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  Chapter 1
Under Fire
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Battlefield near Kłuszyn, Muscovy 
July 4, 1610

JACEK YANKED ON THE reins, curbing his warhorse beyond the reach of enemy guns. Heaving breaths burning in his chest, he glanced at the bloody sabre in his grip, still attached to his wrist with a lanyard. When he’d ridden into the enemy, he’d thrust eighteen feet of kopia squarely into a soldier whose face he never saw. He’d only felt the gratifying bite of the lance’s steel tip and the impact juddering along the length of the shaft and up his arm right before it shattered and the man cried out.
The fierce fighting that followed had been a jumble of cold, slashing steel; gritted teeth set in grim, bloodied faces; the tang of coppery blood mixed with horse sweat and acrid smoke from gunpowder and burning villages. He’d pursued the enemy as they fled and now stood quite alone on the outer fringes of the eerily silent forest. As if waking from a dream, he looked about; it was still morning. The air was thick and ripe, adding to the sheen of sweat covering his exposed skin. He bit down on his leather glove and tore it off before running his hand over his armor and padded thighs. He felt his way around his body, his spirit lifting with each undisturbed inch he discovered.
Movement between the trees jolted him back to the present.
“Jacek!”
Narrowing his eyes, he scanned the battle haze that hung from the evergreens and birches like gossamer veils draped over a hundred brides. A horse and rider cantered toward him, and he recognized his best friend, Henryk, looming out of the murk.
Henryk drew alongside, scrutinizing Jacek through the leaf-shaped nose guard of his helmet. “What the devil were you trying to do back there?”
Jacek gave his friend a hard stare, masking his unease at his own reckless bravado. Why in God’s name had he done it? “Kill the enemy. What else?”
Henryk’s horse turned in a circle. “By leading the charge through one small gap in the fence under fire? Since when have you had a death wish?”
His breathing leveling once more, Jacek crammed the glove in his belt and glanced at his friend.
“I have no death wish. I volunteered, and the captain sent me in.” And God and all the saints saw fit to safeguard me.
As Henryk stared at him, Jacek continued. “I saw Lieutenant Górnicki go down.” His own words jarred him, sending a fresh stab of dread through him.
Henryk let out a snort and shook his head. “No doubt the captain would have picked you to lead the charge whether you volunteered or not. I want to see the look on his face when he realizes your blood does not soak the battlefield.”
Jacek felt a rising urgency and dismissed the remark. “Does Górnicki live?” His voice sounded choked.
Henryk looked away.
“Henryk! What of Górnicki?”
Henryk exhaled. “I don’t know. I was rows behind you. By the time I went through, the gap had widened and the melee was well underway.”
Jacek tugged on his reins and pulled away. Henryk positioned his horse across Jacek’s path.
“Out of my way, Henryk. I need to go back,” Jacek ground out.
“No. You don’t. We have other places to go.”
“Get the hell out of my way,” Jacek nearly yelled, as much to cover his alarm as to convince Henryk to move. He backed his horse, but Henryk shifted and blocked him again.
“You may outrank me by one year, but I have my orders. The infantry has arrived, and they ready the guns. You are headed the wrong way, my friend. If you insist on continuing, you’ll likely get yourself and Jarosława”—Henryk nodded at Jacek’s horse—“blown up, and Lord Eryk will have my head on a pike. Unlike our beloved captain, I venture he wishes to see you alive.”
Jacek stopped and stroked his mare’s neck. Shouts rose in the distance, but the small patch of ground where he and Henryk stood was steeped in preternatural quiet. No birds trilled; no insects hummed; no leaves rustled. The pawing of a hoof and his charger’s soft snort were the only sounds.
Henryk smirked. “Don’t look so dumbfounded. We are to continue pursuing the enemy. You get to live a few more minutes and, with any luck, kill another dozen before they kill you.”
The big animal tossed her mane, jingling her turquoise-encrusted bridle. The clank brought Jacek back to the reality of the battle that had started before dawn only hours before.
Jacek looked up at his friend. “Lead on.”
Just then, the guns boomed, their reports roaring through the woods, followed by the dull popping of firearms. Wordlessly, he and Henryk turned and rode toward the terrible noise.

      [image: image-placeholder]With a satisfied eye, Lord Eryk Krezowski surveyed the battlefield from his vantage point atop his warhorse. Pride swelled inside him. Despite a sleepless night plodding through rain and mud, his men had fought valiantly, battering the enemy’s defenses in charge after ferocious charge. Why would he have expected any different outcome? Every one of his winged hussars had performed as he knew they would.
He glanced skyward, and his elation turned to disquiet; not all his warriors were accounted for. He crossed himself, then sagged with a deep breath, praying neither his lieutenant nor his best warrior, Jacek Dąbrowski, were among the battle’s casualties.
The day was growing hot, the clamminess curling itself upward in a creeping vapor that carried the fetid smell of blood and death along its tendrils. Eryk looked toward a cluster of men. Among them was the general, Crown Field Hetman Stanisław Żółkiewski, negotiating terms with the defeated Muscovite army’s mercenaries. As Eryk pondered their exchange, a horse and rider caught his eye, and he raised his commander’s mace.
“Captain,” he called.
“My Lord Eryk.” Mateusz reined his horse beside Eryk and pulled off his helmet, ruffling his short chestnut hair with a gloved hand. Only twenty-eight, the fissures of Mateusz’s craggy face made him appear far older than Eryk’s thirty-two.
“What news of the men have you?” Eryk asked.
“We lost Górnicki. Two missing, presumed dead. Five wounded; the barber-surgeon assures me they will survive. Overall, it appears the casualties on our side were a fraction of the enemy’s. Quite remarkable, really.”
“Who is missing?”
“Jacek Dąbrowski led a charge between the fences and came under fire. Neither he nor Henryk Kalinowski has been seen since.”
Bile rose in the back of Eryk’s throat. “You know this for certain?”
Mateusz removed the glove and swiped his hand over his forehead. “I have seen Górnicki’s body. No one has seen Dąbrowski or Kalinowski since the charge—they didn’t fall back. But it’s a mess over there.” Mateusz jerked his chin toward the battlefield. “I can only assume they’re dead and have yet to be uncovered.”
“Perhaps they were part of the pursuit,” Eryk posed.
“Those soldiers have all returned,” countered Mateusz.
“Losing Górnicki is a blow. If Dąbrowski and Kalinowski are lost, it is a bitter disappointment. They are fine officers,” Eryk said quietly, recalling Jacek’s eager yet earnest face when he’d first come to train with Eryk six years ago.
Mateusz shrugged and turned a piercing blue-green stare on Eryk. “Despite unbelievable odds, we triumphed, and you should take comfort in that. Better to lose a few of the inexperienced younger men who have no wives or children to grieve them.”
Eryk glared at the man beside him. “You forget yourself, Mateusz. Those inexperienced young warriors, as you call them, were as battle-hardened and courageous as any I have had the privilege of fielding. They may not have wives to grieve them, but they have mothers.”
Mateusz sighed, glancing upward as he shifted in his saddle. “Of course, Eryk, I did not mean—”
“You will either address me as ‘Lord Krezowski,’ ‘Rotmistrz,’ or ‘my lord.’”
“Yes, my lord.” Mateusz settled the helmet back on his head, wiggling it in place. “I will check on the rest of our company.” He turned his horse and pulled up short.
“Sweet Jesus, I cannot believe it,” he muttered.
Eryk glanced over his shoulder. Two winged hussars rode toward them, a string of horses in tow.
“Dąbrowski!” Mateusz barked. “Where the devil have you been?” Out of the side of his mouth, Mateusz grumbled, “With the Muscovite camp whores, no doubt.”
Eryk ignored him as Jacek and Henryk slowed to a walk, stopping in front of Mateusz.
“Sir,” Jacek rumbled and looked past Mateusz to Eryk.
“Jacek. Henryk. It’s good to have you back. What happened?” Eryk asked.
Glancing at Mateusz, Jacek nudged his charger’s flanks and pulled up before Eryk.
“Begging your pardon, sir, but the infantry had begun their pursuit of the Germans, and Colonel Dunikowski ordered us to support them. As we returned from that effort, more of ours started after Shuisky’s retreating troops but many … ah … stopped to gather treasure the Muscovites tossed aside, so we turned and chased that lot nearly four leagues.”
Eryk’s eyes flicked over Jacek’s and Henryk’s saddles. “I gather by your empty saddles you did not join the plundering.” His gaze rested on the tethered horses.
“No, sir. But we found these foraging on our way back and rounded them up. We will deliver them to your camp.”
“Keep your prizes. You earned them.” Eryk’s eyes wandered to Mateusz, who seemed to fume. “Mateusz, take Kalinowski and check on the others.”
Weariness weighed heavy in Eryk’s bones, but he kept his shoulders erect as the two retreated. He glanced at Jacek sitting straight and tall in his saddle. Though bloodied and bedraggled, his garb was unmistakably that of the winged hussar. A padded red coat skimmed the knees of dark breeches tucked into yellow leather boots. Over this, he wore gleaming steel armor that covered chest, back, and shoulders. A thick black leather shoulder strap held his depleted powder horn and cartridge box. Clasped at his neck was a snow leopard hide, and atop his head a plumed helm.
Eryk’s costume was like Jacek’s in all ways but one. Eryk wore a mail skirt that fell just above the knee. At the back of each man’s saddle, mounted to the cantle, rose a slender wooden shaft that held a row of eagle feathers. While Eryk’s stood defiant and unscathed, Jacek’s was missing feathers and listed precariously.
“A little worse for wear, eh, Jacek?”
“Nothing a hot meal and a sound sleep cannot cure, my lord.”
The two men stood side by side, surveying the scene in reverent silence. The battlefield, only recently a simple swath of farmland, was thick with churned, wet earth and troughs of milky brown sludge mixed with blood. Black smoke curled upward. Upon the enormous field sprawled broken and bloody bodies—those of men and horses—together with the smashed remains of lances, wagons, and fences.
Small movements on that field became silhouettes of men lifting and carrying their friends and fellow soldiers away; or homeless villagers—men, women, children—tearing through clothing and saddles; or servants delivering death blows to wounded enemy soldiers who thrashed in misery, or to the stray horse who struggled to stand on shattered legs.
“A great victory for Hetman Żółkiewski.” Eryk’s eyes remained fixed in front of him. “Perhaps he can convince more to surrender when we return to Carowa-Zajmiszcze.”
“When do we return, my lord?”
“Today, after Żółkiewski has finished here. However, once our company reaches camp, we pack up. We begin our journey home tomorrow.”
In the periphery of his vision, Eryk caught Jacek’s head swiveling toward him. He faced his surprised officer. “Our work is done. With the time we have already spent at Smoleńsk and Biała, we have overstayed our obligation, and Żółkiewski has no money to pay us.” With a pinprick of guilt, he went on. “Other companies have lately joined the campaign, and with harvest approaching, the king has agreed to release those who have been here longest.”
Not one to shirk a fight, Eryk was tired, and though he kept it to himself, he was grateful to be headed home.

      [image: image-placeholder]The company trudged the eighteen miles back to Carowa-Zajmiszcze that night, some nodding off in their saddles as they went. Morning brought an unremarkably gray, overcast sky that mirrored the men’s faces. Eryk looked on as servants disassembled and stored each hussar’s camp in that man’s wagons, alongside his weaponry, clothing, blankets, and dwindling provisions.
The company’s field clerk sidled up to Eryk with a shuffling gait.
“My lord?”
Eryk turned and looked down at the slim, spectacled Jew with moustache and wild black hair peppered with white. The fastidious bookkeeper was surely devoid of any ability to smile.
“What is it, Aron?”
“I have taken inventory of our foodstuffs, sire, and we are perilously low. We must consider resupplying for the journey home.”
Eryk’s brows knotted. “And you are just now telling me this?”
Aron’s own brows knitted together. “Begging your pardon, Commander, I thought to get what victuals we needed from the camp followers, but Hetman Żółkiewski has claimed nearly all of it.”
Eryk followed the clerk to the supply wagons and blew out a breath as he looked over their paltry stores. His mind whirred.
“Send the captain to me,” he instructed.
The clerk scurried away.
When Mateusz appeared, Eryk was beside a wagon, deep in thought as he palmed the wagon’s rail.
“Mateusz. We need to replenish, and we will have to forage until we reach Poland. You will take the main bulk of the company while I take a detachment with me to get what we need.”
Mateusz frowned. “Where do you intend going, my lord? Any settlements close by are already looted, and game is scarce.”
Eryk nodded, fiddling with the hilt of his sabre. “There are villages farther distant—beyond the better-traveled paths—that might do. Vyatov, for instance, which is not too far from Maksimkovo. It’s on Muscovite soil, so I do not expect a welcoming population, but the villagers might accept payment or barter in exchange for our direst necessities. If the folk are friendly, they might be sympathetic—or at the very least, not hostile.”
“Should you not appoint someone else to lead this foraging mission? A senior retainer or Dąbrowski, for instance.” Mateusz’s frown held fast as he unstoppered a waterskin.
“I want be to be sure ample food remains for the villagers, even if Vyatov is an enemy hamlet. With harvest near, we have an even chance of provisioning without taking everything. As for letting someone else lead the detachment, Jacek is more than capable. But if we run into looters, they will be our own countrymen in a plundering mood and more likely to heed me.”
Mateusz leaned his head back and drank water from the skin. He dragged his sleeve across his mouth. “No pillaging under your watch, my lord, even if they are filthy Muscovites who kill us?”
Eryk crossed his arms. “They are not the ones who kill us. Their soldiers do the killing, and plundering that treasure is vastly different from taking everything the settlers have. They are simple people trying to scratch enough from the earth to feed themselves and their children. I will not tolerate harming them unless we are provoked. The men have always understood and abided by my edict, and you know this.”
Mateusz capped his waterskin. “Just as I know those children grow into men who would murder us all.”
Usually a man in control of his temper, Eryk let his fatigue and irritation get the better of him. As Mateusz wheeled to leave, Eryk cleared his throat.
“Mateusz. Send Dąbrowski to me. I’m promoting him to lieutenant and will be bringing him with me.”
When Mateusz looked back at him, Eryk noted the flash in his eyes. “Careful, Mateusz. I can also promote him to captain.”
Mateusz’s mouth opened and snapped shut. 






  
  Chapter 2
Spoils of War

[image: image-placeholder]

The new lieutenant took the news with his usual solemnity and went straight to work organizing the detachment. No smile, no extravagant words. Within the half hour, Jacek had enlisted a score of hussars, together with servants and  pacholiks—the hussars’ retainers—and two score were ready to ride to Vyatov.
As Eryk observed his freshly anointed lieutenant, it occurred to him that, at twenty-two, Jacek was the youngest lieutenant in the company’s history. But despite his youth, Eryk was confident the choice had been judicious. Time and again Jacek had earned the men’s trust through unbending self-discipline—as he’d done by forgoing rich plunder to hunt the enemy. A professional soldier, he was committed, almost to a fault, to the company’s success and had been since Eryk had known him. He would doubtless perform his duties admirably.
Both men stood beside one another, checking their horses’ trappings. Eryk glanced at Jacek. “Tell me, Jacek. Why does Mateusz dislike you?”
Jacek was inspecting a stirrup. “I was not aware Captain Zalewski dislikes me, my lord.”
Eryk chuckled while he straightened a buckle. “Then you must be the only one to think so. What did you do? Sleep with his wife?”
Eryk had meant it as a joke. But when he registered the slight jerk in Jacek’s ordinarily smooth movements, he gathered he had inadvertently struck upon something.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jacek led the detachment as they rode away from the main squadron and veered toward the village three hours distant. Over flat terrain covered in scattered patches of dense forest upon fields, he pondered his unexpected promotion. While he’d expected the advancement since he’d set his sights on leading the company years ago, it had come far earlier than he’d planned. He only wished they’d followed Żόłkiewski’s army. He hadn’t quite tired of testing himself against the enemy, but more important was his desire to distinguish himself in the hetman’s presence.
The hetman had King Zygmunt’s ear, and if Żόłkiewski should mention individual feats of valor on the battlefield, well, Jacek’s deeds might be among those. He owed Lord Eryk four more years of service, and he meant for the king to hear his name at least once in the time that remained. The prestige of such an utterance carried with it the promised path to what he most coveted.
Mateusz doubtless suspected Jacek’s ambition, which fueled his superior’s growing disdain—that and Mateusz’s belief that Jacek vied for Eryk’s favorable treatment. Let him believe what he wants. The devil with him.
Keeping his focus forward, Jacek studied the dirt track below him and the blur of trees beside him and blew out a sigh. The odds of Żόłkiewski noticing him were as long as the interminable path they followed—even with the promotion. No matter. He would continue making and taking opportunities as they came—like riding in the front line or stepping into his dead lieutenant’s place. He crossed himself as he recalled the man he replaced, a man he’d admired.
As they emerged from the pines and rounded a bend, Jacek drew in his reins sharply, Lord Eryk and Henryk pulling up beside him. His nose was assaulted by pungent black smoke and his eyes by red-orange flames licking thatched roofs, spiraling ash skyward. They had arrived too late.
“Jacek, take them with you,” Eryk ordered as he pointed to a group of hussars behind them. “Henryk and I will take the rest. Head to the north. We’ll swing south.”
Jacek drew his sabre and barked out commands. The weary cavalrymen urged their horses and raced toward the village.
Everywhere was chaos. Polish soldiers—thugs, really—rode horses through screaming villagers, trampling some as they lofted lit torches atop the cottages. Women covered children in their arms as foot soldiers attacked with all manner of weapons in a bloody, disorderly rage. Some village folk resisted the ravagers, but most became their victims instead.
Jacek raised his sabre, and the winged hussars sprang into action, transforming the aggressors into the hunted as they bore down on them. Their armor glinted dully in the flat light as they scattered the marauders before their poised blades. Fatigued as they were, the hussars were still a terrifying sight to behold, armed and armored in their battle regalia. Jacek’s aim wasn’t to murder their compatriots, though he wasn’t keen to acknowledge them as such. Rather, he meant to drive them from the village and the people they brutalized.
He wound his way through the mayhem, confident the hussars would soon have the instigators on the run. Little could be done for the devastated settlement.
Seeking a broader perspective, he was walking his horse out of the fray when a desperate struggle came into view and seized his attention. Through the thick smudge of smoke billowing from a burning cottage, he made out a man’s body crumpled across the front threshold. A woman lay just beyond, inside the doorway, as still and as dead as the man.
Another man, very much alive, wrestled with a feminine form in the yard between Jacek and the cottage while a small boy tugged on his leg, keening pitifully.
“Leave her alone!” the child cried.
The woman, doubtless the boy’s mother, thrashed and kicked with an unbound desperation, making her a more difficult victim to subdue than her slight body insinuated. The man grunted his displeasure as he tried to overpower his quarry. Seeming to lose patience, he raised a wicked dagger, intent on crashing the hilt into the base of her skull.
“Stop!” Jacek bellowed. “Release her!”
The man’s head jerked up, fury twisting his face.
“Why should I?” he snarled, wrenching his captive across his body. He lodged the honed point of the knife against her exposed slender white neck. It was then Jacek realized she was a mere girl.
Sitting erect, unmoving and taut as a drawn bowstring, Jacek appraised the man. He was doubtless a soldier but surely could not be among the higher ranks—a peasant foot soldier or a pitiful pacholik, perhaps, but no more. His garments and arms bespoke a lowly station, and his wretched mount was nothing like the warhorses favored by Polish cavalry. He had no telltale pennons or adornments, and though he wore a traditional cap, it was devoid of the common decorations: showy feathers, medallions, brooches. At this moment, countryman or not, he was a foe.
“Are you part of a Polish company?” Jacek demanded.
“Why does it matter?” the man growled, holding his weapon to the struggling girl. He yanked her dark plait hard, exposing a silver chain that encircled her neck and plunged in a long, narrow V under her bodice.
Eryk pulled alongside Jacek, and in a tight voice said, “Because he’s deciding whether to kill you where you stand or spare your life this once because of your ignorance. Not that ignorance excuses your despicable behavior.”
The man laughed malevolently. “And you two will stop me?”
“I only need him.” Eryk pointed at Jacek. “And should I need more, then we two and the rest of my army, you pathetic bastard.”
“I am an officer in Aleksander Lisowski’s regiment, and I’m entitled to my spoils. This girl is my reward,” the soldier raged. “You can keep the brat and sell him to the Tatars.” He kicked at the youngster, now folded over his knees, crying inconsolably in the dirt at the girl’s scrabbling feet.
One of Lisowski’s lost men? Perhaps the Crown tolerated them, but Jacek did not. They were brigands, the lot of them, good for naught but carrion. Dispatching this one would trouble his conscience not a whit.
From the corner of his eye, Jacek saw Eryk lean forward and relax his reins as he rested his hands on his saddlebow. His shoulders eased, and he continued in a drawl. Jacek transferred his sabre to his left hand and slid his broadsword from its sheath beneath his left thigh.
“I am Lord Commander Eryk Krezowski of Biaska. Be you truly an officer, legitimate or not, I am your superior. Therefore, I choose my spoils first. If any remain, you pick from what is left. That girl is part of my booty.”
Unruffled, Eryk delivered this news juxtaposed with the strange tableau of seething soldier, struggling girl, and forlorn boy. Jacek’s gaze remained fixed on the assailant, and he detected a flash of recognition in the man’s eyes upon hearing Eryk’s name.
One second, then two more ticked by. Eryk stood in his stirrups with a roar.
“Do you understand?”
Jacek and Eryk positioned their blades with deadly speed, leveling them at the soldier. Materializing from the smoke, the hussars sifted in and ringed them in a half circle. Eryk continued in a cold, calm voice as Jacek stepped his horse closer and aligned the tip of his broadsword with the man’s neck.
Try it, filth. Go on! Jacek checked the wicked grin quirking a corner of his mouth.
“If you choose to die this day,” Eryk began, “say whatever prayers you wish to say now before you meet the devil, and we’ll be done with it. But if you choose to live, you will drop your weapon and free her. I don’t give a damn either way. If she dies along with you, I’ll be disappointed, but it will matter little. She’ll be one more dead Muscovite.” He shrugged.
Eryk’s demeanor, paired with the blood and gore still streaking his cuirass, bespoke his lethal meaning. For several heartbeats, he scrutinized the soldier, who had grown still save his darting rat’s eyes. Flames licked their way through the thatch and wood of the cottage, crackling and popping as they cast off fiery showers of embers. The man lowered his dagger and released the girl, shoving her to the dirt.
She grasped her throat and coughed in raspy breaths while the boy smothered her back with his small body, racked in sobs.
“I will have your name, soldier,” Eryk growled.
The man’s chest heaved, his nostrils flaring. “I am Romek Mazur,” he spat.
“From where do you hail?”
“I hail from nowhere. I only serve Lisowski.”
“Truly a lost man, then.” Eryk straightened in his saddle. “Romek Mazur, hear me. As one of Lisowski’s band, you are a marked man in Poland. I could kill you now and be lauded by the Crown for saving them the trouble. Be grateful I am feeling generous and deign to spare your life today. If I hear of you preying on innocents again, be assured I will finish what I began here today.”
Romek’s eyes blazed with hatred. “No Muscovite is an innocent.”
“She is a girl undeserving of what you had in store for her. Now go before I change my mind.”
The riders moved aside as if they were one long palisade gapped in even widths. Romek scurried away and jumped atop his steed, spurring a quick path out of the village. 
Eryk jerked his head at him. “Let’s go.”
As Jacek reseated his blades, he glanced at the boy and girl. Whether it was the light or some other trick of the eye, he couldn’t say, but for a moment he saw his sister in the bend of the girl’s head and the delicate curve of her shoulder. But that couldn’t be so, if for no other reason than his beloved sister had died years ago. A familiar, unwelcome pang of guilt stabbed him, and he immediately buried it.
“What of them, Commander?” He tilted his chin at the children.
“We cannot bring them with us,” countered Eryk.
Jacek looked around the leveled settlement. “There is nothing left here.” He had no idea why it mattered; they were the enemy, after all.
“You understand I did not actually intend taking her as plunder.” Eryk darted his gaze to the girl on her knees in the dirt.
“I do, yes,” Jacek replied evenly. He waited.
Eryk sighed and walked his horse toward them. The girl, who had grown silent when her strangling breaths abated, wrapped her arms around the boy.
“Please!” she implored in Polish. “I will go with you, but please do not hurt him!”
Eryk leaned over his horse’s neck and murmured, “Where is your family, girl?”
She glanced over her shoulder at the two bodies in the doorway.
“All dead, then?”
She nodded as she looked back up at him, meeting him squarely with dry eyes.
He straightened, backed up, and nodded at Jacek. “Get the girl.” He swung toward Henryk. “Bring the boy.”
Henryk deftly dismounted, seized the youngster, tucking him under his arm, remounted, and secured the child before him. The snuffling boy twisted, but his efforts were for naught.
The girl lifted her face as Jacek approached. He was struck by fear-filled light eyes in featureless, dirt-smeared skin; flashes of porcelain peeked from the stripes of filth. He was also struck by the fact that she pulled herself up, clenched her fists at her sides, firmed her trembling chin, and glared at him. Her fright now masked by audacity, he realized she was not a girl, after all—not yet a fully bloomed woman, but she soon would be. If she lived that long.
Her bravado crumbled as the boy renewed his weak struggles.
“We will not harm either of you, but you cannot stay here.” Jacek extended his hand. “Vyatov is in ruins, and your people have either fled or been killed. Come.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Oliwia held her ground and peered up at the hulking, metal-clad warrior defiantly, belying the fear rippling through her body. She could have been looking into the face of an angel of death, but she willed her spine and legs to keep her upright. Then she noticed something out of place when taken with his fierce appearance. Though his feathered helm encased most of his face and obscured his features, sympathetic deep blue eyes fixed on her from either side of his broad nose guard. With his hand held out, palm up, he beckoned her to accept his offer.
“There is nothing for you here but death. Or worse. Come,” he urged.
She glanced back at her brother, who had calmed in the other soldier’s saddle. Shuffling her feet, she reached out a hesitant hand to the man on the combat horse. He leaned down and wrapped his arm around her waist, the metal of his arm guard digging into her hip as he hoisted her in front of him. Something hard rested against each of her knees, and her eyes fell on pistol butts protruding from red leather pouches on either side of the saddle. Behind her, the cold, unforgiving metal of his breastplate pushed against her shoulder blades. The odor of a man hard at work—but strange and different from anything she knew—wafted over her. Though she tried, she could not suppress a shudder. She scanned the group of grimy, grim-faced warriors, then darted her eyes to her brother once more.
You must stay strong for Filip, Oliwia. Stay strong.
Yes, Mother, I promise I will.
The lord—their commander—signaled with his raised forearm, and the riders fell in behind him in an orderly column. The pillagers had long scattered, and the village was empty and wholly ablaze. The heat of the flames brushed her cheek as they engulfed the scattered buildings one by one, like a great slithering beast devouring one carcass after another. As the riotous conflagration claimed structures, so did it claim bodies in its path, and she covered her nose.
The lord led them away with a shout. “Let’s put this stench and madness behind us before it catches us up in it!” Soon little would remain of her home but char and ash. She swiped at a wayward tear.
In the blink of an eye, her life, everything she knew, had been erased.
Again.






  
  Chapter 3
Oliwia
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They rode hard, putting space between them and the wreckage of Vyatov, stopping at intervals to rest and water the horses. During one such break, the lord announced they’d crossed the Muscovite border and were on their home soil once again. A cheer tore through the warriors, but the news sent a cold tremor through Oliwia. 
Entering a thick wall of cool woods, they threaded their way single-file among the tree trunks supporting high canopies above them. As the sun moved across the summer sky, its rays peeked through the dense veil of vegetation, sending shafts of light to the forest floor below. The cavalrymen guided their mounts to a grassy clearing beside a stream flanked by clumps of thick bushes and lush, shady trees.
Men dismounted and scattered like purposeful ants, unbundling supplies from saddles, freeing horses and each other from armor, gathering wood, and setting up tents. The commander headed to a seemingly abandoned wagon and cursed aloud about paltry provisions, then ordered a small hunting party armed with bows and arrows into the trees.
The soldiers carrying Oliwia and her brother lifted them onto trampled, damp grass and peeled away. Oliwia swayed where she stood, pins and needles stabbing her legs and feet. The lord grasped her arm and walked her to a tree, where he steadied her against the solid bark, keeping her upright.
“Are you well?” he asked.
She nodded, snatching breaths, and splayed a hand across her belly. “Yes, my lord, thank you. My legs are a bit numb. I am unaccustomed to riding a horse.”
He removed his feathered helm and ruffled his matted dark hair. She stole a glance as her breathing calmed. “May I have some privacy to take care of my needs? And those of my brother?”
He gave her a curt nod and barked at a soldier. “Lesław! Take them downstream to the pool. Stay close, but give them privacy.”
The soldier snapped to the command. “Yes, my lord.”
Pressing herself against the tree, she kept her eyes riveted on the lord, whose attention was drawn to the bustling camp. She studied him; this was the first time she had seen any of the soldiers’ faces unobscured by helmets. Under the dirt was a handsome, tanned face with strong cheekbones and a sculpted jaw darkly dotted with stubble. Above a full mouth was a straight nose, slightly flattened at the tip, that broadened and knobbed between the eyes. Those eyes were rich amber brown, clear and deep set. They turned down at the outer corners, giving him a thoughtful but sorrowful look. His thick black eyebrows were bunched in a frown, and she thought she recognized a ferociousness tempered by kindness. Perhaps she was safe with him.
“My lady?” The soldier’s words startled her; soon she stepped away from the tree and joined her brother.
She kept a tight hold of Filip’s hand and followed Lesław down a narrow, rutted path between slender branches he held back for them. Though he was not as big as the commander, he was still a sizeable man, and he blocked her view as she tailed him. She looked around furtively. Which way could she run if she had to? Could Filip keep up?
Soon the path gave way to a wide, flat, sandy patch beside a still pool carved from the stream, and the soldier stepped aside.
“I will wait up the trail until you call out.” He pointed to a copse they had just passed.
“Thank you,” she mumbled, watching him retreat as she held her breath.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Lieutenant Dąbrowski, I have not yet congratulated you. You reached your new rank far sooner than planned.” Henryk smirked as they handed their mounts’ leads to their retainers.
“Only because we lost Lieutenant Górnicki. I would have preferred to earn the position later, with Górnicki still alive and in charge,” said Jacek somberly.
Henryk nodded. “He was a good man. It does, however, bring you within a step of replacing the captain. May your rise to his position be just as swift. The man’s insufferable.”
Though he didn’t disagree, Jacek held his tongue.
Henryk pulled off his gloves. “Strange that Lord Eryk brought the children along, especially as one is female.”
Jacek shrugged. “She’s just a child. She won’t pose a problem, unlike the women Lord Eryk forbids. Besides, we will doubtless deliver them elsewhere within a day.”
Henryk didn’t ask what had possessed Jacek to plead for them, nor did Jacek volunteer the reason. He still didn’t know himself.
Making his way across camp, Jacek detected an air of restrained joviality. The servants’ luck in hunting had been prodigious, and there would be an abundant rabbit stew tonight. Aromatic smoke from the cooking fire swirled lazily into the sky while the men went about their tasks.
His stomach grumbled as he stood amid a small group gathered at the edge of the clearing. He had been the last to inspect the camp and therefore the last to shuck his armor. Several soldiers talked and laughed as his retainer, Marcin, loosened Jacek’s pauldrons and arm iron.
Marcin looked up from the vambrace he held and stared across the clearing; he stopped in mid-movement. The jabbering and good-natured teasing among the men ceased. Jacek followed Marcin’s gaze to where it fixed on the girl emerging into the sun-filled clearing from a screen of shrubs.
Thick and dark, her damp, unbound waves cascaded over her shoulders and down her back to her small waist. The face hidden by grime in the village now glowed like ivory, highlighted by rosy cheeks and lips. Slender, she held herself erect, and Jacek judged the top of her head barely reached his shoulder.
The camp had stilled, and as he looked around, most of the men’s eyes were directed to the exact object Marcin’s were fixed upon.
“She has the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen,” Marcin rasped.
“Close your mouth. She’s a child, for Christ’s sake.” Jacek thumped his retainer’s chest. “Save it for the whores. Tell any of them they’ve the most beautiful eyes you’ve ever seen, and you’re likely to get twice what you pay for.”
Behind him, she chided the brother she tugged along, her words echoing through the now-quiet camp. “But you just washed, Filip! How can you be filthy already? Now we must return to the stream!”
Eryk strode toward the children. “Perhaps you would both care to eat first, my lady. I am sure you’re hungry, and I venture he will need washing after the meal as well.”
The girl jerked like a panicky rabbit about to wind up in the evening’s stew. Jacek felt an odd pull to cross the clearing to her, to soothe her, to let her know she had nothing to fear. Instead, he remained rooted where he was and watched as she drew in a breath and regained her composure. She trembled slightly, though her voice did not betray it.
“Thank you, my lord. I will do as you suggest.” A heartbeat later, she added, “I thank you, my lord, for providing for us.”
Eryk smiled and gave her one quick nod. Their brief exchange broke the spell that had mesmerized the men, and now the buzzing resumed. Marcin darted Jacek a sheepish look and finished removing his armor. Jacek shook his head.
Across the clearing, Eryk bid the two to sit on a log, and he took a seat on a nearby boulder. “What’s your name, girl?”
“I am Oliwia,” she replied in a small voice. “And this is my brother, Filip.” She glanced at the boy beside her.
“I am honored to know you, Oliwia, Filip. You already know I am Lord Eryk Aleksander Krezowski of Biaska, and I am the rotmistrz—the commander. I am in charge of these men,” Eryk said, waving his hand around the camp.
The boy sprang from his seat and squawked, “Thank you for bringing us here, Eryk!”
Oliwia pinched her brother, making him yelp. “Filip! You are to address this man as ‘my lord’ or ‘Lord Krezowski,’ but never by his Christian name!”
The lord’s mouth curved up on one side in a small, indulgent smile, and he inclined his head to Jacek approaching them from across the clearing.
“Allow me to introduce my lieutenant, Pan Jacek Dąbrowski. The proper way, Filip, to speak to members of Polish nobility is to address them as ‘Pan.’ All the hussars you see here, those dressed in red—and most of their retainers—are from the noble class; therefore, you will call them all ‘Pan.’ When you meet a noblewoman, you will address her as ‘Pani.’ Pan Dąbrowski is second in command here; you may also address him as Lieutenant Dąbrowski.”
Jacek’s long strides brought him to Eryk’s side quickly. He dipped his head to Oliwia and Filip and brought himself up to his full posture, feet hip-width apart and hands clasped behind him.

      [image: image-placeholder]Oliwia glanced at her brother, mortified she had been unable to rein him in. Yet she was relieved he seemed to have forgotten, for the moment, the slaughter in Vyatov. Filip’s gray-blue eyes sparkled, and he grinned from ear to ear as he eyed the lieutenant. She had to tilt her head to look up at the man, and when she did, her breath caught. Even devoid of the steel that had covered his upper body, he was intimidating.
Lieutenant Dąbrowski stood a half-head taller than his commander, with squared-off shoulders and a lean, powerful physique. Doubtless he was the biggest man among the squad. He was the biggest man she’d ever seen. Though young, he held no vestiges of youth—there was no softness. His face was strong and chiseled, accented by a straight nose and full-lipped mouth. A well-defined jawline came to a squared-off point and was scattered with stubble much darker than his brown hair, which was shot with gold. Wide eyes of sapphire blue reflected a deep intensity and were fringed in long, dark lashes. His sable brows were gathered in a scowl, a deep shadow between them. But as he looked down at Oliwia and Filip, his fierce visage transformed with a smile, displaying straight white teeth.
Despite the smile, Oliwia shuddered inside. She’d shared a saddle with this man, this looming beast who could crush her with a single blow of his meaty, scarred hand. She flicked her eyes away lest he glimpse her growing alarm.






  
  Chapter 4
Dancing on Jagged Stones
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After a meal of fresh rabbit mixed with groats and mushrooms, an air of fatigue and solemnity hung over the camp with the descending darkness. It blanketed them with a peculiar hush, save some susurrations amid the clustered men. 
Filip pointed at a cup Eryk pressed to his lips. “Is that wodka?”
A generous gulp later, Eryk examined the cup. “Yes, it is. Would you like some?”
Filip shot Oliwia a glance, and she shook her head vigorously. “Thank you, my lord, no. The ale quenched his thirst.”
Eryk chuckled. “It was a jest, Filip. You need more seasoning before drinking among these men,” he said with a sweep of his hand. “Besides, I always prefer wine to wodka, but alas, I must wait until we’re hosted at a decent estate before I’m offered such a luxury.”
“Everyone in our village drinks wodka,” Filip blurted.
Everyone in our village is gone. Oliwia held her breath. Though she couldn’t see her brother’s face, his small body leaned against hers, pliant and warm. If he understood their loss, he wouldn’t feel so at ease, she reassured herself.
“How old are you and Filip?” Eryk asked her.
From her perch on a log, Oliwia answered, “My brother is six, and I am fifteen years.”
“Have you kin anywhere besides Vyatov?” Lord Eryk leaned back on his hands, his ankles crossed.
“No, my lord.” She was careful to mask the clench in her gut.
He looked somewhere distant and scratched the back of his head. Oliwia’s eyes bounced between Lord Eryk and the rod-straight lieutenant. Though Pan Dąbrowski hadn’t paid her much mind, his face a study in boredom most of the time, when he did look her way, his dark blue eyes drilled into her. So when Eryk announced she and Filip would sleep in the shelter of a tent between the two of them tonight, panic bloomed in her belly.
She opened her mouth to speak, only to snap it shut.
“I assure you, you’ll both be safe. What is it you fear?” Eryk urged.
How could she tell him her fear resided wholly with his menacing lieutenant? “It is … it is …” she faltered.
He waited, watching her. Jacek stood and excused himself, inviting Filip to follow. Her brother jumped up. In a bid to regain her composure, Oliwia tugged the necklace from her bodice. At the end of the chain was a silver cross with a high luster and no adornment. Calmed by its comforting familiarity, she raced forward.
“It’s just you told that … that man, you would as soon he kill me. That it would make no difference …” She trailed off, eyes downcast.
Eryk erupted in a laugh, slapping his hands against his thighs, startling her. “Is that what has you worried?” When she nodded, he continued. “I’m sorry if what I said frightened you. I didn’t mean it. Well, I meant what I said to that vermin, but not to you. I do not harm children. I do not kidnap women, enemy or otherwise. I do not trade in human slavery. Nor do any of my men. To do so would make us no better than the mongrel Tatars.” He turned his head and spat. “I did not want him to harm you. If he thought I cared, he’d have just as soon slit your throat. Do you understand?” He lowered his head and peered at her.
She lifted her chin. “You called him a lost man. What did you mean?”
The lord drew in a great breath and settled his arms across his chest. “To understand that, you must first hear of an adventurer named Aleksander Lisowski. He is a nobleman who once rode for the Crown. He is cunning and ruthless, an excellent cavalryman and skilled fighter. Some call him bloodthirsty. During a time when the Crown was remiss in paying soldiers their wages, Lisowski mutinied and formed his own regiment of irregulars. They fight for the Crown, then switch sides and fight for our enemies, the Swedes. They are opportunists who receive no formal wages. They take their pay in plunder.” Here he stuttered.
Oliwia remained still, appalled yet fascinated, eager to hear more.
“They are not particular about whom they victimize, and they commit atrocities in their own homeland—similar to what they did to your village. The Crown attempts to keep them occupied off home soil and looks the other way when they fight Muscovites—begging your pardon. They are known as the chorągiew elearska—the lost men.” He paused a beat. “Does that answer your question?”
Oliwia nodded, pondering the fate from which she and Filip had been saved, though she had little idea what fate faced them now.
“Good. Let’s get some sleep.”
A short while later, lying atop thin layers of blankets between the commander and lieutenant, Oliwia held her brother close and stared at the lieutenant’s broad back mere feet away. If she scooted any farther from him, she risked backing into the lord. From the stillness of the second’s form and his rhythmic breathing, punctuated by an occasional snort, she judged him to be asleep and no threat—for the moment.
Vigilance kept her adrift in a restless twilight, and cruel images flashed through her head. Animals bawling as they burned in a barn; Jans and Magda, the people the lord had mistaken for her parents, so easily overcome by a Polish brute; the smithy’s daughter fleeing, only to be overpowered and dragged off. Her screams echoed in Oliwia’s head; she sent a silent prayer heavenward.
Squeezing her eyes tight, she conjured an angel. Her mother’s crystal-blue eyes—so like her own, she’d been told—danced and sparkled as she smiled at Oliwia. Oliwia watched her ghostly white child’s hand reach up to touch her mother’s dark brown hair. Its softness brushed her fingers.
I promise I will be a strong girl, Mother.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jacek opened his eyes amid an awakening chorus of woodland birds. He was more tired after his fitful sleep than when he’d first stretched out. In the weak light of the predawn sky, he made out the petite form sleeping an arm’s length from him, her brother’s smaller body tucked in her arms. Eryk’s blanket was empty, and Jacek set off to find him before the men roused.
He located his commander at the edge of the pool, pulling his fingers through his damp hair, seemingly lost in thought. Jacek scanned everything in his purview but saw only the small, clear pool, deep enough to submerge a grown man to his shoulders. A stack of boulders blocked the stream’s current, allowing only gentle flows through a jumble of rocky gaps. Willow shrubs crowded the edges of the sandy ground, dense and green. The water reflected the graceful elm and willow branches arcing above while damselflies and midges skimmed soft ripples across its shimmering surface.
Jacek stripped and plunged into the brisk water, bringing his mind and body to full alertness. He emerged and shook water from his hair and limbs. After he dressed, he dropped beside Eryk on the sandy strip limning the pool. Eryk stared ahead, and Jacek followed his gaze. Pulling in three deep breaths, he focused on a gnarled, knotted birch trunk on the far side of the stream.
Eryk broke the silence. “She says they’ve no family left, and I have no desire to return to enemy territory and search. I see nothing to be done other than to bring them to Biaska.”
Jacek held still while Eryk continued. A hard edge crept into his commander’s voice. “You know what this means, yes? If we bring them back with us? We have at least four weeks of travel before we reach home, and this girl, this young woman will be a distraction.”
His eyes fixed on the warty burl, Jacek shrugged. “Possibly.”
“These are good men, honorable men. But they’ve been away from home a long time, and they have battled hard,” Eryk said. “I do not wish to place too great a temptation in their paths.”
“Then permit them more frequent visits to the brothels,” Jacek offered.
Nodding, Eryk untangled a stray twig in his hair. “As we travel, the only men I entrust her with besides myself are you and Henryk.”
Jacek’s head pivoted, and he arched an eyebrow at his lord.
“Well, now that I think on it a little harder,” Eryk corrected with a small grin, “perhaps not Henryk, after all. I think the boy will be safe with him though.”
Both men chuckled. Henryk had the reputation of being a courageous, tough warrior and a fearsome foe. Henryk also had the reputation of being an irresistible charmer of all women, and this earned him a different sort of admiration among the men. He indulged as fully as he fought.
“Henryk can be trusted with the life of anyone under your protection. Besides, he would not molest a child,” Jacek said.
“Apparently, you haven’t noticed, but she’s not such a child. Turning her over to him might prove too great a lure; he’s not invincible. The wisest course is to have her ride with just the two of us.”
“Understood, my lord.”
Eryk smirked. “On further thought, as you are the one who advocated rescue, you will take her for the journey.”
Jacek bit back a protest.
An hour later, amid servants stowing away the camp, Jacek readied Jarosława. He murmured in his mare’s ear as he cinched her girth.
“It wasn’t my choice. I’d prefer not to be crowded, but she’s not big and cannot weigh much. You and I will manage the inconvenience.”
Like the others, he didn’t don his armor, for they did not expect any battles this day, and they wanted to move quickly in the summer heat. Unlike the others, he relinquished his pistols, his pałasz—the broadsword—and war hammer to better arrange himself and his passenger. Though he still carried his prized sabre, dagger, and bow and quiver, the missing arms unnerved him.
Horses stood ready in the clearing, and men began clambering into their saddles. He mounted as the girl approached, her eyes darting over Jarosława. Extending his arm, he jerked his head, signaling it was time to go. When he leaned down to her, she stumbled backward.
He suppressed his annoyance. “Come closer so I can help you up.”
She shuffled toward him, and he encircled her middle. She bucked as he hauled her up.
“Stop,” he scolded. A pang of guilt softened his tone. “Ease yourself. I have you. I won’t let you fall.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Oliwia’s insides flipped, then flopped, and her limbs were nearly frozen with fear. But she did as the lieutenant commanded and found herself propped face-forward in the saddle. His muscular thighs straddled her bottom while her legs bestrode the saddlebow and dangled on either side of the big stippled gray horse. It took some shifting, but they finally fit together like puzzle pieces.
As they walked the trails curving through the wood, the lieutenant’s warm breath fell on her hair and she smelled his musky scent—more pleasant than yesterday’s version. The heat from his unarmored body seeped through her gown, and she sat forward to evade every sensation emanating from him. The action garnered a grunt from him. A forearm corded with hardened muscle snaked around her waist, pulling her back up in a straight position snugged against his chest. She squeaked.
“My lady,” he hissed. “I think it would be most comfortable for us both if you were to stay as upright as possible.”
She bobbed her head like a sprinting pigeon. At least her back was to him, and she was spared his stormy eyes scrutinizing her.
And so they trudged in and around the thick trees. When the woods gave way to rolling meadow, the horses cantered. The summer sun had climbed high, and the heat shimmered through the grasses. A few leaden clouds lumbered overhead, threatening a rainstorm later that afternoon, but all else was still.
Midday, they took refuge in a shade-dappled grove beside a stream and ate a simple meal of bread and cheese. Oliwia and Filip sat among several hussars, her brother’s head wagging back and forth between the bantering men. He seemed dazzled and distracted, and she sent a grateful prayer skyward.
The rest of the afternoon passed without threat from nature or man. Heat rose and enveloped the group in torpor as they rode through field and wood, and Oliwia’s body rocked to the rhythm of the horse’s steps. Soon her head flopped to one side, and the lieutenant raised both arms and braced her, then tipped her back against him. She startled fully awake, pulling herself away from him.
“Was I asleep?” she said in a fluster.
“Yes, my lady. Or you were about to be. I feared you might fall over, so I pulled you back.”
“Oh, I see,” she muttered in a voice thick with sleep. “Thank you.”
She ran her fingers through her hair in a nervous gesture, horrified when an errant curl caught in his mouth. He freed it with a sputter. Her back now rigid, she searched for something to say.
Unfortunately, she blurted the thought consuming her.
“Are we your prisoners?” 






  
  Chapter 5
Foreigner
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Momentarily stunned, Jacek did what all good soldiers do. He bought time while deflecting an attack. “I beg your pardon?” 
The girl twisted in the saddle and regarded him over her shoulder. Her face was flushed; he doubted it was from the heat.
“During the midday meal,” she said in a steady tone, “I heard your men say we are on Polish soil. Judging by the sun, we are traveling southwest, away from Muscovy. Have you taken my brother and me prisoner?”
“Of course not.”
“Then where are you taking us?” she posed—quite rationally, he grudgingly admitted.
“When my commander learned you have no family, he decided to safeguard you and bring you with us to his estate. First we will catch up our company, then we all travel to Biaska, in the southwestern part of the Kingdom of Poland. It’s a fortified castle among a line of fortresses guarding the western border. Do you know Kraków?”
She nodded. “Whenever I go with my … When I would visit the fair in Maksimkovo, merchants would tell stories of Kraków, its grand cloth hall, and the king’s beautiful palace on the hill.”
His eyebrows inched up his forehead. “Wawel Castle. Soon it will no longer be the site of the king’s court. His Majesty ordered the reconstruction of the Royal Castle in Warszawa and relocates there.” He couldn’t fathom why he was bothering to tell her this.
“But why?”
“The king is a goldsmith and employs an alchemist. Part of Wawel burned years ago from an experiment gone awry. Warszawa is also closer to the Muscovite border, and Sweden, where he hails from.”
“Did you witness the fire?”
He suppressed a chuckle. “No. But when I was six, I went to Wawel with my grandfather. His father served Zygmunt the Old, which is how he gained his estate, my family home.”
She had been swiveling her head back and forth and now turned and looked at him again with a deep frown. “Why?”
He flicked the reins impatiently. Her questions tossed him off balance, as though he fought for footing atop a rolling log in a swift river.
“He saved his commander at the Battle of Łopuszno in 1512,” he replied hotly. “And killed many Tatars.”
Shaking her head, she said, “No, I meant why did you go there with your grandfather? It must have been quite an adventure for a young boy.”
Her guileless expression sucked all the wind from his bluster.
“It was, yes.” His voice was colored with sheepishness. “He took me and my brothers to see a portrait of the battle showing my great-grandfather among the warriors.”
“You come from a long line of soldiers, then. How many brothers?”
“Three older, one younger.” He smirked. “And before you ask, two older sisters and one younger.”
Her eyes widened. “Such a big family! Do your parents live?”
“Yes.” With melancholy, he added, “Our family was larger once. My mother lost several children … and I had another sister.” The words escaped before he could swallow them. He never spoke of Ruta.
You remind me of her.
“How long has she been gone?” she asked gently.
“Seven years. She was my twin. She died of ague.” Ague he’d been sick with and passed on to her. The ache returned, and he flicked the reins again, clearing his throat.
Oliwia nodded and faced forward. A few minutes later, she glanced back. “So we are not prisoners? We are free to go?”
“Go where?” he asked with bemusement. She replied with a shrug.
“Muscovy will soon be part of the Commonwealth,” he boasted, “So you’re as good as a Pole now—or Lithuanian, if you prefer. If your family … If you’re Orthodox, you might choose to be Lithuanian as they too are Orthodox. Most Poles are Catholic, but you are free to choose your religion.” He cocked his head to the side to look at her.
She drew in a sharp breath, and her face darkened with a fierce glare. “What makes you so certain Muscovy is about to become part of your precious Commonwealth?”
“Because your boyars signed a treaty, and our Prince Władysaw is now their tsar,” he retorted with equal fervor. “I was fighting nearby, at Smoleńsk, when it happened. That city will soon surrender to us. I just returned from Biała, where the Muscovite commander withdrew when he heard we were marching to liberate our garrison. And only two days ago, we marched to Kłuszyn, where we routed a Muscovite force many times greater than ours! And they ran! With an army like that, it’s only a matter of time before your country falls.” His heart hammered against his ribs.
Her eyes became two glittering moons. “So it’s true!” she whispered right before she twisted away and showed him her back. Her shoulders seemed to sag.
Why the hell am I arguing with a fifteen-year-old girl who’s just lost everything, for Christ’s sake?
For the rest of that long afternoon, she didn’t speak to him. When they stopped to encamp, she scrambled out of the saddle, tumbling to the ground before he could reach out to soften her landing.

      [image: image-placeholder]Oliwia scanned the soldiers’ faces from a safe distance as they sat around the fire. Her predicament hit her with full force. She was one girl, and a small, unarmed one at that, among scores of hardened warriors. Hardened enemy warriors. On their way to join hundreds more. On foreign soil. With sharpened steel. But where could she go? To survive, to keep Filip alive, she must stay with them. She had no choice.
The people of Vyatov had tolerated the Poles, learning their language to trade with them. But elsewhere in Muscovy, Poles were despised. She had listened to the stories, and she’d heard the lament of the “three plagues.” Typhus, the Tatars, and the Poles.
The Polish soldiers who had destroyed her village had been evil. But outside of the lieutenant, these men didn’t seem like evildoers. Hadn’t her father—her real father—fought on the side of the Poles? Surely he had seen something noble. And Lord Eryk had taken her and Filip—to safeguard them, the lieutenant had said—when he could have left them behind to starve or worse.
But then there was the enigma that was the prickly lieutenant. She shuddered. He had glanced her way a few times tonight, but she’d ignored him. Or tried to. She struggled to envision him laughing among his siblings but could only conjure his forbidding face with a bloody weapon to hand.
Bone-weary, she stood and stretched in the firelight. Several sets of eyes turned to her, and the faces they belonged to smiled before turning back to their dice, their pipes, and their songs. She stepped to the tent set up for just her and Filip and rolled herself in a nest of blankets with her slumbering brother.
They are not bad men. We are safe in their care. We have to be.
Stay strong, Oliwia.
Yes, Mother.
Sometime in the night, she was wakened by thrashing and cries. Before she gained full consciousness, a large figure loomed in the tent, and her heart leapt to her throat.
“Are you all right?” The lieutenant’s voice, soft and low, came from his hulking outline. He knelt beside Filip.
Her brother keened, and the lieutenant sat him up and shoved his limp, sweaty person into her arms before retrieving a lantern. Hovering over the flame, he peered at her while Filip sobbed against her.
“I was on guard outside your tent when I heard cries,” the lieutenant whispered. “He’ll be better now.” He nodded toward the snuffling heap in her lap with the scrawny arm clamped about her neck. The lantern light might have deceived her, but she thought the lieutenant’s eyes shone with sympathy, not the disdain she would have expected. Before she could thank him, he had melted into the night, leaving behind the lamp.
By morning, Filip had recovered, babbling cheerfully as if naught had happened during the black hours. Oliwia resolved herself to riding with the lieutenant again, and though he still scared her, her fear had receded a shade. He was not so frightening as he had been at the outset.
The landscape seemed to stretch for miles, green and flat, with the occasional hump in the land or dark green grove on the horizon. As they traversed an endless sea of grasses, Oliwia sought to make peace.
“Lieutenant, what do you like to do?” she ventured with a backward glance.
His lip curled up at one corner, and he looked to the side as if calculating. “I like to eat, and I like to dance.”
He must have seen astonishment on her face, because he chuckled.
“From the time I was a boy, I was taught, like other sons of noblemen, all the knightly arts, including how to dance.”
She tried in vain to imagine him spinning joyfully in a reel. “What else were you taught?”
“Warfare,” he replied easily. “You look surprised. It’s no different for any of these hussars.” He waved his hand.
Then he told her about the soldiers traveling with them. They were heavy cavalry, he said, sent into battle for one purpose—to smash enemy lines. But not all in their number were hussars. Jacek explained she was looking at a spectrum of circumstances: the middling nobility, the poor nobility, and the yeoman class.
The nobility, the szlachta—who fancied themselves descended from the Sarmatians—ranged from the wealthiest landed magnates to those rich in name only. Though they considered themselves as equals, their differences in wealth shaped their station in military service, he explained. The cavaliers dressed like him—armored, in red or saffron boots and a cardinal coat called a żupan—were heavy winged hussars. The elite cavalry.
“When a rotmistrz, like Lord Eryk, receives a letter of recruitment from the king, he calls forth trusted hussars. They report, ready to swear an oath to his standard, with their poczets—their retinues—consisting of servants and pacholiks, whom they outfit and feed. Hussars also bring their own horses and provisions.”
He pointed to men dressed in gray żupans. “They are servants—tenant farmers or their sons—who sometimes fight in Lord Eryk’s company. In darker cloth or faded red are pacholiks. Some of them are poor noblemen—like Marcin. Their families are long on dedication and short on the funds needed to equip them to be husaria.”
She frowned. “If Marcin is a nobleman, then …”
“He is like other pacholiks, fighting and laboring for the hussars they serve.”
“Will he someday be like you and have attendants serving him?”
“Possibly. Marcin strives to prove his prowess and acquire enough wealth to finance a retinue of his own, thus rising from pacholik to hussar. A pacholik’s fortune depends upon his master and chance.”
“Have you other servants?”
He shook his head. “My poczet is Marcin and me. He does the work of four men.”
As he described his Polish domain, Oliwia grew enraptured by the narrative delivered by the deep voice rumbling through his chest, vibrating her back when she sat against him. She nearly forgot to be afraid.
The troop had been traversing a boggy brown field, with Jacek’s warhorse lumbering behind the outriders. A loud rapping sounded; horses were reined to a stop. Jacek tensed, swiveling his head until a pacholik pointed at a copse.
“Look,” Jacek laughed, stabbing his finger toward the top of a dead tree. What resembled an immense cap rested precariously in the crook of a sturdy branch. Rising from it were two white heads affixed with long orange beaks. One beak clattered, the noise bouncing between the trees.
“Have you seen a stork nest before?” he asked. She shook her head, mouth open, staring at the large birds.
When the horses resumed, Oliwia glanced around and found Marcin. The dark-haired, dark-eyed young man lagged behind with other retainers. He looked to be eighteen, and his features and easy manner reminded her of the cartwright’s son in Vyatov. A sudden jolt tore through her. In her mind, an image bloomed of the young man bellowing, running, flailing his fists desperately as he threw himself at the soldiers abducting the smithy’s daughter—the maiden who was to be his wife. But he proved no match for hardened soldiers. Oliwia’s vision shifted to his glassy brown eyes, staring blankly as he lay in a pool of his own blood. He is dead.

      [image: image-placeholder]Mid-afternoon, they stopped by a rivulet barely contained within its shallow banks, cattails growing thick like a palisade alongside it. After watering horses, shaking out stiff limbs, and letting blood flow into numb backsides, the caravan resumed.
“How did you become a hussar?” she asked once they were underway.
“From an early age, I was taught riding and combat. My father employed a mean old bast—hussar who trained my brothers and me in exchange for quarters and meals. When I was sixteen, my sire sent me to Lord Eryk for more instruction.”
“Why?”
“I had outgrown my teacher, and like most wealthy lords, Lord Eryk had his own army of highly trained soldiers. I was honored when he asked me to remain at his garrison. It was
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