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PART ONE







Chapter I
IN THE NIGHT

That night a blizzard raged over the frontier. The
prickly snow-flakes whipped their faces savagely; there
was no escape, no shelter; the snow swirled and thrashed
out from all directions; the frost burned more painfully
than fire.

It had been wonderful on the narrow path in the
thicket. The crisp snow, blue in the darkness, had
crunched softly underfoot as they had carefully picked
a single track; the fluffy snow-flakes had lain motion-
" less on the antler-like branches. And only far overhead,
among the dark crowns of the tall pines, had the wind
been howling.

But as soon as they came out into the open, the bliz-
zard turned its full fury on them, shutting out earth
and sky. :

The guide stopped and turned round, revealing his
bearded face. The suit-cases, strapped together by a broad
belt and slung over his shoulder, one at his chest and
the other on his back, looked like two fantastic white
humps. Through the snowstorm the man resembled some
fabulous creature as he stood there in his thick sheepskin
coat and high snow-covered fur cap.
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He called out but his words were unintelligible. Per-
haps the sentences sounded broken because he had to
shout every word separately, besides straining his voice
to make it heard above the howling wind.

“Frontier now—soldiers—German—Russian. You—
what I do—likethis. I bend,” the giant stooped his
shoulders, scattering the snow that had piled on his
back and the suit-cases, “you bend—I run—you run—I
lie down—you lie down. Understand? Whatever happens,
watch—me.” _

He shook himself as he shouted, and the man follow-
ing him—he was wearing a felt hat and light overcoat
unsuitable for the severe Russian winter—nodded to show
that he had heard. He had not heard everything, but that
was of no consequence. It was obvious that he had to do
as the guide did, or perish.

He listened with his head lowered, his sleeve shield-
ing his face, his eyes almost shut; here was an oppor-
tunity to rest for a moment, while they stood still and
the guide shouted almost into his ear.

The voice suddenly broke off. The man half-opened
his eyes, but found the guide was no longer in sight.

He took a step forward and immediately stumbled
waist-deep into the snow; the road seemed to have sagged
under him. Was he going in the wrong direction?

He was. The wind was now whistling in his left ear;
before, it had been blowing in his face. That meant
he had taken the wrong direction. Or had the wind
changed?

He could not remain standing there, for every second
was taking the guide farther and farther away. He moved
haphazardly to the right; the snow was deeper there. He
turned again, feeling for firm ground with his foot, and
completely lost his bearings.

Then he hallooed, straining so hard that he felt as
though blood would spurt from his eyes. But it was the
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effort alone that convinced him he had really shouted out;
he could not hear his own voice.
Precious minutes slipped by. He could no longer feel
the icy pricks on his numbed face. He battled against
the wind, grimly pressing forward over the virgin snow.
He caught the direction of the wind and trudged on as
before with it blowing in his face. The main thing now
‘was not to go round and round in a circle, following
his own tracks, after the blizzard had swept them
away.
" He began to count his steps because that helped him
to keep a grip on himself, to think only of what he should
be thinking: the trek through the blizzard straight ahead
to the break in the frontier, lying somewhere close by. It
must be quite near. At any moment he might see rising
before him the striped post and, flattened against it, the
black heavy-beaked German eagle. Or the double-headed
Russian one.
Aiter every ten steps the man would stop to get his
breath and to listen. Then silently and rapidly the cling-
ing snow would pile round him up to the waist, the shoul-
ders. If he lingered he would get buried alive.
- Through the blizzard he suddenly saw quite near
a steady yellow light. He lunged towards it without
wasting a second, forcing the snow aside with his
knees. '

The light blinked and receded some two, four, six,
ten steps. It appeared to be stationary, yet it was mov-
ing farther and farther into the snow-bound night. But
the man already understood, and proceeded more con-
fidently at a quicker pace. Once more he sank up to his
waist in the snow. That was when he tripped into a ditch.
He took a steep step up out of the ditch and felt a paved
road under his feet. It was a highway. On the wayside he
made out the clear-cut outlines of a small chapel with
an icon lamp burning dimly behind a pane.
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= S o r—————

There was not a soul about. The blizzard raged. And
here, in a desolate field stood a chapel. It was like a
fairy-tale.

The man smiled and went up to the chapel.

The icon-lamp was burning on the lee-side. Here, in
the shelter of the high marble wall, it was more peaceful
than in the open countryside, though the snow was piled
up high against the deep window through which the icon
was visible. '

The man pressed himself against the window. That way
he scarcely felt the wind. There was the broad cornice
above, and the carved celumns on each side, making the
shelter complete. He could wait here for the blizzard te
slacken. It was all the same now, as, in any case, he had
no idea where the frontier was. It certainly did look as
though the blizzard was quietening down.

But he did not have to wait. A huge, double-humped
figure emerged from the gloom. It was Karl, the guide.

Neither was surprised. Indeed, the two men nodded
as though their meeting here was quite natural, as
though, when they had separated in the field, they had
agreed to meet at the chapel.

“We’ll be home soon,” the guide said, putting his lips
close to the man’s ear.

The man lifted his eyebrows in amazement.

“How about the frontier?” '

Karl swung back his arm. As he smiled a cloud of
steam appeared just below the icicles drooping from his
moustache.

“I've passed it. Passed it without noticing,” his com-
panion thought to himself.

Karl went round the corner to the chapel and stepped
into a snow-drift in the deep roadside ditch.. Again the
wind whistled in the left ear. But this time the man in
the felt hat, which was miraculously clear of snow, was
not at all surprised. Two paces ahead of him was the
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broad back of the guide, trudging through the snowstorm.
Whatever happened now, the main thing had been done.
The frontier was behind.

“Look out! Here’s a wattle fence!”

They climbed over it. They were obviously in a vege-
table garden, because there were ridges of earth on
either side of the narrow path. At the end of it a well-
built log house loomed in the darkness. The wind had
abated, the sky had cleared, and there was a moon.

Karl halted. A

“Don’t lag behind,” he whispered. “The dog the
owner keeps is a savage beast.”

The moment he said it, the dog began to bark furi-
ously somewhere quite near them.

“There it is. Marvo’s its name. Follow close be-
hind me.”

His companion laughed.

“It’s all right. We'll be friends in a minute. Marvo!”
he called, clapping his hands in their thin unsuitable
gloves.

Chapter 11
THE HIDING PLACE

They entered the house from the yard. The door was
opened immediately, at the first light tap, as though they
were expected. The room was clean and tidy; the owners
were evidently well-to-do. The windows were hung with
thick felt curtains and not a ray of light stole outdoors
from the paraffin lamp burning brightly under its flower-
festooned glass shade. The stove was hot, and there was
a fragrant smell, something like caraway-seeds or mint.
The mistress of the house was an old woman with a dark
kerchief tied over her thinning grey hair; she was busy
at the stove. It was warm and cosy.
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The important thing now was to rub the blood back
into the white numbed cheeks.

Karl went out, leaving his companion rubbing his
cheeks hard with both hands over a basin of snow. The
host, a tall, kind-looking old man, stood beside him with
a towel over his shoulders. The towel was embroidered
with long-tailed red cocks.

“It doesn’t take long to freeze to death in this
weather,” he said, shaking his head compassionately. A
note of reproach seemed to sound in his voice. “It’s a long
time since I saw a blizzard like this. And you’ll excuse
my saying so, but your clothes are not what this weather
needs. You're from warm parts, aren’t you?”

The host was a Russian. He spoke like a townsman.
Instead of answering, the guest asked:

“Did you live in the city before settling here?”

“I've been about. Lived in the city, too. Here, take
this towel. Just look at yourself. The colour’s back in your
face as true as I'm alive. You must have a powerful
intercessor in heaven. Who is your saint, if I may make so
bold? What is your Christian name?”

“Christian name?” the guest looked up from the basin,
smiling all over his wet ruddy face. “Panteleimon.”

“A holy man he was,” the old man grunted. “A saint
and a healer. That’s why he helped you. A rubdown with
snow comes first in a case like this. And now we’ll rub
in some grease. By morning you won't even remember
the frost.”

“Are you sure no one will disturb us during the
night?” '

“Disturb you?” the host smiled. “No fear. T've got
everything fixed up. They’ll never find you here no mat-
ter how they search.”

“You think so? All the same, is there a chance of any-
one searching?”

“No one, except God.” The old man winked humor-
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