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        The eagle’s fate and mine are one,

        Which on the shaft that made him die

        Espied a feather of his own

        Wherewith he wont to soar on high.

      

        

      
        Edmund Waller 1605-87
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      The weather had been beautiful all the past week. The air was bright and clear, with the slight pungency of early autumn, and the sun shone warmly all day long. The sweeping curves of the river were brilliantly silver, and Moscow shone like a fairy-tale city, jewelled with the gilded or coloured domes of its many churches. Even the old wooden houses in the poorer districts had acquired a charming greenish patina, transforming their customary drabness so that one looked twice at them, and saw how they might have been when they were new.

      The bells chimed sonorously from a hundred towers for Sunday morning service on this first day of September, but the slowly-moving throngs in the streets passed the churches unheedingly, moving with the determination of migrating ants across the city, over the rivers and out through the gates into the countryside, north, east, south—anywhere but westwards.

      One sunbeam penetrated the small window of a room on the upper floor of a shabby old house in the White City, north-west of the Kremlin, and lit up a pair of patched walking-shoes and the kneeling figure of Nadya Serova, pulling tight the last knot in the rope around her father’s old traveling-trunk. She straightened up and looked about the room. The familiar, shabby furniture looked odd without any small, portable objects about, and there was nothing left now that could possibly be packed. Her eyes lighted on the shoes, and she moved to a chair to put them on, biting her lip over the thinness of the soles and hoping she would not have to walk too far in them.

      She folded her hands in her lap, and again looked round the room. It was small and dark and sparsely furnished, and she could hardly regret leaving it, but it and the two even smaller bedrooms next door contained everything she possessed. However, if Luda managed to buy a horse and cart, it was hardly likely that it would be big enough to hold more than the two trunks which now contained all her clothes and portable belongings. Luda’s two or three bundles and their bag of food, so there was no more to be done but wait for Luda to return.

      She had been gone for a long time now. Nadya got up and went to the window. If she leant out as far as possible, she could look along the narrow lane below to the wider street into which it led. The lane was deserted, except for a fat tabby cat which sat in a patch of sunlight amid the rubbish, placidly washing its face, but the stream of people passing along the main thoroughfare could be seen, and Nadya watched for a few minutes.

      The cartloads of wounded soldiers were not so overwhelmingly numerous now, and neither were the carriages and waggons of the wealthier citizens. Now there were many more poor people, plodding along on foot, laden with bundles, towing frightened children, pushing or pulling their few possessions in decrepit handcarts, loaded beyond reason with all they owned. The more fortunate were driving carts dragged by worn-out nags, whole families perched on their worldly goods.

      The noise was incessant, as it had been for several days now, ever since the first carloads of wounded soldiers from the battle at Borodino had passed through the city and the great exodus of Muscovites had begun. The creaking and rumbling of carts mingled with the sound of feet and voices, merging into a strange, frightening roar, and the bells still sounded above and beyond with their message of peace in a world full of fear and violence.

      The noise suddenly changed subtly as a steady tramping joined in, and Nadya saw a body of soldiers cross her narrow field of view. These were not wounded men, but active infantry, marching in ordered ranks behind their colours, their familiar dark green uniforms grey with dust. She caught her breath as she realised that this could mean that rumours were true—the Russian Army was in retreat—and surely, if they meant to defend Moscow, they would not be marching on steadily through the eastern half of the city?

      As she watched, file after file passed the end of the lane—half a regiment at least—and they were followed by a troop of artillery, the cannon rumbling deafeningly over the uneven roadway.

      The river of people had split into separate currents to allow the soldiers to take the middle of the road, and the civilians were crowded to the sides, their movement slowing in the restricted space and causing them to crowd dangerously close together. People on foot were pushing, and the drivers of vehicles were forcing their way through, regardless of other people’s safety. Two carts locked wheels and stemmed the flow for a few minutes, and an eddy of pedestrians surged in and out of the mouth of the lane to get past. One figure detached itself from the crowd and came up the lane towards Nadya—a stout peasant woman in a rusty black dress, with a bright blue shawl over her head and shoulders. It was Luda, and she was alone and on foot.

      Nadya hastened downstairs to let her in, a rat scurrying ahead of her and disappearing into the shadows of the dark vestibule. The grocer and his family, who owned and occupied the house apart from the three rooms which Nadya rented, had left two days before, without a word to Nadya or Luda, let alone an invitation to go with them. Nadya had made a few shy attempts to speak in a friendly fashion to them from time to time, but the difference in rent had been too great, and they had made no response, continuing to address her as ‘Princess’ with an obsequious politeness which, in the wife’s case, barely concealed a sneering contempt for the rich aristocrat so come down in the world that she must lodge in a grocer’s house with only one servant, and wear shabby clothes.

      The house was strangely quiet, and Nadya’s footsteps echoed through the empty rooms as she ran down the creaking wooden stairs and pulled back the heavy bolts on the door. Luda pushed her way in impatiently and slammed the door shut behind her, hastening to bolt it again before she spoke.

      ‘What happened?’ Nadya asked. ‘Couldn’t you get a cart?’

      ‘Not a hope, Nadya Igorovna!’ Luda replied, her plump face creased with anxiety and anger. ‘You wouldn’t credit the greed…! They’re asking as much as five hundred roubles for a broken-down cart and a toothless old nag! And getting it too! I don’t know what’s wrong with everyone—it’s as if the Devil’s loose! Everybody’s leaving the city as fast as they can go, pushing and trampling to get away—they say the French’ll be here tomorrow! What’s to become of us all? Holy Mother protect us!’

      She crossed herself, and then suddenly became business-like, thrust her hand into the pocket of her voluminous skirt and pulled out a small clinking bag. ‘Here—the fifty roubles you gave me to get the cart with—you’ll not get anything of the sort for it, so you’d best put it somewhere safe, for everyone’s out for themselves now! It’s a good thing you got gold—paper money’s worth nothing!’

      ‘What are we going to do?’ Nadya whispered.

      ‘I don’t know. Stay here and hope for the best?’ Luda replied uncertainly.

      There was silence for a few moments. A mirror, forgotten by the grocer’s family in their haste and still hanging on the wall, cast a little more light in the dark vestibule by the door. Nadya was reflected in its dull surface like a dim ghost—a slender, fairly tall young lady with a pale oval face, a straight nose and pale blue eyes below curving dark eyebrows. Luda looked from the reflection to the living girl and sighed, remembering the old days when the light brown hair had been elaborately curled and decked with flowers, the too-firm mouth had been relaxed and smiling, and there had been no little worried crease between the dark brows.

      ‘We shall have to walk,’ Nadya said, having considered the matter.

      ‘Walk!’ Luda exclaimed, horrified. ‘But you said we’d go to Ryazan, and that’s nearly a hundred and fifty versts!1 We can’t walk so far! Better stay here and pray, Nadya Igorovna.’

      ‘Rubbish!’ Nadya replied briskly, firmly leading the way upstairs. Luda followed, puffing and voicing objections, which gradually died to a mutter as she ran out of breath.

      Back in her own rooms, Nadya hastily unroped the trunks and pulled out the most precious of her smaller possessions. They were few enough—a pair of miniatures of her parents, her four remaining pieces of jewellery, an ivory-backed hair-brush and mirror, and her little icon. They fitted easily into a small valise, and she wondered what else she should take. She considered the contents of the heavy iron box in which her father had kept his papers, but concluded that there was nothing very important among them, and instead, crammed in a change of underclothing and stocking. Meanwhile, Luda had recovered her breath and was still expostulating.

      ‘We can’t walk to Ryazan!’ she insisted. ‘Why there, anyway?’

      ‘Because my friend, Countess Kalinskaya, lives near there,’ Nadya replied as she closed and locked the valise.

      ‘But you haven’t seen her for—what?—five years!’

      ‘We’ve exchanged letters.’

      ‘What make you think she’ll take us in?’

      ‘She was my best friend at school. In any case, there’s no one else I can go to.’ Nadya put a handful of low-value coins in a stocking-purse and pushed it to the bottom of her reticule, then lifted her skirts and firmly pinned the bag with her fifty gold roubles to her light corset with a securely fastened brooch. It made a heavy, uncomfortable lump, but at least it could not easily be stolen from her, and a critical inspection in the mirror showed that the skirts of her high-waisted dress concealed it well enough. The dress was a sober dark grey stuff one, four years old but serviceable, if dull and unbecoming.

      She found another brooch and added it to the fastening of the bag, to be more certain. It contained all the money she possessed until the next payment of her annuity fell due in three months’ time, and goodness knew when she might be able to get possession of that!

      ‘You’d better stay here.’ Luda was whining a little now, her face screwed up like a petulant baby’s and her little black eyes almost invisible.

      Nadya’s patience expired at last, and she turned on the old woman.

      ‘Ludmilla Matveyevna!’ she began in a firm, quiet tone. Luda looked apprehensive as soon as the formal address was spoken. ‘I am still mistress here, and I decide what I shall do! I have no intention of being here when Bonaparte and his brigands enter this city, and any female with the slightest grain of sense would say the same! However, I shall not order you to come with me. You are no longer a serf, and if you prefer to stay here, then you may do so, but don’t say another word to me about it!’

      ‘But…’

      Luda stopped suddenly, but it was obvious that she had been about to say, ‘You can’t go alone!’ She substituted lamely, ‘Well, of course I’ll go with you! After all, I’ve been with you since you were a little baby, and you don’t think I’d let you go off all that way by yourself! Why anything might happen! And besides, it wouldn’t be proper!’

      ‘Very well, then,’ Nadya replied. ‘Now, open your bundles and pick out the things you must have, and remember, you’ll have to carry them!’

      Luda did as she was told somewhat tearfully, and Nadya had to shake her head at several things which were obviously too large or too heavy, so in the end, Luda was left with one small bundle. The food, which had been stowed in a large bag, was unpacked and made into two bundles, one for each of them to carry, for, as Nadya pointed out, they might be separated. The very idea filled Luda with horror.

      ‘Well, then!’ Nadya said when that was done. ‘We’d best be off!’ She went to put on her redingote and bonnet, then thought that they were hardly suitable for a long journey on foot, and substituted a dark green cashmere shawl, old but warm and light in weight, covering her head with it like a peasant.

      ‘Shouldn’t we wait until tomorrow? It’s nearly noon already,’ Luda asked tentatively.

      ‘It’s barely eleven, and you said that the French will be here tomorrow,’ Nadya pointed out.

      ‘You’re not going without praying?’ Luda exclaimed.

      ‘Of course not.’ Nadya bowed her head and recited the prayers for those about to start on a journey. She said them in Russian, although she normally thought, wrote and spoke in French, like any other Russian lady in her class of society, even to Luda, who had picked up enough of the language to converse, if rather ungrammatically.

      On the way downstairs, Luda made one last protest.

      ‘Countess Kalinskaya might not be at Ryazan. She’s got other estates.’

      ‘She’s always at Ryazan at this time of year, especially if her brother’s away.’

      ‘Perhaps Count Kalinsky isn’t away. Why should he be?’

      Nadya stopped at the foot of the stairs, faced the woman, and said fiercely, ‘You know very well that her brother is Count Orlov—Count Kalinsky was her husband. You also know that Count Orlov is in the Chevalier Guard. You don’t expect him to be at home when Russia is at war, do you?’

      Luda made a little shrugging gesture of surrender and said no more.

      Nadya locked the house door behind them, wondering if there was any point, and set off down the lane. On the brink of the river of people in the main street, she hesitated, disconcerted and frightened by their numbers and the ruthlessness with which every individual seemed to be progressing. They were elbowing aside the elderly and slow, knocking children aside if they were on foot, forcing the walkers to give way if they were driving vehicles.

      She glanced back once at the old house, feeling no particular regret at leaving it, for it had been a lonely, uncomfortable place, dirty, infested with vermin, where it had been a struggle to keep herself and her few belongings clean. Its only attraction had been its cheapness, and it did contain almost all she had left of the old life… Nadya squared her shoulders and pushed resolutely out into the street, Luda close on her heels, muttering prayers and crossing herself repeatedly.

      In a few hundred yards, the street entered the wider thoroughfare that ran where once the wooden wall stood which had here divided the White City from the outer Wooden City. There was considerable confusion as people wanting to go eastwards fought to cut across those trying to go south-east. At first, Nadya was unsure what to do, frightened by the struggling mass of people, but she suddenly realised that a large waggon in front of her was turning across to the right, and she hastily got close to its left side, praying it would not overturn in the crush, and pulling Luda with her. Somehow the waggon forced its way through, and Nadya and Luda got safely across and were swept on until they were through the gate in the city wall behind the Foundling Hospital.

      Immediately outside the gate, the column of people and vehicles slowed down, despite the wider streets in the outer suburbs. Groups of soldiers were drawn up on some of the areas of empty ground and in the small market gardens, apparently resting or perhaps waiting for orders. Nadya wondered if perhaps the rumours that Moscow was not to be defended were untrue, and the soldiers she had seen earlier were only marching to their positions in the defences, not leaving the city. There were certainly no more moving along the road now, as far as she could see.

      She realised that the hold-up ahead must be caused by the bridge across the River Yauza, a tributary of the Moskva. The bridge was wooden and not very wide, for it had never before had to carry so much traffic. Also, the ground sloped down quite steeply between the city gate and the river, and some of the heavily-laden carts and waggons were having trouble negotiating it. Thank goodness the road was hard and dry after a week of fine weather.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Luda asked anxiously from behind her. ‘Why are we going so slowly?’

      ‘Because the bridge is ahead.’ Nadya replied. ‘I expect they’re only allowing so many carts and people across at a time.’ Luda sounded afraid almost to the point of hysteria, so she tried to distract her by pointing out a strange conveyance nearby. A large tub had been tied on a low, flat cart, and a whole family of children sat in it, looking about them with wide eyes. It was quite a funny sight until one realised that their mother was sitting by the driver, crying as if her heart would break, and the children were puzzled and afraid.

      Slowly, the mass of people moved forward down the slope, and Nadya became aware that the uproar of shouting men, wailing children, terrified cows and goats being pushed and pulled about in the crush and poultry confined in boxes and being jounced about on carts seemed to be greatly increased ahead, and frequent screams rose above it. There was also splashing, as though some people were going into the water instead of on to the bridge. Although she had managed to keep to the edge of the crowd, afraid of being crushed in the middle, Nadya could not see ahead for more than a few feet.

      Suddenly the ground under her feet changed from trodden earth to wooden boards, and the pushing, jostling and shouting around her increased.

      ‘We’re on the bridge!’ she cried to Luda, glancing back to make sure that the servant was still close behind. As she turned back to what was in front of her, she caught a glimpse of the shawled head of a woman two or three people ahead, and to her surprise, the woman seemed suddenly to turn sharply to her right, then fall backwards, screaming wildly.

      Startled and shocked, Nadya glanced to her own left, and was horrified to see that she was about to step on to the part of the bridge over the river, and the edge of the roadway was guarded only by a low wooden rail, hardly higher than her own knee. The woman had fallen off into the river, which swirled, dark and strong-flowing, many feet below!

      Nadya tried to call a warning back to Luda, but she dared not turn her head, for the press of people behind was forcing her on amid the pushing, heaving, desperate crowd, and it seemed that she must either be crushed or fall and be trampled underfoot, or be pushed over the low rail into the river.

      Many people must have met one or the other of those fates on the Moscow bridges. A dozen times or more, Nadya saw a cart lurch violently as its wheels went over some obstruction, saw someone caught off balance go down and not rise again, heard the screams and splash of someone fallen over the rail. Once it was someone so close behind her that he or she caught at Nadya’s skirts, so that for what seemed a long time, she thought she must be dragged over too, but suddenly the weight pulling on her clothes vanished and she staggered forward, keeping her feet with difficulty as, far below, she heard the splash as the unknown wretch hit the water.

      The Yauza was not nearly as wide as the Moskva, but that crossing seemed to last a lifetime. Long before she reached the middle, Nadya found herself crying and praying in an incoherent babble, desperately fighting to stay on her feet as she was elbowed and shoved about, perilously near the rail, and constantly tripped by the uneven wooden surface, the obstacles of dropped belongings, and other things so horrible that she dare not think of them.

      Then, unbelievably, there was hard, rutted ground beneath her feet, sloping up, away from the river, and soon there were buildings on either side. She looked back to say something about the relief to Luda, but there was no sign of the woman.

      Puzzled and frightened, not daring to think of the likely explanation, Nadya was swept on with the crowd for some way, frequently looking behind, but still not seeing that bright blue shawl. At last, the pressure eased as the road forked and many people turned off towards the Rogozhskoe Gate. A little way ahead, there was a wooden church with a dozen steps before it. When she reached it, Nadya mounted the steps, searching the road behind from the top, frantically looking for the blue shawl and familiar plump features amid the sea of approaching faces. Luda still failed to appear.

      ‘Lost somebody?’ called a cheerful, red-faced man in the drab smock and tall felt hat of a waggoner. He was perched high on the front of his waggon above the rumps of a pair of good stout horses, and must have a good view over the crowds.

      ‘An old woman in a bright blue shawl,’ Nadya called back.

      ‘Fattish, round red cheeks, with a green bundle?’ he asked, his face suddenly looking far from cheerful.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I’m sorry—you won’t find her. She went over the edge of the bridge.’

      Nadya stumbled back against the wall of the church, shocked and sickened, staring unseeingly as the waggoner passed on, giving her a sympathetic glance over his shoulder. The noise and the mass of humanity, the heat and the dust, seemed to rise up in a solid wall of sheer horror until she almost fainted. And then, gradually, the panic receded and she pushed herself away from the wall, weighted by her father’s old army canteen full of water, and she stepped down to the road and moved on with the never-ending stream of people, dazed and hardly knowing what she was doing.

      Presently she became aware of her surroundings again, and found that she was passing through the Kolomna Gate in the earth bank of the outer customs barrier. She automatically glanced down to make sure that her reticule, which contained the passport without which no one might enter or leave a Russian city, was still hanging from its chain, securely twisted round her wrist. But the barrier was wide open, and the half-dozen guards were standing about, well out of the way, watching the people go by. They looked depressed and worried, but whether this was because of their inability to do their job because of the volume of traffic, or because they were anxious about their immediate future, was not clear. At least they were still at their posts, so presumably the city government was still in control.

      Beyond the barrier, the road stretched on interminably towards Kolomna and Ryazan, straight and broad, with wide grassy margins, as the Empress Yekaterina had long ago decreed, with a tall, whitewashed stone marked at every verst giving the distance from the last town and to the next. It traversed a rolling countryside, well-wooded, with a few fine houses set in great parks contrasting with the rows of wretched wooden cabins in the occasional village set amid little fields of stubble and great pastures. The village seemed deserted, as if the inhabitants, seeing the great exodus from Moscow, had joined it in panic.

      By now, Nadya had recovered from the first shock of losing Luda sufficiently to notice that the villages were not only lacking people, but animals and poultry, and many haystacks were smouldering. If the French came this way, they would find forage as scarce as they had found it further west, on the long road through Vilna and Smolensk.

      Her feet were aching so much now in her thin-soled shoes that every step was an effort, but she had too far to go to dare waste time resting, for it was already far into the afternoon. Besides, if she stopped it would be much harder to start again. At least she could walk on grass, which was softer than the road. However, this soon proved less of an advantage than she expected, for the ground on the grass verge was extremely uneven, and she frequently tripped, painfully wrenching her ankles, so she wearily returned to the hard, stony road.

      Now that the column of refugees had thinned out so much, Nadya no longer had to concentrate on keeping her feet and avoiding being knocked over by a cart, and she realised how hot and wretched she was. Her shoulders ached as the valise and the bundle of food dragged on her arms, her long skirts hampered her legs, shortening the length of her strides, and the dust, rising in a thick haze from the dry road, got into everything, filling her eyes with painful grit, parching her mouth and throat, making her face sore. She began to doubt her ability to go on much longer.

      A hundred and fifty versts to Ryazan—not very far, one would have thought! A day’s journey on this good road in a carriage—less, if one hurried! Even the carts and waggons, passing her in unending succession, would be there before the end of the next day.

      But to walk—that was different! She would have to stop somewhere, to eat and rest, and she began to dread the coming night. All the other people on the road, as far as she could see, were peasants and working people from the poorer districts of the city, for all those who owned or could afford to hire a carriage had passed long ago, and she could see no one she could ask for help and protection.

      As she looked about her, Nadya realised that at least she was not alone in her distress, for everyone was suffering from the dust, everyone was shaken and frightened by their terrible experiences in getting out of Moscow. Many of the poorest people looked utterly exhausted, and were even throwing down their precious bundles because they could no longer carry them. Children were wailing with hunger and weariness, and even some of the more fortunate folk in the carts seemed not to have thought to bring water or food, for she heard many of their children, too, crying out for a drink, for something to eat.

      Looking at the dirty, strained faces, she saw no one who looked kind, no one who had a pitying glance to spare for anyone else. All of them were engrossed in saving themselves and their own families and possessions. It was obvious that none of them was likely to allow a lone stranger to climb on to their overloaded vehicle, adding to their discomfort and wretchedness.

      But she had to try. A cart lumbered past, going slowly, but with only two people on it, and it was not overloaded. The driver was a middle-aged man with his wife beside him, both dressed in decent, neat clothes—a small shopkeeper and his wife, perhaps—and the horse was quite a good one. Nadya hurried after the cart and managed to draw level with the driver.

      ‘Please!’ she cried desperately.

      He glanced down at her, scowling, and jerked his arm at her, brusquely gesturing her to go away.

      ‘Please help me!’ she begged, but he slashed at her with his whip, the tip of it catching her painfully on her cheek, and stirred the horse into a lumbering trot for a few yards as she stumbled away, her eyes filling with tears of pain and shock.

      No one else took the slightest notice. Nadya blinked away her tears and dragged herself on her way, her eyes on the dusty road before her feet, feeling utterly alone in the world and desperately worried.

      Poor Luda! She had been a part of Nadya’s life as long as she could remember, growing plumper and more like a rosy wrinkled apple over the years. Trying and awkward at times, full of irrational fears and prejudices, but always loving, always comforting when her young mistress needed a shoulder to cry on, always ready to share her joys.

      She had been ready to share the misfortunes, too. During these past five years she had been Nadya’s only help, going out to the market to buy food, making the little money available go as far as possible, so that at least they always had something nourishing to eat. She had cut and stitched away, helping Nadya to make clothes for them both out of odd lengths of cheap cloth, unpicking and turning garments grown shabby, and she had taken her share of washing and scrubbing in the fight again dirt and vermin.

      Now she was gone, slipped away so quickly in that terrible crush on the bridge, and Nadya had not even seen her go, or even been aware of her loss when it happened. She remembered the weight which had dragged at her skirts, and wondered somberly if that had been Luda’s last desperate bid to stay alive. She had not even looked to see, only fought to free herself! Sobbing, she prayed for poor Luda as her feet went on of their own accord, one painful step after another.

      Eventually a stone found its way into her shoe, and she was forced to pull herself out of the haze of grief and do something about it. She limped across the grass verge and sat down at the base of yet another verst stone, pulled off the shoe and removed the stone. Pushing her sore, swollen foot back into the tight leather was agonizing, and when that was accomplished, Nadya felt too weary and hopeless to go on, but sat there, thinking of all the losses she had suffered in the past five years.

      So short a time, really—little more than a fifth of her life, which had been so happy and comfortable before. And then, one after another, she had lost her brother, her mother, the fine houses, the jewels and the servants, all except Luda and her father’s valet.

      It hadn’t mattered much at first, for her brother was little more than a stranger, and her mother was still alive, although in the other world within the convent walls. While her father was alive and they still had a little house of their own, she had not minded all that much doing without pretty clothes and balls and parties. But then her father died too, and there was nothing left but a small annuity and a few shabby pieces of furniture, most of her friends had disappeared from her life, either cutting her deliberately, or gradually passing out of touch as she became conscious of their embarrassment or coolness now that she could no longer afford to live as they did. There had only been Luda then, and now she was lost too, and there was no one to care what became of her.

      Except Tatya Kalinskaya. She had never been cold or embarrassed, but had continued to be as concerned and open in her friendship as she had always been, and when Nadya’s pride would not permit her to do either, she had gone on writing, five or six times a year, friendly, warm letters, not offering embarrassing charity, but making it tactfully clear that Nadya would still be welcome to go to her if she changed her mind.

      Please God, let her be at Ryazan now! If she was somewhere else, in Petersburg, perhaps, or on one of her other estates, or her brother’s…but that didn’t bear thinking about! Tatya was always at the Ryazan house in September! Every year, apart from the time when they were together at the Smolny Institute in Petersburg, and the brief, wretched period of Tatya’s marriage, every year she had spent August and September at Ryazan. She would be there! She must be!

      Nadya coughed as another half-dozen waggons rumbled by in a bunch, sending the dust billowing, and pulled open her bundle of food, drank a mouthful of water from the canteen and ate a little bread and cheese. The water was tepid and tasted odd, and the food gritty and unappetizing, tasting only of the dust which had got into everything, but she forced it down, then tied up the bundle again, tightened her grip on it and the valise, and set off again, not even looking at the verst post to see how far she had come, for fear that it said less than she hoped—if hoped was the word!

      The shadows were lengthening now, and she began to wonder what to do during the coming night. It was not likely, with so many people on the road, that she could find a place at a posting-house—indeed, they would probably not even allow a solitary female on foot inside the door! In any case, the posting-house in the last village had been closed, with shutters and bars at the windows. She was afraid that if she fell asleep by the road, or in a barn or a deserted cabin, someone would rob her or worse. She had never before felt that the world was so full of evil, but now it seemed to be all around her.

      Lost in her thoughts it was several moments before Nadya became aware that someone was walking beside her, then a rough voice said in Russian, ‘Asleep on your feet, are you, lady?’

      Startled, she jerked away from the hand laid on her arm, and found herself looking at a burly man in rough, ragged clothes. He wore a greasy cap of greyish fur which was so like his equally greasy, grizzled hair and beard that it was difficult to see where they joined. A pair of sharp little black eyes peered at her, deep-set under thick brows on either side of a bulbous red nose.

      ‘What do you want?’ she demanded, intending to rebuff the over-familiarity, but her voice sounded timid and wavering, and made the opposite of the intended impression.

      ‘All alone, are you?’ the man asked, glancing about for her companions, but everyone else around them was obviously heedless of the figures, now halted by the roadside. No servants, no escort hastening to send him away…he grinned.

      ‘Now what’s a lady doing, on foot and carrying such a load?’ His voice took on a sneering, oily tone as he looked her over. The high-waisted dress might be plain and shabby, but it was not the style a peasant would wear, and the cashmere shawl was good quality. ‘You don’t want to lug that great heavy case about!’

      He put a hand on the valise and tried to pull it away from her, but she dropped the bundle of food and gripped the handle with both hands. The man, too, put both hands on the case and tugged at it, but Nadya held on, struggling desperately to retain her hold.

      ‘Let
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