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    DEDICATION:

This work of fiction is dedicated to the memory of the real men and women of the Forest Brothers who have long since taken their eternal rest beneath the Wayside Cross.

      

    


From the Author:

This is a work of fiction, to the best of my knowledge there was no unit known as the “Giltine Battalion” amongst Lithuania’s partisan army. The characters are all of my own creation although the code names I used for them may well have been used by real people at the time. If so it is purely coincidental.  The Forest Brothers, on the other hand were very real. Having suffered through Soviet occupation in 1940-41, they were determined not to submit again without a fight. Historians tell us that their war against the Soviet Union lasted from 1944 through 1953. But others hold that it didn’t end at that time but merely changed its nature, shifting from military action to more pacifistic resistance tactics. If one accepts this premise, then the war lasted until 1993 when the last Russian troop convoy departed from Lithuania. This novel is set in the early years of this war when the partisans held sway over vast sections of the country and it appeared as if they could be successful if they received support from the West. In time, that situation would change as the partisan’s ranks began to dwindle through attrition and their support in the countryside faded due to collectivization of the farmlands, relocation of the populous from their rural agricultural locations to the cities, along with mass deportations to Siberia. It should be noted that this fight was not unique to Lithuania. Estonia, Latvia, and the Ukraine were also heavily invested in their own resistance to the return of the Red Army to their territories. Armed resistance movements were also present in newly established satellite countries of Eastern Europe. The Western nations paid little attention to these struggles. In the end, Moscow was simply too powerful and too willing to send men to their deaths for these make shift armies to prevail on the open battlefields. Time would eventually achieve what their steadfast will and courage could not. I have tried to the best of my ability to tell a story of their fight. I can only hope I have done them justice.
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1:  INTO THE FOREST
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As he moved quickly and quietly along the track on a pair of skis his grandfather had carved for him years earlier, Kazimieras Viltautaitas was struck by the simple beauty of the Samogitian marshland in winter. The snow covered brush was about shoulder height and behind it stands of birch and pine trees rose majestically towards the blue sky. Combined with the crisp cold air and the bright sunshine, it all seemed to be so clean and unsullied, it was difficult to believe that half the world was at war. 

But it was February, 1945. The Germans had been pushed backwards by the allies on both fronts, but were still alive and preparing for their last stand. The radio told of the bloody battles between the Western Allies and Japan on strange sounding Pacific Islands. The big war was winding its way towards its gory conclusion, but for Eastern Europe the smaller wars were just beginning; the Russians had returned. Many in this part of the world saw little difference between the Soviet Union and the Romanov Empire. To them, “Uncle Joe” Stalin was Ivan the Terrible incarnate; history was repeating itself as it always seems to do. 

It was one of these smaller wars that had brought young Viltautaitas to this place. The Red Army had driven the Germans out of his native Lithuania the previous summer, reestablishing the Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republic. Behind the army came the NKVD with the purpose of rooting out traitors and re-educating the population. The Kremlin’s memories were long, never forgetting the uprising that sent the Red forces into retreat in the early days of the German invasion. As a result all Lithuanians were viewed as potential enemies of the state and treated as such. Even those cooperating or outright collaborating with the Soviet authorities were suspect in the belief they were either agents of the nationalist forces or just weak willed opportunists. 

Under such circumstances, it was logical that conflict would erupt. Even members of the population who had no political leanings one way or another became ardent nationalists when they found that everyone was treated as a collaborator, even if their dealings with the Germans never went beyond what was necessary to survive the occupation. Anger and bitterness had sent many into hiding or on the run. Kazimieras was one of these.

But on this beautiful morning it all seemed surrealistic, even to him. If it was not for the Nagant revolver in his coat pocket he could easily have forgotten why he was here. He couldn’t help thinking how nice it would be if he were merely on a ski trip, touring the country. He silently assured himself that someday he would to do just that. He thought of just how pleasant that would be, to someday follow this same route on the start of some great peaceful adventure. Perhaps it would be when he was much older, taking his as yet unconceived sons with him, showing them to path he’d taken on this day. It was that kind of morning, one where it was easy to think and dream of a future; to hope.

His mellow reverie was broken as he rounded a bend in the trail and saw a man walk out from the brush and come down the trail towards him. He knew he was approaching a dangerous moment in his journey. He was sure this man was not alone while he himself was. There were many types of people wandering these forests and marshes in this time of chaos. In addition to the legitimate partisans, there were the Stribai, a type of Soviet collaborationist militia, and the Soviet Internal Security Forces, the dreaded NKVD. The NKVD was the most insidious of all, brutally trying to gain control of the recaptured territories through both openly violent tactics and subterfuge. There were also bandits taking advantage of the confusion, and desperate German soldiers, stragglers from the retreating Wehrmacht. It was a time of paranoia and suspicious apprehension and strangers were not to be trusted. 

Kazimieras slowed down then finally stopped, leaning on his ski poles watching as the man approached him with casual indifference. He knew his heavy breathing and rapid heartbeat has as much to do with fear as the physical exertion of his skiing. He had no idea if this stranger was who he was looking for and knew the wrong word at this time could be fatal. As the stranger slogged through the deep snow, Kazimieras waited until he was almost on top of him before he said anything.

“Good morning,” he tried to sound friendly, hiding his nervousness, “beautiful day, isn’t it?”

“Yes, yes it is,” the stranger responded, “perfectly lovely. A good day for skiing, I guess. But tell me friend, what are you doing out this far from civilization? I don’t meet many strangers and I’m always curious about what brings them here.”

“I thought I might meet some old friends,” Kazimieras said skewing up his courage, “I’ve heard they may be living hereabouts.”

“And who might they be?” the stranger asked. “I know most of the folks around here. I might be able to help you.”

“Kestitus,” Kazimieras responded quickly, “Mindaugas, Gediminas, as I recall. As I said, I’ve heard they are around here somewhere, them and their brothers.”

“You have some dangerous friends,” the stranger said condescendingly. “My honest advice to you would be for you to turn around and go back where you came from before you get into some serious trouble. If you’re considering doing what I think you are, nothing but trouble is going to come your way. Go back to your family while you still can.”

“No, you don’t understand, I’m just looking for old friends, nothing more. My family knows where I’m going and gave me their blessings.”

“Well, do as you will my friend,” the stranger said resignedly, “but you may regret it. But if it’s what you want, if your mind is made up, I wish you luck.”

With that the stranger walked past him, continuing on his way. Kazimieras was sure the man was what he appeared to be, just a woodsman passing by, nobody to be feared. He pushed off on his skis heading down the trail, feeling relieved. Suddenly, a loud voice rang out off to his right.

“Stop right there friend.”

Startled, he turned and saw two men on a rise about twenty meters away. One was kneeling, aiming a Tokarev rifle at him, the other standing off to the side, held a heavy Russian PPSh equipped with the big drum magazine. Kazimieras knew he’d either found who he’d been looking for or he’d been caught in a trap.

“I told you that you should have turned back,” he heard a voice behind him. “But you wouldn’t listen. Now you’re in big trouble. There’s no going back from this.”

Confused, he turned around slowly. The stranger that had passed by was walking towards him carrying a German automatic pistol. The pleasantness was gone from both the man’s voice and his expression. Now he seemed to be all business. Kazimieras stood motionless as the man grew nearer.

“Don’t move,” he was told, “I don’t often miss at this range and if I do, that man with the rifle is a dead shot. In the unlikely event that both of us miss, that PPSh has 70 rounds in the magazine, so cooperating is your best option. Now, tell me, are you carrying any weapons?”

“Yes,” Kazimieras admitted, “a revolver in my coat pocket and a knife on my belt.”

“And just why are you carrying a pistol?”

“Because I’m alone, and these are dangerous times. I knew where I could get one and it seemed prudent.”

“It didn’t do you much good, did it?”

“No, apparently not, but you didn’t seem threatening. I wasn’t looking to kill anyone if I could help it, only if I had to.”

“Forgive me for not being as trusting as you,” the stranger said as he fished the revolver from Kazimieras’s pocket. He then reached around and undid the front of Kazimieras’s coat and quickly ran his hand over all the likely hiding places for a weapon. After he took the knife from Kazimieras’s belt he warned him, “If you have any other weapons hidden, tell me now. If we find anymore later it won’t go easy for you.”

“No, you have them all.”

“Good, take off your skis for now. Just carry them and come with me.” 

Realizing he had no other choice, Kazimieras complied, removing the skis. He took two strips of rubber from his pocket and tied the skis together, then hoisted them over his shoulder. Then he turned and looked at the stranger who gestured towards the two armed men. Nodding his head, Kazimieras started walking towards them with the stranger following. He still wasn’t sure who he was dealing with, but he told himself if they were bandits, Russians, or any of their lackeys he’d have been beaten, robbed, and possibly killed by now. All these men had taken from him were his weapons, and this was actually a sensible thing for them to do under the circumstances. He was clinging to the hope that these were the people he was trying to meet and all would be well.

When he approached them, the two armed men both stepped back, allowing him to pass between them. He didn’t look directly at them as he walked past; fearing they might mistake anything he did as aggressive, even the look on his face. In his peripheral vision he noticed they raised the muzzles of their weapons upwards. He felt a sense of relief at this. At least now he began to believe they didn’t consider him to be a threat. Once he was past the two, he heard the first stranger behind him.

“Just move up ahead into the brush. There’s a small clearing in there, that’s where we’ll wait.”

Kazimieras wanted to ask just what it was they would be waiting for, but thought better of it. Whoever these men were, they were armed and they were serious and it would be foolish to question them or do anything else that might aggravate them. It seemed to him the best course of action was to simply do as he was told. He continued following the snowy footprints until he reached an open spot where the snow was beaten down. It was an obvious gathering place.

“Alright, stranger, you can take off your pack and sit down if you want,” the voice behind him said. “Moth, go tell Firefly we’re ready whenever he is.”

On hearing these cryptic words, Kazimieras turned and saw the man with the Tokarev walk away into the brush. Taking the first stranger’s advice, Kazimieras leaned his skis and poles against a tree and took his rucksack off, setting it down to use as a seat rather than sitting in the snow. He sat down and looked towards his two new companions. 

The man with the German pistol reached behind the stump of a fallen birch tree and lifted out a canvas shoulder bag with a folding stock PPs43 submachine gun lashed to it. He slung the bag over his shoulder so it hung on his left side. Putting the pistol in his pocket, he freed the submachine gun from its bindings and slung it from his right shoulder. Reaching into his coat, he pulled out a pipe and filled it with tobacco. Lighting it, he looked at Kazimieras.

“How was the skiing? You seemed to be moving along pretty well.”

“Good, actually, I have a good blend of paraffin wax for this snow. It’s not always easy to get it right, but today it was good.”

The stranger nodded in agreement before speaking. “You know, we don’t see many strangers out here this time of year, mostly partisans, bandits, Stribai, or fools. I have to ask, which are you?”

“I’m beginning to wonder if perhaps I am a fool.”

“What if I were to tell you you’ve fallen into the hands of the partisans?”

“I would say, good, that’s who I was looking for.”

“Oh, really, now I’ll tell you we’re the Stribai,” the stranger stated, his hand moving to the pistol grip of the submachine gun. “Now, what have you got to say for yourself?”

“I said I was looking for the partisans so you wouldn’t kill me,” he said nervously. “I am just what I said in the beginning, a traveler, passing through. I have no politics. I’m just a farmer’s son.”

He watched as the man released his grip on the weapon and smiled at him, shaking his head. “You’ve got all the answers, young stranger, all the answers to all the questions. But, it’s not my job to interpret them, so we’ll talk of other things for now.”

“Don’t you believe me?” Kazimieras asked.

“As I said, it’s not up to me to believe or disbelieve, or to question you at all, for that matter. Those are tasks for people far wiser than me to handle.” That appeared to be all the stranger had to say as he leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, smoking his pipe.

All this confused Kazimieras. He wasn’t sure who he’d fallen in with or what was going to happen to him. The two strangers appeared threatening, yet somehow still friendly. Heavily armed and cautious, they were seemingly casual about their security as they sat there. There were too many contradictions at work for him to make any kind of sense of it all. The man with the pipe removed it from his mouth and pointed with its stem in the direction they’d come from.

“We’ve still got to cover up our tracks before we leave.”

“I know,” his companion replied, “do you think I should start now?”

“No, we’d better wait until Firefly gets back. We’re pretty safe here, but we’d better stick together. If something happens, it wouldn’t do for one of us to be down there sweeping snow.”

The other man nodded in assent, then leaned against a tree watching the trail below. Kazimieras wondered how long they were going sit and wait for this mysterious Firefly to arrive and just what was going to happen when he did. As it turned out he wasn’t going to have to wait much longer. He suddenly heard three twittering whistles coming from the heavy brush, sounding like a bird call, but not like any bird he could recognize. The man with the PPSh responded with three whistles of his own, then he heard two more sharp whistles. Moments later a group of men entered the clearing lead by the man with the Tokarev that had been called Moth. He was followed by a man who appeared to be in his middle thirties. He had the appearance of self-confidence that often marks authority. Kazimieras assumed this was Firefly.

“Well, Wind,” he asked the man with the pipe, “what have we got here.”

“We picked him up on the trail, says he was looking for some friends. His friends are peculiarly all named after Grand Dukes.”

“I thought as much, nobody seemed to be following him, so he might be telling the truth.” The man walked over to Kazimieras.

“Where about are you from, young stranger?”

“My family has a small farm near Telsiai.”

“You look familiar to me. Have you been to Siauliai recently by any chance?”

“Yes, yes I have actually,” Kazimieras responded, appearing relieved. “I put a crucifix on the Hill of Crosses.”

“An offering like that for someone is nice, but do you think it will do any good?”

“It can’t hurt, can it?”

“No,” the man responded, “it can’t. Who was it for, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Lithuania,” Kazimieras replied, ending the prearranged recognition code. He now knew for certain whom he was dealing with.

“Now that we know each other, I have to ask this. Are you sure you want to go with us. Remember, this is your last chance to back out honorably. Be absolutely sure before you answer.”

Realizing the implications, Kazimieras paused briefly before answering. He felt this was a solemn moment and deserved to be treated as such. But the reality was he had no choice, this was his only option. He’d already crossed a line of no return and there was no turning back.

“Yes, I’m sure,” he told the man calmly with no bravado and at that moment he became a partisan, a member of the Forest Brothers.

There was no fanfare or ceremony attached to it. The man who he would now know as Firefly merely nodded his head and went about his business. The other men in the clearing acted as if nothing new had occurred. The one called Wind and another man left, heading back towards the trail where they’d first met. Kazimieras assumed they were going to try and sweep snow over their footprints, covering any trace of his sudden disappearance. It seemed to Kazimieras to be an almost symbolic act marking his departure from his old life and his entry into another completely new one. To all the world it would be as if he had vanished where the ski tracks ended on the trail and ceased to exist. He found it to be an unsettling thought. He had been forced to leave a loving family and join this group of indifferent strangers who didn’t seem to care about him one way or another.

He felt ignored as he watched Firefly talk first to one then another of the little group. He had somehow believed he would be welcomed into this group, now he realized that their coming to meet him was merely a job to these men. They had traveled however far through the snow and cold to find him and some probably resented him for it. He had no idea what their encampment was like, but it was probably more comfortable than what they were experiencing out in the elements. Mulling all this over in his mind, he didn’t notice Firefly had approached him again.

“Tell me,” Firefly said, startling him, “how good are you on those skis?”

“I can cover ground fairly quickly with them,” he responded, “but exactly how good, I don’t know.”

“Fairly quickly, eh? That’s good to know. We’re always looking for special skills in our men that we can use. Yours may be of some value at some time.”

“Didn’t the Finns use skiers against the Russians in ’40?”

“Yes, quite well, and the Russians used them against the Germans, also very well. But they were conventional armies and had the luxury and time in order to gather experienced skiers together into units and train the unskilled. We’re an underground army; we have to make do with what we have, so it pays to know exactly what we have.”

“I guess I should mention that I have access to a Mauser. I left it behind with a friend for safe keeping. I didn’t want to be traveling around with a rifle until I was sure of where I was going and who I would run into. I can retrieve it any time.”

“That will be taken care of in time, young man. There is no hurry,” Firefly told him, then walked away.

For that one brief moment Kazimieras felt he was a part of something. The man who was seemingly the leader of this unit had stopped and spoken to him as if he were an accepted member of the small group, making him feel welcome. Then, just as suddenly, he’d left, leaving Kazimieras again feeling like an outsider. It was a lonely, unsettling feeling. It was difficult for him to understand where he stood with these men. As he sat and thought about this, he suddenly noticed a slight commotion in the group. Wind and another man had come into the clearing. Wind walked over and addressed Firefly.

“We’ve brushed over our tracks as well as we could, it seems like we’ll be getting some snow tonight, so they’ll be pretty much invisible in the morning. For all intents and purposes, our skier has disappeared.”

“Good,” Firefly replied, “now let’s get up and get moving. We’re done here, time to get back to base.”

Seeing the others getting up, Kazimieras followed their lead, shouldering his rucksack and skis and clutching his poles. As they began moving out in a long line, he joined in. Wind came up behind him.

“Now try to walk in the footprints of the man ahead of you; that way if anybody comes across our trail, they won’t know how many of us were here.”

Kazimieras nodded in agreement and tried his best to obey as they made their way into the forest. Once more he was left to his own thoughts and the feelings of aloneness returned. He concentrated on staying in the prints of the man in front of him just to keep his mind occupied. He didn’t want to think about his situation, when he did he saw all that could be going wrong and in his current mental state it seemed as if whatever could go wrong would go wrong. While he was sure these were the partisans, somewhere in the back of his mind the thought that he may have fallen in with the Stribai kept popping up and he that he might now be walking blindly and compliantly towards his own place of execution. It was an unsettling notion.

Despite his misgivings he walked on, reminding himself that Firefly had asked the coded questions about Siauliai in the correct order and he himself had answered them as he’d been instructed. It was a reassuring thought and it gave him some comfort, but he would have felt much more comfortable if they’d returned his pistol to him. Unarmed, he felt naked. 

For a half of an hour he tramped along lost in his thoughts. Finally, they stopped. Firefly stepped out of the line in front of him and looking back waved his hand. Wind came up from behind him.

“We’ll take your skis, now. You’ll have to go blindfolded from here.”

Kazimieras reluctantly handed over his skis and poles and nervously took the scarf Wind handed him. This didn’t seem right to him somehow, the thought that this could be the moment of his execution raced through his brain. Seeing the apprehension on his face, Wind tried to reassure him.

“Don’t worry, it’s just for security purposes. From here there are recognizable features that could identify our location. Once we confirm that you are who you say you are, we won’t have to be doing this.”

Kazimieras nodded his head. It made sense to him, but there was still that glimmer of doubt in his mind; the fear of the unknown. He didn’t know what he was supposed to do to convince them he had come here this day to join with them. Having no real choice, he tied the scarf behind his head, covering his eyes. When they moved out, he clung to the back of the coat of the man in front of him. Wind was behind him, alerting him to any obstacles in his path. He took some comfort in the knowledge that neither the Stribai nor the NKVD would have been that careful with him as they took him off to be interrogated. If they were bandits, they would have shot him out of hand long ago. These probably were the people he’d been looking for.

He stumbled along blindly for a few minutes, then they stopped. He knew something was happening, but he had no idea what it was. He felt a hand on his shoulder, then heard Wind’s voice, “Just go slowly here, we have to be careful.”

He gingerly stepped forward. He heard the sound of his boots on wood and assumed he had just entered a building. Then there was a hand on his chest, stopping him from going any further.

“Door,” he heard Wind say, followed by the sound of a door closing and then he felt someone fiddling with his blindfold. 

“You won’t need this anymore.” With that the scarf covering his face was removed. Because his eyes had been covered, his vision had no trouble adjusting to the dim light. Looking around he saw he was in a woodshed of some sort. He also saw why they had stopped him. One meter in front of him was an open trap door.

“Take off your pack and go down,” Wind told him, “and we’ll hand it down to you.”

He set his rucksack down at the edge of the opening in the floor. Looking down he saw a ladder. Kneeling down on the floor, he lowered one leg down until his foot rested securely on a rung of the ladder and then descended down into a dank, dimly lit chamber. Looking up he saw Wind leaning over the opening, holding the rucksack in one hand for him to take. Reaching up, Kazimieras gripped it with both hands and gently lowered it. It had suddenly become precious to him as he realized that the pack and all its contents were now the sum total of all his possessions. He also knew they might be all he would ever own and his only connection with his past.

He stepped back and watched as Wind came down the ladder, pausing half way down to grab the board that was propping up the trapdoor. As Wind moved it, Kazimieras saw that it was hinged to the trap, so that when the door was lowered, the board hung down, convenient and ready to be used again. When the trapdoor closed the dim sub cellar became even darker, lit only by candles. Kazimieras looked around blinking waiting for his eyes to adjust to the faint light. 

“You’ll be staying here for a few days, until we get confirmation on you,” Wind explained. “I left your skis and poles above in the woodshed just for now.”

“Conformation, don’t you believe I am who I say I am?”

“It’s not that, Bishop is a stickler for security. We take no chances in this group. The Bishop says the NKVD and the Stribai will start getting trickier and trickier in their attempts to break us up. There are rumors and stories already of Stribai posing as partisans to confuse us. They’ve even been rumored to have killed local Soviet officials to fool the locals into talking. It’s all pretty devious, but the Bishop predicted it would happen as far back as last summer. It’s not that we don’t believe you, but we have to be sure.”

“You keep saying the Bishop, is he an actual bishop? I mean is the church running all this?”

“Yes, he’s really a bishop, and I’m really the wind. That’s all you need to know for now. Once you’re confirmed, you’ll be given a code name and all will be explained to you. Until then, you’re just a wayfaring stranger. I don’t know your name and I don’t want to know it,” despite the seriousness of Wind’s words, he seemed friendly. “Trust me, young stranger, it will all make sense in the end.”

“It’s just that it’s all very confusing.”

“It’s supposed to be, but if you are what you claim to be, you have nothing to worry about.”

“That is reassuring,” Kazimieras said as he continued to survey the underground cavern. It was actually impressive, with two separate rooms set at right angles. The walls were lined with rough-hewn timbers. The ceilings were about two meters high, but one had to duck under the supporting beams. It gave the feeling solidness and security on one hand, but it also had a claustrophobic air of entrapment about it that reminded one of a dungeon.

“This is an interesting place,” he said to Wind

“Yes, it’s a piece of history, actually. It was originally built to serve as a transfer point in the days of the book carriers, a place where things could be stored until they could be moved into the interior of the country. Not just books, but anything else the Czar might disapprove of or his appointed henchmen might want to make their own.”

“My grandfather brought books in from Prussia when he was young,” Kazimieras stated.

Wind nodded his head, “It always seems odd to me, that generation after generation of Lithuanians have had to spend their time hiding from the Russians and when it’s not the Russians it’s the damned Germans. Your grandfather might have used this same bunker, who can say? Between the wars, it was used to store midus for aging, kind of like a wine cellar. But when the Russians came back in ’40, the underground took it over again and prepared for the June uprising. When the Germans proved they were coming as occupiers and not liberators, it was used as a base for the resistance. Now we’re back to hiding from the Russians again; an endless cycle. It’s like Lithuania’s been stuck in the wrong neighborhood in Europe. Personally, I want to see the day when this hole is used again for aging midus and fruit liquors. Still, until that day comes, it’s not the worst place I’ve slept in the last year.”

Kazimieras nodded in acknowledgement. “So, what happens now?”

“Now, we go in there,” Wind pointed to one of the rooms, “and grab a couple of beds. Then we make the best of it while we wait for orders.”

He picked up a paraffin lamp, lit it and led Kazimieras into the dark room. There were wooden shelf-like bunks built three high along the sides of the chamber. He thought Wind’s referring to them as beds was a fairly liberal use of the word; they were just wide shelves large enough to hold human beings. There was room for a dozen men, but there was no sign of anybody occupying them.

“Are we the only ones here,” he asked.

“At the moment,” Wind answered, “Firefly is going to leave a couple others with us. They’ll be down when he decides who stays. We don’t use this place as a permanent base, only when it’s necessary. We don’t want to endanger our friends who live around here anymore than we have to.”

Kazimieras surveyed the dank chamber, then he picked up his rucksack and moved down towards the far end. He figured it would probably be quieter there, far from the trapdoor and the ladder at the entrance. Wind was busy putting some wood into a handmade stove, then he turned and saw where Kazimieras was settling in.

“You may want to stay up at this end, it’s more comfortable,” he advised. “This place is good, but it’s not perfect. Both sections have a stove and good ventilation, but that’s a sword that cuts both ways. As the fire heats up it draws air in through the vent duct at that end, unfortunately it’s cold air from outside, so it gets pretty cold down there.”

“Oh,” Kazimieras turned, looking back, “I hadn’t thought of that, thanks. I just thought I’d be out of the way back here.”

“Nonsense, there will be plenty of time to freeze in the future, you’ll learn soon enough to take advantage of any opportunity to be comfortable when it comes your way. It makes up for all the miserable times.” 

The words may have had an ominous tone, but Kazimieras took some comfort in them, they were an indication that these strangers were accepting that he was one of them. He understood that they were very security conscious, but still, he wasn’t really sure where he stood with them. As a result, any of these little hints that he picked up on that they felt he was who he claimed to be was reassuring. Unfortunately, they were far and few between, even now after he came down by the stove, Wind picked up a newspaper and sat by a lamp reading it. It was as if Kazimieras had ceased to exist. It was a lonely feeling, the beginning of another period of isolation for Kazimieras, but also a time of contemplation. It was a time when he could reflect on just how he had ended up here and question whether he should have ever come in the first place.

Lying down on the wooden bunk he’d selected he thought of his grandfather and the possibility that he might have hid in this same bunker years ago. The old man had told him many times of his days smuggling contraband books across the Prussian border. The books themselves had been harmless, but the Czar had decreed anything written in the Western alphabet or in the Lithuanian language as treasonous. So, possession of even things like Bibles, grammar, or history books could get an individual time in prison or “internal exile” to the vast wastelands of Siberia.

“The arrogance of the Romanovs,” the old man had told him, “they thought they could turn us into Russians and second-class Russians at that. But the language survived and our religion survived. They never understood that the more they tried to take our language away the more we wanted it. The harder they tried to turn us to their orthodox church the more we clung to our Catholicism. The same with our history; try to erase it and the more we honor it. The only ones who succumbed were the weak or traitorously ambitious.

“They forgot, the Poles had tried the same thing in the days of the Commonwealth. They tried to turn our aristocracy into Poles. Some fell for it, the false Lithuanians, the so-called gentry, the ones who Polanized their surnames and treated Lithuanian as a second language. When the Polish court fell, they fell with it and they were forced to live with us. They became outsiders in their ancestral homeland, despised by us and not trusted by anyone.”

But nothing could rile the old man up like talk of the Czars, in fact he seldom used the term Czar, generally referring to them a simply the Romanovs or some variant of that; the bloody Romanovs or the Romanov butchers. He always said he never felt a twinge of sympathy when he heard of Nicholas’s death in Ekaterinburg, referring to it as “the only good thing that came out of the Bolshevik Revolution”. Kazimieras once asked him if he thought the children should have been spared.

“That was a shame,” his grandfather allowed, “but it was a necessary shame. Their death meant the Bloody Romanovs were never coming back. The sins of the fathers are passed on to the children, and theirs were the sins of three centuries of butchery and violent meddling in the affairs of other nationalities. That is a lot to atone for. No, Kazimieras, I wish I could say differently, but I have little sympathy for any of the Romanovs. The only regret I have is they were replaced by Stalin. The damned Russians replaced a murderous family with an equally murderous gang leader.”

He told Kazimieras how in 1904 the Russians had rounded up any Lithuanians who were even vaguely suspected of seditious thinking to send them off to the East to fight in the Japanese war. His grandfather had been one of these. He told of the long train ride on the Trans-Siberian Railroad and the foolishness of having one main line running through the endless wilderness of Siberia. The trip took three times as long as it should have, since they had to continually sit on a siding waiting for west bound trains to pass and leave a clear track to the next siding. By the time he’d arrived at the front, the war had been lost, though the fighting had gone on.

“Imagine, men fighting, killing, and dying just to save face for their oppressors. The Romanov butchers wanted to maintain appearances, so the war continued. It’s not like what you read in storybooks, you point your rifle at someone or a group of people or maybe a position. You shoot, then reload and do it again. Afterwards, there are dead and wounded on the battlefield. Who knows who got them? You didn’t have the time or inclination to worry about that. So you don’t know if you actually killed someone but you do know you were part of a group that killed them. Then it occurs to you that you’ve killed men for a damned fool of an emperor, and they’ve killed some of yours for their equally inept emperor. It made no sense, the Japanese were no threat to us here in the Baltic. They weren’t sailing up the Nemunas or trying to seize Kaunas or Vilnius. But, Bloody Nicholas, with all he had, wanted more; the Korean peninsula, and only God knows why.”

Three well-spaced knocks on the floor above interrupted his thoughts. He looked over at Wind as the latter got up, grabbed a stick of wood and used it to rap on the trapdoor in response. Then he heard the trap door open and laughter from above.

“Did you think we forgot you?” a voice asked. 

“I did actually,” Wind said, “I figured you met some comely farm girl who was eager to please and, well, under those circumstances I’d forget you in a heartbeat.”

There was more laughter from above and the butt of a semi-automatic Tokarev rifle appeared as the weapon was passed down. Kazimieras assumed it was from the one they called Moth. Wind took the rifle and leaned it against the side wall of the bunker. As Kazimieras got up and walked over, a Mosen-Nagant rifle was passed down.

“Can I help?”

Wind looked at him and nodded, “Yes, take their things as they pass them down and put them over by the bunks.”

Once Wind took the rifle, a rucksack was handed down to Kazimieras. He took it and leaned it against the framework of the bunks. When he turned he saw Wind taking another pack and then heard Moth’s voice, “Be careful with this, it’s our supper.”

A small metal bucket with a lid on it was handed down. Taking it carefully, he realized it was warm soup. It wasn’t until he smelled it that he realized how hungry he was.

“What are we having tonight?” Wind asked.

“Barley soup,” Moth said as he came down the ladder, “with ham and mushrooms.”

“Sounds good,” Wind replied then turned to Kazimieras. “Set it on top of the stove, we’ll let it heat up a little.”

“It’s warm enough for me,” Moth announced, “I’m hungry. Pike and I have been inhaling its aroma all the way over here. You’re lucky we didn’t stop and eat it on the way over and tell you we didn’t get anything.”

“Yes,” Wind retorted in mock anger, “and how do I know you didn’t? Perhaps there were two buckets when you started back.”

“Wind, would I do something like that to a comrade?”

“You’d do that to a brother. When it comes to food you have no scruples what so ever. If you weren’t such a good man with that Tokarev I’d be begging Firefly to throw you to the Stribai.”

“It would do you no good,” Pike said, “the Stribai would just throw him back. They’re a little choosier about who they accept than we are.”

“So, I guess it’s true, a prophet goes without honor in his native land,” Moth said, with a smile. Then he looked upwards, as if he could see the sky through the bunkers roof, “Good Lord, please tell me, what have I done to be cursed with friends like this?” 

Both Wind and Pike laughed good naturedly, then Wind replied, “Moth, you’re a backward peasant and probably cling to the old gods By what right does a pagan like you have to ask council with the Christian god?”

“My grandfather always said if you scratch the Christian veneer off of any true Lithuanian, you’ll find a pagan lurking underneath it. So, by accusing me of being a pagan, you’re calling me a true Lithuanian. I thank you for that my friends, thank you from one of the true Lithuanians.”

Listening to their jovial banter, Kazimieras remembered his own grandfather saying basically the same thing. The old man had told him all Lithuanians were pagans at heart. “Remember, our people were the last Europeans to give up their old beliefs and even then it was a political expediency, a way to get the German crusading knights off our backs. Eventually we embraced Catholicism, but we renamed the old holidays after saints or celebrated them on convenient church holidays. The names were changed but the rituals still remained. The day before Lent, we still dress on costumes and burn More in effigy in every town and village square in the country. They may call the summer solstice celebration St. John’s Day, but we still jump bonfires and hunt for magic ferns well into the dawn. No, my boy, the old ways die hard on Baltic soil, that’s why we are what we are, not Russians or Poles. We’re not prone to assimilation.”

“All right,” Wind’s voice disturbed his memories, “if you’re that desperate, we’ll eat it lukewarm, anything to shut you up. Why does the best shot in the detachment also have to be the biggest pain in the ass?”

“You have to learn to take the good with the bad, Wind. It’s like vodka, drink it and you feel good, but the next day you don’t. The good and the bad, Wind. You wouldn’t refuse a bottle of vodka or give that to the Stribai, would you; the good with the bad.”

“Yes, and that makes you the hangover in my life.” Wind turned towards Kazimieras, “Have you got anything to put soup in?”

“There’s a tin cup in my pack.”

“That will do for now, they’ll start outfitting you properly once you’re checked out.”

“I’ve also got a loaf of rye bread, it would go good with the soup.”

“Yes, it would, but are you sure you don’t want to save it for yourself?”

Moth, who’d come to life at the mention of the bread, looked at Wind in mock distress, hands out to his sides and mouth hanging open, as if silently asking why would Wind question Kazimieras’s offer. Pike stood back smiling, watching the comedic drama unfolding. Wind ignored his friend’s theatrics as best he could.

“It’s alright,” Kazmirieras assured him, “better to eat it now before it goes stale or molds up. I’ve also got a small loaf of kugelis with me.”

Hearing the reference to the heavy grated potato pudding, Moth suddenly dropped to his knees, his hand pressed together as if in prayer. Then he said simply with reverence, “Kugelis, Wind, Kugelis.”

“Now, you see the kind of people you’re getting in with?” Wind said to Kazimieras, then he turned back to Moth. “And you, the man offers to share his bread with us and you want to pillage his whole larder the first night. He hasn’t even offered it to you. Wait until tomorrow, if he hasn’t thought better about sharing his food with the likes of you, perhaps he’ll offer you some for breakfast. But if he has any sense about him, you’ll go hungry.”

Kazimieras liked the side of these strangers that he was seeing now. No longer the intimidating warriors of the forest; now they were just young men joking and making fun of each other, like players on a basketball team in the locker room. He had never given too much thought as to what soldiers were like in their spare time, now he was seeing first hand that they were just people. Taking both the bread and his cup out of his pack he went over to the stove. Setting the bread down on an empty wooden crate that was serving as a table and dipped his cup into the soup bucket. Pike came over and cut himself a slice of bread, leaving the knife on the crate. Then he looked at Kazimieras.

“Haven’t you got a spoon?”

“No, I didn’t think to bring one.”

“Here,” Pike said as he took a fork out of his pocket, “drink the broth and use this to scrape up the barley and ham. It’s the best we can do for now.”

“Don’t be afraid to take more,” Wind added. “That cup’s small, one helping with it doesn’t add up to your fair share.”

Kazimieras nodded as he cut himself a thick slice of bread, then sat down to eat his soup. The thick barley broth had a satisfying effect on him. Holding the cup to his lips, he used Pike’s fork to push the barley, shredded ham, and mushrooms into his mouth. Combined with bites of the heavy dark rye bread, it added up to a sumptuous meal. Finishing his second cup full, he used some of the bread to wipe the cup clean, not wanting to waste any of the nourishing food.

After they had finished eating, Kazimieras laid down on the wooden bunk he’d chosen. As his three companions, or captors, he really wasn’t sure which they were, continued their conversations, he became lost in thought. He remembered Wind’s words about generations of Lithuanians hiding and fighting the Russians and the Germans and couldn’t help thinking how right he’d been. After fighting in the Japanese war, his grandfather returned home to his family and farm in 1907, content to live his life peaceably from then on. But the Germans came in 1914 driving the Romanov lackeys out, but remained as occupiers with no promise of respecting Lithuanian nationalism. The occupying troops tended it be older, reservists who were glad to be serving there rather than fighting the Russians or, worse yet, sent to the slaughter of the Western front. They were easier to get along with than the Czarist forces, but everyone knew when the war ended, if the Germans were still there, things would be different.

His grandfather had been one of the many who’d played the duplicitous game of pretending to accept the Teutonic presence, while trying to undermine their influence among his fellow countrymen. The old man had made many trips into Prussian Lithuania, or Lithuania Minor, as he called it. He saw how the descendants of the Old Prussians had become to be considered Germanized, despite speaking a Lithuanian dialect. He knew if they won the war, the Hohenzollerns would gladly absorb all the Lithuanian speaking people and their lands into Prussia, treating them as just some aberrant minority.

Then, in 1917 came the chaos of the Russian Revolution. His grandfather told him of how many of his neighbors saw it as their chance to regain control of their accessorial homeland. They put great faith in the German talk of establishing an independent Lithuania. His grandfather said that he’d told everyone who would listen that they would be trading Bloody Nicholas for his cousin, Bloody Wilhelm, that there was not much difference between the Romanovs and the Hohenzollerns. But he said too many of his friends remembered the aid the Prussians Lithuanians had given them during the days of the Book Smugglers.

“The fools,” the old man would say to him, “they never understood that those were Prussian Lithuanians, descendants of our lost tribes and they favored us, but the Teutonic Prussians were a different story. We were just pawns to those people. They talked of an independent Lithuania, but wanted a vassal state at best. No, the Germans had no interest in a truly independent Lithuania.”

It was when the German talk of organizing a so-called Kingdom of Lithuania came to nothing, even after the Lithuanians agreed to accept a German duke as its regent that many came to see the situation in the same light as his grandfather had. They resigned themselves to the fact that they’d exchanged the Czar for the Kaiser. But in late 1918 things again changed drastically. Their summer offensives in the west had failed and the German’s lines were collapsing. Germany, which a year earlier seemed on the verge of winning the war, was suddenly losing.

To many in Eastern Europe, it was as if some impossible miracle had happened; the two great powers that had been fighting each other to dominate the region had both lost. Germany had taken the third, Austro-Hungary, down with it. With the death of three empires, ethnic groups from the Baltic to the Mediterranean felt they were in control of their own destinies. Lithuania was no exception. In the power vacuum that was left, every group had scrambled to organize themselves. In Lithuania the call had gone out for volunteers between the ages of twenty to twenty-five to serve in the fledgling army with men who’d served as professional soldiers in either the Russian or German armies as cadre. His grandfather had said that he’d always felt that the ruling council, by not calling on men like himself who’d served in the Japanese war, had made a large mistake. But he’d stayed out of it until the Bermontians showed up.

The West Russian Volunteer Army, led by a Cossack, Pavel Bermondt-Avalov, was a force raised and equipped by the Germans to fight the Bolsheviks. They arrived in the Baltic States and began seizing territory in Latvia and Lithuania. Volunteers were called for to bolster the fledgling Lithuanian Army which was already fighting homegrown Bolsheviks, Red Army forces and German left wing Spartacists. These Bermontians had gone so far as to try and enforce the old pre-1905 ban on the use of the Lithuanian and Latvian languages and the western alphabet in the areas they occupied. This was too much for an ex-book smuggler to tolerate, so his grandfather joined the army, determined to drive these mercenaries into the Baltic and make Bermondt-Avalov rue the day he’d left the Steppes. He had often told Kazimieras how after some early setbacks, they had handed the Bermontians a stunning defeat at Radviliskis, the West Russian Volunteer Army was then trapped between themselves and the Latvian Army.

“We had them, these glorified street thugs who called themselves an army, and could have finished them. The Latvians and we had shown them what we were made of and these would-be conquerors were no match. They were done for. But Bermondt-Avalov, the self-proclaimed Cossack general, in his moment of truth cried to the French to save him. The French and British back then were loath to let anything bad happen to any force that claimed to be anti-Bolshevik, no matter who they were. The Western Alliance believed the White forces would eventually prevail in Russia and didn’t think it wise to risk alienating them by not supporting any anti-red efforts. So, despite the fact that the Bermontians were just an attempt by Germany to hold onto the Baltic States, the French chose to save them.

“The influence that the major powers had on all the smaller countries at that time was immeasurable. We wanted military supplies, whether it was surplus British and French gear, or captured German equipment, the West had it and we needed it badly. As a result, the heroic Bermondt-Avalov,” he said in a voice that dripped with sarcasm, “was allowed to run to the West and the Russian Volunteer Army disappeared into Germany. Both our government and the Latvian’s chose to let it happen, thinking the Western Alliance would reward us for our willingness to co-operate. All of us believed this, not just our governments. All of us were so naive.”

This had often led to a lecture on what the family patriarch thought of the Western nations. “They never understood anything that went on east of the Rhine. They never paid any attention to our history. After the Great War, they believed anyone who told them what they wanted to hear. That bullfrog Pilsudski talked of building an eastern empire ruled by Poland. It would have included Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Finland, the Ukraine, Slovakia, Serbia, and Poland, all under the control of Warsaw. It sounded good to England and France, so Poland became the darlings of the western nations. They didn’t know that neither us nor the Ukrainians trusted the Poles. None of the other nations ever had any involvement with Poland nor wanted any. The west knew of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and thought we wanted it re-established. They hadn’t understood that we blamed that commonwealth for the downfall of the Grand Duchy.

“Pilsudski himself, the great Polish hero, was a descendant of a Lithuanian royal family, so the western powers assumed he spoke for both peoples. They didn’t know of the concept of ‘false Lithuanians’, preferring the term ‘gentrified Lithuanians’ in its place. It implied that the intelligentsia of our nation embraced Polanization and only ignorant peasants thought otherwise. They only saw Poland’s side, if they had taken the time to look at the histories from both sides, the may have had a better understanding of the situation. They would have known that this phenomenon goes back five hundred years to the days of Vytautas and the original false Lithuanian, his cousin Jagiello.  

“They bought into Pilsudski’s concept of one great nation extending from the Artic down to the Mediterranean, anti-Bolshevik and anti-German. They forgot the lessons of the Hapsburg’s and the Byzantines, that a polyglot empire composed of unwilling nations is useless, a puffed up uncoordinated giant. Even the Romanov Empire, all they brought to the Allied side was a vast pool of reluctant manpower and a huge expanse of land. Their only contribution was tying up the large number of German troops it took to occupy the captured territory. But still they supported Pilsudski’s hair-brained scheme and even when it didn’t come to fruition, they continued to back the Poles.”

Kazimieras’s father, who was usually less outspoken about these things, on more than one occasion corroborated the older man’s point of view with his own experience. “Yes, it was the same when Poland grabbed Vilnius. They staged that uprising by a local Polish militia and the Western Powers did nothing. When we were sent in to quell it, they called us the aggressors. As soon as we gained the upper hand, the League of Nations stepped in and called for us to withdraw. They said it was in the interest of peace, but that was just their way of giving our capitol to Poland. Whatever Pilsudski wanted, they were willing to give him.”

Lying on the hard boards that passed as a bunk, Kazimieras couldn’t help but think of his family and how they seemed to be continually fighting against foreigners who for some unknown reason always seemed to want to control this small piece of Baltic Europe. His grandfather, an old book carrier bringing forbidden Lithuanian books and periodicals into the country who was later sent to the far east to fight in the Japanese war. Then after the first Great War he fought the Bermontians in his own land.

Then there was his father, one of the first to volunteer for the new Lithuanian Army in 1918. He’d fought the Red Army and the Poles during the wars for independence. He was still in the army when Zeligowski staged his mutiny in Vilnius and was among the troops sent in to reclaim the city. After leaving the army, he’d joined the Riflemen’s Union, the paramilitary militia that supported the army. As a member, he’d sat on the Prussian border with his comrades when the Lithuanians staged an uprising in Klaipeda, mimicking what the Poles had done to them in Vilnius. Despite French protests, the League of Nations, though condemning the action, did nothing. A part of Lithuania Minor had returned to the mother country.

In 1940, the Russians had returned, this time without a fight. There had been incidents and casualties to be sure, but the government had basically capitulated. Smetona and his inept gang had fled to Germany, leaving the country to the Soviets, as the Russians were now called. But people like his father had hidden their weapons and plotted, waiting for the right time to strike back. On June 22, 1941, when they heard of the first salvos of the German invasion, they rose up, attacking the Red Army occupiers driving them out after bitter fighting. The German mechanized units that swung through Lithuania advanced almost unmolested thanks to men like his father. They had done this, not because they believed in Hitler or Germany, but because they had hoped for fair treatment and some degree of independence under the Germans. Perhaps under Hitler’s talk of a new Europa, there would be some autonomy for smaller entities like Lithuania. Any who believed that were to be quickly disillusioned. His grandfather wasn’t one of them, he knew that Germany was just another invader. His father knew it too, but he thought that their self-liberation would be a bargaining chip when negotiating with the Germans.

Kazimieras, at this time, was old enough to understand what was happening. He’d sat and listened to his grandfather’s and his father’s instructions on how the act around the Germans; to both men this was a repeat of 1914. They had lived through it before. But then something different had happened. On the radio they had heard of the American President Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Churchill announcing the Atlantic Charter, a document announcing a proposed view of the post war world. It called for future international cooperation and the restoration of the rights of all nations that had lost them as a result of aggressive forces. They began believing that would include Lithuania. A wind of hope billowed across Eastern Europe, blowing away hopelessness and despair. While most realized no piece of paper was going to end the storm they were caught in, at least now they could see there would be an end.

Even his grandfather had taken heart, believing that perhaps the West had finally learned from their mistakes of 1919. The Americans were viewed as the deciding factor, they had withdrawn from the negotiations that had followed the end of the last war, but were now promising not to repeat that error. Even though they were not in this war, they had just stated their support for Britain. To the small nations of the world, the inherent strength of the United States and the sheer power of the British Empire combined was an irresistible force. When the Soviet Union announced they too were in agreement with this new policy it seemed as if the old world was crumbling, making way for the new.

But, when the Soviet Union had become a signatory member of the Atlantic Charter, the outcome of the war in Russia was uncertain, and Stalin’s forces needed material aid and supplies from the West. Agreeing to the Charter was one way to insure he received it. But in 1944, the Soviets returned as a victorious force and their interpretation of the Charter had changed. They believed since the three Baltic States had been absorbed into the Soviet Union before the German invasion they were excluded from the clause promising to restore occupied nations. Many in the Baltics believed that the Western Allies would enforce their will on the Russians once the Germans were defeated and that it was important to put up an active resistance to the Bolsheviks until that time.

Throughout the countryside, spontaneous groups of men went into the forests. They joined together to form paramilitary groups, ready to fight the Russians as they waited for Western assistance. His father and grandfather, conferring with their neighbors, decided it was best to leave this ersatz army in the making to younger men. Their place was to man the farms, producing food for the nation all the while supplying food and intelligence for these regular partisan fighters and armed support when needed. The only problem was the family had acquired a reputation as Lithuanian nationalists and found themselves under surveillance from the new authorities. At the time, the Russian were rounding up young men from the newly reoccupied territories, giving them uniforms and sending them, untrained to the front as replacements in the units leading the assault into Germany. The casualties were frightening. The Viltautaitas family, being listed as hostile and having a son of military age, were called upon by a detachment of the Red Army, asking for Kazimiersas. His father had told them that Kazimieras had been taken away by the Germans as a slave laborer in1943 and hadn’t been heard from since. It was a common and plausible story. After looking around the small farm, the inquisitors had left.

After that, Kazimieras had been forced to life in the nearby woods along with a few others, friends who were also avoiding conscription. At first it had been fun, camping out in the woods, avoiding the conscription gangs, and living what seemed like a free life. But as the season changed and the weather grew cold, it began slowly turning into a hardship. The small group gave up on camping in the forest and began sleeping in barns and root cellars. They were sleeping in the barn on their friend Jonas Didgalvis’s family farm when late one afternoon they heard a car pull up in front of the farmhouse. All three had grabbed the Mauser rifles that they’d armed themselves with when they’d first taken to the forest. Peering out the door, they saw a man wearing a dark leather coat get out, followed by two others wearing military style uniform and carrying Mosin-Nagant carbines. The three went into the house without knocking.

“Internal Security Forces,” Kazimieras’s friend Vytis said, “do you think they’re looking for us?”

“I don’t know,” Kazimieras replied, “but I think we should get out of here just in case.”

It was Jurgas who felt differently. “The Didgalvis’s are our friends, we owe it to them to stay close and see what’s happening, to help out if necessary. At the least we could send word to the local partisans of what happened. At the worst, there are three of us against three of them, we have three rifles they have two. What do you say?”

“I say there’s a drainage ditch in that stand of shrubs just beyond their car,” Kazimieras said. “We ought to be able to hear what’s going on from there.”

All three agreed. They checked their rifles, making sure they all had a round in the chambers and tied handkerchiefs over their lower faces to conceal their identities, then slipped out the doorway, moving to the side of the barn. From there they surveyed the situation. Assured it was safe, Jurgas moved out across the road, clutching his rifle at the ready, watching the farmhouse. Reaching the other side of the road, he turned and waved for one more to follow. Kazimieras took a deep breath and sprinted quickly to the place in the brush where he’d seen Jurgas disappear. Upon reaching it, he signaled for Vytis to follow, then ducked into the foliage. He found Jurgas waiting for him. Once Vytis joined them they moved into the drainage ditch and waited in their concealed position to see what was going to happen.

Almost an hour passed with no sign of any activity, then the farmhouse door opened and the Security men came out, the man in the leather coat leading, followed by the two riflemen with Jonas between them. Jonas’s two guards were passing a bottle back and forth as they approached the car, obviously it was a bottle of vodka they’d confiscated from the Didgalvis larder.

“Conscription gang,” Jurgas whispered in Kazimieras’s ear, “they’re taking Jonas. Should we do something?”

Kazimieras was in charge simply by his position in between his two friends. He silently nodded to Jurgas, then nudged Vytis to get his attention. Gesturing with his hands that when he stood up, the other two should do likewise and when he went forward they should move with him. Both men nodded in agreement. He hoped they had understood his crude signals. Trying to subdue his nervousness, Kazimieras waited until the men reached the car. The man in the leather coat opened the back door and gestured for Jonas to get in. When all three of the guards had their backs turned, watching Jonas get in, Kazimieras stood up on weak knees. Jurgas and Vytis stood alongside him. This was the point of no return. Stepping up out of the ditch, he pushed though the bushes and yelled using a forced deep tone to conceal his voice. “Stop or you are dead.”

Startled, the three men turned from the car and saw Kazimieras and his two companions approaching them with rifles at the ready. The man in the leather coat grabbed for a revolver on his belt. As he fumbled with the holster in an attempt to free the gun, Kazimieras rushed forward pushing the butt of his rifle out in a horizontal arc, striking the man on the side of the head, knocking him to the ground. Stunned by what they were seeing, the other two men both made feeble attempts to unsling their rifles, however the sight of Jurgas and Vytis staring down their rifle’s sights at them stopped them halfway. They stood there, holding their weapons by the slings, afraid to move.  Kazimierias looked down and saw the man in the leather coat squirming on the ground, holding the side of his face. He stepped on the man’s fallen revolver as he poked him with the muzzle of his rifle.

“You have the look of an NKVD bully. Don’t give me an excuse to shoot here and now.” He turned to the other two and snapped at them, “Drop those rifles and help this Bolshevik pig to his feet. The sight of him rutting in the dirt my country offends me.”

It was then he noticed Jonas, looking wide eyed and scared in the back seat of the car. He felt he had to say or do something to let these would be captors know that neither Jonas nor his family had anything to do with the partisans.

“You,” he yelled at Jonas, “I don’t know what dealings you had with these sewer rats, but for now I’m assuming it was involuntary. Now get out of that vehicle and run. Run, before I change my mind.”

Without saying a word, Jonas got out of the car and ran towards the field behind the barn, heading for the distant wood lot. Kazimieras had no idea whether his friend recognized him or not. He knew it would be better if he hadn’t. Possibly he was too frightened to make any connection. He turned his attention back to the two men helping their comrade. They were speaking in whispered Lithuanian, proof they were collaborators. He felt a surge of anger towards them, an urge to kill, but strangely had no stomach for it. If Vytis or Jurgas had opened fire he would have willingly joined them, but he had assumed command of the situation and couldn’t bring himself to initiate the killing.

“So, a couple of Stribai, well today’s your lucky day,” he told them. “You get to live. We want you to tell your masters what happens when you come out into the countryside uninvited. We’re everywhere and see everything and we may not always be so generous with your lives.”

It was at that time that the farmhouse door opened. Jonas’s father and mother came out. While his wife stayed by the front of the house, the man continued walking towards the group. Halfway to the car he asked, “What is happening here? Please we want no more trouble.”

Again, to deceive the NKVD man Kazimieras raised his voice in mock anger, shrieking out, “Get back inside then if you don’t want trouble. We’ll be looking into why you were having council with these vermin in the first place. Now, go!”

“Pick up their guns, we’ll take them with us,” he told Vytis and Jurgas, then turned to the three captives. “Drop what ammunition you have and leave it. You won’t have any use for it, but we will.”

“The two Stribai stared at him apprehensively, while the injured NKVD man held his face and glared at them. One Stribai then spoke nervously, “Take our ammunition, to be sure, but leave us our weapons. How can we explain returning without them?”

“How should I know? That’s not my worry, is it? Would you prefer we shoot you and save your masters the trouble and the price of bullets?” He turned to the car and shot through one of the car’s front tires. Then quickly working the bolt of his Mauser fired a second round through the side windows.

“There, now you can tell them you came under fire and were forced to surrender. That’s the last favor you’ll get from us. Now, get in the car and get out of here. Don’t bother replacing the tire, just get in and drive. Go, before we change our minds or some of our less compassionate friends come along.”

As the three got into the vehicle, Kazimieras bent over and picked up the NKVD man’s fallen revolver. Looking at it he saw his hand was shaking badly, he realized he’d become unnerved by the whole encounter. Thankfully, he hadn’t shown any signs of it until it was all over. When the car started and turned around heading away on its flat tire, he felt a tremendous sense of relief; his voice waivered as he spoke.

“So much for this, we’d better get moving. We can’t stay here.”

“What about Jonas and his family?” Vytis asked.

“We did all we could and we didn’t tie them in directly. They can always say we were just a roving partisan patrol. Beyond that, the less they know the better it is for them.”

Vytis and Jurgas nodded in silence, then all three went to the barn to retrieve their belongings. Leaving the barn they followed in Jonas’s footsteps to the wood lot. For the next two days they slept in the forest, spending their nights huddling together for warmth in makeshift lean-tos. They were farm boys and they knew how to live outdoors, but they knew that when the heart of winter arrived it was going to be difficult to remain in the forest. They decided they should split up and go to their individual families for help or perhaps join the real partisans. As Christmas approached, they shook hands and wished each other well and went their own ways.

For the Viltautaitas family it was a cause for celebration when Kazamieras arrived at their door for the holidays. His mother made a fuss over him, demanding to know why he was so thin and what had he been eating, or not eating, that had put him in such a ragged state. His sister was just glad to see him again. His younger brother looked at him in admiration, it was obvious he was hoping to hear stories of Kazimieras’s adventures. But it was his father and grandfather’s reaction that was different. Having both been through similar experiences, each in his own time, they didn’t see him as a returning prodigal son, but as a man, the next generation of the Viltautaitas family’s resistance to the Russians. To them he was a source of family pride.

As his mother rushed about preparing a meal for him, his father and grandfather sat down to talk with him. His mother chose to believe he had come home to be with the family for the Kucios; the traditional Lithuanian Christmas Eve celebration, but the two older men knew differently. His grandfather brought out a bottle of krupnikas, the sweet blend of spiced alcohol and honey that he made every year for the Christmas holidays. When his mother set three glasses on the table for them, he felt like an adult. It was the first time he’d ever been openly allowed to partake of this strong spirit. As they sipped the warming liquor, his father questioned him about his experiences in the last few months. Kazimeiras told them of his encounter with the NKVD man and the two Stribai.

“Yes,” father said, “at the Didgalvis farm, I heard of that, although Didgalvis made it sound much more exciting than you did.”

“Well, the Didgalvis family were never known to let a few facts get in the way of their versions of the truth,” his grandfather said with a laugh.

“I don’t know what he told you,” Kazimeiras replied, “but that’s all it was, us three against a drunken three man conscription team of one NKVD man and two Stribai. I did hit the NKVD man in the head with my rifle butt and shot out the windows of their car, but that was just to get their attention. Jonas ran like a rabbit when he got out of the car and his father came out of the house once to see what was going on, but he fled back into the house when I yelled at him. I don’t think they knew who we were.”

“Probably not,” his grandfather said, “all the Didgalvises are of a nervous disposition. I suppose that’s why they exaggerate their importance, to make up for it.”

“It’s just as well that they didn’t,” His father said before changing the subject. “So tell me, what are your plans now, you can’t keep hiding in the woods forever.”

“No,” Kazmirieras agreed, “not just the three of us. The winter has put an end to that. We decided it was best to split up and go our own ways. I think I may have to join with the partisans. I wanted to come home and talk it over with you both first. I’d like your opinions.”

“It’s a tough choice, but it may be the only one you have,” his father told him. “We don’t know how long this is going to go on. Even if the Western Allies intend to enforce the Atlantic Charter, it may be a long while before they’re in a position to do so. I don’t see Stalin giving up any land his hordes have overrun very soon.”

“That’s right,” his grandfather interjected, “his troops sat on the banks of the Vistula during the Warsaw uprising until the Germans beat the Poles down. That isn’t the action of a liberating ally, but of a conniving conqueror. Look how he’s treating us, for that matter. It may take the West time to understand what’s happening.”

“Have you had any contact with the partisans?” his father asked him.

“No, surprisingly, since we’ve been living in the forest exclusively for the last month, I would have thought that we would.”

“It’s just as well,” his father told him. “The Soviets have started to try and crack down on them. We’ve heard reports of Stribai posing as partisans to find out where they operate. Stay with us over the holidays and if you still want to do this let me contact some trustworthy people I know and get you in with touch with a legitimate unit. But, don’t tell your mother until after Christmas.”

Kazimieras agreed and was actually looking forward to the Christmas festivities feeling it might be last time for a long while that he would have the opportunity. On Christmas Eve, they had the traditional Kucios meal with 12 different non-meat foods on the table, however like all the war years Christmas Eves, the family had to cheat, counting the vegetables in the soup as individual foods to make up for the shortages. After the meal, bottles of midus, Lithuanian mead, were brought out to enhance the celebration. His grandfather poured the first of it into an antique wine glass and set it by the plate of food that was left on the table to make any ancestral family ghosts who came during the night feel at home.

Later the family went out to attend the midnight Shepard’s Mass. This year, Father Stanislovas was conducting it in a field outside of the village rather than in the church. He’d told the congregation it was to commemorate the original night in the fields of Bethlehem when hosts of angles were believed to have appeared to the local shepherds announcing the birth of their messiah. But most understood that it really was so men like Kazimieras, who were hiding in the forests or cities, could safely attend mass with their families. The rumor was the good father had arraigned for some local partisans to guard the perimeter of the field. This rumor was confirmed by the occasional flare of a match and the glow of cigarettes in the wood line. Looking like some kind of mystical fairy lights, it was hard to imagine they were actually just armed men smoking in the darkness. They fit more into the traditional yuletide legends of the wandering spirits of their forebearers who were said to return to their families on this night. 

Mothers pointed out these points of light and whispered into the ears of small wide-eyed children, “Look, little one, see there? That’s your great-grandmother and some friends, come to watch over us on this holy night.”

The following day the family had as good a feast as they could muster under their difficult circumstances. Christmas day had a different feel to it than the previous night had. Christmas Eve always had a certain reverence to it, but the day was one of joyous indulgence. They had a large selection of meat and poultry set out on the table. It wasn’t in the large quantities Kazimieras remembered from when he was younger before the war, but there was some of everything. In addition to midus, there was good strong ale and even some low alcohol kvass for his mother, his fifteen year old sister, and thirteen year old brother. The party was small, but they enjoyed themselves. In the evening he asked his father if he shouldn’t have spoken to the guards at the Shepherds Mass about joining the partisans.

“No, they weren’t the regular partisans; they were part timers, like myself and your grandfather.  There may have been a few regulars there in the mix but the bulk of them were the older men who work their farms and do what they can to help the cause. Just be patient, I’ve sent word to some people I know to get you connected with a good group. Communication is sometimes slow and cautious, so you have to wait.”

As enjoyable as the holidays were Kazimieras had the feeling it was the silence that often precedes a storm and it was unsettling. On one hand he wanted to get on with it, but on the other, a part of him wanted to stay at home with his family. Every day he expected his father to give him some news about these mysterious partisans, but day after day nothing was said. He himself never mentioned it, as a way of delaying the inevitable. This continued on past New Years, it was not until the Feast of the Epiphany, marking the end of the Yuletide season, that his father said anything about it.

“I waited until the end of the season for your mother’s sake, but there is a courier going tomorrow to the partisan group I told you about. I’ve spoken to him about you already, so if you’re sure you want this, I’ll tell him to make the arrangements.”

“I don’t think I have much choice. I can’t hide forever and if I stay here I’ll be placing the whole family in peril. Have him make the arrangements.”

“Very well,” his father said, “and while you’re waiting, your grandfather has arranged for you to stay at the farm of a friend of his. One of his sons was taken by the Russians when they left in ’41 and the other two were sent to Germany as laborers during the occupation. He often has to hire people to help him out, so the presence of a stranger won’t arouse any suspicion if you’re seen there.”

The following day his grandfather took him to his friend’s farm. Kazimieras wasn’t sure what to make of the place. The owner, a man seemingly in his sixties, lived there with his two daughters-in-laws and several grandchildren. The farm seemed fairly well maintained considering there were no men around to do the heavy work. His grandfather had introduced him, referring to the owner simply as Adomas.

“Another old book smuggler,” his grandfather told him. “Those were the days, weren’t they, Adomas?”

“They were, Kestas, that they were. Back when you could get killed for simply having books written in the Latin alphabet, Romanovs be damned,” Adomas said smiling. “Today you can get killed for listening to the British Broadcasting on the radio and Stalin be damned. The more things change, the more they stay the same.”

While the two older men reminisced, Adomas’s grandson showed Kazimieras to a small loft in the house where he would sleep. It was little more than a crawlspace, but it was inside the house and warmer than the barn. His grandfather stayed for dinner, then wished him luck and left. In the next few days he fell into a routine, working with Adomas and his grandson about the farm and harmlessly flirting with the old man’s grand-daughter Ruta. The girl was a pleasant looking fifteen-year-old, but there was a worldliness about her that made her seem older. He wasn’t overly attracted to her, but she was a reminder to him of what he would be missing once he joined the partisans. A life in the forest would leave little time for the social amenities that are afforded to a young man living a normal life.

The first few days he was expecting to hear from his father that the partisans were waiting for him but not a word arrived. He began growing impatient again, wondering if his father had ever really contacted anyone. It was two full weeks before his father arrived at Adomas’s front door with the news all the arrangements were made. The following week he would return home for a night or two before leaving for a rendezvous with the partisans. Timing, his father explained was of paramount importance. It would be necessary for him to be in the right place at the right time. Unfortunately, his father had no idea of where or when all this would occur.

“You’ll learn of this at the proper time,” his father said. “This is not just your run of the mill bunch of hot heads running through the woods with guns. The leader of this group is a professional soldier, meticulous and security conscious. We have to do things his way, it’s for the best.”

The following week, he returned home as his father had instructed him. Once again, his mother lavished him with food, serving all his favorite dishes. He understood she was throwing him a farewell celebration and to her it was probably akin to a funeral banquet. He felt badly about causing her this type distress, so much so that he almost wished he hadn’t come back home. Perhaps it would have been less stressful if he had stayed with Adomas and his family and left from there. But he also knew he couldn’t have done that. He had no idea of what was ahead of him and he couldn’t have left without seeing the family one last time and saying goodbye.

At night he sat up with his father and grandfather drinking beer and listening one more time to the two older men talking of the family’s military contributions to the country. It was not a collection self-aggrandizing war stories, but a history of the countries struggles to exist and now it was Kazimieras’s time to write a new chapter in that fight. The two men looked at him with a mixture of pride and sorrow. Both had seen war and knew what he was in for. On the last night his grandfather brought a small pitcher of midus into the room.

“This is from a crock that I fermented when you were born,” he told Kazimieras, “it was buried in the barn. It was intended for some momentous occasion in your life; a wedding, a graduation, whatever else. I thought we’d toast you tonight, and we’ll drink the rest when you return safely to us.”

As he sipped the honey wine, he thought of the old tradition of aging it for use on special occasions and remembered it was often served at the funerals of those who died an early death before they were married. The thought unsettled him and he wondered if his grandfather’s serving this batch wasn’t some sort of omen. Not many men got to participate in their own funeral toast but that was an honor he could do without. As the men drank, the alcohol calmed his fears and he forgot all about any foolish premonitions.

The next morning they all got up early. Not used to the drinking he’d done the night before, Kazmirieras’ stomach felt queasy and he had a dull headache, but he tried not to let it show. As he filled his backpack, his mother came in with two packages wrapped in paper and string; one containing a loaf of rye bread and the other a kugelis, Kazmirieras’s favorite. Once he was ready, they walked with him to the village and Father Stanislovas’ rectory. It was the first leg of his journey and where he began to see the intricacies of this operation. He waited there until a farm wagon pulled up. He found he was to ride with this man towards the town of Rietavas. He said goodbye to his family as he climbed onto the wagon. When they left he felt naked without his rifle, but his father had convinced him to leave it at home, explaining it would be dangerous for him to be wandering about in the open with a weapon. It could also put others who were involved in great danger. He had brought his skis, feeling they would be better than trying to walk through any deep snow.

About thee quarters of the way to Rietavas, the driver pulled off the road in front of a tavern at a crossroad village. They went in and the driver order two bowls of beetroot soup. As they sat at a table and ate a tall thin man walked in and looked at the two of them.

“Well, look who’s here. Where are you going, Vilhelmas, to town to buy a supply of vodka?”

“You know me too well, Reverend, that’s exactly what I’m doing. But perhaps you can help me. I picked up this wayfarer along the road. Do you have any work for him? I bought him some soup, but that’s all I can manage. I have to leave him here and I don’t want him to starve after I’m gone.”

“Yes, I have some work needs to be done at the parsonage, I can’t pay much, but he’ll get a couple of meals and whatever money I can scrape up, if he chooses.”

“That’s up to him, but I can’t take him any farther. The Internal Security Forces ask too many questions when you get close to the bigger towns.”

“Yes,” the man said with a chuckle, “and an old smuggler like you can’t have those people poking around his contraband, eh?”

“Who can these days, and who the hell knows what’s contraband anymore?”

When the driver left, the man came over to Kazimieras and told him to follow him. Once outside he found out that this stranger was a Lutheran minister and his next contact. Once they were in the parsonage, he gave Kazimieras the directions he would have to follow in the morning to make his next contact. When he heard of the distance he was going to have to travel he was glad he’d brought his skis. The minister also told him a man would ask him if he’d ever been to Siauliai and instructed him how to respond to that and the whole sequence of questions that would follow. 

Now, as he lay in the bunker with the partisans, he realized that the whole string of incidents that had eventually brought him here dated back, long before he’d been born. However, he was too tired to dwell on it all any longer as sleep closed in on him.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2:  SKIER
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Kazimieras awoke to a quiet world. For a second or two he was confused, but it quickly came back to him; he was in the underground bunker with the partisans. Raising his head, he looked around at his surroundings. There was only one source of light in the place, a small paraffin lamp sitting the table by the ladder. Moth was sitting by it, his elbow on the table and his head resting on his fist. Hearing Kazimieras stirring he turned his head lazily in the direction of the bunks without raising it from his supporting fist. It was a surprising change for Kazimieras, when he’d fallen asleep his three companions had been engaged in lively conversation, laughing and joking with each other. Now, all was quiet as Moth as sat there maintaining a lonely vigil. Fully awake, Kazimieras saw no point in trying to go back to sleep. Swinging his legs over the edge of the bunk, he sat up, leaning forward so as not to hit his head on the bunk above.

“Getting up, are we?” Moth asked.

“Yes, I’m awake now. What time is it, do you know?”

“A little after six, are you sure you don’t want to get some more sleep? I mean, take advantage of it when you receive the chance. Normally, I’d be waking Wind and Pike up about now, but there’s no need to. I figure, let them rest.”

“No, I don’t think I could sleep any more, I’m fully awake.”

“Well then, if you are getting up, there’s tea on the stove, feel free to help yourself.”

Kazimieras fished the tin cup out of his backpack and went over to the stove. Poring himself some tea, he sat down at the table opposite Moth. “I’m awake, you can go lay down and get some rest if you’d like. I’ll wake all of you up if anything starts to happen.”

“No,” Moth said, “it’s a good offer, but one of us three has to be awake at all times. The day will come soon enough when you’ll be expected to take your turn, don’t rush it. It gets tiring in a hurry.”

“I was just trying to make myself useful.”

“I understand, but we have a certain way of doing things and we can’t vary the routine. Eventually you’ll be worked into that routine, but for now you can just relax,” Moth said easily, then changed the subject. “What did you do before you came into the forest?”

“Worked on the family farm, that is until the conscription gangs came around looking for me. I hid out for a while with a couple of friends until the Stribai became aware of our existence. That’s when we decided to throw in with the partisans.”

“It’s a common story, I’m a farm boy, too,” Moth acknowledged, “My family was big in the June Uprising back in ’41, so when the Russians came back, my family was on their list. The NKVD came for us, so we scattered and I wound up here. As I said, it’s a common story.”

“How did you get here with this particular group?”

“Probably the same way you did, somebody made arraignments,” Moth said, looking at Kazimieras oddly, then shrugged his shoulders. “Nobody’s talked to you about this yet, so I might as well. We keep all the personal details about ourselves to a minimum here, even our real names. That’s why we use code names all the time. The simple fact is we don’t know each other’s real names. As Bishop has explained, that way we can’t betray each other if we get captured. That way the NKVD has no reason to go after our families. By you not letting me know who you are, you’re protecting your family and friends.”

“Is there a real problem with traitors? I was led to believe most of the partisans were pretty loyal.”

“Yes, they are by and large, but it’s too much to expect that everyone can stand up under torture or when their family is threatened. It makes more sense to keep your identity secret.”

Kazimieras nodded his head in agreement. It occurred to him that he was seeing yet another side of Moth. Yesterday on the trail he’d seen him as an ominously threatening rifleman, last night he was a good natured joker, and now he was serious tutor. He wondered if all these partisans were multi-sided. It seemed very odd that these men could talk of killing so easily one moment and then quickly turn jovial and carefree the next. Then, almost as if awakened by their talk, Wind rolled out of his bunk. Rubbing his eyes, he asked Moth what time it was.

“Six thirty.”

“You should have gotten me up half an hour ago,” Wind said, “I told you we’d relieve you so you could get some sleep.”

“I wasn’t tired, so I thought I’d let you both get some rest.”

“Thanks, but I’m so used to getting up early I can’t take the opportunity to sleep late even when it’s offered.”

“That’s how it is for all us old farm boys, up with the rooster even when we don’t have a rooster,” Moth said.

“If we had one, you’d eat him.”

“Now, that reminds me of another reason for me to still be up. I seem to remember some talk last night of kugelis.” Moth then turned and addressed Kazimieras. “I’ll bet you thought I’d forgotten.”

“No,” Kazimieras replied, “but I did. I’m glad you mentioned it.”

“I’m warning you,” Wind said, “he’s like a stray cat, you give him something to eat and he’s going to keep coming back for more.”

Kazimieras laughed as he went to his backpack and fished out the kugelis along with what was left of the rye bread. Bringing it back, he set it on the table. “Any good way to heat this up a little?”

“Good question,” Wind said, “I guess we just put it on the stove top, maybe in slices.”

“I myself am willing to eat it cold,” Moth stated.

“But you’re a barbarian. How many times do I have to explain that to you before you understand?” Wind asked him.

“You only had to explain it once, I understood it the first time. Now making me believe it, that’s something else. I doubt that we have enough time on this earth for you to do that, so why you persist in trying is a puzzlement to me.”

“Because, my dear friend, I have two goals in life. One is to drive the Russians out of Lithuania and the other is to convince you that you’re a backward peasant. Unfortunately, it seems as if ridding us of the Russians will be the easier task.”

“But, Wind, what is it to you if I am backward?” Moth asked laughingly.

“Simple, the world has enough simpletons and it hurts my heart every time I see one, so the real question is why do you want to hurt me?”

“It helps me pass the time. Now let’s get back to the kugelis. I didn’t say we had to eat it cold, I just said we could. If you know a way to heat it without ruining it, by all means, do so.”

“Very well, since Pike is a decent cook, I think I’ll wake him up and get his opinion. You see Moth, there’s the difference between you nineteenth century farmers and us twentieth century progressives. You try to do it all yourselves, we enlightened modernistic folk assign things to specialists. If I want somebody shot at 300 meters, I call on you, if I need someone to cover 10 kilometers of snow in a hurry, I’ll call on someone like our new friend here with the skis, and when it comes to preparing food, I look to people who can cook. So now, get Pike awake and on his feet.”

Kazimeiras was amused by the back and forth banter between Wind and Moth. Despite their argumentative exchanges it was plainly obvious they were good friends and it was all in fun. He couldn’t help thinking the comradery that all these men seemingly had was something to be envied. He wasn’t sure how much conflict these men had been through, they didn’t seem to talk about it, but he wondered if these friendly exchanges of insults were some sort of pressure release. Perhaps it was something that was needed to take their minds off all they’d been through already and all they might have waiting for them in the future. The fact that their futures and his were now inextricably links was a sobering thought.

Moth walked over to the lower bunk where Pike was sleeping and bent down nudging him, “Pike, wake up, breakfast time.”

The sleeping form stirred then raised his head, “Breakfast, what are we having?”

“Don’t you remember? Our new friend promised to share some kugelis with us.” 

Pike nodded and slowly sat up. Sitting on the edge of his bunk yawning, shook his head ruefully, “You can never get enough sleep anymore.”

“The problem we have,” Wind said, “is figuring out the best way to heat it up. I thought we needed your expert opinion on that matter.”

“If the bucket they sent the soup in is still here use that on top of the stove. With the lid on it will act as an oven. If the pot gets hot enough, dribble in some water. The steam will heat it up quicker.”

“Now, you see, Moth, you should always turn to someone who knows for the answer. And you were going to eat it cold,” Wind gloated.

“When I came to this outfit, they told me not to tell anyone anything that would give away my identity, for security reasons,” Pike said, looking at Kazmirieras, “but I‘ll tell you another reason. I once mentioned that I sometimes helped out the local tavern owner in my village prepare food for his customers. Ever since then, I’ve become the unit cook. My advice is, don’t tell them anything else. It’s too late for the skiing, they know about that already. Every time someone has to go somewhere in a snow storm, you’re going to be the one. But listen to me, tell nothing else, no matter how trivial it may seem. You will regret it.”

“Pike, you know you love it,” Moth said. “Every time we call on you for your expertise it makes you feel important, indispensable.”

“No,” Pike said resignedly, “it makes me feel I should have stayed working in the tavern. At least there I got paid for doing the cooking and I could get a good night’s sleep if I wanted one.”

“Come now, Pike,” Wind chuckled, “you know you’d rather be shooting at Stribai than serving them blintzes and vodka, admit it.”

“I’ll admit no such thing,” Pike replied casually as he put the soup bucket on the top of the metal stove. He threw some wood into the firebox to increase the heat. Then he turned to Kazimieras, “How much of this do you want me to heat up?”

“All of it.”

“Are you sure?” Wind asked him, “Perhaps you’d like to save yourself some for later. We don’t really want to clean you out.”

“No, it could get moldy or attract mice. I’d rather we used it all up now, while it’s still good.”

“As you wish,” Pike said as he cut the small loaf into four roughly equal parts. “And if my uncouth compatriots haven’t the good manners to say thank you for your generosity, I do so now on both their behalf and my own.”

“It’s not that we don’t have manners,” Moth said, “it’s just that we knew you’d take care of everything, Pike, and we didn’t want to deny you the pleasure.”

“You needn’t be so good to me,” Pike replied as he put the kugelis into the pot to heat up.

The banter continued as they waited for the potato pudding to heat up. Wind reverting to explaining to Moth exactly why he was a pagan barbarian, with Pike agreeing with him as he watched the pot to be sure the kugelis didn’t burn. Finally, Pike lifted the four heavy slabs of grated potato out of the pot and set them on the overturned lid.

“That’s as warm as I can get it without risking it burning.”

Each man helped themselves to a slice and ate it greedily while praising Kazimieras’s mother’s cooking skills. He took a certain amount of pride in that, almost as if his mother’s accomplishment was also his own. It was also a way to be included in their conversation since he was still feeling himself to be pretty much an outsider. Soon after they finished eating, there was a series of knocks on the trap door above them. Wind, in a repeat of the previous night, picked up a stick and banged out a response. Then the door opened.

“Good morning, I’ve got some breakfast here for you, nothing fancy, just some porridge.”

“Anything is welcome,” Wind told him as he stepped up on the ladder to reach the offered bucket, “so thank our hosts for us. We have last night’s empty soup bucket here for you and we again offer our thanks to all for it.”

Once the trap door was closed, the four doled out the warm breakfast cereal. As they sat back and ate it their conversation was of the superiority of Kazimieras’s mother’s kugelis. His three new companions allowed that the porridge, flavored with honey and cherry preserves was very satisfying, but the kugelis had been better. It had been a special treat, something they hadn’t had in a while. Kazimieras was pleased that they appreciated it and glad he’d shared it with them. He was at the point where he would take comfort in any small thing that made him feel like he was part of the group and the kugelis seemed to help in no small measure. But still, Kazimieras couldn’t lose the feeling of being not only an outsider, but that they viewed him with some degree of suspicion. 

After their small breakfast feast, things returned to the way they had been previously. The other three seemed to keep him apart from themselves. Occasionally they did include him in their conversations, but he was under the impression that it was mostly done out of politeness. It was almost as though they pitied him and could not bring themselves to ignore him, no matter how much they wanted to. The rest of the day and the next were a time of extreme bordom, leaving him too much time to dwell on his loneliness. This was not what he’d expected when he had decided to join the partisans. He began to feel a certain resentment towards the other three, although he went to great lengths to conceal it.

Sometime after breakfast on the second day, he heard the now familiar banging on the trap door, and Wind’s response. When the trap was opened a voice merely announced “Coming down” and three men climbed down the ladder. They went into the second chamber of the bunker and pulled a canvas curtain across the entrance, shutting themselves and their activities off from the rest. When he asked Wind what that was all about, Wind simply shrugged his shoulders and said he didn’t know and that it probably didn’t concern them. All through the morning he heard the sound of a typewriter chattering, then later the unmistakable smell of a mimeograph processor permeated the bunker. Finally, when the three left they were carrying satchels of paper with them. It was obvious they had printed up some sort of newsletters or fliers for distribution.

Wind’s refusal to tell him something as apparent as that angered him. It something he was going to figure out easily on his own, and yet they still tried to keep it a secret. He began to wonder if there was a way for him to get out of this. In his mind he began to imagine elaborate escape scenarios; seizing a weapon and shooting his way or sneaking up the ladder if whoever was on guard fell asleep. These were just fantasies, things he would never do, but they were thoughts that played out in his mind as he lay on his bunk. He couldn’t dishonor his family by running, and in any case, where would he run to? He’d be wanted by the partisans and the Soviets. His only option would be to join the Stribai, something he knew he could never do. He had chosen his road, now he had to follow it to its end. It was disheartening thought but it was a fact.

On the afternoon of the third day, once again there was the banging on the trapdoor. This time when it opened, he heard a voice announce, “We’re ready Wind, bring him up.”

Wind turned to him, “Alright, its time. Put on your coat and gloves, it’s cold up top and we’re going for a walk.”

Wind’s blunt phrasing unnerved him. There was a somewhat ominous tone to them. As both he and Wind put on their coats, he couldn’t help noticing Wind pick up his submachine gun and the pouch that held his extra magazines. He wondered why Wind felt the need to be armed. The fact that he had no weapon himself made him feel helpless. When they climbed up the ladder into the woodshed above, he was surprised to find Firefly and two other men who he didn’t know, but remembered seeing the morning he was captured. Oddly, captured was how he had begun to think of their first encounter despite the fact that he’d been there voluntarily.

Even inside the woodshed the cold crisp air was refreshing, a welcome relief from the stale dank atmosphere of the bunker below. That and the light shining through the cracks in the walls of the woodshed seemed to revive his spirit. Then Wind came over to him holding a scarf.

“You’ll have to wear a blindfold before we go out. This should be the last time if all goes well.” Kazimieras complied, tying the scarf behind his head, but still he wondered what Wind had meant when he said if all goes well.

“Put your hand on my shoulder and follow me, just like you did the other day.”

With his hand on Wind’s shoulder, Kazimieras followed him outside. The air was fresh and clean, even more than it had been in the woodshed. He hoped it would be a while before they reached their destination, he wanted to enjoy the feeling of the cold and the scent of the trees. He could even smell the snow. Though he had only gone down into the bunker three days ago, it seemed as if he’d been there for weeks. Now, walking in the open he felt free, as if he’d crawled out of a grave.

His hopes for a long walk were shattered, they walked what he estimated to be less than one hundred meters and stopped. He heard the creaking sound of a rustic door opening, then as they took a few steps forward there was a different feel to the ground under his feet along with the odor of animals and manure. He knew he was in a barn.

“You can take the blindfold off, now,” Wind told him.

When he did and looked around saw he was right, it was a barn. Crowded with farm implements he realized it was part of an actual working farm, one that was considerably larger than his family’s property. Wind led him into what appeared to be an addition, a wing sticking out of the side of the main building. They went to a door on the far wall of this addition. Wind opened it and gestured for Kazimieras to go in. Stepping in, he saw it was the type of room usually used as a place for a hired man to sleep in. There was a door on the outside wall along with two windows, both of them with muslin hanging over them blocking any view, in or out. 

There were several men in the dimly lit room, including Firefly. But the one that caught his attention was a figure sitting on a bench by the outer wall. Whoever it was held a Mosin-Nagant carbine between their legs with the butt resting on the floor. Wearing a heavy coat, gloves, and a cap, it had a woolen scarf covering its face. All that was visible of this individual were its pale blue eyes and a few strands of dark blonde hair hanging down on its forehead from under the bill of its cap. 

Once in the room, Firefly gestured for Kazimieras to sit in a chair opposite the figure. As he sat there it occurred to him that this enigmatic person might be a woman, but whom she was or why she was here was a complete mystery to him. The room was silent as the two sat staring at each other. Then the figure stood up and without saying a word, leaned the rifle against the wall and left the room through the door leading back to the main part of the barn. As the figure walked away, Kazimieras was further convinced it was a female. There were a few brief moments of complete silence before one of the men stood up and walked over to the rifle and picked it up by the balance. He turned and approached Kazimieras who, at this point had no idea what was happening. All he knew was this older, rather ominous looking armed man was standing over him.

“If you want to defend your nation and your people, take your weapon,” he was told as the man held the carbine out.

Reaching out he took the gun and laid it across his lap. Looking at it he realized it was one of the newer model Mosins with the folding bayonet, unlike the two older ones the he, Vytis, and Jurgas had taken from the two Stribai at the Didgalvis farm. He really would rather have the Mauser that he’d left with his father, but he knew this was not the time to quibble about what sort of weapon they’d given him. The mere fact that he now had a weapon of any sort meant that they had accepted him as one of their number. He found that to be reassuring.

“By taking that carbine, you’ve indicated your willingness to serve in our group,” the man standing over him stated, “and that is good, but I have to explain a few things first. We’re a small unit, but we’re highly efficient. I like to say that we have no common soldiers here, just leaders waiting for their turn to take command. Training is essential to us. You’ll not be just carrying a gun, but preparing to fill anyone else’s position if something happens. We consider ourselves an elite unit; we tend to inflict more casualties on the enemy then other units while suffering less. Our success rate is higher than the others and we want to keep it that way. If you stay with us, you’re dedicating your life to the fight and it is an all-consuming thing. If this doesn’t seem like something that suits you, say so now and we can send you to another unit, no questions asked.”

“No,” Kazimieras said, “I’m here and it seems to be a good place. I’ll stay.”

“Very good; now, every Liberation Committee that comes along say that we have to administer an oath to new members. I personally believe there is no great use to flowery words that men repeat automatically, not fully realizing what is expected of them. My belief is you can only expect a man to do the best he can. Some will do better than others, that is to be expected, but as long as we get the best effort you’re capable of, we can’t ask for more. Do you understand this?”

“Yes, sir, I do.”

“Good, are you a Christian?”

“Yes, I’m Catholic.”

“The Bible, then,” he said to one of the men behind him. Then he turned back to Kazimieras, “We had to ask in order to find something that you might hold sacred. Stand up, please.”

When he complied, the man held out a Bible resting on a folded Lithuanian flag. “Place your left hand on the Bible and raise your right hand. Now, do you swear before your God and the eyes of your sacred forebears who fought for our land before you, that you will endeavor to give every effort in our current fight to advance our cause, to the best of your ability?”

“I do,” he answered solemnly.

“Very good and welcome my young brother. Your name now is Skier, and whoever you were before will only be known to you and your ancestors for as long as you are in my group. You are in Firefly’s detachment. I wish you the best of luck in the future.”

At that moment he ceased being Kazimieras Viltautaitas and became Skier.

Firefly looked up at him from where he was sitting, “Skier, go with Wind, he’ll start explaining to you just how we operate and answer any questions you have. I’ll see you after our conference is over.” 

When Wind gestured to him to follow him from the doorway to the barn, he turned and went out, feeling as if he’d been dismissed. He walked into the main barn area and Wind closed the door behind him. Then he looked at Skier and smiled.

“I told you the other day on the trail to turn back, but you wouldn’t listen. Now you’re in for some hard times.”

“Are you saying I should not have come?” Skier asked.

“No, not at all; you’ve been highly recommended or else you wouldn’t be here. I am just trying to prepare you for what’s ahead. It’s a life that you have to grow into. In the beginning it’s a hardship; an unbelievable hardship.”

“I’ll do my best,” Skier replied.

“Well as Bishop said, we can’t ask for more. I just want to ease you into it.”

“Then that was Bishop? I wasn’t sure.”

“Yes it was, the best field commander in the whole of the Forest Brotherhood. You were fortunate to end up with us; he’s a professional and has some unique theories on how to we should conduct this war. So far his ideas have been working well for us.”

As they walked through the barn, Skier could not help asking, “The other door in that room led outside, why do we keep coming and going through the barn?”

“First lesson,” Wind smiled, “think of this, this is a working farm. That room is a bunkroom for seasonal farm helpers. If the Internal Security Forces see a lot of footprints leading to it in the snow, they’re going to get curious about it, especially this time of year. The main barn doorway is a different matter. They would expect to see a lot of traffic coming and going out of there, understand?”

“Yes, I guess it’s pretty obvious, now that you’ve explained it.”

“These things will become second nature to you, in time, and in less time than you can imagine.”

As they walked out into the sunshine, Skier took a deep breath and looked around, glad to be free of the blindfolds and secrecy. His impression of the farm appeared to be correct; it was larger than his family’s holdings. It did his heart good to know that this fight was not just being waged by the small farmers and workers. It seemed to be a national effort. They walked along a pathway through the trees to a clearing that held a woodshed that shared a wall with a smoke house.

“So, this is home, I assume,” he said to Wind. “I’ve never seen the outside, I was always blindfolded.”

“Yes, isn’t it lovely?” Wind responded.

“No, but I guess that would depend on your point of view, doesn’t it? I mean, what looks terrible to me today might look wonderful to me a year from now, don’t you think?”

“You’re learning fast,” Wind said with a smile.

Entering the woodshed, Skier recognized the interior. He saw the curved tips of his skis showing above the pile of split wood they had been leaned against. Closing the door behind them, Wind went to the trap door and stamped the heel of his boot three times, paused, and then stamped one more time. 

“You know what this part is all about by now,” he said, waiting for the answering knocks. When he heard the two responding bangs, he gestured for Skier to raise the door.

“Back into the hole,” Wind joked. “Give me your rifle and I’ll hand it down to you.”

Once they were both back in the bunker, Wind announced in a loud voice, “Gentlemen, and that includes you, Moth, this is Skier. He is now one of us, God help him.”

“So it’s Skier, huh? I kind of figured that’s what they would name you,” Moth said casually.

“Yes,” Pike added, leaning out of his bunk, “and I told you that skiing business would come to haunt you. You’re not the only one in this group that can ski, but you’re going to be the first one they think of when they need someone. You’ll be running dispatches in the snow while I’m trying to make a meal out of odds and ends and the rest of the detachment will be having fun throwing snowballs and calling it grenade practice. Never let them know you’ve got a skill, that’s my motto.”

“Bad idea, Pike,” Moth said. “Tell me, what happens if someone else that can cook joins us and you tell him not to say anything? I’ll tell you what happens, he gets to throw snowballs and you’re stuck slaving over a cook fire. You’ll be cooking your own goose along with our meals.”

“That’s true,” Wind smiled, “I’m amazed that a simple peasant can see that and you can’t, but for once Moth’s out thought someone.”

“Yes, well, even a broken clock is right twice a day,” Pike laughed as he slid out of his bunk.”

Wind broke out laughing, “I just had a thought. Perhaps we should change Moth’s name to Broken Clock, it seems more appropriate.”

“No, Moth may not be much of a name, but you people gave it to me and I’ve grown accustomed to it. It’s mine now and I will be keeping it. And when the last Russian is finally driven from Lithuania, and it’s time to remember those of us who were here, it will be the name of Moth that will be recalled, not Broken Clock.”

“Oh dear, a legend in the making,” Wind said, slowly shaking his head, “so much for altruistic patriotism.”

“That’s right, Mindaugas, Gedimanas, Vytautas, and Moth, a quartet for the ages. It has a good ring to it, don’t you think? The four great heroes from The Land of Heroes,” Moth said, smiling smugly. 

“I see they gave you a Mosin too,” Pike said to Skier, interrupting Wind and Moth’s back and forth repartee.

“Yes,” Skier said, “I have a Mauser back on the farm. I wonder if I could send for it. I think it’s a better rifle than this.”

“No,” Wind said, suddenly turning serious, “you’re right, the German 98 is a better made, smoother actioned rifle than the Russian Mosin, but we’re trying to equip ourselves with as much Russian weaponry as possible. Your Mauser was traded to the local partisan supporters for the rifle you’ve got now. It will be used by whoever you left it with or passed on by him to another of the auxiliaries.”

“I would think it would be best to have the better weapons in the hands of the full time partisans.”

“Yes, and you’d be right,” Wind allowed, “but it’s a matter of ammunition. The first thing you have to understand is this; there are two schools of thought on how our future is going to go. One group thinks it’s going to be a case of us seizing control of the country, like in 41, and the Western Allies coming to our rescue, forcing Stalin to get out. The others see this as a longer struggle. The Americans and the English will still have Japan to deal with when the Germans are beaten. They may not be thinking too much about Eastern Europe. If that’s the case, we will have to wait until the inevitable disputes between Stalin and the West lead to a war before we get help. Bishop is one of the latter, that’s why our group is organized and training for smaller unit tactics.

“Now, at the moment, German ammunition seems to be available in almost unlimited quantities. That will not always be true. Bishop feels that it is best we wean ourselves from German weapons as soon as possible; Russian ammunition will be around for a long time. Some of the German stuff, the machine pistols, the machine guns, and especially the Sturmgewers are too good to pass on for now, but they too will be replaced in time.”

“Do you really believe the English and the Americans will be that slow to act?” he asked Wind.

“I don’t know,” Wind said, “I’m not that well versed in it all, but I do know this. When the Poles rose up in Warsaw, the Russians stopped their offensive and sat it out while the Poles and the Germans killed each other. The Western allies wanted to air drop supplies to the Poles but Stalin refused to let their bombers land on his airfields until the very end, when it was too little and too late. They weren’t too quick to stand up to him then and they may be in no hurry to do so in the future. We may, indeed, be in for a longer struggle than some people think.”

“On the brighter side, and getting back to the original subject,” Pike interjected, “if you don’t like the Mosin, and you can lay your hands on a Russian gun you like better, you get to keep it. You just turn in the rifle, no questions asked.”

“To a degree that is true,” Wind added, “but if your job is considered support, you may be stuck with the rifle for a while. Machine gun crews are a good example. They usually have rifles, as do staff members. Those of us in the maneuver elements are free to increase our firepower and we need marksmen like our friend, Broken Clock.”

“I don’t know who this fellow, Broken Clock, is,” Moth stated with exaggerated innocence, “but I’m sure he’s a good looking fellow, much favored by the young ladies.”

“In your dreams,” Wind replied, sarcastically. 

The next few hours went on like that, Wind and Moth bantering back and forth with Pike throwing in his more pragmatic remarks. The thing that was different from the previous days was that now Skier felt he was a part of the group, no longer an outsider. He was still hesitant to interject himself too much into their conversations, often waiting until he was brought into them, but he did feel included. At one point Wind suddenly slammed his hand on the table and stood up.

“Moth, listening to you all this time must have addled my brain. I just remembered something.”

He got up and went to his pack and began fishing around in it for something. Finding it, he stood up and walked over to Skier saying, “I believe these are yours.”

He dropped the Nagant revolver and the knife he’d confiscated the first morning on the trail through the marsh onto Skiers lap. Skier hadn’t forgotten about them, but he had assumed he would never see them again. Nothing could have made him feel more a part of this group than their return. He concealed his surprise as best as he could and thanked Wind.

“Think nothing of it,” Wind told him. “I hope you didn’t think we would steal from a comrade.”

Before Skier could answer they were interrupted by a banging on the trap door. Once again it was the same two quick and one delayed banging code. Wind looked at him casually.

“You’re one of us, now. See who’s at the door.”

Skier got up and took the stick. Standing at the foot of the ladder, he hesitated and looked at Wind. Wind nodded and held up two fingers. Skier then jabbed the stick upwards, banging twice on the underside of the door. The trap was opened and he saw Firefly looking down at him.

“Very good, Skier, you’re just the man I was looking for. This is for you,” he said, leaning over and handing down a canvas bag.

Taking the bag, Skier stepped clear of the ladder as Firefly climbed down, pausing halfway to pull the trap door shut. Overwhelmed by curiosity, Skier sat down and opened the bag. He pulled out a brimmed soft cap that he recognized as being common headwear amongst the partisans. There was also a heavy wool blanket, a rubberized rain cape, and a military tunic with a red shield shaped patch on one sleeve embroidered with a white “Vytis” double- cross, one of Lithuania’s national symbols. A small Lithuanian flag was sewn on the other. There was a German mess kit and a leather belt with ammunition pouches on it also. In the bottom were a folding compass and small pair of binoculars. The binoculars were more of the type made for sportsmen, unlike the larger military style, but these could easily be carried in one’s pocket.

“We’ll be equipping you bit by bit since our supplies are stashed all over the area. We had to guess at the size of the tunic but we thought you should have one. It shows you’re a soldier. It won’t matter to the Russians, they will treat you as a criminal no matter what you’re wearing, but at least you’ll know what you are; a soldier fighting for his nation and his people.”

Skier took off the sweater he was wearing and put on the tunic. It was slightly large, fitting him loosely. But Firefly had been right; wearing it filled him with some sort of subtle pride. It was not the chest expanding braggadocios type of thing, but a deep inner satisfaction that he was doing something important. He looked at the red shield with the double cross, then at the tiny tri-colored flag that adorned it and he seemed important. 

He had symbolically taken his place in the long line of his forbearers, men who had fought from time immemorial until now for the Lithuanian people. That line stretched back to the days of the disparate Baltic tribes, as yet not united, through the glory days of the Grand Duchy, and the national betrayal by Jagiello, who sold his nation to possess the Polish crown. They had fought alongside the great Vytautas at the momentous victory over the Teutonic Knights at Zalgiras, or Tannenburg as the world knew it. They had suffered through the days of the hated Commonwealth, betrayed by the ambitions of the false hearted nobility who, following in Jagiello’s footsteps, abandoned their nationality to assume worthless Polish titles. The line served faithfully through the uprisings against the Romanovs in the nineteenth century. His grandfather and his fellow book carriers were in this line, along with his father, fighting in the Wars of Independence. The red in the Lithuanian tri-color represented the blood of these heroes. Today, Skier had taken his place with all of them as one of the resolute faithful. He prayed he could earn the respect of all who followed him as these long gone warriors had done before him. He took the tunic off and laid it on his bunk.

“Do you know how to work a compass?” Firefly asked.

“Basically, but I’m not sure about this type,” Skier told him as he opened up the lensatic compass, staring at it curiously. 

“It’s not difficult,” Firefly told him, “Wind will start working with you on it tomorrow. Now, come with me into the other room and I’ll give you a small briefing on how our group operates. These other three already know everything I have to tell you so there’s no need to bother them with all this, and besides, I don’t want to listen to their wise remarks.”

“Firefly,” Moth interjected, “are you insinuating we would ever have fun at your expense or interrupt Skier’s schooling?”

“Moth,” Firefly said indulgently, “you better hope they never tell us to initiate real military discipline, because if they do I’ll have you raking up all the leaves in the forest, that’s what I’m insinuating.”

“I can act with militarily prescribed discipline, but you have to admit, I’d be a lot more boring, now wouldn’t I?”

“Why don’t you try it,” Wind said, “and let us find out for ourselves.”

“This is what I was trying to avoid,” Firefly said to Skier with a smile. “Now come with me and we’ll get on with your education.”

They moved into the other chamber. When Firefly lit a paraffin lamp, Skier could see the stencil copying machine that the strangers had been using the other day along with several typewriters on a workbench. At the far end there was something covered with a tarp, Skier had the feeling it was a small printing press. It was obvious this was some sort of information distribution center. He had no idea if it was a part of the partisan unit or an independent operation, but he did think it was fitting that a bunker that had been built as a storage point for the old book carriers distributing books in the Lithuanian language was now being used to distribute information in Lithuanian. Firefly gestured for him to sit down by a small table.

“Now, before I start to explain how we operate, it’s necessary for me to explain the overall situation in the country. A lot of people think that as soon as the war with Germany is over, the Western Allies will enforce the terms of the Atlantic Charter and we will be an independent country. The Germans have been fighting on under the belief the Allies will split with Stalin and join them, and that hasn’t happened. The Allies want Stalin to join them in the war with Japan once Hitler is finally eliminated, so there’ll be no help from them until after the Pacific war is over. Even then, we may have to wait until Stalin shows them his true face.

“Knowing this, we are one of several units around the country that are preparing for a long fight. Our group is organized and is training for raiding, hit and run style fighting by small units. That is what we will need to do to survive in a protracted struggle. Many of the larger regiments, as they call themselves, seem to believe we’re fighting a conventional war. Perhaps you’ve seen a few of them; they operate openly, practice marching, preparing for the big victory parades. We, on the other hand, remain more covert and train for an unconventional war. If you’ve been wondering why all the secrecy, the code names, and the need to verify your identity, that is why. If we are right, the bigger groups will see it and begin adapting our tactics in time. Until they do, it will be up to us and those like us to carry on the fight and set the example.”

“My grandfather always told me about 1919, how the Americans introduced Wilson’s Fourteen Points of Peace,” Skier said. “Under it, small countries like us were to be guaranteed their independence. But once the Western Alliance approved it, the Americans went back home and the Western European politicians played games with the spirit of the thing. He said he hoped the Americans had learned from their mistake. Do you think they haven’t?”

“I don’t know. I do know it’s difficult to predict what others will do. The Germans have blamed their loss on having to fight a two front war, but the Americans and the English have been fighting a multi-front war successfully. They’re going to be tired and perhaps in no big hurry to take on another fight. It’s hard to say. We have to prepare for the worst while hoping for the best.”

“And the best would be?” Skier asked.

“The absolute best would be that since Russia signed the Atlantic Charter, the Allies could pressure them to honor it. But Stalin has no honor. He slid into Hitler’s bed in ’39 like a homely woman who never thought she’d get a man and was thrilled that one finally wanted her. When Hitler got what he wanted and was satisfied, he threw his Georgian bride out the window like the old whore that he was. Now Stalin claims it was he who saved the world from Hitler’s tyranny even though he helped it spread and joined in on the spoils. It’s incredible, but only those of us here in the East know for sure what he is.”

“Don’t you think the West will figure it out?”

“Perhaps, but there’s nothing we can do about that except hold on until they do. I believe we’ve spent enough time discussing the world’s geo-political problem and should get back to talking about our own methods of operation.”

“Of course,” Skier said compliantly.

“Now, unofficially we call our group the Giltine Battalion,” he said referring to the old pagan Baltic goddess of death, “Giltine is our code name. The group is currently comprised of three combat detachments and a command and support detachment. Bishop, of course, is the Group Commander. I’m commander of this detachment which is always referred to as either Tempest or Giltine 2. Our detachments have a flexible structure, based on the current mission; we don’t have standing squads like conventionally organized units. You’ll be assigned to sections and sub-sections as needed. You will be kept informed of our missions and your assignments as often as can be expected. As Bishop told you, we want any member of the group to be able to take over at any time if need be and the only way one can do that is if he knows exactly what the situation is and what is expected of us. Shared information is important to our efficient operation.

“Oh, speaking of information, we also help out with this sort of thing,” Firefly said, waving a hand towards the printing equipment. “We feel strongly that the populous should be kept well informed of the news in the country and in the world; the real news, not the Soviet lies. Because of this we protect organizations like this as well as we can. We guard them and help distribute their newsletters and fliers when we are able. These people do a job as important as the fighters, in the long run perhaps even more so. They warrant all the assistance we can give them.”

Skier nodded his head, indicating that he understood. He was struck by the shift in the general attitude towards him. Previous to his taking the oath they had held him at a distance, he wasn’t ever sure of his status; was he a partisan or a prisoner of the partisans. Now he knew he was a member of their brotherhood, abet a novice member. The pride he had felt earlier while trying on the tunic returned to him.

“Tomorrow,” Firefly said, “we’ll be heading back to our encampment a few kilometers away. There will only be seven of us, so we won’t be having a detailed operations briefing as we usually would, but as I said, I will have Wind work with you on the lensatic compass and on reading and orienting a map as we go. That’s all that I have to say for now. So, go back with your comrades, get a good night’s sleep tonight, and be ready to move out in the morning.”

When they returned to the other chamber, Skier went over and sat on his bunk while Firefly had a few words with Wind before ascending the ladder and leaving the four men alone. Firefly’s mention of returning to their encampment in the morning had a strange effect on him. He had somehow thought they would be staying somewhere in a place like this, but the term encampment made him imagine something entirely different. Now he had visions of sleeping outside somewhere in tents or makeshift shelters. All the references his new comrades had made about this bunker being a nice place came back to him. He had always enjoyed camping outside, but the thought of spending the rest of the winter outdoors was a sobering thought. The finality of his decision to join the forest brothers now weighed heavily on his mind. He knew there was no turning back from this and he accepted it, but he was now wondering if there was a way it could have been avoided. It was reassuring when Wind came over to talk with him.

“Skier, remember we’ll be moving out in the morning. Firefly has assured me we will be having a breakfast here before we leave, but you will still have to be packed and ready. So, if you have any questions or need any help loading your rucksack just ask. Tell me, have you any provisions for carrying your skis and poles?”

“Yes, I have a cloth sleeve to hold them that has loops sewn onto it so I can lash it to the side of my pack.”

“Very good, we can’t have you skiing while the rest of us are walking. We all have to move at the same pace. That won’t always be the case.”

“I told you, Skier,” Pike called over after overhearing the last part of Wind’s statement, “they have plans for you. You’re going to be the wintertime dispatch runner and reconnaissance scout for this outfit, I can see it now.”  

“Perhaps he is and perhaps he isn’t,” Wind answered, “but you’re still the cook, and you will be until either a chef or someone’s mother joins Giltine 2.”

Skier realized that this was the first time any of them had openly used the group’s code name in front of him, it made him feel as if he was now officially a member of the team. But, strangely, he still wasn’t comfortable enough to join easily in their banter. Rather he stood to the side like a child amongst adults, listening to his elders talking, wanting to join in their conversation, but feeling that nothing he said would be taken seriously or even welcome. It seemed to him as if he would not be considered a true member of their brotherhood until he’d proven himself in a battle. That was something he didn’t like to think of, knowing it could be his moment of truth. Though he’d been hiding in the forest for several months with Vytis and Jurgas, his only real contact with the enemy had been the incident at the Didgalvis farm and he’d found that to be frightening. He had never been in a killing situation but he had no childish delusions about it being an easy thing. He hoped when the time came he would measure up, do his part, and not let his new comrades down.

After the chatter between Pike, Moth, and himself died out, Wind sat at the table with his head resting in an upturned hand, looking as if he were about to fall asleep. Then he yawned and stretched his arms lazily over his head before turning to look over at Skier. He gesture for him to come over and join him at the table.

“We may as well start working on that compass now, while we have time,” Wind told him, stifling a yawn as he watched Skier walk over. “Sit down, training begins.”

Taking a chair, Skier saw a compass setting on top of a folded sheet of battered paper. Wind picked up the compass and began explaining how to use it. He showed him how to adjust the bezel ring so the zero reading lined up with the needle and the center line of the compass would indicate his heading. He demonstrated how setting his desired heading on the center line and turning the compass until the needle pointed to zero would cause the compass body to point in his desired direction. He found it slightly simple, but simple or not, it was interesting. He was learning something he had no previous knowledge of.

Once he was satisfied Skier understood the workings of the compass, Wind picked up the battered paper and unfolded it. Skier saw it was a map, the topographical type that surveyors often used. It was covered with irregularly curving lines, many of which formed oddly shaped loops. Wind explained how these lines represented changes in elevations.

“Tomorrow, when we’re returning to camp, you’re going to carry this map,” Wind said, “and I want you to pull it out and look at it, even when I’m not around. Look at it and then look at the land around you, then make comparisons. Do it often enough and you’ll get to the point where you can look at the map and actually see in your mind what the terrain will look like before you get there.”

“Let me tell you something,” Moth called over from where he and Pike were playing cards, “every time I look at one of those damned maps with all their lines and curves, I see a woman; a naked, happy woman waiting for me.”

“You would,” Wind responded, then turned back to Skier and winked, “he’s not only an ignorant pagan, but a pervert to boot. Stay clear of him, my friend.”

“That’s the good thing about being a pagan,” Moth said with a grin, “there’s no rules against a little good-natured debauchery; in fact, it’s encouraged.”

“There’s an upside to everything,” Wind said before turning his attention back to Skier. “Now where were we before this Druid began giving us a primer on his personal religious beliefs?” 

“You were saying that eventually I would be able to see the terrain in my mind when I look at the maps.”

“Yes, of course. You will actually, in time. The more you look at them, the easier it gets. We’ll work on that tomorrow, on the move back to the encampment.”

“Do you use the compass a lot to get around? It seems to me like you all know the area pretty well.”

“Yes, you’re right, we are pretty territorial, and we often have several members who are familiar with any area we move through, but that’s not always the case. We have to remain prepared for any eventuality that may arise. Besides, you never know when you may be alone in a strange area of the forest, trying to get somewhere.”

Skier understood, but he heard Pike sniggering. He turned and saw Pike had set his cards down and was looking at him with a big grin on his face.

“You thought I was being funny, but I can see it now, Skier, you travelling alone through the snowy forests, rising life and limb carrying requests for toilet papers.”

The banging on the trapdoor interrupted them. They knew it was their supper and all other thoughts were forgotten. When the trap was opened, Skier was handed the first bucket. He set it down on the table and took off the lid. It was a large pot of cabbage and noodles cooked with an overly generous amount of sliced ham. A smaller bucket of mushroom soup was handed down next, followed by a burlap sack.

“Well, we know we’re definitely leaving tomorrow,” Moth remarked, “they always feed us well on the last night.”

Looking into the burlap bag, Pike removed a half-loaf of rye bread, then a liter swing top bottle. Holding it up, he proclaimed happily, “Ale, a bottle for each of us! These people know how to give us a good send off!” 

“That’s all I need to stay in fighting trim,” Moth announced, “cabbage and noodles, an occasional kugelis, and some good barley ale. Give me that and an endless supply of 7.62 rifle ammunition and I’ll carve my way through a wave of Stribai and Soviet Internal Security troops.”

“Carve your way through them or talk them to death?” Wind asked. “As good as you are with that Tokarev, you’re ten times as good with your mouth.”

“As long as the job gets done,” Moth replied with a smug grin, “what difference does it make what my weapon of choice is?”

“None, I’m just trying to understand which you’re best with, just to satisfy my own curiosity.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter.” Moth said amiably, “all I’m saying is that I like these little side assignments. We got plenty of sleep, good food, and now some ale. There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?”

“Do you get these kinds of assignments often,” Skier asked.

“No, normally picking you up would have been a bit more rustic,” Moth said as Wind and Pike nodded in affirmation. “We’d have been sleeping in the forest until your identity was confirmed. This time Bishop and Firefly were having a strategy conference, so they combined the two.”

Skier was slowly beginning to feel comfortable around his three new comrades, but he knew there were others in this team, Giltine 2, and he wondered if those others would accept him as quickly as these three had. But he also thought he was better off now than he had been three days ago, at least he now had three friends that he hadn’t had then. They began doling out their food, then sat down to eat a rather hearty meal. Skier assumed Moth was correct when he said they were always fed well when they were returning to the forest. The cream based mushroom soup was rich and filling and the cabbage and noodles were fortified with a generous amount of ham. They all saved their ale until after they finished eating.

When their meal was over, they opened the bottles of ale and sat around sipping the tart brew, nursing it, trying to make it last. Their conversation covered a wide range of topics, and by listening, Skier was beginning to really see their personalities. Moth, good natured and at times appearing dull witted, was actually fun loving and willing to accept any verbal abuse that was thrown his way as a joke, making it hard to believe he could turn into a cold-blooded killer when the need arose. But the praise the other two heaped on him for his ability with his semi-automatic rifle indicated he could.

It was easy to see Wind shouldered more responsibility than the others, and it weighed heavily on him. Unlike Moth, his easy going nature provided him with a brief escape from all that he had on his mind; a brief respite that he knew would end quickly. Pike, on the other hand, seemed to be more technically inclined. He was quiet and reflective making it easy to imagine him in a university, studying to become an expert in whatever field he chose to pursue. None of them fit mold of what he had always thought partisans were like. In his mind he had always imagined them as serious and single minded, almost automaton like in their dedication, but he could see he was wrong. They were just a diverse collection of ordinary men who hadn’t surrendered their individual personalities when they committed their lives to the cause.

He had even more time to reflect on all this later that night. For the first time he was included in the night guard rotation. It was simple, someone had to be awake while the others slept. Since there were now four of them, each would have two one hour shifts over an eight hour period. The others went easy on him, allowing him to take the first watch. This meant he would have two uninterrupted three hour rest periods while the others would have three sleep intervals of varying lengths. 

His first watch period went rather easily, he was still wide awake and had no difficulty staying awake. But the second one proved more difficult. Wind woke him up from a deep sleep when it was time for his second shift. The last thing he wanted to do was get out from under his warm blankets, but he forced himself to get up quickly. 

“All right, just be sure to keep the fire in the stove going and the tea kettle filled,” Wind said quietly, then slid onto his bed. 

Left alone in the dimly lit bunker he felt the need to clean his rifle. Knowing that tomorrow they would be leaving the relative safety of this place, it seemed like the prudent thing to do. He started with the revolver, swabbing out the bore and then oiling the cylinder and other moving parts. When he finished, he loaded it, got up, found his coat, and slipped the gun into the outer pocket; the same pocket that Wind had pulled it out of on the trail days before.

Next he went to work on his rifle. He oiled and greased it more heavily than he had the revolver since it would be exposed to the weather and would need the extra protection. When he finished, he sat with the rifle on his lap. Looking down at the weapon, he knew that he would have to use it at some time, possibly even tomorrow. It was a sobering thought. He wondered to himself if he was really up to it; would he perform well when the time came or would he falter. 

He thought of his grandfather fighting the Japanese in ’05 and later the Bermontians after the last war. Then there’d been his father, fighting the Poles and the Red Army after the last war, with the new Lithuanian army. He’d fought the Poles again when they claimed Vilnius and had later participated in the June Uprising in ’41. However, knowing they had done well somehow didn’t reassure him. Every chain has its weakest link and he hoped he wasn’t that link. He prayed he wouldn’t disgrace the family.

This would not be like the time he’d spent hiding in the fields with Vytis and Jurgas. That had been like adolescents playing at soldier or Robin Hood, or even outlaws in an American Western story. This was the real thing; he would be going into battle. People would be getting hurt, some dying. His new comrades seemed so casual about it, almost unconcerned, that it unnerved him. He wasn’t sure he could ever get like that, so accepting of his fate. He felt he would always be apprehensive if not outright fearful of it all. He wondered if the others felt this way or at least had when they first came to the forest. He hoped so; it would make him feel better to know it was normal.

When Wind woke him up the following morning he was filled with trepidation. He’d hoped the misgivings and doubts he’d felt sitting alone on watch during the night would have vanished after a few hours of sleep. Instead, they seemed to have multiplied.

“Time to get up,” Wind said, “we have to finish packing up to leave. Then you and I will go up above and try and figure out the best way for you to pack your skis.”

“Yes,” Moth added, “it would hardy do for a man called Skier to show up without skis, would it now?”

Skier merely nodded. He could think of nothing to say. Resignedly, he gathered up the few possessions he’d brought with him along with the items he’d been given and began carefully packing them into his rucksack. The pack, which had previously seemed large to him, now appeared to be too small to hold his load. Wind came over showed him how to fold and roll the two blankets, the one he’d brought with him and the heavier one they’d given him, into a tube. Then, after wrapping it in the rain cape, he bent it around the pack in a horseshoe shape, lashing it down at the sides.

“Now,” Wind announced, “let’s take it up above and see what we can do with your skis.”

Wind went up the ladder, pushed the trapdoor open, and went up into the woodshed above. Once there he leaned over and gestured for Skier to hand him his pack. Skier held it aloft with difficulty. Fully loaded, its weight surprised him. Holding it over his head, he felt his arms shaking as he waited for Wind to grab it and pull it up. When he did, Skier scrambled quickly up the latter, hoping his difficulty passing the pack up hadn’t been noticed. Once in the woodshed, he could see through the gaps between the boards in the outer walls it was snowing.

“Where is this sleeve you were talking about?” Wind asked him.

Without saying a word, Skier pulled it out from where he had it tucked underneath his blanket roll and handed it to Wind. Wind unrolled it, went over to where the skis were hidden amongst the piles of cord wood and pulled them out along with the poles and slid them into the sleeve.

“Put on your pack for a moment,” Wind told him.

As Skier took up the pack and shouldered it, he realized for the first time what a burden it was going to be. Loosening up the lashings on the left side of the pack that held Skier’s bedroll, he slid the sleeve behind them. Tightening the lashings back up, he told Skier to walk back and forth a few times. Skier complied, negotiating the confines of the woodshed.

“How does it feel?” Wind asked.

“Awkward, but I’ll manage.”

“I thought so, but that might be the best we can do for now. If this snow keeps up, you might not have to carry them, you might be able to wear them.” Then Wind went back to the trapdoor and yelled down, “Someone hand me up my pack, and if either of you are ready, send up yours as well.”

“We’re both ready,” Pike called in return.

One by one all three packs were passed up. Then Wind and Skier went back down the ladder and joined the other two. As they waited for directions from Firefly, they poured out the last of the tea and all pulled out their tobacco pouches.

“Do you smoke?” Moth asked Skier.

“Sometimes,” Skier responded, “but not a lot.”

“That will change, but if this is one of those times, help yourself, “Moth said, gesturing towards his pouch.

Skier was tempted to take him up on his offer, but it occurred to him that tobacco was probably a precious commodity to these men and he didn’t want to use any of it up on them. He watched as the others all lit up, Wind had his pipe while Moth and Pike had hand rolled cigarettes made with tissue paper. Skier thought if tobacco wasn’t in short supply, cigarette papers surely were. That was probably the reason Wind used a pipe. As they sat smoking, they were unusually quiet. Skier couldn’t tell if they were uneasy about leaving or anxious to be on their way, but there was definitely a different atmosphere in the bunker. Finally there came the expected banging on the trapdoor. When Wind struck the trap twice in answer, it was swung open.

“Everything in order?” Firefly called down.

“We’re ready,” Wind responded quickly.

“Shut everything down and come up, then.”

When Wind gestured to them to get up, the others stood up, put on their ammunition belts and picked up their weapons. Skier followed their example and did as they did. He climbed up the ladder behind them. Wind extinguished the paraffin lamp and went up last. Firefly was waiting in the woodshed, helping each one up in turn as they reached the top of the ladder. Once wind was up, Firefly closed the trapdoor before saying anything.

“Listen men, take your packs and go to the barn. They’ve got breakfast for us before we return to the forest. Skier, we just got ahold of an oilskin coat for you. It should come in handy in this weather.”

Skier picked up his pack, carrying like a suitcase by the shoulder straps so he could fit through the woodshed doorway and followed the others out into the snow. Walking laboriously with the heavy pack bumping against his leg, he paused and looked up at the sky, smiling. 

“Seeing something up there?” Startled, he turned and saw Firefly standing next to him with an amused grin on his face.

“No, not really, I’ve always liked looking up at the snow, it somehow relaxes me. I especially like it at night. What little moonlight that makes it through the clouds gets reflected off the snow cover and seems to illuminate the flakes coming down. When I was younger, I always went outside on snowy nights, I loved them. You probably think that’s foolish, but it’s the truth.”

“No, I don’t think anything that gives you comfort is foolish. In this life you’ve just chosen you’ll have plenty of time outdoors day and night to watch the snowfall and you’ll be needing all the comfort you can get.”

“I imagine that’s true,” Skier said softly.

“Well, let’s go and get some breakfast before Moth eats our share. But I know what you meant about the snowfall, I feel the same way when I see the evergreens in winter with snow covering their limbs.”

They walked quietly into the barn. Skier laid his pack down next to those of his comrades, then walked into the bunkroom where he’d had his identity confirmed the day before. Today it held a makeshift table of boards set over saw horses. It was laden with food; pitchers of tea and milk, a cottage cheese and potato casserole, heavy smoked sausages, rye rolls and butter. The others were already seated.

“Come, sit down man,” Moth called to him, “we’re eating off of real plates drinking from real cups. Even on the big estates and hotels in Kaunas and Vilnius where the Red Party boys congregate, they don’t have such opulence these days.”

“We’re not only eating better, but we’re also in better company,” Pike added happily.

“True, Pike,” Moth answered, “when you’re right, you’re right and I’ll be the first to admit it.”

Skier found an empty chair and sat down. He couldn’t help but be reminded of the big family meals they had on the farm when he was growing up. Perhaps it was because he was beginning to look upon these men as relatives. He remembered that Bishop had referred to him as his “young brother” and the population called them “the forest brothers”, so perhaps it was fitting that he now thought of them as his family. As they ate, they talked amongst themselves. Skier didn’t join in their conversations, not out of reticence, but rather to observe them and perhaps learn and better understand them. 

They ate hardily and with great relish. Skier knew this was a good breakfast, but no better than what they’d all probably grown up eating, especially the ones who came from the farms. The great fuss they were making out of it seemed to be a portent of things to come for him. He realized these were men who were living lives of great hardship and deprivation, things that he could not imagine but would soon be experiencing himself. In them he saw the strength of his nation and its ability to endure and he felt a surge of pride. While he looked to his future with no small degree of fearfulness, he was glad he had come here to be with them.

When they finished their meal, they were told they were free to take all the leftovers with them. This caused a scurry as they divvied up the sausages between them. These tasty smoked meats were highly prized and evenly divided. Someone produced a canning jar to take the remains of the cottage cheese. Moth filled his water flask with tea. When they finished all that remained of their breakfast feast were the dishes and crockery.

Standing up, Firefly spoke in a firm voice, “Back to business, men, there are food supplies out in the barn, compliments of the local Organizationals. Go out and figure out how to carry them while I go and thank these people for their generosity.”

“What are Organizationals,” Skier asked Wind after Firefly had left.

“Our local supporters, partisans who stayed at home for one reason or another. They supply us with food and information. When needed, they join us in battle. Without them we could not exist, let alone operate.  I don’t know much of your background other than you come from a family of Organizationals. Did you not know that?”

“I just never heard the term before.”

In truth, he was surprised. He knew his father and grandfather supported the partisans, but never knew they were considered part of them; part of the irregular forces. It wasn’t hard for him to envision, but he’d never before thought of them that way. It made him feel good, knowing that he and his family were linked in the same cause, even though in different parts of the struggle. It made him feel as if they were somehow close at hand.

He turned his attention to the task at hand; the food supplies. Some were in strapped bags, the type used by people distributing newspapers or political flyers, others in burlap sacks with rope drawstring closures. The strapped bags were simple enough, the carrier could just sling them diagonally over his shoulder. It would be bulky and uncomfortable, but manageable. Those with the burlaps sacks tied the heavy drawstrings to the shoulder straps of their packs so they would hang down over the pack itself.

“Skier,” he heard someone address him. Turning he saw one of two men whose name he didn’t know.

“This is yours,” the man said, holding out the oilskin coat that Firefly had mentioned.

“Skier, I forgot to introduce you,” Wind said. “This is Fence and that’s Teacher over there. They stayed with Firefly for the strategy meeting.”  

“Good to meet you, and thank you for this. It will be good on a day like this,” Skier said as he took the coat.

Looking at it he saw it had the Vytis Cross on one sleeve and the Lithuanian flag on the other, the same as on his tunic. He tried it on, it was bulky and large enough to fit over the clothing he had on. He thought he probably looked like a young boy wearing his father’s overcoat. But he also knew where he was going fashion wasn’t a priority.

When he went to tie his food sack to his pack, Pike came over and showed him how to tie it in loops, explaining if the draw cords were tied tightly, they would cause the shoulder straps of the pack to begin bunching up uncomfortably. They all continued fidgeting with their packs until Firefly returned.

“Everybody get ready,” announced and watched as they struggled to shoulder their loads and weapons.

Skier had more trouble than the rest due to the awkwardness of his pack with his skis being lashed on it. Pike and Moth held it up until he got his arms behind the straps. When they let go he was surprised at the weight as it settled on his shoulders.

“Every so often, lean forward and pull on the straps. The higher it is on your shoulders, the easier it will be to carry it,” Pike told him.

“Is everyone prepared” Firefly asked. “This snow is believed to continue most of the day and the wind is picking up, so we don’t have to worry much about our tracks and we know the idiot Stribai and NKVD won’t be out in this weather, so all we will be fighting today is nature.” 

He looked though the barn doors for a moment, then gestured with his hand and nodded, “Move out.”

Filing out into the snow, the small column headed towards the forest.
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3:  WITH THE FOREST BROTHERS

[image: ]




Moving through the snow was a more arduous task than Skier had anticipated. His pack was heavier than that of the others to begin with, since they had known where they had been going and how long they would be staying and had brought only what they would need. Skier on the other hand, had everything he thought he would need for a long stay. Then there had been the extra equipment they had given him, his rifle and ammunition along with the burlap sack of provisions adding to the weight. Finally there were his skis. Their length made his load awkward and cumbersome, especially in the forest. They were constantly getting snagged on overhead branches, often knocking the snow buildup off of them, sending it cascading down on him. If it were not for the hooded oilskin coat they’d given him that morning, he’d have been soaking wet.

This difficulty was a surprise to him. Growing up on a farm, he was used to hard work and carrying heavy loads had been a part of that work. Often it was required that these loads be mounted on pack frames and hauled across the fields or provisions brought from the village. But this was somehow different, far more exhausting than farm work. He thought it would have been the other way around. It might have been because farm work was better organized and one had plenty of rest at night in a good bed and plenty of food to propel oneself through the day’s labor. Also, there was the bulkiness of his load; he felt if he didn’t have the burlap bag of food hanging from his pack and could wear his skis, then he would be in better stead. 

Even on the breaks there was a difference. The others, though tired, still talked and laughed almost normally, while he just wanted to sit and catch his breath. He was embarrassed, hoping nobody noticed how bad a time he was having. But others had. On one of the five minute breaks, after lighting his pipe, Wind walked over to speak to Firefly. He noticed that as they talked they would occasionally glance back at him. He assumed they were complaining about him. When Wind stood up and came over to him, he feared the worst.

“Skier, your skis seem to be giving you a lot of problems. Would it be better if you took them off your pack and carried them on your shoulder?”

“Yes, I believe it would.”

“Excellent, why don’t you do that, then?”

“I will, I thought there might have been some reason you wanted me to carry on my pack.”

“No, none other it seemed like the best way to do it back at the farm. But once out here we could see we were wrong. When we find out we’re wrong, we correct the mistake. Any time you see a mistake or have a better idea, don’t be afraid to say so.”

“I’ll remember that in the future.”

“Tell me this, can you go slowly on those things, just sort of shuffle along?”

“Yes, of course.”

“If you can move at the same pace as the rest of us and you think that would be even easier, then feel free to put them on.” 

“I think it would be much easier,” Skier replied emphasizing the word much, “I can actually walk on skis, sort of like snowshoes. Thank you.”

“Think nothing of it. As you’ve been told we’re not a conventional military force and we don’t have conventional ideas about discipline. You’re free to innovate as long as it doesn’t interfere with the mission.”

Skier nodded, got up and pulled his skis free from his pack, thought for a moment, then decided he would try wearing them rather than carrying them. Sitting on his pack, he fitted the toe of his boot into the leather straps on the skis and then pulled the cables that were attached to the skis by coiled springs over his heels, securing his feet to the boards. When the time came for them to move again, he slid off the pack momentarily sitting on the snow. Leaning back, he slipped his arms into the shoulder straps of his pack and tried to sit up. He found it was no easy task. In his first attempt, he rocked forward and got the pack off the ground but then fell backwards. He put the butt of his rifle on the ground slightly behind him and tried again, this time pulling back on the rifle using it to boost himself up. This time he succeeded getting up to a squatting position in his skis although he almost pitched forward onto his face. Fortunately, he had quick reflexes and instinctively swung the rifle ahead, the butt hitting the ground in front of him, preventing him from falling. Once he stabilized himself, he planted the rifle butt next to his right foot and gripped the weapon near the muzzle in order to push himself up on his feet. Then he felt someone behind him grab his pack.

“On three,” he heard Moth say, “ready, one, two, three.”

He pushed on the rifle, trying hard to straighten his legs, while Moth pulled upwards on his pack. This time he stood up easily, thanks to the assistance. He slung his rifle over his head onto his left shoulder so it hung diagonally across his chest. As he took up his poles, he looked around and saw everyone in the small group was watching him. Embarrassed, he nodded, indicating he was ready and the small group began to move out.

While it was easier wearing the skis than carrying them, this was not without its problems. His rifle had a tendency to slip downwards so the rear stock would bump against his wrist as he poled and the weight of his load often threw him off balance, at times almost causing him to fall. The most surprising problem was that there was a natural tendency for him to try and step out on the skis; despite the weight, he felt he could do better if he could only speed up. Stomping around at a walking pace wasn’t natural to him. He instinctively wanted to move at a more comfortable speed, which was faster than the pace set by his companions. It got so annoying that he began to wonder if it wouldn’t be better for him to just throw the skis away, but he doubted that Firefly would allow such a thing, but if anyone asked him to do so, he would agree in a heartbeat.

His theory about the slow pace being more difficult than a faster one was proven correct when Wind asked him what their heading was. Skier stepped out of line and stopped. Earlier, he had been able to take a reading on the move. Now because of the poles and the cumbersome rifle hanging clumsily across his chest he was forced to pause. Fishing through his pockets he pulled out the compass and took a reading while the rest of the group continued onward, moving farther ahead of him. When he was ready to resume, he had to rush in order to catch up. While his load was still heavy and unwieldy, he found it was easier to move ahead when he could glide forward rather than doing a slow shuffle. 

When he caught up, he thought of telling either Wind or Firefly of his discovery and ask if he could keep dropping back and then catch up. He decided against it, fearful that they would see it as a sign of weakness on his part; that he was unable to keep up with the others. Instead, when he was back with the group, he resumed his slow and laboriously tiring stride.
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