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      It was Konstantin who evoked the memory of apricots, a memory so strong the air suddenly bloomed with the golden, sun-warmed scent. Antonia pulled her nephew closer to her, like a cushion against the impact, and dropped the children’s picture book flat onto her lap. She remembered the carelessness of that sweet, perfumed juice running down her chin. The feel of her lover’s finger catching that drop and putting it to her lips. And she remembered the apricots that had sustained her sister’s family on a horrible journey into darkness.

      Antonia impatiently rubbed at the sting of tears. With all that she had confronted, with all that they had survived, she was going to cry over apricots? The memory of apricots?

      No, the memory of that apricot orchard. Her home. Her life. Him.

      Antonia’s nephew pushed himself away, the metal bedframe squeaking as he shifted. “And cherries,” he added. “I miss apricots and I miss cherries.”

      On Antonia’s other side, Nestor yawned. He was still too young to remember apricots from Ukraine, or the tart summer cherries for that matter. Nestor was too young to read, but his finger moved along the pages of the German picture book titled, Unser Bauernhof - Our Farm. Except it wasn’t their farm. Their farm was in the Carpathian lowlands, in the village of Sadovyi Hai. Here, beyond the lead-pane windows of the castle attic, it was the Bavarian hillsides that Antonia looked upon.

      Nestor pointed to the word for cherry tree in German.

      “Kirschbaum,” Konstantin read.

      “Kirschbaum,” Nestor repeated, then pointed back to the small orange circles on the initial illustration. “Marillenbaum.”

      To prevent herself from succumbing to a second gut punch, Antonia pressed Nestor to her. “And you? What is it that you miss?”

      As soon as it was out of her mouth, she covered his ears and kissed his head. Nestor’s only memories would be the scratchy, dark and noisy ones of war. He'd known nothing else.

      Outside the dormitory rooms, the wooden floorboards creaked from the staircase to the corridor as if on a ship. The others—displaced persons, as the Allied forces officially called them—were heading up from the dining room. Some had spent the evening playing cards, or the old guitar from the music room. Others had sat in the castle gardens and listened to the crickets, thanking God they had survived. Or, more likely, wondering why they had. The children were being children. Instead of parents covering their mouths to hush them against discovery, or to prevent a beating, or capture by Nazis or Soviets, these children and their parents now loudly negotiated the brushing of teeth. Tomorrow, they would live to see another day and that was why they pursued the frivolity with such passion.

      As the boys fought to turn the next page of the picture book, Antonia tuned into the orchestra of Eastern European languages. Polish, Latvian, Lithuanian, Czech, Russian and Ukrainian all intermixed in this old castle in Bavaria—just a short drive to Berchtesgaden; a short drive to Hitler’s bunker—now secured by American troops.

      Antonia coughed, and the boys gave her room but the irritation quickly passed. Out of habit, she ran a finger beneath the thin, cream-colored scarf wrapped around her neck, and half-consciously checked the size of the growth at the base of her throat. Before she could assess it further, someone knocked on the door and Lena appeared.

      “Mama,” Nestor called to his mother. “Aunt Antonia is reading to us."

      Lena did not seem to hear. She raised her hand, revealing an envelope. But it was the expression on Lena’s face that made Antonia close the book in her lap.

      As her sister’s gaze locked with hers, Antonia was again whisked back to Sadovyi Hai. They were back in their village orchards, back to the first days in the secret underground organization. Lena’s and her first fight but not their last battle. In the time it took Lena to close the space between the doorway and the bed, Antonia relived the torture in the Soviet secret police interrogation room and the terror of being captured by the SS. Lena’s eyes reflected the value of unconditional love. Forgiveness. And freedom’s heavy toll. Antonia’s heart clenched at the fear of breaking again.

      Lena knelt by the side of the bed, as she did for her prayers then extended the envelope, but Antonia had already seen the Red Cross emblem. She already understood that one of their men had finally been found.
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      She yanked the sheet out of the typewriter and considered the final lines of her article. Words mattered. And these words could get her killed.

      Behind the Soviet-issued textbooks, in the hidden wall compartment, was the metal box containing the remaining articles, the photographs sent from the west, and the files on the potential students to recruit for the secret Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists. Antonia retrieved and unlocked the box, removed the prepared folder, and added her article. She slipped the whole envelope into the secret compartment of her briefcase, which otherwise carried her students’ German literature essays.

      Outside her office window, the spray of water in the courtyard’s fountain the only thing in motion. When she stepped into the foyer, the halls were empty. The aroma of floor cleaner and the sour smell of cabbage from the café battled one another. Antonia glanced at the large clock above the entry. It read ten after eleven. To the left hung the Soviet Carpatho-Ukrainian flag, which had replaced the Polish colors two years earlier. To the right, the lion-imprinted crest of Lviv. Regardless the regime, that flag never changed.

      Antonia tucked the briefcase beneath her arm and headed for the exit when she heard brisk steps behind her.

      “Professor Kozak?”

      Arranging her expression first, Antonia faced Dr. Bodnar. The dean’s shock of white hair and long, white mustache were his trademarks at the university. That, and his two well-tailored suits: a brown one for fall and winter, and a gray one for spring and summer.

      “You’re leaving quite late,” he remarked.

      She indicated the briefcase with a tired smile. “The freshmen’s last essays of the term.”

      Dr. Bodnar peered down at the floor between them. “I received word that the Soviet secret police chief has been relocated. I wondered whether you’ve heard anything to that effect? Or about his successor?”

      “I had no idea. His wife said nothing to me the last time I saw her. But I am usually the last to hear anything.”

      If what Dr. Bodnar said was true, it was a tragedy. Antonia had established a good working relationship with the chief and his wife. The university had used that to their advantage. More precisely, Dr. Bodnar had used it to his advantage.

      “If our students would stop getting arrested,” the dean grumbled, “we would not need to deal with them at all.”

      Antonia sympathized. “A youth fights for his ideals compulsively. He is spurred by the rash belief that justice and freedom are won by making noise and exhibiting passions.” Who could blame them? The need for freedom was as natural as the need for air and water. Necessary for survival.

      Dr. Bodnar held up his hands. “Whoever takes charge of the commissariat may not be as, well, understanding with our students.”

      Shifting, Antonia glanced at the double doors before her. She should have been at the art studio twenty minutes ago. And she really did have to correct those essays at some point. “I suppose we’ll learn who the new chief is soon enough. After all, this is not the first time Moscow has restructured the department.”

      She bade Dr. Bodnar goodnight, disappointed that she did not know more. Her light tone had not matched the nibble of worry. It had taken years to cultivate a careful relationship with the chief and his wife. The authorities in Moscow—or maybe even as close as Kiev—must have been displeased about or suspected something to have simply “disappeared” them.

      Antonia crossed the university’s courtyard then the road, her heels clicking on the pavement. A spring shower earlier that day made the air heavy, and the pathway through Kosciuzki park glowed beneath the weak street lamps. Just before reaching the statue in the center, she heard footsteps scurrying. Shadows disappeared into the various shrubbery of the side gardens. Antonia steeled herself for what came next, for what else were these nighttime activities for but to deface the monuments and mark them with defiance? As she had guessed, Kosciuzki’s pedestal was freshly painted with anti-fascist and anti-Soviet slogans. A moment later, the predictable flash of headlights appeared on the pavement followed by shouts for everyone to freeze.

      Antonia did, yet kept the briefcase loose at her side. A flashlight caught her and she squinted against the glare. A plainclothes policeman appeared from behind it and lowered the lamp.

      “Shanovna Kozak?”

      “Yes.” Behind her, the young people were struggling against capture.

      “Sorry, Professor Kozak,” the policeman said. “This has nothing to do with you.”

      But it did. Secret police did not reveal themselves—call her by name—if they did not want to warn her, to let her know, that they knew exactly who she was, where she was, and when.

      He told her to move on and now Antonia wondered what she should do. Go to Viktor’s apartment first? Pretend to go to bed and only then head to the art studio? Her acquaintance with the chief had been rather public, or rather her relationship to the wife, a woman whose strong influence over her husband’s policing affairs had maybe led to their quiet and unannounced removal.

      Behind Antonia, doors slammed and motors revved away. The park quieted. She guessed that perhaps half a dozen students had been incarcerated. They were truly reckless. They needed leadership. They needed discipline and training. They needed her, because when Antonia Kozak broke the law, she did everything to make sure she did not get caught. She now zigzagged through the city, making sure that no dark cars followed her, no hatted man or stern-faced woman was tailing her. Your enemies are everywhere, Stalin warned. Trust no one. It now applied to everyone and everywhere across the Soviet Ukraine.

      Despite her anger, she understood why those students insisted on making their voices heard. She’d joined the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists to help free Ukraine from foreign rulers herself. Antonia had been—at first—prepared to fight those who repressed her country’s language, traditions and cultures; a Ukrainian’s very right to exist. The Habsburgs, the Hungarians, the Poles had all taken their turns in beating the country with hard fists, choking Ukraine’s hopes, and suffocating the country’s very soul. For as long as Antonia could remember, there had been sliding panels and secret meetings in her little village in the Carpathians, and the music of defiance had sustained her.

      Ukraine has not yet died! Not her glory! Not her freedom!… Our enemies shall dissipate like dew in the sun. And we too shall rule the land that is our home!

      But the Polish regime had shown little tolerance for the Nationalists’ clandestine activities. One by one, her professors, the country’s authors, and the revolutionaries were purged, imprisoned, and executed. That was when Antonia determined that martyrdom would bring nothing. The country needed leadership and it needed a strong voice that built up their numbers and their strength. Her tactic now was to raise her voice but outwit and survive.

      She was very late now but also, if she had been followed, she had shaken off any tails. Antonia slipped into the back alley of the art studio and inner courtyard before using her copy of the key. Above her, lights glowed from only a pair of apartments, but she did not see anyone coincidentally looking down, no curtains suddenly dropping into place. Tightening her hold on the briefcase, she pushed the door open and took the stairs to the cellar. In the furthest storage room, tonight’s team was already at work.

      Ivan Kovalenko was setting up the mimeograph to produce the illicit copies of Our Nation’s Voice. His sister, Oksana, looked up from the typewriter they used to create the stencils. Meanwhile, Viktor—his back to Antonia—was writing furiously at a makeshift table propped between two workhorses. She threw the Kovalenko siblings a knowing glance and indicated that Ivan should come to her.

      In the corner, he bent down and pecked her cheek in greeting. “What took you?”

      “I wanted to make some changes to my article.”

      He was always concerned about her. Ever since she’d first appeared in the marshes outside their village, insisting that she fill her brother’s place in the Organization, Ivan had always kept his eye on her.

      She now indicated Viktor’s profile. A dark lock of hair hung over his brow, nodding in agreement with the words flowing onto the pages. She loved watching him work. He was like a deep-sea diver. On occasion he would come up for air, absently reach across the writing table they shared at his apartment and kiss her hand before going back under.

      “How long has Dr. Gruber been going at it?” she asked.

      Ivan waved a hand. “Since he walked in.”

      “The manifest?”

      “Appears to be so. He said the two of you were working very late last night as well.” Ivan’s eyes flashed with a spark of envy but then that slow smile spread across his face.

      He was not one to be easily impressed and that smile was something he seemed to only save for her. He was otherwise a rough and tough Cossack, with his reddish blond mustache, which he’d recently trimmed, and the long hair, which he had not. In his suede boots, he stood a whole head taller than her and reminded Antonia of the long-ago warriors her sister wrote about in her novels.

      Ivan now reached for the edge of the spring-green scarf around her neck. “Did you have that growth checked?”

      “I did.” Her fingers fluttered upwards and she threw a look at Viktor’s profile again. She ought to tell him about the diagnosis first, but Ivan was like a brother. A meddlesome one—as she imagined Oleh might have been had he not been shot dead by Bolsheviks.

      “Will the doctor remove it?” Ivan asked.

      Antonia folded her arms and leaned against the wall. “I don’t have time for vanity projects.”

      “Don’t take it too lightly.” He sounded disapproving.

      “I’m not. The clinic prescribed home remedies. It’s my thyroid, as expected. It explains why I’ve not been able to sleep.”

      He started to say something but she interrupted him.

      “Have you heard from Pavlo?”

      “He’s on duty tonight. Why?”

      Antonia propped her briefcase on a shelf of paints and brushes and other paraphernalia before turning back to him. “I ran into Dr. Bodnar, the dean. He says there is a new chief for the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs. Just like that. No word, nothing. And, the police picked up some more students in the park today. The agents made themselves known to me.”

      Ivan shook his head. “I suppose this is not a good time to tell you that Division One deployed our new agent to Kiev.”

      Antonia frowned. “You mean 1309? The one who swears he can flip the Soviet secretary?”

      The Cossack winced.

      Antonia sighed and threw Viktor a look. If anyone had cared to ask her, Agent 1309 was not ready for the field but Viktor had caught her at a weak moment and cornered her into recruiting the political science graduate against her better judgment. She rubbed her forehead. If it went awry, she would be the only one responsible, and all because she had not stood up to Viktor. Was there a connection between 1309 and the former chief?

      Ivan’s mouth was set in a grim line. He shook his head as if to dispel her thoughts. “Anyway,” he said. “I’ll put the post office to work and alert the cell, see if we can find something about the new man in charge.”

      The “post office” was the Golden Lion tavern near the castle, which the Organization had purchased for Ivan to run. It was where their couriers met, how they planned missions, and where they took deliveries of everything from printing ink to small weapons. They also received information about possible “windows” on the borders, to help their people escape into the west.

      “I had three new recruits.” Antonia said.

      “Have,” Ivan said. “You have three. Don’t second-guess yourself. We still need the numbers.”

      Stilling her doubts, she retrieved the briefcase and flipped it open, unsealing the hidden bottom. She removed the folder, and took the articles and announcements to Oksana for stenciling before showing Ivan the files.

      “All of them are clean,” she said quietly. “The families are listed nowhere.”

      “Any idea of what roles you want them in?”

      Antonia pointed out the young woman and her boyfriend. “Couriers on the university grounds, and both are excellent writers. I’ve brought articles from both of them. The third one, Pavlo should meet. The young man’s family owns a hotel in the Carpathians, near the Slovakian border. Pavlo might find it’s a possible safe house. And they have automobiles. Three of them.”

      Ivan grunted with approval. “I trust your judgement. If you say they are trustworthy, then take them on.” He squeezed her shoulder. “Now, let’s get this newspaper out.”

      Antonia presented Oksana with the few black-and-white photos she’d received from their headquarters in Berlin via courier. They wouldn’t have time to prepare stencils for them now. She examined a picture of their commander, Andrij Melnyk.

      “The exile seems to have aged him,” she said, handing it over.

      “Viktor and he could almost be related,” Oksana remarked.

      She held the photo of Melnyk a little higher and Antonia compared it to Viktor. Both men had similar noses, keen eyes, and strong features. When Melnyk first fled Ukraine—years before he became the Organization’s official commander—Viktor and his family provided him refuge in Salzburg. Viktor shared his disgust for Hitler’s party and fears that Austria was too weak to fend off the self-made Führer. After the Anschluss followed by Kristallnacht, Viktor became too vocal in protecting the Jewish professors, and the SS began following him, randomly picking him up for questioning. Not unlike tonight’s Soviet vultures.

      Melnyk then had an idea. He secured Viktor the position at the university in Lviv and in return, Viktor moved out of the Nazi’s range. Dr. Viktor Gruber crossed into the newly expanded Soviet Ukraine with copies of the Reich’s banned books, a fresh Communist party card, and a job to teach political science and history. He was not the first Austrian national escaping fascist Germany but he was the first Austrian-Ukrainian Antonia’s secret cell had.

      When Viktor first made contact with Antonia and the others, his task was to punch a hole into the west. He had done it beautifully. An alpinist, a veteran of the Great War, and a great scholar, Antonia idolized him almost as much as she did Melnyk. Viktor then revealed that he had instructions to develop a new vision for the Organization; one that upheld a less autocratic, more democratic principles. Rather than aiming for a Mussolini-like government, the question was how to incorporate all of Ukraine’s citizens into a new nation, incorporating rather than severing the intertwined roots of its multi-ethnic population. But it was challenging, especially when it came to Polish and Jewish influences, a tinder box with the sparks of these times flying everywhere.

      Oksana was back to typing up Antonia’s article and she looked up. “This is good.”

      Antonia bent over her but not before Ivan showed interest. “I’m arguing,” she explained, “for the émigrés to use their influence and build up recognition in the international communities. Countries like Canada, the U.S., Great Britain—they must understand Ukraine’s involuntary situation under the Soviet regime and align with our movement.”

      Ivan appeared doubtful and that made her straighten.

      “What?” she asked.

      Viktor suddenly cleared his throat, pen in the air, his brow furrowed—a sure sign that they were disturbing his process. Ivan indicated she should come to him and Antonia stepped around the table.

      “Hitler and Stalin have fallen out,” Ivan said more quietly. “There are some in the Organization who feel we ought to plead our case to the Germans.”

      “What? Why?” Antonia demanded.

      “As an ally against the Soviets,” Ivan said.

      Viktor’s pen slowed down, as if he were straining to listen in.

      “If diplomatic relations fail,” she said, turning her attention back to Ivan. “Germany will likely break its pact and declare war. But uniting with the Nazis?”

      “With Germany,” he stressed.

      “Ivan, Germany is Nazi.” She pointed to Viktor and saw him raise his head the slightest. “And that’s everything we will not stand for. Remember Kristallnacht? The Aryans call Slavs Untermenschen. That’s who the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists wants to associate with? I don’t believe it! That’s exactly the kind of rhetoric that has poisoned us. We’re here, in this cellar, to rectify it.”

      “A change that is splitting us right down the middle,” Ivan argued. “If we don’t take the hardliners within our own party seriously.”

      Antonia stared at him. “You mean Stepan Bandera and his radical followers? He never, ever accepted Melnyk’s election as our new commander.” She slapped her thigh before pointing to Viktor. “Ukrainians for Ukraine, Bandera says. Dr. Gruber here is Austrian and I’ve never met a man who has fought harder to give our country traction.”

      At the sight of Ivan’s expression, Antonia deflated. “Viktor is exactly one of those outsiders Stepan Bandera discredits. He calls for men like him to be expelled! How can anyone take him seriously?”

      Oksana’s attention now also gravitated to the two. Ivan’s sister had separate compartments in that head of hers, Antonia thought. She worked as if she were three separate people. Which was why she could continue holding the conversation at the same time as she typed the last bit on the stencil.

      “There’s real momentum building behind Bandera’s more radical ideas,” she warned. “I wouldn’t dismiss his followers so easily. Remember what Germans were saying about Hitler in the beginning?”

      She suddenly extended Antonia’s finished page to Ivan.

      He scanned it and Antonia caught a glimpse of something in his eye, something that was torturing him.

      “It’s very, very good,” he said. “But there’s a problem. Strategically speaking, and only strategically, what if those very allies you are looking to align with—Great Britain, France—decide they need Russia on their side?”

      Even Viktor looked up, his eyes dark as he examined the Cossack before shifting to lock gazes with Antonia. She stiffened. She saw something she’d never have expected: Viktor was seriously considering Ivan’s theory, and it scared him.

      “This is a joke, right?” Antonia turned back to Ivan. “Ukraine on the side of the Axis?”

      Ivan folded his arms across his chest. “The Nazis are the ruling and controlling party, sure.”

      “Stress controlling,” Oksana interjected, the typewriter clacking away again.

      Viktor’s head dropped back down to the paper, but Antonia could tell he’d lost steam on whatever he’d been writing.

      “Power comes and goes. It shifts,” Ivan continued. “And when it does, we want Germany on our side.”

      Antonia raised her eyebrows. “Truly?”

      Oksana stopped typing this time. “France and England waffled far too long over Poland, even the Sudetenland. They blow a whole lot of hot air and let Hitler do what he wants. It’s like tying up a wolf on a five-meter leash but forgetting to fasten the other end to a post. Now he’s run off into the woods and there’s no calling back Hitler now.”

      Ivan placed a gentle hand on Antonia’s arm. “I’m not saying we shouldn’t try, but we need to be realistic and keep our options open. If Germany recognizes us as an independent country—”

      “They’ll play you the fool,” Viktor said angrily. He whipped off his glasses but his blue-gray eyes were still glazed over with concentration or worry.

      Antonia went to him as he began arranging the sheets, tapping them together and then laying the pile aside as if all he’d just worked on were for nought.

      “What is it?” she asked softly.

      Slowly Viktor focused on her. He covered the top page with his hand, still scowling. “It was just one idea I wanted to add to what you’d written last night.”

      “One idea,” she teased gently. “For so long? Are you going to show me?”

      “I’m nearly ready to print copies,” Ivan warned.

      Viktor ignored him. “You’re not going to be pleased. You’ll say I’m trying too hard to placate the Banderites.”

      Antonia lifted his hand and he resisted only a little. He’d written in German. She read the first page.

      Oksana cocked an eyebrow as she handed the next stencil to Ivan. “See? Banderites. Bandera’s followers already have a label. I’ll say it again. I don’t think we should brush Bandera or his followers off. We ignore them, and they’ll take hold, and run a javelin right through us Melnykites.”

      Ivan tipped his head and scratched the back of his neck. “Melnykites?”

      Oksana shrugged but Ivan’s sister had a point. The Organization was splitting and they would soon be pitted against one another if it continued. Melnykites. Banderites. Those who followed their rightful leader. Those who followed the radical rebel. But what if even the four them could not agree on what to do if Germany invaded the Soviet borders? How were they to withstand anything that came their way?

      Returning to Viktor’s work, Antonia sought comfort in a task with which she was more familiar. Identifying three troublesome lines, she struck them, wrote the changes in Ukrainian and moved the text back to him. “This is more moderate. You’re disenfranchising Melnyk’s supporters if you say it like you had it.”

      “Melnykites,” Viktor muttered and squinted at her handwriting. He gave the slightest shake of his head.

      “It has to be in the language of those fighting for the cause,” Antonia added. “The German culture and your values are too different to ours, Viktor. Our readership here will understand this better if I translate this. They’ll feel more called to it. Words matter. But more importantly, we have to create as little room for misinterpretation as possible. If we’re to prevent this split—”

      “It’s already here,” Ivan grumbled.

      Antonia pressed on. “Then we must formulate this so that every one of them is called to our vision.”

      Viktor swept his glasses off again, clamping one end between his teeth but he looked chastised. “If you think this is right… Fine.”

      She sighed. Fine. In private, he would have made her work harder for it, made her be more precise with her meaning. He never challenged her when others were in the room.

      “You’re the political expert,” Ivan called to him. “But she is the wordsmith.”

      Viktor made as if to protest but something suddenly banged above them. A door. Everyone gazed up at the ceiling. Footsteps crossed the parquet floor of the sculpture hall above. Antonia exchanged a wary look with Oksana as the floor creaked and popped. Someone rolled something heavy across the room. Oksana reached behind her and flicked the light switch. They waited in the dark now. Antonia lay a hand on Viktor’s shoulder.

      She could feel Viktor’s anger simmering as he leaned in to her. “Ivan doesn’t even read what I wrote and he defends your changes,” he muttered. “What does he—”

      Ivan shushed them.

      Antonia stepped away and waited. The party above did not lockup and leave for a good half hour. It was almost one in the morning when Oksana turned on the light and the four of them wordlessly went back to work. They finished the copies of Our Nation’s Voice just before dawn fanned across the cityscape.
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      At Viktor’s apartment Antonia put on a pot of coffee and pulled out a chair at the kitchen table. The domed roof of the opera house nearly filled the entire view. Viktor sat opposite her, cleaning his glasses. When he was tired, the rims of his eyes turned bright pink. Today, they were almost red. She’d suggested her doubts about Agent 1309 on the way home and he had defended himself. She was not trying to pass along the blame but he had reacted as if she had.

      “Oksana and Ivan will get the issues to the couriers today,” she said to lighten the mood.

      Viktor slipped his glasses back on and blinked. “He loves you.”

      Antonia scoffed. “Of course he does. He feels he must replace my older brother.”

      “You think he’s interested in playing your big brother? That’s where you’re mistaken.”

      “Stop it, will you?” Her laugh was terse. “Jealousy is very unbecoming of you.”

      The coffee began boiling. She rose and waited a moment. “He and Pavlo have been in my life for as long as I can remember.”

      “Yes, yes, your brother’s friends.”

      “They are also my friends. We all grew up together. Oksana is like everyone’s baby sister.” They had also shared more than a few tragedies together. Oleh’s death, however, had wedged something rock solid and impenetrable between Ivan and herself. She wished they could get around it.

      She turned to Viktor and examined his expression, but he was already elsewhere in his thoughts. Over her exhaustion, her mind tortured her with the image of Oleh running through the orchard, then flying forward, arms spread out in that awful dive as the shot sent him falling into the tall grass. A cello case. He’d been carrying a cello in that case, not guns.

      Antonia poured Viktor a cup of coffee and sat down across from him. “I think he feels it necessary to protect me, for whatever reason, and never expected that I would soften like I have with you. You are as much a surprise to me as I am to you. But I believe that Melnyk may have been the only one who could have predicted how well suited we are when he assigned us to work together.”

      Viktor laughed softly and reached across the table for her hand, aware of her again. “From the first day I met Melnyk, he spoke of you. He’s terribly proud of you. And so am I.”

      “He saw your drive, your commitment,” she said. “He has a lot to work through with the other Organization’s leaders. He understands that a fascist-like government in Ukraine will only lead to more suffering, and if Ivan is correct—that our only chance to rid ourselves of the Soviets is by collaborating with the Third Reich…” She shuddered. “We have always condemned Nazism and, if we embrace it, it very well could provide the radicals far too much fodder for their purposes. I know there are arguments for an Italian-like government—our leaders see the amount of power and control in the way Mussolini is running his nation—but we must continue to look further, at better models. And that’s what you and I will give Melnyk, a true design for a free and independent country ruled by its people.”

      “But be honest,” Viktor said. “You also want a seat on Melnyk’s first government.”

      She smiled and winked. “Right next to yours.”

      She rose and he slipped an arm around her waist. He pulled her into his lap. She was about to tell him of her visit to the doctor but Viktor’s hands came around her middle, stroked her breasts, fluttered to the scarf around her throat and undid the knot. He kissed the nape of her neck, his breathing changing.

      “I’m not like a brother,” Viktor said into her ear. “You cannot mistake that.”

      Antonia leaned into him, willing the image of Oleh—of Ivan—to disappear. She turned to kiss his face. “No, you are not.”

      More than any man she had ever known, Viktor was her equal. Together, they were formidable. Together they would bring real change to Ukraine. Together, they would stand at the forefront when Melnyk—when the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists—finally seized control of the country, free of all foreign and tyrannical rule.
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      Antonia paced before the hanging chalkboard, hands behind her back. In her hurried scrawl, she’d written Erich Maria Remarque, All Quiet on the Western Front.

      “When Paul Bäumer is released from the front and returns home for the first time,” she said, “Remarque puts him in his childhood bedroom and Paul is reviewing his books. What does this scene—as he is looking for comfort in those old words—tell us about the character?”

      Several of her students raised their hands, but Miloš Kaminski, in the sixth row above her, looked about to burst. She called on him.

      “Frau Professorin, Remarque sent Bäumer back home to face the loss of innocence. Paul Bäumer’s experiences in the war had stripped him of his childhood and his optimism for the future.”

      “That is very clear on a superficial level,” Antonia said. “But what of the ethics? Think of the boots they stole from their dying comrade. What is the entire theme of the novel? What of—”

      At the top of the auditorium, the door opened and Dr. Bodnar’s shock of white hair appeared first. The dean threw her a cautionary glance and took a seat in the uppermost row. She wondered whether his visit had something to do with the two students who had failed to come to the lecture. She would not be surprised if they had been amongst that group in the park the other night.

      “Herr Kaminski,” she said. “You were saying?”

      The young man’s eyes widened and he twisted a little, throwing a look up at the dean.

      Antonia tried again. “On the influences of military propaganda, what was Remarque’s stance on the ethics?”

      “On the ethics, Frau Professorin?”

      Antonia lowered her chin. “Yes. Is it ethical to encourage youth to join the military? Is it patriotic? Is violence for glory ethical?”

      “Yes, Frau Professorin.”

      Antonia rocked back on her heels. “I am not interested in your personal opinion.” Her eyes flicked to the dean. “I am asking what Remarque’s message was in his novel? What did his characters convey through their story?”

      “I’m sorry, Frau Professorin, I’ve lost my train of thought.”

      Antonia pretended to look at the clock. “Fine, you may all thank your comrade here for the new assignment. Two pages maximum on the ethics that Remarque was arguing and how it compares to our patriotic duty to the Soviet Ukraine. Due next Tuesday.”

      She did not care if they ever wrote those papers. Sixty students and one hundred twenty sheets all repeating the same thing. As original as the bleating of sheep. She stuffed her papers into her briefcase as her students shuffled off, wondering really what it would be like to teach in a country where free speech was written into a constitution.

      The dean was already making his way down to her lectern.

      “Dr. Bodnar.” She extended her hand to him. “How can I help you today?”

      “The head of the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs is in my office.”

      The secret police chief. Antonia’s mind began clicking. So, the new one was not wasting any time. He was going to check on her before she checked on him. “About my students, I assume.”

      “Maybe. He specifically requested you. His name is Major Kiril Vasiliev.”

      “Then shall we go see what it is Major Vasiliev is looking for?”

      Dr. Bodnar rubbed a hand over his bright white moustache before yanking the door open for her and leading her to his wing of the building. Just before they reached his office, he stopped her.

      “Whatever this is about,” he said, “be careful. I’ve learned he has a reputation for being…thorough.”

      “Thank you.” Antonia pulled herself together and walked in.

      When Major Kiril Vasiliev rose from his seat, it was his height and his physique that Antonia noticed first. Beneath the blue and red uniform, he had an athletic build—long, lean torso and long legs. His thinning blond hair, swept back, revealed a high forehead but youthful face, his skin bright and smooth save for a dark mole on the upper right lip. He was perhaps in his late thirties, maybe early forties. But it was his eyes darting everywhere that lent her the impression of an eagle. With his height, she imagined he was looking down on her—hovering, searching for the next prey. He was a handsome man but Antonia immediately sensed that he was a cold man, a calculating man. And dangerously so.

      Behind her, Dr. Bodnar said, “Professor Kozak, as you requested.”

      “Shanovna Kozak, a pleasure.” Kiril Vasiliev’s voice was deep and smooth. It reminded Antonia of butterscotch. He reached for her hand—his fingers perfectly manicured—and she gave it to him. He kissed her knuckles and then held her hand lightly. “It is a great pleasure to meet you. I read your article on Remarque in the Literary Journal.”

      She was unable to keep the astonishment from her voice. “You read my work?”

      “Yes,” he said humbly. “I am most interested in your take on his novels.”

      Antonia shook her head.

      “And I have also learned from Dr. Bodnar that you are Lena Rem’s sister. Truly? I have read all of her novels, and our Kievan State Theatre recently put on her play Don Cossacks.” He turned to Dr. Bodnar, his eyes raised in exaggerated delight. “And the dean has informed me that her husband—your brother-in-law—is Roman Mazur, the painter? That he runs an art studio here in Lviv?”

      Antonia nodded stiffly, dreading that her sister and her family were already known to this man. That the art studio, where she’d secretly printed Our Nation’s Voice just the other night, was even of interest to him now. Kiril Vasiliev was taking inventory, she reminded herself, and very likely because he had something on her. And he was in need of collaborators.

      She steeled herself with that knowledge, realizing that what he was doing was what she did for the Organization. He was vetting her.

      “You’ve landed in a hot bed of culture,” she said lightly.

      “I am delighted to be in Lviv,” he said. “The center of where so many of Soviet Ukraine’s remaining talents are now under one banner, one collective…” He spread his arms as if to envelop Dr. Bodnar and her together. “Union. I am going to take great pleasure in getting to know you all very, very well.”

      Those eagle eyes zeroed in on her, dove from above and she could imagine the piercing, warning cry as he swooped in for her hand once more.

      “Now Dr. Bodnar, if I may use your office to speak to Professor Kozak here?” Kiril Vasiliev said. He gradually released her hand but his eyes stayed on hers. “We have incarcerated two of her students the other night, and I’m here to fill in the details.”

      Antonia held the major’s inquiring gaze and she caught one more thing in those eyes of his: Desire.

      With this knowledge, her entire stance shifted. She now knew how she could get the upper hand when she would need to. She carefully chose her next words.
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      Either you were already dead, or you were a Soviet collaborator. So went the saying. Which was why Ivan Kovalenko suspected everyone to be collaborating on some level. Everyone, except for two people in the room. He waited for the group of select members—ten in all—to take their seats among the stacks of canned goods, horilka, beer barrels and disinfectant. He hated big assemblies, and in comparison to meeting with two or three of his cell at any one time, this was a big assembly.

      The Golden Lion was located in the first floor of the old press club, and down the road from the secret police headquarters. Ivan took extra precautions to make meetings irregular. Nobody from the underground cell came for long. They decided things over a quick kvass, and most often with nuances that no secret policeman could possibly pin down. He was a post office for the underground. And a depot. They exchanged messages, assigned missions, delivered papers and pamphlets, and stored their equipment and arsenal in the cellar’s storage room.

      As a tram rumbled by and shuddered the foundation, Ivan paced in front of the group, his instructions clear: it was time to get a select number of the Organization’s high-profile members out as soon as possible, and into the waiting arms of the Ukrainian diaspora in the west. Before they were twisted into becoming Soviet collaborators. And before they were dead. Because Major Kiril Vasiliev was sending in undercover agents to infiltrate and root out the Organization all over the territories.

      “We have no miniature cameras. No magic pills or potions.” Ivan pointed to his skull. “You are to use your brains, your eyes, your ears, your noses, your damned instincts. We’ve trained you to see and recall everything. We’ve trained you in reconnaissance and sabotage, in espionage and withstanding torture. The reason you’re here now is because you’re some of the few who’ve outsmarted the secret police thus far, and you’re going to have to continue to do so as we start evacuating our most valuable assets.”

      Ivan tapped the easel at the front of the room, a paint-stained sheet hanging over their intelligence. Pavlo Derkach, one of the three people Ivan trusted, took that as his cue and moved up front.

      Shorter and blockier than Ivan, together they were called the One and a Half Cossacks, mostly because of their nature, maybe even because of their matching suede boots and mustaches, but technically because of their lineage. Whereas Ivan was a pure descendent of the warriors, Pavlo had to go back three generations. Other than being opposites in height and build, they were mismatched in other ways, too. Pavlo had light brown hair and bright blue eyes. Ivan was blond with brown eyes. And whereas Ivan had a thick head of hair, Pavlo would likely bald in the years to come, just like his father.

      “Most of you know me here,” Pavlo said. “I am a police officer but within the Organization I lead a team of our recruited border guards.”

      The Half Cossack acknowledged the four patrols among them before whisking the sheet away, revealing a map of western Ukraine including the borders of Slovakia and Poland. He used the tip of his pointer to circle where they met then indicated the large swath of wilderness around that. The Carpathian Mountains. Ivan moved to the back of the room and stood behind the group.

      “As most of you are aware, our window on the Polish border has closed,” Pavlo said. “The Germans are trigger happy, anticipating anything that looks like Poland’s home army partisans. Our new route is over Slovakia.” The Half Cossack indicated Viktor. “Dr. Gruber here has positioned our friendlies on the other side, established safe houses and transports.”

      He paused and scanned the group. “We have safe houses set up in an eighty kilometer radius on both sides, the locations of which will be shared on a need-to-know basis. All of you here will take turns helping our people across the border.”

      It was an intricate network, containing experts who falsified documents to those who arranged transport, and couriered messages between all those contacts. Ivan’s rule was to have at least three degrees between each person, which today’s meeting did not and that was what was making him nervous.

      Everyone was alert, however. Besides Pavlo, with whom Ivan had helped organize the underground movement back in their village of Sadovyi Hai, the other person Ivan trusted implicitly was Antonia. She was not only courageous, she was sharp and collected. Despite her protests, he called her a shapeshifter. He had witnessed her transformation into one of the most notable women in her university crowd, rubbing shoulders with dignitaries and powerful enemies, and had then received a report that she had drunk an entire Russian delegation under a table.

      Though their family orchards had bordered one another and they had practically grown up in each other’s laps, Antonia was untouchable. Especially now. She was a far cry from that young girl who’d shown up in the marshes, insisting she take part in the underground’s tactical training. Ivan remembered that she’d made that waist-long cinnamon hair into her first crown of braids, worn an embroidered blouse, and brought a thirst for liberty and the power of the written word, as well as a need to avenge Oleh’s death. On that day, Ivan had been wracked with guilt and wholly conflicted. His friend’s sister had become a young woman he desired more than anything. How she never accused him for being the reason behind Oleh’s murder, he did not understand. But that was Antonia.

      She could go anywhere and be anyone. Anyone, but his. Once—and only once—Ivan had managed to have a taste of what that might have been like. Instead of satiating him, her kisses had made him hungry for more but Antonia made it clear to all the boys that she was passionate only about one man: Melnyk. Melnyk and the cause. Ivan had learned to live with that hunger, to suppress it as one does during Lent. The day she appeared on Dr. Viktor Gruber’s arm, however, the pangs returned with a vengeance.

      She looked at him now, his most trusted partisan, and gave him the slightest nod. For the briefest moment, it cheered him. I’m like a feral dog, happy to snatch up any scraps I can.

      Pavlo lay the pointer down, and stood, legs apart, arms behind his back. “We have three problems facing us now. One, Stepan Bandera has made it absolutely clear that he would rather tear apart the Organization than acknowledge Melnyk as our true commander. And the Abwehr—Germany’s counterintelligence unit—has jumped on this. First, they recruited Melnyk, and we got excited. The council thought maybe the Germans would finally give us their support in establishing our independence. But then the Abwehr recruited Stepan Bandera. And now we see that the Nazis are testing us, pitting us against one another.”

      Pavlo stepped away and went to his seat. The anticipation in the room rose.

      “Excuse me,” one man called. “You said three problems.”

      “That’s correct,” Antonia said. “The Soviet secret police. They know all about the Abwehr’s recruitment and are using it against us all.”

      She went to the front, her navy blue blazer and skirt authoritative, like a military captain. She had a soft gold-colored scarf tucked into the collar of her white blouse. It was that growth she was trying to cover up from everyone but Ivan knew it was there.

      Antonia pinned up a portrait of a blond man with deep-set eyes. He had a straight, long nose beneath that piercing look. He wore the Soviet uniform and insignia of a major and carried the countenance of a lord.

      Ivan bristled. His sister had passed along her concerns that Kiril Vasiliev had acted on his lust for Antonia. Though Oksana assured him that Antonia could hold her own, and had thus far managed to thwart the major’s advances without offending him, Ivan wondered how long the tactic would work.

      “This,” Antonia said, “is Major Kiril Vasiliev, head of Internal Affairs for the district of Lviv. In the past months, Kiril Vasiliev has planted several moles in an effort to root out our administrative groups around the Galician region. We’ve lost some of our key members. Some of you are young but most of us here remember how it was when the Poles purged our intelligentsia. We remember what it was like to wake up to police raids in the middle of the night and have our parents taken, our clergy gone missing, our sisters, brothers, uncles and aunts persecuted. Those who fled the Polish regime to the east, thinking they could continue our political activities at the heart of Soviet Ukraine, were gravely mistaken. Their names landed in the hands of the secret police instead. Your enemy is everywhere. That is what Stalin warns us. Dissidents are dissidents, because if you defy one regime, you will likely find ways to defy the other. Those who were arrested and not executed are suspected of being collaborators. And those same secret police, as well as their collaborators are here now, in Lviv, and they are hunting us.”

      Antonia eyed each individual before continuing. “Here’s what we have on Kiril Vasiliev. He pretends to have fun but it is his way to watch over everyone. He puts on parties for people to lose control and in the meantime, he is fully in control of his faculties. Fully in control, all around. He is disciplined, exact and he trusts no-one. And I mean, no-one.”

      “It’s a sad way to live,” Viktor said.

      Antonia acknowledged him. “It is. But for his capacities, it is effective. And dangerous for us.”

      “Has he no weakness?” one young woman asked. One of Antonia’s students, now a courier. “Certainly, he has at least one?”

      “Beautiful women?” One of Pavlo’s border guards suggested. The room chuckled nervously, the suggestion clear that Antonia or the student were perhaps those beautiful women.

      Antonia smiled patiently and pointed to Viktor. “Sword fighting. When he discovered that Dr. Gruber was a champion fencer, he challenged him to a match.”

      “Who won?” came the question.

      “Viktor did,” Antonia said matter-of-factly.

      Ivan looked away from the secretive glance they exchanged.

      “But that is not his weakness,” Viktor said, twisting to face the group. “It’s challenging his masculinity that is. He was quite sour afterwards. Not a gracious loser at all.”

      Heads nodded and Ivan brushed a hand over his mustache.

      Antonia said, “Kiril Vasiliev then challenged Dr. Gruber to another match and won that time. After that, we have managed to establish a delicate relationship with him.”

      She returned to the board and cast Ivan an acknowledging look. “In the meantime, we have to get two people out now. Before Vasiliev or his undercover ops disappear them. I will meet with you in teams. Let’s get this mission going.”

      As the members of the group began quietly discussing with one another, Viktor approached Antonia and whispered something in her ear. She turned to answer him, their noses nearly touching and this intimacy stoked Ivan’s contempt for the man. Of all the people in the room, Viktor was one Ivan trusted the least. It was irrational, he understood that. The man had helped set up a top notch escape route and was Melnyk’s most valued outsider. But Ivan could not trust him because Viktor Gruber had managed to do the one thing nobody else in the group had: break through Antonia’s carefully constructed shell and win her love and loyalty.
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      Multiple degrees of separation and staying on the move to avoid being tailed were essential. Three weeks after the meeting, Ivan got off the train in Drohobych and hitched the satchel over his shoulder. A single Volga was parked outside the station, sputtering fumes. Swirling from the driver’s window was a thin trail of cigarette smoke. Two Soviet soldiers were grinning in the driver’s direction. That was definitely his ride.

      Ivan yanked open the handle and climbed into the passenger side. “Let’s go.”

      Oksana stamped out her cigarette and shook her hair out of her eyes before turning the vehicle all the way around. The two soldiers lifted their hands but she ignored them. She took the southwest road out of town.

      Ivan loved his sister’s upturned nose, the spatter of freckles across the bridge of it, and her carefree energy, but he pointed to the butt in the ashtray. “When did you start this filthy habit?”

      Oksana shrugged. “About the same time as you put me in charge of the safe houses. You know, not all of us Ukrainian women go around wearing vinky and ribbons in our hair, embroidered blouses, and—” She glanced at him askance. “We can’t all be like Antonia.”

      “Have you got something against Antonia, or what?”

      Oksana blew softly. “Not at all. Why would I? But she really needs to learn to have a little more fun.”

      “Like you?”

      She smirked and blew him a kiss.

      “Ivan, if it was up to you, you Cossacks would still be riding across the steppes and kidnapping your dark-eyed Natalias and Katias.”

      “Where did you get the Volga?”

      “That kid Antonia recruited. Lesek. The one whose family has a hotel.”

      He glanced back at the empty road behind them. “I’m not happy about the vehicle,” he said. “It’s too obvious.”

      “You mean, I’m too obvious, right? You want me to hitch up Maya for you next time? You can ride her all the way to Truskavets.”

      Ivan rolled his eyes.

      “Besides,” she snorted. “How else do you want to transport so many bodies up the mountain?”

      Ivan settled back to watch the countryside. “How’s school?”

      She smiled, looking out at the road again. “Graduating at the end of the spring as planned. I’ve just gotten assigned to a grade school near Truskavets.”

      “My sister, the teacher. I’m surrounded by smart women.”

      “Smart and beautiful.” She smirked and drove on.

      The sky was overcast and fog clung to the low hills on the horizon. In Truskavets, Ivan had Oksana stop at a newsstand and purchased a paper, then took a few minutes to make sure that the people watching for him saw him. When the church bell rang midday, he pulled out an apple from his bag, bit into it and linked his arm through Oksana’s, pulling his coat collar up. That was when he saw Viktor walk by. The Austrian touched his cap and headed for the sanatorium’s park. Oksana and Ivan followed at a distance. If Viktor stopped at the fountain, Oksana could drive Ivan back to Drohobych because the mission was called off. If Viktor passed the fountain, Ivan and Oksana would circle back to the vehicle and pick him and Pavlo up. Viktor moved on and veered off onto the boulevard leading to the mineral baths. The migration was on.

      After they were back in the vehicle, Oksana steered it to the back of the sanatorium. Viktor appeared with Pavlo, and both climbed in before she drove off again.

      “Excellent,” Viktor said. He patted Ivan’s shoulder. “Most excellent.”

      “Our birds are set,” Pavlo announced.

      Their candidates were Slavko and Daria Holub, two of the Organization’s higher-ups in Galicia. He was a judge, she was an attorney and, in the past four months, the secret police had questioned them both.

      The safe house was located on a high plateau some kilometers outside of their home village of Sadovyi Hai, high enough to transmit and receive radio signals and far enough from the eye of any guards or patrols. The hut was used by a family Ivan and Pavlo knew but only when the sheep were at pasture which would not happen for another couple of weeks.

      Oksana parked the Volga about a half kilometer away and they camouflaged it.

      “We have to walk,” Ivan told the others. “It’s a rough and steep slope from here and there’s still some snow on the ground.”

      When they reached the safe house, Pavlo introduced the Holubs to Ivan. They gathered around the table where Viktor took over the maps. With his index finger, he traced the backroads to the southwest and tapped the border of Slovakia, ten kilometers from Sadovyi Hai.

      “That’s all mountains,” Viktor said sweeping a hand over dark green and brown swaths. He looked at the Holubs. “And thick wilderness. It’s a steep climb.”

      “Viktor will escort you over the border here,” Ivan said, showing them the Ulychka River.

      “Our friendlies,” Viktor continued, “will connect you to our allies here in Ulič, then here in the Tatra Mountains.”

      Pavlo leaned on the table and smiled charmingly at the wife. She was biting her bottom lip. “The terrain there is much like it is in Sadovyi Hai. In other words, it’s pleasant.”

      She pursed her lips, revealing fine, thin lines around her mouth where her lipstick had run a little.

      “When it’s safe,” Viktor said, “our people in Slovakia will take you to the train station in Košice. You will receive tickets to Vienna where our outside ops will meet you, and then you will await instructions.”

      Slavko Holub sighed and rubbed his forehead. He was a heavyset man, and had already vocalized his concerns about the climb. “Will we be resettled in Munich, then?” he asked.

      “We asked that we get to Munich,” his wife said. “I have family there.”

      Ivan shrugged his shoulders. “That information comes when it comes.”

      Viktor glanced at the clock and strode over to a cabinet. From deep inside, he removed a shortwave radio and got it working. The Slovakian language crackled through and everyone tilted their heads towards the device. If the code over the radio came in the form of a weather report for “blue skies”—the sign that it was safe to cross—they would be on the move tonight. But at 16:55 the announcer predicted rain and Viktor nodded as if he had expected it.

      “Everyone relax,” he said to the lawyer and his wife. “Today is not the day.”

      Ivan cracked his neck and rubbed it. He was tense. This was the first time they were using this new window.

      “I’m going outside,” he told Pavlo.

      “All right. I’ll go over the identity papers with them,” he said.

      Outside, Ivan gazed at the tops of the western ridges before him and breathed in. At the sound of someone moving behind him, he turned and faced Viktor. The professor removed his glasses and wiped them with his coat sleeve before putting them back on. He peered at Ivan.

      “I’m going to ask Antonia to marry me.”

      Ivan flinched. Antonia had once mentioned that Viktor had sworn to never marry. It was this that Ivan used to explain Antonia’s deep attraction to the Austrian. Viktor abhorred any institution or government whose purpose was to manipulate and control an individual’s right to freedom. Viktor was safe. Antonia would never feel as if she were betraying the causeObviously, something had changed for Viktor, but had it changed for her as well?

      “I thought you were an atheist.”

      Viktor chuckled. “A civil ceremony, of course.”

      “Congratulations, I suppose. I mean, if she says yes.” Ivan extended his hand then.

      Viktor shook it, his palm astonishingly soft against Ivan’s callused one. He suddenly had the sensation that he was giving Antonia away with this gesture and withdrew. He stepped off the porch and propped himself against the corner of the house. The air vibrated from the din of the waterfall pouring into the nearby gully.

      A moment later, Viktor moved his way once more. “What is the whole story with Oleh, anyway?”

      “I thought she’d have told you by now.”

      “I’m asking you.”

      “It’s really—” None of your business, Ivan wanted to say. He wanted to protect at least that one thing between Antonia and himself. The murder of her brother—his best friend. The event that had led her to him. And also distanced her from him.

      But Viktor pressed on. “Oleh was part of the Organization. I know that. And their mother hated it.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Ivan said. “He was a phenomenal musician, a cellist. Their mother saw to it that he got into the music academy in Lviv. He came home for the summer break, though, to help in the orchards, but then she forbade him to do anything with that as well. It was his hands, his fingers she wanted to protect. He got bored. After all, Oleh loved music, but he also grew up wrestling Pavlo and me, and causing all sorts of trouble before he got serious about his studies.”

      “Trouble that led to his death?”

      Ivan scratched the back of his neck. “Something like that.”

      “You were running weapons?”

      “Nothing serious,” Ivan defended. “We were raiding the Bolshevik bunkers. Everyone did it. You know? We were practically still kids. It was…” Exciting. Fighting for their freedom was exciting.

      “Then?”

      “Then Pavlo and I saw the local cadre moving in and setting up a camp. We decided to get the real stuff. We borrowed Oleh’s cello case. Oksana was our decoy.”

      Viktor’s forehead rumpled and Ivan looked away.

      "Anyway, the cello case. It was the easiest thing to hide the weapons in. I carried it out. We got stopped by patrols, but they didn’t check the case. Word got out the base had been robbed.” He shrugged.

      “So the Bolsheviks started looking for you,” Viktor guessed.

      “Oleh and I had similar statures. Blond hair, too.”

      “A case of mistaken identity?”

      “Not only. The description included a cello case. The weapons were already hidden on Pavlo’s property by that time and the cello was back in the case.” Ivan sighed. “Oleh knew nothing about it. Pavlo and I…well, at that point…”

      Viktor tipped his head. “You were no longer friends?”

      “It wasn’t like that. We just… I don’t know. You grow apart, right? Pavlo and I were always the same…class. The Kozaks were always the more intellectual types, especially the mother. She came from Lviv originally.”

      “Antonia shared that Oleh liked to play his music outside in the orchards,” Viktor said.

      “There’s a creek and a nice spot. He was kind of poetic like that. I guess, he too, was starting to see that our interests were different. He tried to be like us—like Pavlo and me, but his mother really kept a tight rein on him.”

      “Antonia was with him that day. The day the patrols showed up and he was coming back from the orchard.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Oleh ran. He thought they’d found out he was a Nationalist.”

      “Yeah.”

      Viktor shook his head. “You blame yourself, don’t you?”

      Ivan scuffed the ground with the heel of his boot and looked off towards the gully.

      “It’s the one thing that’s prevented you from telling her how you really feel about her.”

      “Look, you and I need to work together,” Ivan said gruffly. “I think it’s best if we lay this aside. I’m happy for the two of you. But Viktor?”

      The professor looked up at him expectantly.

      “Don’t ask her before she gets what she needs out of Kiril Vasiliev. You’ll jeopardize all she’s trying to get out of the major. You and I both know he’s infatuated with her. That could prove to be useful. But only if he thinks she’s…free.”

      Viktor sniffed and narrowed his eyes. “I hear you, Ivan. I hear you.”

      But Ivan realized Kiril Vasiliev’s interest in Antonia was the whole reason Viktor was going to ask her in the first place. “Dr. Gruber, that’s an order.”

      The professor cleared his throat.

      Pavlo stepped outside as Viktor went back in. The Half Cossack clicked his tongue and signaled that Ivan should follow him. They walked over to the gully, the waterfall dropping a good six meters to the river below.

      “Ever since we were children,” Pavlo said, “We all thought you and Antonia… Do you remember how we used to tease you? Mr. and Mrs. Kovalenko?”

      “She hated that,” Ivan said. And that had always stung. “You’re the only one with the fantasy.”

      “Really? You aren’t in love with her any longer?”

      Ivan breathed in deeply, clenching his hands. After a moment he said, “Antonia’s made her choice. She wants someone who is her equal.”

      “Damn it, Kovalenko, you put that woman on a pedestal then dug a two-meter deep trench around it to stand in.”

      Ivan turned away but Pavlo grabbed his arm, his mouth set and his expression earnest. “You underestimate yourself completely. You are her equal.”

      “Shut up, you runt.” Ivan jabbed the Half Cossack in the chest but the scrub stood his ground. “If you think Antonia has any interest in a man who’d rather wield a sword than a university degree you’re more of an idiot than—”

      But Pavlo did not let him finish. He stalked back through the meadow, leaving Ivan to stand alone. When he’d gone back inside, Ivan turned back to the rushing water. Forget it. He’d stick to what he did well, and that was get their people safely over the border.
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      Their “weather man” predicted “blue skies” three days later, and barely in time. Pavlo had to return to work. Viktor also had to return to Lviv by the end of the week but was determined to make this first run with them. When it was time, Oksana got the Volga ready to go. It was nearly eight and the dusk was gathering when she delivered them to the trailhead.

      “Five after ten,” Ivan reminded her. “Just in case.”

      She nodded and drove off. Ivan offered Daria Holub his hand as they stepped into the dark forest. The trail quickly turned into a steep climb. A screech owl sounded, and further up, the call of roe deer, like banshees. The lawyer halted. Ivan soothed her and they continued onward. Slavko Holub was not doing much better behind them and Ivan waited.

      Catching up to them, Viktor muttered, “This one’s going to take longer than planned.”

      “It’s a half hour climb,”  Ivan told the judge.

      Slavko Holub looked over his shoulder. “So you’ve told me. A few times.”

      “These are thick woods,” Ivan assured. “I doubt even the Soviets know about this trail.”

      In the darkness, Ivan heard the man mutter, “The Soviets know everything. It’s their job.”

      Ivan took up the back with Daria Holub. Sweat rolled down his back beneath his shirt. The lawyer, however, proved to be a real trooper as if to compensate for her husband’s grumbling and extra strain. Several meters before they reached the top, Viktor halted and crouched. They all followed.

      “We’re just about there,” he said.

      After crawling over to Viktor, Ivan took the offered binoculars from him. Across the Ulychka River was a barbed-wire barricade. Several Soviet border guards were standing and smoking cigarettes.

      “Are those ours?” Ivan asked.

      “Them and the two on the other side.”

      Two Slovakian patrols were walking with a flashlight some meters further down the river.

      “You’re sure about that,” he said.

      “The taller one’s got an arm patch on his coat.”

      “Is that not normal?”

      Viktor nodded. “Yes, but it’s turned upside down.”

      Ivan squinted into the binoculars and then the light hit correctly. As the man passed beneath a lamppost, he caught sight of the patch. The cross was indeed upside down. Ivan handed the binoculars back to Viktor.

      “Now what?”

      Viktor pointed ahead. “We need to get down there and then wait until it gets properly dark. You’ll monitor from here. I’m going to make sure these two get across and then I’ll meet you back at this spot.”

      When they backed up, Ivan said his goodbyes to the Holubs.

      “May God keep you,” Daria Holub said.

      “Glory to Ukraine,” Slavko Holub added.

      Ivan hid in the brush where he could watch the crossing. He shrugged into his coat, his teeth grinding more from adrenaline than cold.

      A few moments later, he spotted shadows moving along the river bank. From the maps, he knew there was a pipeline bridge and then a break in the chain link fence on the Slovakian side. He wondered whether the judge would make it across. On the other side, their friendlies were waiting to bring the Holubs to their safe house in Ulič.

      At 22:05 sharp, Ivan saw the Volga pull up alongside the road near the checkpoint. He saw Oksana’s slender arm waving at the border guards. All of this was necessary, as Pavlo’s border guards had sent word that their shifts were being regularly and unpredictably changed since Vasiliev ordered new security measures.

      Ivan watched the flirtatious salutes and dips at Oksana’s side of the car. She stepped out then and exposed the engine. The decoy was on. Ivan switched back to the riverbank. The shapes were difficult to see and then disappeared behind a treeline. It was only the single shadow he saw again. Viktor was returning. But then that meant that the Holubs were across.

      Ivan smiled to himself, but it was too early to celebrate. Only when he got the message that they had landed all right in the hands of their ops on the other side would he call this a success.

      A week later, one of his couriers delivered a package of Bavarian pretzels and mustard. It included a small cowbell that said “Munich.” The enclosed postcard read, Wish you were here.
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