rus.
The Lithuanian-Russian realm arose among Baltic tribes wedged between twelfth-century Russia and Poland. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries crusading orders crushed every clan except the Lithuanians proper and the Samogitians, whose gifted princes lifted a speck of land into power. Mindog’s brief unity prepared the way for Gedimin, who replaced western Rus' princelings, pushed past Kieff, and was followed by Olgerd and his uncle Keistut, ruling to Crimea and the upper Dvina while sparing Orthodox clergy. Olgerd’s son Yagello slew Keistut, scattered rival kin, then bargained with Poland: accept Catholicism, wed Queen Yadviga, join crowns, and sit at Cracow.
With Gedimin’s dynasty ruling west and Rurik’s east, two Russias glared across the forests, each vowing to gather all Slavic lands. Polish influence, channeled through church and nobility, tightened around Lithuania: Catholicism imposed at once, and at Horodlo twenty-seven years later Lithuanian grandees received Polish arms and privileges. Lithuania fought to keep a loose tie, Poland pressed for fusion; Sigismund Augustus settled the dispute at the Lublin diet, gifting his hereditary grand-duchy to the Commonwealth, levelling petty Lithuanian nobles with ancient princes, and attaching northern Rus' to Vilna while southern provinces flowed directly into Warsaw’s grasp for the first time.
Polish policy next re-forged the nobility of Lithuania and Rus': equal legal rights, exemption from taxes, and the lure of estates turned most magnates Catholic, though families like Ostrorog, Zaslavski, and the dying mother of Yeremi Vishnyevetski clung to Orthodoxy. For the peasants nothing sweetened bondage; lords or their Jewish stewards held life, labor, and courts, while a new Uniate church threatened salvation. Fury burst across the steppes under the brilliant Bohdan Hmelnitski. Allied Tartar horse kept Poland teetering; Berestechko’s victory shrank Cossack ranks but left Bohdan hetman. Polish armies occupied Ukraine, yet Vishnyevetski suddenly sickened and died, and serfdom marched back unshaken.
Moldavia, then a vassal principality of the Sultan, had once belonged to Galich and Poland but now leaned toward Turkey. Its Hospodar, the fabulously rich Vassily Lupul, boasted two legendary daughters: the elder wed Prince Radzivil, the younger, Domna Rosanda, drew three Polish suitors—Dmitry Vishnyevetski, aged Hetman Samuel Kalinovski, and others—plus Timofei Hmelnitski. Lupul favored Vishnyevetski despite having agreed to Timofei, so Bogdan Hmelnitski thundered, “We will send a hundred thousand best men with the bridegroom.” Thirty-six thousand Cossacks and Nogai Tartars marched toward Yassy. Kalinovski, believing the escort only five thousand thanks to Bogdan’s smoothing letter, blocked them with twenty thousand Poles at Batog.
Expecting victory, the hetman struck a Cossack detachment, but while his horsemen chased it Timofei hit the Polish rear and wrecked a division before night fell. Sleepless, at dawn half the camp bolted. “They shall not flee!” Kalinovski roared. “Stop them with cavalry; open on the cowards with cannon!” Cross-fire tore ranks, confusion spread, then Cossacks and Tartars swarmed in. Servants burned camp, peasants swung scythes, thousands rushed into the Bug and drowned. Samuel fell, and the hetman, crying, “I have no wish to live; I am ashamed to look on the sun this morning!”, charged and died; a Nogai rode off with his head.
Farther along the Bug, Marek Sobieski’s five thousand Germans held firm until Karach Murza thundered down with fourteen thousand; split apart, they dropped their weapons and were cut down, Sobieski and artillery chief Przyemski among the dead. A year later at Jvanyets the Polish king and army, ringed by Hmelnitski and the Khan, bought safety with gold and a six-week license for Tartar raids on Russia; the allies parted forever. Hmelnitski swore allegiance to Tsar Alexis, Muscovites and Cossacks flooded Lithuania, Swedes seized Warsaw and Cracow, Karl Gustav wore the Polish crown, Jan Kazimir returned, abdicated, and died in France; Russia, Prussia, and Austria divided Poland.
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The portentous year 1647 loosed omens on sky and soil: locust swarms stripped grain, a summer eclipse dimmed noon, a comet flared, over Warsaw hung a glowing tomb and fiery cross. Fasts followed, yet winter came warm; rivers unfroze, rains drowned the steppe, December grass greened, hives buzzed, cattle lowed. Expectant eyes turned to the borderless Wilderness hemmed by Dniester and Dnieper, a no-man’s-land Poland merely owned. There empty grass concealed ancient skulls and sudden wars: eagles circled carrion, fugitives, herdsmen, robbers, Cossacks and Tartars hunted one another, quiet plains exploding whenever mounted tides swept northward.
That night the steppe lay lifeless beneath a rising moon. At the ruined stanitsa on the Omelnik a lone horseman scanned the thistles; wind fell, rustle ceased. Then a shrill whistle split the stillness and shadows screamed, “Allah! Allah! Jesus Christ! Save! Kill!” Muskets flared, steel rang, hoofbeats thundered; shapes seemed to boil from the earth, battled, and were gone. Silence returned. Riders climbed the mound, dismounted, and someone ordered, “Strike a fire in front!” Sparks leapt; reeds and pitch-pine blazed; a hanging lamp was planted, its glare revealing soldiers bending over a motionless figure.
They wore red coats and wolf-skin caps. The young lieutenant asked, “Well, Sergeant, is he alive yet, or over with him?” “He is alive, but the lariat almost choked him.” “Who is he?” “Not a Tartar, some man of rank.” “Then God be thanked!” Another muttered, “Like a hetman. His horse is splendid; the Khan has none better… there he stands.” “The horse will be ours, Lieutenant?” “Dog believer! would you rob a Christian here?” “But it is our booty—” “Pour gorailka into his mouth. Are we to spend the night here?” “Yes, unsaddle, build a fire.” While meat hissed, the stranger slowly revived.
Leaning on the halbert that propped him up, the purple-faced captive croaked, “Water!” They poured gorailka instead; after several gulps his voice cleared. “In whose hands am I?” “Those who saved you,” the officer said. “Sabres, not a lariat, felled the sham Tartars sprawled below.” “Let me rest.” Seated on a felt-covered saddle, the man—broad-backed, sun-dried, black eyes slanting under shaggy brows, moustache flaring—rose again, inspected every corpse, slapped his empty belt. The lieutenant muttered at such churlishness. “Seeking friends or saying a litany?” he asked aloud. “Both,” the stranger answered. At last he thanked them and stretched out his hand.
The lieutenant lingered until names were exchanged. “Zenovi Abdank, Abdank-with-cross, noble of Kieff, colonel under Prince Dominik Zaslavski.” “Yan Skshetuski, armored lieutenant to Prince Yeremi Vishnyevetski.” Palms met. Belt, sabre and the ivory staff of a Cossack colonel were returned; roasted meat perfumed the night, and over Moldavian wine they toasted safe home. Abdank asked about the journey; Skshetuski admitted bearing his prince’s letter to the Khan, nothing more. Abdank praised such reserve. The lieutenant wondered at a land route to Kudák; Abdank said a neighbor had ravaged his lands, killed his son, and still pursued him. Eyes blazing, he swore his sabre would answer.
Hoofbeats drummed; the orderly announced riders. Abdank nodded: “My men.” Forty strong formed a half-circle before the fire, horses blowing, riders shielding eyes. “Servants of God,” they called. He told of the ambush and named the Poles his friends. While they warmed hands in the cool night, Skshetuski marked their fine weapons and the unusual deference they paid Abdank, more like a hetman than a mere colonel. Why no registered Cossacks, why avoid the river road? Suspicion tightened his grip on the hilt. Abdank ordered horses, thanked his rescuer once more, and held out a ring. The lieutenant stepped back, studying that paternal, imperious face.
Stranger offers a ring: “I give its virtue, not its gold. I took it while a captive from a pilgrim; its seal holds dust from Christ’s grave. Youth will meet dangers—this will guard you when judgment, already marching through the Wilderness, arrives.” Silence, fire snaps, wolves howl; he repeats, “Judgment is on the road, and all will marvel.” The lieutenant accepts. Mounting, the man cries, “Forward! Good health, soldier. Times are dark; you know not whom you saved.” “You are not Abdank?” “Only my shield.” “Name?” “Bogdan Zenovi Hmelnitski.” He vanishes with Cossacks, their fading song: “O God, lead us forth… prayers of poor captives.
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At dawn Skshetuski rode into Chigirin, stabled his weary dragoons in Prince Yeremi’s town house, then washed the dust of the Crimea from his face and crossed to the quarters of old Pan Zatsvilikhovski, trusty friend of the prince. He reported the Khan’s pledge to punish the unruly murzas and delivered the gift of a thorough-bred horse and sable cap, happy that Yeremi ordered an unhurried march home so men and mounts could recover. Together the two veterans strolled to Dopula the Wallachian’s inn on Bell-Ringers’ Corner, where benches overflowed with market-day nobles, stewards, Cossack elders and crown tenants buzzing over Hmelnitski.
Settling apart, Yan asked, “What phoenix is this Hmelnitski everyone praises?” The standard-bearer lowered his voice: “Secretary of the Zaporozhian host, heir of Subotov, my comrade. He thinks like a hetman, swings a heavy hand, and Cossacks follow him beyond any ataman, yet pride and hatred drive him.” Yan pressed, “Then why flee?” Zatsvilikhovski summarized the feud with Chaplinski, the stolen royal privileges, the fear of uprising, then gasped when Yan revealed, “I freed him last night on the Omelnik. He claimed to be Prince Zaslavski’s colonel.” “Cunning as Ulysses! He rides for the Saitch[2] with forty men,” muttered the old soldier.
Doors banged; a squat, sharp-eyed man burst in. “My respects, gentlemen!” he barked until voices answered. It was Chaplinski, under-starosta and terror of Chigirin. Tankard in hand, he joined their table. Zatsvilikhovski asked, “Any word of Hmelnitski?” “He’ll hang—sure as I’m Chaplinski! My spy Hvedko will bring him alive or dead,” he boasted, slamming the board. Yan repeated, “Don’t spill the wine, sir.” When told the fugitive had escaped with Zaporojians and that Yan had killed the pursuers, Chaplinski purpled, eyes popping. “In spite of the hetman’s orders—I’ll drag you to court, to the stocks!” he screamed, ignoring every warning.
Skhetuski stands tall, holds his low-hung sabre by the middle, presses the cross-hilt under Chaplinski’s nose. “Smell that!” he says. Chaplinski shrieks, “Strike, whoever believes in God—ai, here, my men!” but before the blade clears its sheath the lieutenant whirls him round, grips nape and belt, hoists the wriggling under-starosta like a hooked salmon, and strides for the door. “Brothers, clear the road for big horns; he’ll hook!” he calls, kicks the door wide with Chaplinski’s body, then flings him into the street and calmly retakes his seat beside Zatsvilikhovski. Silence breaks into laughter: “Hurrah for Vishnyevetski’s man!” “He’s fainted, bloodied—servants carrying him off
Sullen partisans cringe; Zatsvilikhovski mutters, “Spoken truth stings that hound.” A burly noble with a cataracted eye and a brow hole booms, “He’s a cur, not a hound! I am Yan Zagloba, escutcheon ‘In the Forehead,’ proof being this hole left by a robber’s bullet while I pilgrimed to the Holy Land.” “Tankard in Radom,” scoffs Zatsvilikhovski. “As I live, a bullet!” Zagloba vows, babbles on. Wine arrives by the quart. Voices toast: “Drink, brother!” “Long life to Yeremi!” “To Stamboul!” Windows rattle under Zagloba’s shout: “I have summoned the Sultan for Galáts!” Laughter rebounds; he declaims articles, threatens “war to the knife.
A towering stranger tugs Zagloba’s sleeve: “Introduce me to Lieutenant Skshetuski.” “Pan Povsinoga—” “Podbipienta,” he corrects, “Zervikaptur of Myshikishki.” Zagloba shrugs; the Lithuanian sighs, “Give us peace, it’s awful to hear you.” His child-honest face tops a giant frame, elk-skin belt and Crusader sword reaching his shoulder. “Lieutenant, you serve Prince Vishnyevetski?” “I do.” “What a leader! May I join?” “Gladly.” Zagloba mocks man and blade; Skshetuski lifts it, staggered. Podbipienta whirlwinds the steel till the air whistles. Outside, Barabash halts Zatsvilikhovski: “Any news of Hmelnitski?” “He’s reached the Saitch.” The colonel covers his eyes. “Christ save us
"Don't you know the treason he has wrought on me? Don't you know what it means to publish such documents in the Saitch? Christ save us! Unless the king makes war on the Mussulman, this will be a spark upon powder." "You predict a rebellion?" asked Zatsvilikhovski. "I do not predict, I see it, and Hmelnitski is worth twenty Nalivaikas and Lobodas." "But who will follow him?" "Who? Zaporojians, registered Cossacks, townsmen, the rabble, cottagers, and these out here." Barabash pointed at the square, jammed with oxen for Korsún and swarming with wild herdsmen, bowmen, musketeers, scythe carriers, even stick-wielders capped by horse jaws.
Ox-drivers creaked in with salt, bee-keepers with honey, wax-bleachers, forest men dripping tar, Tartars from Bélgorod, rovers and “vampires” nobody could name. Drunken fires spotted the square; empty tar barrels flamed; Tartar pipes shrilled against low lyres while old throats crooned, "Oh, bright falcon, my own brother…" Cossacks daubed with tar stamped the tropak, shrieking "U-ha! U-ha!" One glance convinced the standard-bearer that a single breath could loose that riot upon the land. Behind the rabble waited the bridled yet restless Saitch, aching for lost privilege, backed by peasants hungry for booty beyond Chertomelik; the veteran’s mood turned iron-dark.
Remembering Nalivaika and Krempski, he murmured, "Most worthy colonel, ride to the Saitch, soothe them, soothe them." Barabash groaned, "Most worthy standard-bearer, half my men have already followed Hmelnitski; the baton no longer waits for me, only the grave!" They reached Zatsvilikhovski’s quarters, shared half a gallon of mead, and he declared, "All this is nothing if war rises against the Turk. Flames may turn south and, in any case, time serves us. I’ll seek Pan Pototski. Colonel, curb your Cossacks; Lieutenant, warn the prince the instant you reach Lubni. Few remain at the Saitch now—water will run before they gather.
Barabash folded his arms, dropped into a rattling doze, muttering, "Christ save us, Christ save us." The standard-bearer nodded toward him: "Warsaw hopes to bridle the Cossacks through that old man, and they even bargain with Hmelnitski—he is surely fooling them." The lieutenant sighed. They agreed he would wait two days for Chaplinski’s complaint, then ride, unafraid of ambush, with sabre and escort. Taking leave, he forced a path through torchlit bedlam; starosta’s men quelled brawls while tar-smeared Zaporojians fired squealers, danced, and swilled gorailka. Threats whispered at his back, yet the songs and wild "U-ha!" followed him into uneasy sleep.





CHAPTER III.
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The lieutenant and his escort hurried toward Lubni along the broad post-road that crossed the thawing Dnieper, wound through Juki, Semi Mogil, and Khorol, then met the Kiev track. Beyond the river stretched the ancient Polovtsian borderland, a half-wild realm of untouched pine jungles, sodden marshes, and parched, wind-scorched plains. Bearded aurochs and white-muzzled century beavers prowled beside bears, wolves, and shaggy-browed stallions; fish and birds choked the waters. Ruined cities, pine-clad barrows, and whispered bells of drowned churches haunted the long nights, while Zaporojian camp-fires[3] crackled with tales of shrieking ghosts and battlefield echoes.
Yet life refused to die here. First Prince Michael, then iron-willed Prince Yeremi drew settlers with thirty-year immunities, chained Tartars to dams, scattered mills and churches, and stationed border outposts; soon four hundred waterwheels ground grain, forty thousand souls paid tribute, cattle grazed beside wild herds, smoke curled over the once unbroken green. Through this awakened land Skshetuski rode in early January 1648, spring warmth on his face, furs tossed aside. At Chigirin a Wallachian envoy, Pan Rozvan Ursu, joined the column, as did giant Longin Podbipienta. The lieutenant hummed, "Thou'rt the daintiest of the dainty," dreaming of Anusia's dark eyes.
Beside the rumbling wagons Skshetuski laughed, "The envoy lies like a log and snores." Longin, grave atop his towering mare, answered, "Pan Zagloba says Wallachians are soft of spirit; my prayer-book attests it." He unstrapped the calfskin volume and bid, "Read." The Pole recited, "We take refuge under Thy protection… Question: Why is Wallachian cavalry called light? Answer: Because it flees lightly. Amen." Both men chuckled. "Still," said the lieutenant, "our prince fields a stout Wallachian regiment, though scarcely two hundred true natives." Longin asked, "How many troops altogether?" "About eight thousand," Skshetuski replied, spurring ahead. "May God grant us a campaign under the prince
Skshetuski reports that the king plans war on Turkey, gifts to the Tartars have halted, and Yeremi will raid the Crimea. Longin raises his hands: "May the God of mercy grant a holy war and let me fulfil my vow!" The lieutenant asks, "Have you made a vow, then, concerning the war?" Longin recalls his motto "Tear cowl": ancestor Stoveiko felled three hooded knights at Grünwald, earned a crest of three goat-heads and this sword. "Being the last of my race, I vowed to stay chaste until I cut three heads with one blow.
The Lithuanian sighs: "Two at a stroke I have managed, never three. Strength, wealth, forty-five years, yet my line will end—a true Zervikaptur!" The lieutenant smiles under his mustache: "And you have not taken off three heads? If you fail under Prince Yeremi, you will fail nowhere." "God grant!" says Longin. Suddenly wings roar; storks surge above the Kagamlik. "They rush as if hunted," notes Skshetuski. A white falcon hounds them. Pan Rozvan Ursu dashes up on his black Anatolian: "Come to the sport, Lieutenant!" The bird forces the flock high, then speeds away, and the riders give chase.
They spur after the bird
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