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      Napoleon’s Grande Armée invaded Russia on the 24th June, 1812, and, closely pursuing the retreating Russian First and Second Armies, reached Smolensk on the 4th August. The Russian artillery defended the ancient walls all day, giving their comrades time to withdraw, and then abandoned the city during the night, leaving the wounded to become prisoners of the French.

      In the confusion, no one noticed the dozen horse-drawn carts which left just after midnight, keeping south of the river and winging away to the south-east, away from the line of the Russian retreat and the French advance, heading in an orderly and purposeful manner towards the post-road some twenty miles to the south, which ran from Orsha eastwards to Kaluga.
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        * * *

      

      The little procession moved slowly on towards the buildings, the sounds of their progress muffled by the thick layer of dust, ankle-deep on the road. It occurred to Major Lev Orlov that the breeze he had longed for earlier would prove a mixed blessing if it ever arrived, unless it brought some rain to lay the dust.

      He drew out his watch to confirm his feeling that the afternoon was well advanced and found that he had correctly estimated that they had been on the move for about three hours since the midday halt. Far enough, under the circumstances. This place would do for their overnight stay.

      The buildings, as they drew near, proved to be a posting inn, consisting of a solid house set back from the road and forming an open square with a row of stables and a large barn. There was a pond to one side and a sheltering clump of trees behind the house. The place looked deserted, with no sign of life at all. There were no chickens in the yard or ducks on the pond. The stable doors hung open, as did the big doors of the barn and an abandoned cart lay with one wheel off by the roadside, partly blocking the highway.

      Orlov turned into the yard and the carts followed, forming up in a row beside the barn. As Orlov sat his horse, waiting until they were all in position before beginning to reel off his orders, he was surprised by a sound from the house. He turned sharply as the door opened and a young woman came out onto the steps. He saw that she was fairly tall, with rich brown hair swept up beneath a coronet of plaits, and wearing a plain dark travelling dress. Her face was white and strained and seemed all eyes. Kusminsky gave an exclamation, dismounted and walked quickly over to her and Orlov turned away to give the instructions which he had been preparing in his mind, wondering what the devil a lady was doing in this god-forsaken place.

      In a few minutes, he had the men divided into groups and busily involved in various necessary activities, according to their abilities.

      He decided swiftly that the men should sleep in the barn, which was well-filled with bales of hay. The badly hurt men were gently carried in and made comfortable, except for the boy with the crushed pelvis, who was still moaning. Orlov hesitated over him for a moment, then instructed that he be left where he was for the time being. The cook’s squad went to inspect the kitchen and the horses were being seen to.

      At length, he was free to dismount from the grey, stiffly and with considerable relief. His back ached, his arm hurt, his legs were sore with the chafing of his sweat-soaked clothing, and the unexpected appearance of what looked like a lady of quality was a little cloud of apprehension at the back of his pre-occupied mind.

      He found Kusminsky and Kolniev were both talking to her and he went over to them and stood silently looking at her. She appeared about twenty, clearly a lady, but thin in both body and face, pale, with, big shadowed eyes and she looked tired and frightened.

      Kusminsky turned and said, ‘This is Major Orlov who is in charge of the party. Major, Countess Barova has been left stranded here with her sick aunt. Everyone else has run away.’

      Orlov started to think what a damned nuisance of a complication this was likely to be, met the girl’s eyes and felt instead a wave of pity for her, an almost unwilling admiration for the way she kept her head up and her back straight. He cleared his throat, remembered his manners, swept off his helmet, bowed, and kissed the hand she held out to him, marring the effect by dropping his helmet as he did so.

      ‘Shall we go inside?’ he said mildly.

      The interior of the inn showed signs of the hurried departure of its normal occupants, but fortunately they seemed to have left most of the furniture. Orlov ushered the Countess into the small parlour which was simply furnished with a few upright chairs and a round table. The Countess sat down and put her folded hands on the table. Kolniev sat astride a chair with his arms along the back of it and Orlov remained standing. Kusminsky said gently, ‘I’m a surgeon. I’ll go and see your aunt. Where is she?’

      ‘In the first room at the top of the stairs,’ the Countess replied. ‘She hasn’t moved since yesterday. I think she’s...’ She gave a small sob, clasped her hands together tightly and swallowed convulsively.

      Kusminsky went out and could be heard running up the stairs.

      Orlov sat down facing the Countess and said quietly, ‘What happened? How do you come to be here?’

      ‘My aunt lives—lived—on her estate near Orsha,’ she said. ‘I’m her companion. We heard that the French were coming and she decided to leave. She had the baggage packed into carts and all the house serfs were to come. We set out a week ago.’

      ‘Where were you heading?’ asked Kolniev.

      ‘I don’t know.’ The Countess looked more distressed than ever. ‘It sounds ridiculous, I know, but my aunt never discussed anything with me, never told me what she intended. She is very ... autocratic.’ Her voice died away.

      Orlov had a sudden vision of what the girl’s life must have been like. He’d seen a good many like her—poor relations, dependent on the charity of a domineering old lady, made to fetch and carry, treated as a sort of superior servant. Years of long servility turned them into timid faded spinsters, shadows in dowdy clothes, ignored and slighted.

      He said suddenly, ‘I suppose you were the poor relation?’

      She met his eyes. The look they exchanged conveyed to her that he understood what her position had been and to him how relieved she was at his understanding.

      She nodded and continued, ‘When we reached here, my aunt complained of feeling ill. That was three days ago. She stayed in bed and I tried to persuade the innkeeper to send for a doctor but he wouldn’t do anything. He wanted us to go, to move on. Then, the night before last a man came here, stopped to rest his horse. He said the French were almost at Smolensk and everyone panicked. All the inn people harnessed their carts and carriages and went off in a wild scramble.

      ‘My aunt’s people were frightened and wanted to go too but my aunt was too ill. The steward went into her and told her the French were coming, but she just lay there and didn’t say anything. They took everything except what we had in our rooms and ran away after the innkeeper. I begged them not to go but they wouldn’t listen.’

      Tears began to run down her cheeks. She pulled out a handkerchief and wiped them away quickly, keeping a tight control on herself.

      Orlov looked at her with the same curious mixture of pity and admiration he had felt earlier, trying to think of something to say. He had suffered much in the anxious, pain-filled hours since he led his little band of wounded out of what was left of Smolensk, but he was a soldier and injured to hardship; to this girl the sudden intrusion of war must have been a nightmare. He heard Kusminsky coming down the stairs and both he and the Countess stood up as the surgeon entered the room, as if anticipating his news.

      ‘I’m sorry but I’m afraid she’s dead,’ Kusminsky said gently.

      The Countess made a little helpless gesture with her hands and the tears began to run down her cheeks again. Orlov brushed past the surgeon, knocking against the table in his haste and gathered her to him with his good arm round her thin, shaking shoulders. She hid her face against his white coat and sobbed bitterly while he stood quite still, his face woodenly expressionless and his grey eyes fixed on a point halfway up the opposite wall. Kusminsky looked at Kolniev, jerked his head, and the two of them quietly left the room.

      ‘The pair of rats!’ thought Orlov. ‘Fancy sneaking off and leaving me with this!’

      The top of the girl’s head came to his chin and he absent-mindedly leaned his cheek against her soft hair. He seemed to be standing there for a long time, listening to the sobbing which shook her slender body and hearing the stir and bustle outside as the men went about their various chores. In fact it was only a few minutes before the Countess gently drew away from him, and sat down again at the table, wiping her eyes and making an effort to control herself.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, in a small broken voice. ‘I suppose I knew really, but it’s so final to hear it put into words. Oh, God! What shall I do? I’ve nowhere to go, no one to turn to!’

      She sounded panic-stricken and Orlov quickly said in as matter-of-fact a voice as he could manage, ‘Oh, you’d better come with us, of course. We’ll save you from the French.’

      She looked at him, her eyes enormous and swimming with tears. ‘But where are you going?’ she asked. ‘Surely you’re going towards the fighting?’

      ‘No,’ said Orlov. ‘We’re a convoy of wounded, escaping from Smolensk. We’re heading for Kaluga to begin with.’

      ‘Are all your men wounded?’ She seemed to take in for the first time that his own arm was in a sling. Orlov was relieved to see that she had been side-tracked out of her panic.

      ‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘All except Dr Kusminsky and my servant. We’re a pretty battered collection but we’ll makeshift to protect you if you care to come with us.’

      ‘You’re very kind,’ she said. ‘You must have more than enough to worry about without ... oh, but I’ve no money— nowhere to go.’

      ‘Haven’t you any relations at all?’ Orlov asked, still keeping his voice steady and deliberately speaking as if this were a normal conversation. She shook her head. ‘I found a little over a hundred roubles in my aunt’s purse,’ she said, ‘but it’s not mine and I don’t know if I should take it... I’ve nothing-else at all.’

      Orlov thought for a moment. ‘Look, as an army officer, I have the power to requisition almost anything,’ he said. ‘I’ll requisition the money on your behalf. When we get to Kaluga, I’ll contact my lawyers and they can sort out your aunt’s affairs. I expect she had a man of business somewhere?’

      ‘Yes, she dealt with a lawyer in Smolensk,’ the Countess replied.

      ‘Well, that’s all right then,’ said Orlov cheerfully, wondering what chance there was of ever sorting out the aunt’s affairs, even if her lawyer, let alone his papers, had survived what had happened to Smolensk. ‘Meanwhile, there’s nothing to be done except get ourselves safely to Kaluga, so we’ll worry about the future when we get there.’

      ‘Yes, but—’ She was still looking very distressed and anxious and Orlov suddenly found himself leaning across the table to cover her nervously clasped hands with his own sinewy, tanned one in a comforting squeeze.

      He heard his own voice say in tones of complete conviction, ‘Don’t worry! I’ll look after you.’ He looked straight into her wide brown eyes, shaken by the look of trust in them. It gave him a jolt like a kick in the stomach and he asked inconsequentially, ‘Can you drive a cart?’ as he moved away from her.

      She looked surprised. ‘Like the carts out there?’ she asked. ‘Yes. At least, I’ve driven a farm cart at harvest time.’

      ‘Good,’ he said. ‘We’re short of men fit enough to drive. It’s a strain on a damaged arm to hold the reins for hours at a time, and most of the men were wounded about the arms and trunk—cavalry attack on infantry.’

      She nodded and he wondered if she really understood. He also began to wonder how she would react to the ordeal ahead of her. Obviously, she must have led a pretty dull sort of life, living in the country with an old woman. How would she stand up to the rough conditions of the long journey? She seemed to have courage but was she likely to turn hysterical at the sight of blood, he wondered. He had a sudden impulse to test her.

      ‘Would you change the dressing on my arm?’ he asked abruptly. It was certainly very uncomfortable, he told himself, and needed changing.

      ‘I thought the surgeon ...’ she began.

      ‘He has enough to do,’ said Orlov curtly.

      ‘Yes, of course. Are there any bandages?’ She stood up, looking quite prepared to tackle the job.

      ‘We were hoping to find some sheets here,’ Orlov replied. ‘We’re very short of that sort of thing.’

      ‘There are plenty of sheets, but they’re very coarse. I know—’ She hurried out of the room and Orlov heard her go up the stairs. In a few minutes she returned, looking pale but composed, with an armful of white garments which Orlov saw were lawn petticoats.

      ‘My aunt’s,’ she said. ‘They’re soft and clean. She wouldn’t have them starched.’ She began ripping one of them into strips, which she rolled into bandages.

      Orlov sat back in his chair and let himself relax. He felt utterly weary.

      Presently there was a little pile of rolled bandages on the table. The Countess went out of the room, returning presently with a tray of things, including a jug, a bowl and a small stoneware jar. She put them on the table and turned to Orlov.

      ‘Are you ready?’ she asked.

      Orlov unbuttoned his coat, removed his scarf-sling and unbuckled his sword-belt and his stock. The Countess helped him to take off his coat, which was difficult as he had put his injured arm in the sleeve and the bandages made it a tight fit. She took it off the right arm first and then coaxed it off the left arm very gently, hardly hurting him at all. His shirt came off in the same way.

      He sat down, supporting his arm on the table. The Countess looked at the faded scar on his chest and said conversationally, ‘You’ve been wounded before?’

      ‘At Austerlitz,’ he replied. ‘A musket ball. This time it’s only a sabre cut—much less of a problem.’

      She began to unwind the bandages, which were filthy with the dust that had seeped into everything, sweat-stained and, after a couple of layers, blood-soaked. She made no comment, but unwound them gently and skilfully.

      Eventually she reached the pad of dressing, which was firmly stuck to the wound. She dipped a piece of cloth in the jug and began to soak the dressing with warm water until the congealed blood softened and she could gently peel it away from his arm. He happened to be looking at her face as she did so and saw her turn very pale, her eyes widening and her lips parting in a gasp. He looked down at his arm quickly and saw the wound for the first time.

      It was quite seven inches long, a great slash down the length of his upper arm, the edges roughly drawn together with a dozen sutures with the raw flesh gaping between. It was smeared with streaks and gobbets of blood, black and revolting and it made him feel sick.

      ‘I’m sorry!’ he said. ‘Oh, God, I’m sorry. I didn’t know it looked like that! Leave it. Put the towel over it and leave it until Kusminsky comes in.’

      She gave a faint smile. ‘No, it’s all right. It was just a shock to see how bad it is. You should be in hospital. I didn’t realize you were so seriously hurt. It must be terribly painful.’

      Orlov averted his face as she began to sponge away some of the sticky mess. She was very careful, but the whole arm had turned into a great mass of agony through being disturbed and he was bitterly regretting having asked her to see to it. Still, he supposed it had to be done and it was hardly likely that Kusminsky would have hurt him less.

      She turned away to the table and Orlov glanced to see what she was doing. She had folded a piece of lawn into a pad to make a dressing and was smearing it with something from the stoneware pot.

      ‘That looks like honey,’ he remarked.

      ‘It is honey,’ she replied.

      ‘Are you thinking of using me to bait a bear trap?’ He was amused by the thought.

      She smiled. ‘No, it will stop the cloth sticking to the wound and help it to heal,’ she said.

      Orlov’s eyebrows quirked up in their idiosyncratic way— he had never heard of that before. ‘Mind you cover it well, then. I’ve no wish to be pursued to Kaluga by every bee in Smolensk province!’

      When she laid the dressing on his arm, it felt cool and soothing on the torn, inflamed flesh. He closed his eyes and tensed himself as she rebandaged his arm. She did it firmly but not too tight.

      ‘You’ve bandaged someone before,’ he commented.

      ‘My aunt had ulcerated legs. I’ve had quite a lot of practice.’

      He looked at her, frowning at the thought of the life she must have had, tending an old, sick, probably bad-tempered woman. Her face was calm and compassionate, absorbed in her task. She finished putting on the bandage and picked up his waist-sash.

      ‘This is no good for a sling,’ she said. ‘It’s rough and too long. I’ve something better upstairs.’ She went out, taking the tray and the soiled bandages. Orlov put on his shirt. The new bandage was far less bulky and uncomfortable than the old one. He picked up his coat, but decided that he couldn’t face the struggle to put it on and he was quite warm enough without it or the stiff, buckled stock. He dropped them and his sword and belt on a bench under the window.

      The Countess came back with a dark red, silk scarf which she made into a sling. It was soft against his neck and he smiled as he thanked her, his grim, pale face with its strong features relaxing into a much more pleasant expression.

      There was a clatter in the hallway and Kolniev came in, his hat pushed back on his bandaged head at a rakish angle and his healthy face red and freshly shaved—he had obviously had a good wash.

      ‘There’s plenty of hot water in the kitchen,’ he said. ‘Supper’s nearly ready and everything’s sorted out. We’ll have a much more comfortable time tonight than we did last night.’

      Kusminsky came in close behind him, reporting all the men in reasonably good shape, except two. ‘The lad is in a fever and Grushchev, the Guard sergeant; physically, he’s in pretty good condition, but I don’t like it.’ He shook his head and was then diverted by the sight of Orlov’s new sling.

      ‘That’s better!’ He pulled Orlov’s shirt open and saw that the bandage had been changed. He made a quick examination of it and said, ‘That’s well done! Did you do it?’ to the Countess.

      ‘Yes.’ She looked pleased at his commendation.

      ‘How was the wound? Did it smell at all?’

      ‘No. I noticed particularly. It’s quite clean. No sign of suppuration.’

      Kusminsky nodded approvingly. ‘Go and wash your dirty face!’ he said to Orlov.

      Orlov went. He found Josef in the kitchen. The servant helped him to wash himself thoroughly in the plentiful hot water and provided him with a clean shirt, washing the dirty one through. Orlov marvelled at the man’s unperturbed efficiency and thought what a colourless, unnoticeable figure he was, a hovering shadow who seemed only to exist to anticipate his master’s wishes.

      When he returned to the parlour, he found the table set for a meal and two soldiers waiting to serve it. They produced a couple of bottles of wine with something of a flourish of pride, and the three officers and the Countess had a good, satisfying supper of beef stew with plenty of vegetables, and a sort of plum pudding. Orlov sent his compliments to the cook as if they were in a fashionable restaurant and the two orderlies went off grinning with pleasure.

      As they sat round the table, pleasantly relaxed, finishing the wine, Kusminsky said hesitantly, ‘I’ve had a grave dug under the trees. I think the old lady should be buried tonight…’ His voice was gentle, unlike his normal sharp tones.

      The Countess thanked him quietly. ‘I’d like a few minutes with her first, if I may,’ she said, and slipped out of the room.

      As the men resumed their seats, Kusminsky said in his normal voice, ‘While she’s gone... we’d better settle a few things concerning her. I assume you mean to take her with us?’

      Orlov nodded. ‘We can hardly leave her.’

      ‘Then we’d better decide how to keep her safe,’ the surgeon said.

      ‘If we’re attacked...’ Orlov began.

      ‘No. I mean safe from our own men,’ interrupted Kusminsky.

      ‘He’s right,’ Kolniev put in. ‘My men are a pretty rough lot and none of them has had a woman for weeks. She’s going to be a temptation to them.’

      Orlov was silent.

      ‘The practical solution,’ Kusminsky went on in business-like manner, ‘is for one of us to take charge of her at night—that’s when there’s likely to be trouble. We’ve two tents. One of us share one, the other man shares with the girl. That way, there’ll be someone with her all night to protect her from the rest, without the need for anyone to stand sentry duty.’

      ‘Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?’ asked Orlov with a crooked smile.

      ‘That’s between the man concerned and his conscience,’ the surgeon replied. ‘That’s why I propose you for the job. Kolniev and I are both married. You’re not. If your self-control proves insufficient, at least you can marry her afterwards.’

      Orlov experienced an extraordinary sensation which felt like relief when surely it should have been apprehension or distaste or something. He opened his mouth to protest and then shut it again and shrugged. Once again the pain reminded him, too late, that he should have avoided the movement and he swore, briefly and fluently.

      Kusminsky laughed. ‘You’ll have to cure yourself of that Gallic habit,’ he said. ‘Another problem. Who’s going to conduct the funeral?’

      Orlov looked at the other two in turn, and said in a resigned tone, ‘All right! I suppose I’m elected for that too.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ Kolniev sounded worried. ‘I seem to be loading all the responsibility for everything on your shoulders.’

      ‘His shoulders are broad enough,’ cut in Kusminsky. ‘You’re doing your share, lad. It’s common sense to leave a particular job to the man best able to carry it out. Have you ever taken a burial service?’

      ‘No,’ replied Kolniev nervously.

      ‘Well, then!’ Kusminsky had the air of a man who has proved his point. ‘Best leave it to the Major. Who organized the transport and the supplies? I bet the Major wouldn’t have done as well as you on that little effort.’

      Orlov gave him a sour look but refrained from pointing out that he had never taken a burial service either. He was quite well aware what the surgeon was doing.

      The Countess re-entered the room and looked nervously from one to the other of them.

      Orlov smiled faintly at her, said, ‘Ready then?’ and she nodded.

      Kolniev went out to organize a burial party and Kusminsky to attend to the body. Orlov began to put on his uniform, feeling as if he could die on his feet from sheer weariness. He couldn’t buckle his stock with one hand and turned to the Countess with a helpless gesture. She fastened it for him, standing on tip-toe to reach. She helped him on with his coat, sliding the sleeve- carefully up his bandaged arm and doing up the double-breasted fastening for him, helped him with the sword-belt and finally tied his sash round his waist.

      ‘You make an excellent batman,’ he said gravely, and she gave him a faint, fleeting smile. He stood still for a few minutes. The sounds outside the door of an awkward burden being brought down the stairs warned him that it would be best not to let the Countess go out there for a while.

      ‘I suppose your aunt was Orthodox?’ he asked, with a sudden doubt.

      ‘Yes,’ said the Countess. Her eyes seemed drawn towards the door and she made an effort not to look that way. The tramp of feet passed the door and went down the front steps of the house into the forecourt. Orlov picked up his helmet, opened the door, offering her his arm. She had been holding a length of black lace and she now threw this over her head and face, took his arm, and went with him outside in the wake of her aunt’s body. Orlov could feel her bracing herself, keeping her head up and looking straight before her but her hand trembled on his arm. He put himself to a great deal of pain to move his left hand across to touch hers reassuringly.

      Kolniev had drawn up a dozen men in a kind of guard of honour, their muskets at the present. Two led the way carrying lanterns, for dusk was now falling, and another half-dozen carried the blanket-wrapped body on their shoulders. The little procession marched round to the back of the house, passing between it and the stables to where a grave had been dug under the trees. The body was lowered slowly into it on slings and Orlov stepped forward to stand at the graveside, wondering what to do with his helmet. Normally he would have held it in the curve of his left arm but after a second’s hesitation he took it off and handed it to Josef behind him.

      With his head bowed, he recited as much of the burial service as he could remember in his deepest, most sonorous voice, following, it with the Twenty-third Psalm, which he was as confident that he knew by heart, and then with the Lord’s Prayer. As he spoke, he looked down at the blanket-wrapped body below him and wondered what the woman had been like. It seemed odd that he had not actually seen her. He noticed that the grave was very shallow and checked a grim speculation about the likelihood of wolves coming here in the winter.

      Most of the men had gathered in the background and joined in the Psalm and the Lord’s Prayer in a fine, rich bass recitation. After the final ‘Amen’, Orlov bent and picked up a handful of sandy soil which he scattered in the grave. The Countess followed suit and Kolniev and Kusminsky after her. For a moment they all stood still, then Kolniev called the guard to attention and gave the order to move off. Orlov gave the Countess his arm and took her back towards the house.

      At the corner, they were met by Platov, the sergeant who had been spokesman back in the hospital in Smolensk. He was carrying a newly-made grave-marker, a wooden post with a triangle at the top. He saluted and said to Orlov, ‘With permission, Your Excellency, we’ve made this. If the lady is agreeable, we’d like to put it up.’

      ‘How kind you are!’ the Countess said in an unsteady voice. ‘Thank you very much.’

      The sergeant saluted again and Orlov led the Countess round to the front of the house. Going up the steps, he stumbled and she turned to him in alarm.

      ‘Are you ill?’ she asked, almost holding him up.

      He pulled himself together with an effort. ‘No. I’m just tired, and a bit short of blood. I’m sorry if I alarmed you.’ He made himself walk steadily into the parlour and subsided into a chair with a sigh of relief. He felt better sitting down.

      Kusminsky and Kolniev followed them in and Kusminsky said to the Countess, ‘I expect you’ll be wanting to retire soon but I think we should talk for a few minutes first, if you’ll bear with us.’

      ‘Of course,’ replied the Countess. She took off her veil and sat down at the table. There was a large candelabrum in the middle of it, made of well-polished brass, and Kolniev brought the tinder-box from its place on a shelf above the stove and lit the candles. Kusminsky felt Orlov’s forehead, produced his flask and tipped some brandy down his throat with his easy, practised movement. Orlov’s eyes were closed and the sudden mouthful of spirits took him by surprise and made him splutter.

      ‘Hey, don’t waste good brandy!’ said Kusminsky sharply. ‘Hold on for another half-hour and then you can go to bed.’

      ‘Thank you,’ replied Orlov drily. ‘I wasn’t thinking of going anywhere else.’

      Kusminsky sat down and Kolniev once more put himself astride a back-to-front chair, giving Orlov the idea that the lad might cherish a secret ambition to transfer to the cavalry. He jerked his mind back to more serious matters as he realized what Kusminsky was saying to the Countess in the voice he obviously reserved for patients, so much softer and more kindly than his normal tones.

      ‘I’m sorry you’re having such a distressing time,’ he was saying. ‘And I’m afraid what I have to tell you now will not be easy for you either but it’s best to get it said and done with. Clearly, you will have to travel with us because you can’t be left here all alone with the French possibly arriving any day. Unfortunately, our own men are just as likely to rape you as the French would.’

      Orlov took a quick look at the girl’s face. She was staring at Kusminsky with her eyes wide with shock but she seemed to jerk herself out of it. She looked down at her hands which were again clasped together on the table.

      ‘Consequently,’ continued the surgeon, ‘we’ve decided that you will have to share a tent with one of us at night. Not tonight as we’ll be staying here in the house and the men will be out in the barn but most of the other nights on the journey. We’ve only two small tents, you see, neither big enough for more than two and in any case you will have to be closely guarded at night. I know it’s a pretty dreadful prospect for a well-brought-up young lady to have to spend a couple of weeks sharing a small tent with a strange man but I assure you it will be a lot less of a hardship than what might— probably would—happen to you otherwise.’

      ‘Yes.’ Her voice was hardly more than a whisper. ‘Which... ?’ She gave a quick, frightened glance at each of I heir three faces.

      ‘Captain Kolniev and I are both married,’ Kusminsky replied, ‘and we don’t think our wives would understand the situation.’ He managed to inject a gleam of humour into it. ‘So we’ve elected Major Orlov, unless you have any objection.’

      The Countess looked Orlov straight in the face, her eyes huge and questioning in her white face. His clear grey eyes returned her look frankly and steadily, without flinching in the slightest.

      After a long moment she replied, ‘No, I’ve no objection,’ in an expressionless voice, looking down at her hands again.

      There was an awkward silence. Kusminsky looked as if he would like to say something further but couldn’t think of anything and Kolniev studied the back of his hand, his neck very red. Orlov wondered if he should make some sort of speech of reassurance but there didn’t seem much point in telling the girl that he would neither rape nor seduce her either she wouldn’t believe him and it would be an embarrassing waste of time, or she was already resigned to expecting that he would. Perhaps she was prepared to trust him, in which case there was no need to say anything. Anyway, he was too tired to make the effort to think of anything now. He closed his eyes and let himself drift.

      When he opened them again, the Countess had gone and Kusminsky was looking at the wound on Kolniev’s head. It was a nasty cut, running diagonally from his right eyebrow up into the left side of his hairline and Orlov felt guilty that he had assumed from Kolniev’s healthy appearance and considerable energy that he was not much hurt.

      ‘That looks nasty,’ he said, his voice sounding thick and rusty.

      Kusminsky looked round at him. ‘Yes,’ he said briefly. ‘It’s giving him quite a headache.’

      ‘It’s better now,’ said Kolniev. ‘It just throbs a bit, that’s all.’

      ‘You’ve got a thick skull,’ said Kusminsky kindly. ‘Like all infantry captains. They’re all thick-headed.’

      ‘Thank you!’ said Kolniev with a grin.

      ‘Any man who joins the army is thick-headed.’ Orlov sounded bitter. His feeling of home sickness and absolute disenchantment with the glories of war had returned and he sat brooding over it while Kusminsky rebandaged the captain’s head.

      ‘She took it well,’ observed Kolniev thoughtfully.

      ‘Very well,’ said Kusminsky. ‘She’s a plucky young lady. Most women would have been raving lunatics after nearly two days all alone with a dying woman and the French likely to arrive at any minute. I expected a fainting fit at least when I told her the aunt was dead. On top of that, she dressed the Major’s wound, and that’s no sight for a delicately nurtured female! What on earth possessed you to ask her?’

      ‘I didn’t know what it looked like.’ Orlov sounded ashamed. ‘It made me feel sick. God knows how she felt!’

      ‘Well, she didn’t scream, or fall down in a dead faint,’ said Kusminsky. ‘And the way she took the latest blow—well, I expected screaming hysteria but she hardly turned a hair. Mind you, I’ve no doubt she’s crying now and wishing she could die. Orlov—’ He broke off abruptly and seemed to be casting round in his mind for suitable words. ‘I admire her courage. Don’t—hurt her.’ He looked anxiously at Orlov with an intensity of feeling in his foxy face which said far more than words.

      ‘I shan’t do anything to her,’ Orlov replied quietly, making up his mind as he said it that he would keep his word, whatever it cost him. The others looked at him with a mixture of respect and approval on their faces but even as he saw it, Orlov felt the world begin to spin and sway round him again and he was barely conscious as the other two helped him upstairs and put him to bed.

      He was a fair weight to manhandle and Kusminsky was glad of Kolniev’s sturdy help in getting him up the stairs. They stripped off his clothes and put him on the bed in the room opposite the one in which the old lady had died. He stirred and moaned a little then lay still on his back, the candlelight throwing his well-cut features into sharp relief. The straight black brows were drawn together in a frown which sent their ends shooting up on either side of the bridge of his nose.

      ‘Funny way his eyebrows go,’ commented Kolniev. ‘Makes him look puzzled.’

      ‘Or bad-tempered,’ replied Kusminsky. ‘Not that he’s either very often. He’s a remarkably brave man, or perhaps pigheaded.’

      ‘General Raevsky said he’s as stubborn as a mule,’ said Kolniev reverently. He admired the dashing artillery commander very much.

      ‘It takes one to recognize another,’ observed the surgeon. ‘I’ll tell you one thing, though. If that girl was my daughter, I’d be glad it was Orlov with her and not a good many other men I could name. Present company excepted, of course,’ he added, with a friendly grin.

      Kolniev returned it. ‘No offence,’ he said. ‘I agree. I’ve got a daughter—she’s only six—but, well, I know what you mean.’

      They went out, leaving the candle burning on the table in case Orlov woke in the night in the unfamiliar room. Although it was still early, they found most of the men were already asleep and soon turned in themselves, in one of the downstairs rooms which contained two beds.

      Silence fell over the inn, except for the quiet movements of the horses in the stables and on the picket lines under the trees and the moaning of the young boy. The moon rose and a white mist began to appear in the dips in the ground. An owl hooted among the trees and glided away across the open ground beyond the road.

      Orlov began to move restlessly, moaning a little, and gave a strangled cry. Quietly, a door on the upper floor was opened and the Countess appeared, a big shawl wrapped tightly round her shoulders, her long, thick hair hanging down her back in a plait. She crept along the landing and paused in the open doorway of Orlov’s room and looked in. The candle flickered slightly and she moved slowly across to stand by the bed, looking down at the sleeping man.

      She studied his face carefully and he suddenly opened his eyes and looked at her with a puzzled frown. It cleared.

      He smiled faintly, and whispered, ‘Hallo.’

      ‘Hallo,’ she replied, still looking at his face as if she was searching for something in it.

      ‘You needn’t be afraid of me,’ he said quietly. ‘I was very well brought up. Anyway, if you hit me hard on my left arm, I’ll probably faint.’ He said it half-jokingly in the hope that it would reassure her.

      ‘I’m sure it won’t be necessary,’ she replied politely. ‘Are you in pain?’

      He moved restlessly. ‘I’m too hot, and this pillow’s too high.’ He was feverish and his arm hurt, and it made him fractious.

      There were two blankets and a thick quilt over him. The Countess caught hold of the top layers to pull them back. Orlov grabbed at them, and said, ‘Be careful! I’m stark naked apart from my bandages!’

      The Countess carefully peeled off the quilt and the top blanket and folded them across the foot of the bed. ‘I’ll leave them where you can pull them up if you feel cold,’ she said. She removed one of the two pillows, supporting his head while she did so and he settled back with a sigh.

      ‘That’s better,’ he said. ‘Thank you. You’re a very good nurse.’

      She tightened her lips in a little grimace and he knew she must have had a good deal of experience nursing her aunt. ‘Are you all right now?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes, thank you. You should try to sleep,’ he said. ‘It will be a long day tomorrow.’

      She bade him goodnight and went out as quietly as she had come. He closed his eyes, sighed, and fell asleep.
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      Early next morning, Kolniev crossed the courtyard to the barn, where the men were stirring and moving about their morning duties. He sent four of them to inspect the cart lying out in the road where the innkeepers had abandoned it. He then went with Sergeant Platov to check the supplies of food and fodder in the carts and directed a couple of corporals to supervise the gathering together of all the stores in the inn, including the bedding.

      By the time he re-entered the inn, the two orderlies were laying the table for breakfast, the Countess had come downstairs and Kusminsky was returning from his morning induction. There was no sign of Orlov, and Kusminsky, after a quick glance into the parlour and a brief ‘Good morning’ ran up the stairs to the major’s room.

      He found Josef there, shaving his master, who was half-dressed, and Orlov greeted him with a shame-faced, ‘I’m sorry! I seem to have over-slept.’

      ‘Good,’ replied Kusminsky, feeling his head and sniffing the bandaged arm. ‘The more sleep you get, the better. Have you finished with this room? The men will be collecting the bedding after breakfast.’

      ‘Yes,’ replied Orlov. ‘Pity there aren’t more mattresses. They’d make a big difference to some of the fellows in the carts.’

      ‘There are a dozen and some of the men have made a few more with sacks and hay. They’ll all be eaten by the horses eventually, I expect.’ He prodded the
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