
  [image: cover]


  



  



  FIENDS OF THE EASTERN FRONT


  BY DAVID BISHOP


  



  #1: OPERATION VAMPYR


  



  #2: THE BLOOD RED ARMY


  



  #3: TWILIGHT OF THE DEAD


  



  #4: FIENDS OF THE RISING SUN


  



  



  FIENDS OF THE EASTERN FRONT created by Gerry Finley-Day and Carlos Ezquerra


  



  



  



  MORE ACTION FROM 2000 AD...


  



  



  JUDGE DREDD


  #1: DREDD VS DEATH


  Gordon Rennie


  



  #2: BAD MOON RISING


  David Bishop


  



  #3: BLACK ATLANTIC


  Simon Jowett & Peter J Evans


  



  #4: ECLIPSE


  James Swallow


  



  #5: KINGDOM OF THE BLIND


  David Bishop


  



  #6: THE FINAL CUT


  Matthew Smith


  



  #7: SWINE FEVER


  Andrew Cartmel


  



  #8: WHITEOUT


  James Swallow


  



  #9: PSYKOGEDDON


  Dave Stone


  



  JUDGE ANDERSON


  #1: FEAR THE DARKNESS - Mitchel Scanlon


  



  #2: RED SHADOWS - Mitchel Scanlon


  



  #3: SINS OF THE FATHER - Mitchel Scanlon


  



  THE ABC WARRIORS


  #1: THE MEDUSA WAR - Pat Mills & Alan Mitchell


  



  #2: RAGE AGAINST THE MACHINES - Mike Wild


  



  SLÁINE


  #1: SLÁINE THE EXILE - Steven Savile


  



  #2: SLÁINE THE DEFILER - Steven Savile


  



  DURHAM RED


  #1: THE UNQUIET GRAVE - Peter J Evans


  



  ROGUE TROOPER


  #1: CRUCIBLE - Gordon Rennie


  



  STRONTIUM DOG


  #1: BAD TIMING - Rebecca Levene


  



  Blood Red Army


  



  January 1942: Winter has halted the Nazi invasion of Russia, but the northern city of Leningrad is besieged by German troops. More than a million people, soldiers and civilians alike, are destined to die inside the blockaded city - most from starvation. But a worse fate awaits those still alive. Rumours spread among the men and women of the Red Army about a new enemy that only attacks in darkness. Packs of wolves roam the frozen lake, attacking vital supply convoys headed for Leningrad. Russian patrols and outposts disappear, never to be seen again. Most frightening is a deadly mist, said to creep into Red Army tents and barracks. Could the Nazis have sent a cadre of vampyr warriors to Leningrad to accelerate this bitter war of attrition? Stalin and the Russian leadership dismisses such notions as enemy propaganda, but the evidence keeps mounting...
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  "Seal off Leningrad, then weaken it by terror and starvation."


  - Adolf Hitler


  



  



  "You already know how this will end."


  Those words have been haunting me lately. I must have heard them somewhere - a phrase muttered by someone walking past me in the street, or murmured on the radio in the dead of night, or sung as the refrain of a song in the back of some neglected cafÈ. It does not matter where I heard the words last, nor who said them. What matters is where I heard them first, bringing with them the cold, numbing certainty of my own death. It was Grigori who said the words then, staring into my eyes, his voice a whisper of pain and torment, his face a sallow husk of what it had once been. So many of us had already died when he said those words to me. If I had known then what I know now, perhaps things could have been different. Or perhaps I would simply have killed myself, and saved myself from what was to follow. But I did not know, could not know, what would happen to us at Leningrad. Perhaps that was just as well. To continue in the face of such knowledge would have been madness. That much I did escape.


  "You already know how this will end."


  Those words could easily be applied to the time about which I write now, about the battles and the death and the horror that became known as the Siege of Leningrad. For nine hundred days enemy forces kept the city cut off. At least a million civilians perished between September 1941 and January 1944, with as many soldiers being killed by the German and Finnish armies. More Russians died within the blockade than the total number of Americans - military or civilian - that perished in all wars from 1776 to the present day. But Leningrad survived the siege and the Germans lost the Great Patriotic War. These are the facts as accepted by historians, as retold by those who survived, as interpreted by statisticians. But a dry recitation of such facts and statistics tells you nothing of life inside the besieged city and its surroundings. Unless you lived through those days yourself, you'll never truly know the fear and the pain and the terror. I saw a little of that firsthand, but that is not the tale I have decided to write. Besides, there are hundreds of volumes you can read about the siege and its horrific toll upon the defenders and citizens of Leningrad. There are others far better qualified than me to tell such stories, to make sure nobody ever forgets what happened there.


  My name is Victor Danilov Zunetov, and I have a different story, one I am uniquely qualified to tell. To the best of my knowledge I am the last survivor of the shtrafroty commanded by Captain Alexandr Brodsky, the last member of that penal company still able to recall what happened to us during the blockade, the last living remnant of that company of the damned. Who else will tell our story? Who else will bear witness to what we saw and felt and did? Who else will say what has been so carefully excised from the official histories? What you read in this slim volume, you will not find recorded anywhere else. My narrative may be dismissed as fanciful: the benighted ramblings of a broken mind, a work of fiction from a time of madness. But every word you are about to read is true, every recollection as accurate as I can make it. Believe it if you dare.


  Before I begin, I must make a few last comments - call them qualifications or apologia, if you will; I no longer care. Like all memories, mine has cheated me often enough during my life. I have tried to be as truthful as I can, but my limited skills as a wordsmith and the passage of so many years will have clouded some truths. Like all narrators, I am ultimately unreliable. So, if my recollection of history is at variance from official volumes, I make no apologies. This is the story I remember: the story of Grigori and his best friend Yuri, of the beautiful Sophia and the callow Borodin, of cold-blooded Uralsky and the vicious Strelnikov, of Yatsko and our commander, the despised Brodsky. But most of all, this is my story: the tale of my terror, my tears, my torments. Forgive me my self-indulgence and my wanderings. That you are reading these words means you must know I survived the Siege of Leningrad. The fate of the others, the cost of our victory against all the odds, the terrible price we paid in blood and sweat and death and suffering - that is a tale worth telling.


  Enough of these justifications and caveats and delaying tactics. Eventually, even the most hesitant of storytellers must begin their tale. Mine begins on a bitterly cold night in January 1942, the occasion of my first meeting with Grigori Eisenstein and his company of the damned. You already know how this will end.


  Chapter One


  



  In January 1942 I was a young kommisar: a political officer in the Red Army. At that time, each unit of battalion size or greater was required to have a kommisar in addition to the usual unit commander. This system of joint command had been introduced during the Civil War to keep watch over professional officers, most of whom had served in the Tsar's army before the revolution. Kommisars were supposed to give their approval for any major order by the unit commander, despite the fact we often did not have any military skills and were selected mainly for our loyalty to the Communist Party. I heard tales of how my fellow kommisars used their position to interfere in military matters, but I had no such inclinations. Back then I was twenty-three and utterly terrified. It never entered my head to tell the unit commander how to do his job. Marko Reusenko was a grizzled veteran of the Winter War with Finland, one of the few military leaders to emerge from that disastrous conflict with any credit. For me to suggest how best he lead his men was unthinkable, an act of madness, especially as I had only joined the unit a few days before we set off for Leningrad.


  Reusenko had welcomed me to the battalion with a curt speech, his voice a rasping snarl of derision, his good right eye staring at me as if it was a searchlight beaming mercilessly towards my soul. Reusenko had lost the sight in his left eye during the Winter War. He jabbed a finger towards his damaged eye, the pupil discoloured by a milky white mist.


  "See this? It happened the last time a kommisar countermanded one of my orders. I don't intend to lose the sight in my other eye. I'll leave you to die in the snow before that happens. You concentrate on indoctrination and morale building, or whatever the hell it is you kommisars are meant to do. Leave giving orders to those who know what they're doing. Do we have an understanding?" He loomed over me, a great bear of a man, his breath reeking of boiled cabbage and decay.


  I nodded meekly, quietly terrified by his belligerent display. We had been at war with the Germans for a little over six months, and in that time I had not fired a shot in anger nor seen an enemy soldier except in photographs sent back from the front. My father was a high-ranking member of the Communist Party and I've no doubt he pulled strings to keep me from being sent to the front line. But in January I had tired of the looks people gave me as I hurried between offices in Moscow, grown weary of their sneers. As far as they could see, I was a young, able-bodied man hiding behind a desk and a uniform to avoid combat. Shamed by their looks, I volunteered for the front, determined to see some action. The folly of youth is a wondrous thing. We think ourselves immortal, failing to realise what a delicate thread all our lives hang by. I had never seen a dead human body when I was assigned to Reusenko's battalion. That changed soon enough.


  We made a slow, tortuous journey north to Kabona, first by train and then by foot for the final section, to the shores of Lake Ladoga. The temperature was minus forty degrees Celsius when we reached the frozen water, making me eternally grateful for my winter field dress: the quilted khaki jacket called the telogreika and matching trousers, a fur-lined ushanka hat and my valenki, quarter-inch thick boots made of pressed felt. This precious footwear was comfortable and warming, even when so close to the Arctic Circle in the dead of winter. I've little doubt it saved my toes from the frostbite that claimed so many others within Leningrad during the months that followed. Being the son of a significant figure within the Party was not without its advantages, even this far north.


  At Kabona we stopped for three days, and the men huddled together for warmth, waiting to be told it was safe to venture out onto the ice. Lake Ladoga had frozen solid weeks before, providing a vital lifeline for those trapped within the blockade. The Germans had cut off all ground access to the city and its people, but supplies could still be taken across the lake. In summer and autumn boats towing barges were used for this perilous voyage. Once winter came, supply convoys were halted until the ice that soon covered the lake's surface was thick enough to bear their weight. Then a temporary path was marked across the ice, called the Doroga Zhizni: the "Road of Life".


  By the time we reached Kabona, Leningrad was close to capitulation after one of the most severe winters in living memory. Three months before, German incendiaries had destroyed vital warehouses at Badaev, where much of the city's food supplies had been stored. By the beginning of 1942 there was only a two-day supply of flour left in reserve. Soldiers defending the city were dying on their feet, just as the citizens held captive by the siege were starving to death. Fresh supplies of food, fuel and reinforcements were vital. If Leningrad fell, the Germans blockading it could be shifted south to attack Moscow. That was unthinkable. We had to get through to Leningrad.


  Finally, after what felt like an eternity of waiting, the battalion was given permission to venture onto the ice. We were to act as escort for a convoy of trucks carrying sacks of flour, frozen cattle carcasses and other supplies. I found Reusenko in a wooden hut overlooking the frozen lake, the air inside thick with greasy black smoke from an oil lamp. He was consulting a hand-drawn map of the Doroga Zhizni, while warming himself by a burzhuiki stove. Reusenko cursed loudly when I paused in the doorway, urging me to come in or stay out, but to make my choice quickly. I came in, stamping my feet on the packed earth floor, trying to jolt the circulation back into life.


  Reusenko fixed me with a glare from his good eye. "I suppose you'd better look at this, too," he grumbled. "If anything should happen to me, you may have to take charge of the men, heaven help them." The gruff commander spread the map out atop a sturdy wooden table, his hands smoothing out the creases. I noticed a heavy crimson stain round a circular hole in the paper.


  "The blood of the last man to carry this map," Reusenko snarled, noticing my unease. "Let's hope it brings us better luck than it did him."


  Our path across the lake was a simple one, taking a straight line from Kabona on the eastern shore to Osinovets on the western edge. The journey was thirty kilometres and would take several hours, Reusenko explained, depending on the conditions we encountered. From Osinovets a railway would transport the supplies forty kilometres to Leningrad, assuming the tracks were still intact by the time we arrived - if we arrived. Our troops would be given fresh orders, telling them where along the front line they would be deployed.


  "This accursed cold has its uses," the commander scowled. "Both sides have been entrenched in the same positions since last September, for the most part. The Germans are strung out along a loop below Leningrad, running west from Lake Ladoga to the Gulf of Finland." His finger traced an arc south of the city on the blood-stained map, passing above the settlements of Pulkovo, Pushkin, Slutsk and Ivanovskoe. "The same applies north of the city, only there the enemy is a mixture of Germans and Finns." His fingers traced another arc across the map, north of Leningrad. Reusenko spat black phlegm on the floor after mentioning the Finns by name. His bitterness at the humiliations suffered by the Red Army during its Winter War with Finland was never far from the surface.


  "When do we leave?"


  "After dark," Reusenko replied, folding the map away into a brown leather dispatch case. "The fools think that this will make it harder for the German bombers to find us, as if they haven't had enough practice already." The commander's eyes narrowed as he noticed the Nagant pistol holstered over my right hip. "You ever seen Leningrad, Kommisar Zunetov?"


  I shook my head.


  "Well, you'll need more than that if you plan on staying alive long enough to see it now."


  "I thought we were simply escorting a convoy across the ice. I doubt anything less than an anti-aircraft weapon will bring down a German plane."


  Reusenko laughed bitterly. "If the rumours I've heard are true, there are far worse enemies awaiting us on the ice than a few bombers."


  



  We were more than two-thirds of the way across the ice when the first attack came. I was sitting in the cab of a dilapidated truck bearing a cargo of cattle carcasses, blowing hot air into my fists, trying to keep them warm. The vehicle jolted from side to side across the uneven surface of the ice road, struggling to maintain its position within a convoy of more than a dozen such trucks. Beside me, the driver maintained a constant stream of obscenities as he battled with the vehicle and the conditions. He swore at the faulty steering, he swore at the ice beneath our tyres that was more like a skating rink than a road, he swore at the driver in front for not going faster, and he swore at the madness of this war in general. I was tempted to remind him of my status as a kommisar, for questioning the wisdom of our leaders was never wise in front of a Party official, but I soon realised the driver's curses were merely a way of relieving his stress and fear. Besides, questioning his behaviour in such perilous conditions was not liable to make the journey any more pleasant. I forgot about his apparent infraction of Party edicts when the truck in front of us exploded.


  I never saw the bomb that blew the vehicle apart, showering us with shrapnel and burning debris. I cowered down in the cab, my arms instinctively moving in front of my face for protection. The driver was not so quick to react, and paid a heavy price for his lack of haste. A long finger of shrapnel stabbed through our windscreen and punctured the driver's chest, pinning him against the back wall of the cab. He turned to me and muttered one final curse before vomiting a mouthful of blood over my hands. The steering wheel twisted sideways in his grasp and we rolled out of our position from the convoy, becoming wedged in a bank of snow gathered on the southern edge of the Doroga Zhizni.


  I then heard a long, slow whistle coming closer to me, as if someone was falling from the sky towards the truck. No, not someone, I realised, but something. I opened the passenger door and dived clear of the stalled vehicle. As I flung myself through the air I caught sight of a German bomber roaring overhead, a handful of black shapes tumbling from beneath the aircraft. Probably incendiaries, I decided as my body hit the cold, frozen snow bank. I had always thought of snow as something soft and gentle, but this was hard as any brick or stone. The impact smashed the breath from my lungs, leaving me weak and gasping on the ground.


  Then I was surrounded by explosions, fireballs bursting into life to my left and right like yellow and white flowers. The truck I had been travelling in came apart with a heavy crump, metal screaming in anguish at its destruction. Moments later I could smell meat roasting, the incongruous but still delicious aroma wafting across the ice as the incendiaries set fire to the carcasses in the back of the vehicle. Another smell mingled with the meat cooking - the scent of burning fabric. I glanced over one shoulder and realised the back of my uniform had also been set alight. I flung myself sideways, rolling over and over until the flames were extinguished by the cold, glistening ice. Reusenko had been right: there was more than one way to die on the Doroga Zhizni.


  All around me was chaos, soldiers firing uselessly into the air as German bombers flew over, climbing back into the night sky. An ominous cracking sound reverberated beneath my body, the sound of mighty weights grinding against each other, splitting apart. I looked down and saw a jagged line splintering the ice, fracturing the surface of the road. I scrambled to my feet and immediately fell over again, unprepared for the slickness of the surface. Taking more care, I got back up once more and gingerly made my way onto the road.


  Reusenko roared into view, standing on the running board of a truck as it churned a path through the shattered convoy. "Still alive?" the commander bellowed at me. "Good! I always said the Germans couldn't shoot straight! Climb on board!"


  I jumped up beside him, grabbing hold of the truck's door handle. "What about the supplies?" Even as I shouted, another mighty crack sounded across the ice. The burning vehicle in which I had sat minutes earlier disappeared through the ice, its headlights the last thing visible before the truck vanished altogether.


  "We save what we can the rest we leave behind," Reusenko snarled. "Tonight you are among the saved." The cluster of German aircraft banked in the blue and black sky overhead before diving back towards us on another attack run. Reusenko reached into the truck's cab and pulled out a PPSh submachine gun. He jumped down from the running board to the ice road, sliding on the slippery surface but keeping his footing.


  "Here they come again! Let's give these Nazi podonok something to think about!" He died seven seconds later, his head almost completely severed by the blade of a bayonet.


  



  The Germans must have been lying in wait for us on the ice, letting the aerial attack divert our attention. The first wave of bombers had brought the convoy to a halt, while the second distracted us from noticing the infantry moving in from out of the darkness. Before we knew what was happening, German troops were on top of us, emerging from the shadows, bayonets glinting dully in the wintry night. Reusenko was their first target, his insignia making him obvious prey. After that it was every man for himself, wave upon wave of Germans rushing us from the southern edge of the Doroga Zhizni.


  I screamed a warning to those around me and pulled my pistol from its holster. Taking aim at the German soldier still finishing off Reusenko, I pulled the trigger... but nothing happened. The German heard the click and spun round to face me, smiling at my baffled expression and the jammed pistol that refused to fire. Again and again I pulled the trigger before realising it must have frozen in the cold. I dived aside as the German tried to run me through with his bloody bayonet, the blade stabbing into the vehicle door where I had been standing. I smashed the butt of my pistol against the German's helmet, staggering the enemy soldier but nothing more. He swung round and spat a curse at me in his own tongue. I replied in German, startling him with my mastery of his language and its many obscenities. Then his head snapped sideways, one ear flying off as a bullet exited through the right side of his skull. In his haste to attack me, the soldier hadn't noticed the driver hiding inside the nearby truck.


  "Thanks!" I called out, crouching to get the PPSh from Reusenko's grasp. His fingers had clenched tightly round the submachine gun, forcing me to prise them off the weapon's circular ammunition drum one by one.


  "Where did you learn to speak German?" the driver asked, edging nervously from his vehicle. A battle was raging around us, the sound of men dying mixed with gunfire and grenades exploding, yet we were having the sort of conversation you might share in a tearoom. I would have laughed at his question had the moment not been so surreal.


  "I went to university in Berlin, before the war," I replied, finally wrenching the weapon free from Reusenko's grasp. "I was studying-"


  A hail of bullets cut short my words. I flung myself down on the cold road, taking shelter behind the commander's rapidly cooling corpse. The driver was not so quick, the rounds pinning him back against the truck. He jerked as each bullet hit him, then he slowly slid down onto the ice, a pool of crimson already forming beneath him. A cloud of steam rose from the blood, sudden warmth against the frozen road.


  I raised my newly acquired submachine gun above Reusenko's face and fired blindly into the darkness, emptying the weapon in the direction from which the volley of bullets had come. Two men cried out in pain and whoever had been shooting at me stopped. I searched the commander's body for another drum of ammunition but found nothing. Cursing my stupidity, I tossed the PPSh aside and crawled towards the driver. I knew for certain his pistol was still working, so that would have to do. Blood bubbled from between his lips as I took his weapon away, but his eyes were already glassy and lifeless, like those of a child's doll. I stared at his dark pupils, wondering if he had a mother waiting patiently at home for his return, or a sweetheart or a daughter. The driver didn't look any older than me but by some quirk of fate he was dead and I was alive. As I stared into his eyes, searching for some meaning to the random moments that had condemned him to death and me to survival, I glimpsed a movement reflected in his pupils.


  I spun round and fired at a man emerging from the night. The bullet hit him in the chest but he did not cry out, did not buckle or fall, did not react in any way at all. I fired again and again and again, each round hitting the enemy as he got closer, strolling towards me. I had never fired a gun in anger before, but fear and desperation had given me perfect aim and still that wasn't enough to stop him.


  It was hard to make my target out in the darkness, the only light coming from the burning vehicles to either side of us. The advancing figure was tall, his body shrouded within a black, knee-length cloak with an upturned collar. A peaked cap masked the colour of his hair, but I could make out the line of a dark moustache above his cruel mouth. He carried himself with a haughty arrogance, his head tilted back slightly so he could look down his nose at me. I fired my last bullet at him without effect and then threw the pistol at him as well. It bounced off his chest and fell to the ice.


  "Who are you?" I hissed at him in German.


  "That hardly matters," he replied in an aristocratic voice, his German pronunciation coloured by an accent I did not recognise. He shrugged aside his cloak to reveal an officer's uniform underneath, the insignia of a hauptmann evident on it. I could see half a dozen bullet holes in his tunic but no blood seeped from the wounds or stained the surrounding fabric. I was certain the pistol had fired true but he appeared invulnerable to its bullets.


  "What are you?" I whispered.


  "A better question," he said, arching an eyebrow at me. "Do you believe in a deity, comrade?"


  I shook my head, urging myself to lash out at this enemy but somehow unable to raise a hand against him. The closer he got, the weaker my resolve to fight him off became. It was as if he was sucking the will to fight from my body, taking command of my spirit. I wanted to turn from his gaze but even that was denied me, his eyes boring into mine, his brow furrowing with intense concentration.


  "That is a great pity... Now would be a good time to pray."


  "I don't believe in a god," I hissed through gritted teeth, forcing myself to speak words that threatened to die in my throat. "I believe in Mother Russia, the Communist Party and our People's Commissar for Defence, Josef Stalin!"


  "That will not be enough to save you," the hauptmann said, smiling thinly. He crouched on one knee beside me. "Loosen the collar of your jacket."


  I felt my hands reach to my throat and undo the top button, despite every ounce of my rapidly failing willpower screaming at them not to comply. My cold fingers stumbled on the button for a moment, but soon had it undone.


  "Now, pull apart the fabric and tilt your head away from me," the sinister figure urged, his voice a whisper in my ear. Again, I found myself doing as I was told, unable to resist his silky commands. What I had said before was true. I did not believe in a god then, but I found myself wishing I did. The hauptmann leaned closer to me, until I could feel his cold, chilling breath on my neck. My eyes swivelled round to look at him and I saw his lips part, drawing back to reveal two unusually large, extremely sharp canine teeth.


  Lenin's beard, what kind of creature was this looming over me?


  He slipped off one of his black leather gloves and stroked a finger up and down my neck. The hauptmann tipped his head back for a moment to lick his lips, his eyes alive with a ravenous hunger.


  Then night became day as a flare exploded above us, showering the battlefield with brilliant white light. The hauptmann hissed angrily, pulling his cloak up over himself as a shield from the sudden radiance. I felt his hold over me lessen and flung myself out of his grasp, rolling away as far as I could. The further I got, the stronger my urge to run became and I obeyed it, scrambling away, intent on nothing but putting as much distance between myself and him as possible. When I dared glance back over my shoulder, the cloaked figure was gone. A hint of grey mist hung in the air where he had been; then that too dissipated before my eyes.


  Not looking where I was going, I ran straight into a mountainous soldier's chest and bounced backwards, tumbling down to the icy road's surface. I looked up and was relieved to see the solider was wearing a gymnastiorka, the Red Army shirt that resembled a traditional peasant blouse. I searched it for insignia but could see none, nothing that indicated a rank or affiliation with a particular unit. He was a great bear of a man, barrel-chested with a mop of thick blond hair and a bushy beard. He looked at me with amusement, a smile playing about the corners of his eyes and lips.


  "Going somewhere?" a rasping, gravelly voice asked. I swung round to see another soldier standing over me, a flare gun in one of his hands and a sickle in the other. The blade's edge gleamed as if it was made of silver. Like his formidable colleague, this soldier had no insignia on his uniform, but his bearing suggested a figure of authority. I did not recognise either man from among those who had set off with the convoy a few hours earlier.


  "B-back t-there," I stammered. "One of the Germans tried to bite me!"


  My interrogator tore open my jacket with one hand to examine my neck, while his other hand drew back the sickle, as if poised to use it on me. "You fought him off?"


  "N-no," I admitted feebly. "The light from your flare startled him. I got away."


  Satisfied that I was unharmed, the sickle-bearer released his grip on me. "What rank was he?"


  "A hauptmann, he was a hauptmann."


  A shadow crossed the face of my interrogator. "Constanta?"


  "Could be," the other soldier suggested. "Some of his kind have been sent to help Army Group North, and Leningrad's long winter nights make this area a perfect hunting ground for them. But what is his lordship doing up here?"


  "We have to tell the others about this." The soldier with the sickle glared at me. "Consider yourself lucky," he said. "Bloody lucky." He turned to walk away, followed by his large companion.


  "Hey! Who are you? What unit do you serve with?" I shouted after them, but they ignored me. "Who's this Constanta you're talking about?" I scrambled to my feet and shouted at them to stop, pointing out to them that I was a kommisar and could make life very difficult for anyone who showed insufficient respect for my rank and status. The strange pair paused and I could have sworn I heard the larger man sigh as they turned to face me. His associate strode back to where I was standing, a finger pointing at the collar of his uniform where the accoutrements of rank were normally displayed.


  "See this? What have I got here?" he demanded angrily.


  "Nothing."


  "Exactly. I have no rank, no status. Aside from arranging to have my friend Yuri and I shot by a firing squad, I doubt there is much else you could do to make our lives any more difficult than they already are. Frankly, a quick death by lead poisoning sounds more appealing than spending my remaining days showing respect for dubiina like you, so be my guest. Otherwise, shut the hell up before you get all of us killed. Understand, tovarisch?" His eyes were narrowed slits against the cold. His face was lean and grim, and receding brown hair was just visible beneath his khaki pilotka. Like his comrade, this gimlet-eyed figure was clad in minimal clothing against the biting cold with only a gymnastiorka, matching trousers and black leather boots to keep him warm.


  I nodded, chastened by this man who obviously had nothing left to lose except his life - and even that was permanently in the balance. Against such steely resolve, my threats of punishment and sanctions seemed weak and feeble.


  This implacable man looked back at his companion. "Did you see where Uralsky and the others went?"


  "Andrei took Strelnikov and Borodin along the northern edge of the road."


  "Good. Let's find them, then see who else is still alive." My saviours strode away into the darkness, the last glimmers of the flare long since swallowed up by the night. I looked around me. In the time we had been talking the fighting had died away. The German infantry had retreated into the darkness and their bombers returned to whatever base they had come from. Of the convoy, more than half the trucks had been destroyed or damaged by the lightning attack from the air and the ice. No wonder the Germans called this Blitzkrieg, I thought.


  



  It was dawn before I reached Osinovets with the other survivors. As we straggled in, clinging to the backs of trucks, I surveyed our losses. The bombers had targeted our vehicles, but I soon concluded this was merely to bring the convoy to a halt. The real target had been the reinforcements. The ground attack had concentrated on killing or maiming the men Reusenko had been bringing through the blockade. Quite a lot of the supplies for the city and its defenders were also destroyed in the process, but that was a bonus for our enemies. The objective appeared to have been terrorising the new arrivals, so they would spread the word among their comrades when they reached the front line positions.


  I relayed my conclusions to the officer waiting for me at Osinovets when I reported the loss of Reusenko. He merely nodded, confirming my analysis. "Our battle here is as much a war of attrition as anything else. Now it seems the enemy is hell-bent on terrorising us as well." He handed me a sheaf of orders for distribution to the men. I gave him a curt salute but decided not to leave yet. My encounter with the hauptmann had disturbed me, but the words and deeds of my saviours were also playing on my mind. I described them for the officer.


  He nodded sourly. "Congratulations, Kommisar Zunetov. You were privileged to meet two of the deadliest, most disloyal soldiers in the Red Army."


  I did not understand and said so. "Who are these men? Why did they have no insignia on their uniforms? That's close to a court martial offence in itself, not to mention their arrogance and flagrant disregard for my authority."


  "Count yourself lucky they let you live after challenging them. Those men are members of a shtrafroty, a penal patrol. Here in the Leningrad oblast we don't shoot traitors - we need all our bullets for the enemy. Those who would normally face a firing squad are put into a shtrafroty instead. The other soldiers call them the company of the cursed. They're almost a law unto themselves, Zunetov," the officer said. He paused before continuing.


  "It sounds like you met Grigori Eisenstein, the longest serving member of the shtrafroty, and his ally Yuri Antonov. If he appears during a battle, you can be certain hell is only five steps behind him. You must be blessed to have survived an encounter with him and his men!"


  Chapter Two


  



  For the next six weeks I thought rarely, if at all, about what had happened that night on the Doroga Zhizni. It felt more like a nightmare than something I had experienced, akin to the fevered imaginings of a fearful mind. In time, I told myself, I would come to realise that I had dreamed it all. I was a warrior, a proud protector of the great Communist Party. I did not cower submissively for enemy officers, nor did I let murderers and deserters tell me what to do. Besides, for the next six weeks I was too busy staying alive to worry about what I had experienced out on the ice, except in those fleeting moments between exhaustion and sleep.


  Life inside the blockade was unlike anything I had been told or read about. Back in Moscow we were regaled with tales of Leningrad's patriotic resistance, the people's resolute refusal to submit to the merciless Nazis. I quickly found the reality of the situation to be a different matter altogether.


  Leningrad was a city entombed by cold and snow and ice. When the German artillery was not pounding the already devastated buildings and spires, and when the German bombers were not unloading black clouds of bombs upon the people, Leningrad was as quiet as a graveyard. Stranger still was the absence of smells in the air outdoors, beyond the acrid fumes from fires caused by the most recent incendiaries to be dropped on the city.


  The electricity supply was fitful at best. The trams and buses that had been the city's public transportation system no longer ran, because the fuel they required was needed elsewhere. The few vehicles I saw moving on the icy streets were freshly-built tanks on their way to the front line, the bare, unpainted metal glinting in the weak winter sunlight. People did move about, but slowly and painfully. The dead and the dying were dragged around on children's wooden sleds. Stiff, frozen corpses littered the streets and walkways.


  The only time I saw people gathered was in queues. They waited patiently with buckets to fetch fresh water, dragging it up through a hole cut into the frozen surface of the Little Neva tributary. They waited patiently to collect their meagre daily ration of bread, although calling it bread was quite a stretch of the imagination. A Party official took me inside one of the bakeries where I saw what was used to make the loaves. Flour was in such short supply that the dough had to be bulked out with anything available: edible cellulose, sweepings from the floor, crumblings of cattle cake and even sawdust. It would have turned my stomach had I anything left in my gut to be expelled.


  Few people dared stop moving while outside on the frozen streets. The German bombardment was an almost constant background noise, accompanied by the listless wailing of air raid sirens and our own anti-aircraft batteries firing along the city's perimeter, trying to defend the people within. Only those beyond hope ever stopped or rested out of doors in Leningrad. To sit down was to admit defeat, to let death claim you with its cold, fatal embrace. Stop to rest and you would surely perish, one way or another. So the people stayed on their feet, kept moving, defiant to the last. Thousands died every day.


  I wore the uniform of a soldier and received the rations of a soldier, twice that given to those citizens who merely survived. Workers in the munitions factories were given a little more than their dependants, but it was never enough. As long as I live, I shall never complain of being hungry again. Those who did not survive that winter in Leningrad will never know the true meaning of hunger. I heard tell of people taking the most desperate measures to sustain themselves. Some ate soap and linseed oil, while artists consumed their paints.


  I never saw a pet in all the time I was inside the blockaded area. Dogs and cats had long since disappeared, culled for their precious flesh, consumed in clandestine feasts. Starvation was claiming more people a day than the German bombardments. Convalescent hospitals known as statsionar were opened to treat the starving who suffered from muscular dystrophy.


  Even with my extra rations, by the end of February my once-snug uniform was more like a khaki sack hanging from my body. With each passing week I could see another of my ribs jutting out. But I rarely took my clothes off anymore, preferring to keep them on and stay warm.


  I counted myself fortunate not to be sent directly to one of the front line positions outside the city. I supposed my father's position within the Party back in Moscow had no small role in keeping me within the city. Life was no safer there than at the front lines, but it was certainly that little bit more comfortable.


  I was assigned to be kommisar for a handful of local air defence units, known as the Mestnaia Protivo-Vozdushnaia Oborona, or MPVO for short. With all able-bodied men already in the Red Army or a people's militia unit, defending the city from German aerial attacks was the job of local women. They fought proudly and needed little encouragement from me. The biggest struggle was keeping them awake through the night. Most of the women in the MPVO worked fourteen or fifteen hour shifts in a factory before reporting for duty with their anti-aircraft unit. But they knew all too well it was a life or death struggle, where every plane that got through cost lives. My morale boosting skills were of little use to them.


  While working with the MPVO units I was billeted at the home of a local Party official, Boris Romandonovsky. The tiny rooms stank of boiled cabbage and despair, but at least they smelled of something compared with the antiseptic cold outside. Boris tried to insist that I take his bed while he and his wife slept round the burzhuiki stove in the larger room of their dark, dingy apartment, but I refused to steal away one of the few comforts left to them.


  All of the windows in the apartment had long since been blown out by nearby explosions, and shutters made of precious wood were secured across the gaping holes. It was safer this way, Boris told me, pointing out how flying glass had wounded the upholstery of their few pieces of padded furniture. But he did admit finding it harder now to read his copy of Leningradskaia Pravda in the darkness. Somehow the city's daily newspaper kept going, having only missed one edition since the siege began, when the last hydroelectric power station closed.


  Boris and his wife Raisa thought themselves fortunate since none of their children were still left in the city, having used Party connections to get their young daughters out in an airlift the previous autumn. To repay their hospitality, I used to take home part of my rations for them, such as the "soldier's sandwich": a smear of fat spread across a slice of black bread. In return Raisa insisted I drink some of the pine needle broth she made to ward off scurvy, while her husband gave me first choice from the triangles of bread sprinkled sparingly with sugar crystals, a delicacy citizens jokingly called "blockade pastries". But most days we survived on kasha: a porridge made of grain, closer to soup than cereal.


  On the first day of March, Boris suggested I accompany him to a special event being staged for important Party members within the blockade. "It is a celebration of our triumph over adversity," he said, nervous hands clasping the fur-lined flaps of his ushanka hat. "The students of our finest ballet school will be dancing tonight. You must come, Kommisar Zunetov, it is an important event!"


  I tried to tell Boris I had no interest in the ballet and less in watching some unfortunate children performing like trained seals for Party officials, but he kept insisting. When I refused to accompany him, he started crying and fled the tiny apartment. I asked Raisa for the reasons behind his outburst.


  "If you do not attend, it will be taken as a personal slight to the head of provisions for the entire Leningrad front. He is patron of the ballet school and wishes to be recognised as such." She too was close to tears by this point. "If you do not attend, this man will lose face and he will blame Boris..."


  I shook my head, unable to comprehend what kind of madness put the lives of good, decent citizens in jeopardy because I refused to attend a ballet recital in the middle of a war zone. Boris and Raisa had been so good to me, I could not contemplate them suffering on my behalf. I found Boris weeping on the staircase outside and told him I had changed my mind. That set him off again, but now his tears were those of gratitude. I made a vow to write to my father and tell him of this insanity. But I never kept that vow.


  



  That night I accompanied Boris to the auditorium where the entertainment was to take place. The grand building had sustained much damage on the outside, but its interior was remarkably intact. Row upon row of seats stood empty, for there was no public audience to come and see the event. Only the first two rows were occupied with the round-faced members from the Upravlenie Po Delam Iskusstv Arts Council and Party representatives congratulating themselves on surviving another day inside the blockade. Each of them stank of body odour, poorly masked by talcum powder and expensive eau de toilette. Boris escorted me to a vacant seat, carefully making sure my presence was duly noted by a corpulent man incongruously clad in full evening dress. I noticed that this was the first overweight person I had seen since arriving in Leningrad. Looking at the other guests, I realised he was merely the fattest among the many well-fed officials attending the performance. Each of them had a fur coat draped across their lap like a blanket and they took frequent sips from exquisitely engraved hip flasks. The sight of such largesse in a city where most people were starving to death sickened me.


  Once I was seated, a signal was given and the curtains covering the stage were drawn aside. A polite ripple of applause passed through the audience as an obese woman waddled out on stage, wearing what looked like a new and extremely expensive full-length dress of crimson velvet with golden braiding. Her crudely dyed red hair was piled atop her head and kept in place with a selection of pearl-tipped silver pins, while her rotund face was grotesquely made up with rouge and mascara. Several chins wobbled obscenely beneath her tiny, cruel mouth, while her lips glistened a bright red beneath the stage lights.


  "Good evening and welcome to this first performance of the new season," she announced grandly, soliciting more applause from the sycophantic audience. "Tonight you shall savour the finest ballet my beautiful students can deliver. Every step they dance will be a testament to the efforts of you all to save this glorious city from the deprivations of the Nazi invaders. Now, let the dancing begin!" She bowed low to the audience, displaying far too much dÈcolletage, then waddled back into the wings, accompanied by further rapturous applause.


  What followed next was unspeakable. A selection of anorexic children attempted to dance for us, performing weak imitations of ballet classics, every movement underscoring their exhaustion and malnutrition. Even from my seat at the side of the theatre I could see the blue spots of scurvy on each girl's legs, while their bodies were more like pale sacks filled with bones. Most pathetic of all was the sole male dancer, who had to be supported as he tried to glide across the stage, held upright by one of the ballerinas. Each sequence was accompanied by music from a record played on a gramophone at the side of the stage by the obese hostess. She made great play of her efforts to turn the handle and kept the records turning, urging her students on to greater heights. After the first few dances I could not bring myself to watch, preferring to cover my eyes than bear witness to this outrageous exhibition.


  The audience endured forty minutes of this so-called entertainment before the curtains were drawn once more and I found myself joining in the applause - not because I wanted to thank the torturer who had made the children dance for us, but for the bravery of the students themselves. To my amazement, the hostess came out and mingled with the audience, telling them she had a particular treat in store for the second half. I struggled to stop myself from shouting out in protest. Surely this callous sow could not imagine her students would be able to do any more? But she was too busy accepting the fawning congratulations of the arts council members. The bloated woman brushed away a tear of gratitude while loudly telling us all how much she loved and adored the children, and how it was only her efforts that had kept them from starvation during this past winter.


  When I thought I could take no more of this display, a bell was sounded and the audience returned to their seats. I remained at one side, ready to walk out if this madness went on for much longer. The second act opened with a pathetic parody of Swan Lake, the single male dancer trying and failing to fulfil his role. When it finally became too much for him, the lad staggered offstage and the sound of pitiful retching could be heard over the scratchy music emitted by the gramophone. Unable to stand by doing nothing any longer, I went backstage and found the boy collapsed in the wings, a puddle of blood-streaked grey vomit beside him on the floor. When I picked the lad up and carried him out on stage, so the audience members could see the price of their entertainment, his body was hardly any weight in my arms.


  The hostess raced over to me, her face flushed red. "What are you doing to my poor soloist?" she demanded.


  "You did this," I snarled. "Look at him! He is dying of hunger and you make him dance for our pleasure! What kind of sadist are you?" The audience gasped at my words but I did not care, spitting a mouthful of obscenities at this vile creature and her mockery of concern. The boy in my arms went into spasm his body twitching uncontrollably while his face twisted in a deathlike rictus of agonised pain. I crouched down and laid the boy on the centre of the stage, trying to sooth his spasms away. "See what you've done?"


  Several of the ballet students ran out and tended to the boy while I shifted my attention back to the woman responsible, calling her every curse word I could remember. I sensed members of the audience moving to pull us apart, but they were too slow to stop what happened next. The hostess staggered back a step at my verbal onslaught, then slapped weakly at my face. Unable to control my fury, I lashed out at her, my fist sending her spinning on the stage on which she had forced the children to dance.


  Powerful arms dragged me away from the sobbing woman, while members of the audience shouted for my head. I was wrenched down from the stage into the audience area, where several well-aimed kicks struck me in the chest and groin. A thunderous voice stopped the punishment and my attackers parted to let the corpulent man in evening dress approach me. He glared down, his face quivering with rage, fists clenching and unclenching.


  "How dare you! Your father may be an important man in Moscow, but that will not save you! I will see you executed for this, you crazed svolotch!" He lashed out with his immaculately polished shoe, kicking me full in the face.


  I rolled over on to my back, blood gushing from my broken nose. A familiar face appeared overhead, looking mournfully at me. It was Boris, his eyes aghast. "Kommisar Zunetov, what have you done? Don't you know who that woman is?"


  I shook my head.


  He whispered the answer to me. "She is Lidiia Semenovna Tager, the wife of the head of provisions for the entire Leningrad front!"


  "I'm sorry," I whispered.


  "You should tell her that, if they will let you."


  "No, Boris, I'm apologising to you. I will not suffer alone for what I've done."


  



  Two days later I was marched into a snow-filled courtyard, my hands secured behind my back with a leather belt, my face blotched with blue and purple bruises from the beatings I had received as part of my punishment. My heart sank at the sight of Boris and Raisa already waiting for me in that pitiless square. The couple were bound and gagged, their faces betraying utter terror. Raisa's clothes were torn and tattered, mute evidence of indignities and violations inflicted upon her elsewhere, while her husband looked like a broken man, all resistance already crushed out of him by our captors. Boris and his wife resembled empty husks, waiting to be swept away by the winds of fate.


  I was shoved across the courtyard to join the couple against the far wall. I tried to whisper an apology, but they gave no sign of hearing my words. A gag was shoved into my mouth and secured behind my head. When I attempted to resist, the butt of a rifle was cracked across my face, splitting the skin open across one cheek. Blood ran red down my face, briefly warming the skin. A firing squad formed on the opposite side of the courtyard, each man armed with a Moisin carbine rifle. I shook my head at them, trying to plead for the lives of Boris and Raisa, but nobody paid any attention to my grunts of protest. The firing squad members checked that their weapons were loaded and ready, but once that task was completed the half dozen men stood and waited with bored expressions on their faces.


  What a stupid way to die, I thought. I never expected to survive the Great Patriotic War, but to be executed for punching a fat ballet teacher - it would have been comical if not for the fact I had condemned two other people to die with me. I looked towards the sky, trying to savour what I thought would be the last thing I ever saw. Instead, my attention was caught by a pair of wooden shutters set high into the wall above the firing squad. The shutters were pushed open from inside to reveal an audience of two for our execution: the head of provisions and his bloated, self-important wife. They glared down at us, the woman sporting a black eye from my blow. At least I had left her something to remember me by, I decided bleakly. Her husband cleared his throat and the firing squad raised their rifles, took careful aim, and fired.


  Boris and Raisa were thrown back against the wall, and then they slumped to the snow-covered ground, their bodies twitching and jerking. Boris stopped moving after a few seconds but Raisa did not die so quickly. One of the soldiers stepped closer and finished her off with another shot. I was left unhurt and unharmed, unable to comprehend what had happened. I glared up at the obese pair who had watched this grisly spectacle, my eyes asking the question the gag in my mouth prevented me from speaking out loud.


  "While your father remains in a position of power, I cannot risk having you executed by firing squad," the head of provisions said sourly. "Instead you will be stripped of position within the Party and all the privileges that it brings. You have been reassigned to the front line, where you will join the penal company with the highest mortality rate inside the blockade. I doubt you will survive more than a day with Captain Alexandr Brodsky's shtrafroty."


  I looked at the bodies on either side of me, my eyes drawn to the blood already freezing in the snow beneath them. Tager noticed my discomfit.


  "Since my wife could not have the pleasure of seeing you executed for your attack upon her, I suggested she think of another way to punish you. I must confess that her solution was quite ingenious. Don't you agree?"


  I tried to howl a protest but the gag in my mouth reduced my words to the grunts and sobs of a wounded animal. Tager gestured to the soldier who had finished off Raisa. He smashed the butt of his rifle into my face, sending me sprawling backwards. My skull crashed into cold stone and darkness claimed me.


  



  When I came to, my kommisar uniform had been taken and replaced with a gymnastiorka shirt and matching trousers. My precious valenki were gone, too, the warm felt footwear substituted for a pair of battered, black leather boots. Even my portyanki had been confiscated, the narrow strips of linen stripped away from my feet, leaving nothing to keep my toes safe from frostbite. I had no cap, no weapon and no insignia. I was now less than nothing, the lowest form of life in the Red Army. But the greatest loss was my spectacles. Being long-sighted, I could still see my surroundings, but reading was denied to me until I got a pair of replacement glasses. The chances of finding anything that resembled my prescription were slight indeed. My punishment was complete.


  The firing squad watched as I tried to dig graves for Boris and Raisa in the frozen ground, the blunt shovel bouncing off the rock-hard earth. Eventually satisfied with my abject failure, the soldiers forced me to drag the bodies outside into the snow, my gloveless hands numbed by the cold, my body shivering uncontrollably. Finally, I was ordered to make my own way to the last known position of Captain Brodsky's shtrafroty.


  "Follow the Neva River south-east to Porogi. That's thirty kilometres from here. If you have not arrived by this time tomorrow, you will be found guilty of desertion and shot on sight," one of the soldiers told me. "We'll follow you to the edge of Leningrad, to make sure you don't try to hide here in the city. Move!"


  So my journey began, stumbling and shuffling through the bomb-blasted streets of the frozen city, the firing squad laughing every time I fell over. I had not eaten for two days, my head was pounding from the beatings it had taken, and a terrifying numbness was creeping up my legs, but somehow I kept going. I didn't want to give my escort the pleasure of seeing me fail, knowing that news would be passed on to Tager and his wife. As dusk approached I reached the south-eastern edge of the city and the soldiers turned back, satisfied they had done their duty. My fate was in my own hands now.


  I staggered on into the darkness that night, determined to reach my new posting, determined to disappoint those who wished to see me dead. I could not save Boris and Raisa, but I could stay alive and frustrate those who would gloat at my demise. Once I was clear of the city I ceased to be in any danger from German aircraft or artillery bombardment. The cold was my enemy now, the sub-zero temperatures and biting wind quickly freezing any tears of self-pity that tried to escape my eyes. I think it was sheer bloody-mindedness that kept me going, aided by a full moon that shone overhead all night long. On and on I shuffled, refusing to give in, hugging my arms around me and stamping my feet to fight off frostbite.


  By the time dawn lightened the horizon I was quite lost, my head spinning from exhaustion and hunger, and I was hardly able to stay on my feet. Any sense of direction had been left behind in the night. I thought I could see the ruins of a village behind me, but was unable to understand why it was there while the frozen river was still ahead of me. Was there another settlement between Leningrad and Porogi? Had I somehow wandered through Porogi in the night without realising it? I no longer had any reason left to solve this conundrum; all my failing energy was concentrated on keeping going and staying awake, staying alive.


  "What is that dubiina doing?" The words floated to me across the ice, but I could not tell from where they had come. I spun round and lost my footing, falling heavily. In my dazed state I had wandered on to the frozen river and was now trapped in the no-man's-land between our front line and that of the Germans. I had reached my destination, but walked past it in the darkness.


  "Looks like another suicide," I heard a different voice whisper. They were speaking in Russian, so I knew the men had to be from my side.


  "Bring him back," the first voice replied.


  "But captain-"


  "You heard me! We have standing orders - no suicides and no desertions. Get your men out there and bring him back."


  "Yes, captain," the second man spat.


  I waited on the ice, unable to move. Even if I had wanted to crawl to safety, my legs were so numbed by the cold seeping into my body I doubted that I could have gone more than a few metres unaided. As dawn turned the sky overhead a pale, eggshell blue, I saw two men crawling out onto the ice towards me. There was something familiar about both of them, but I was beyond caring where I had seen them before.


  They reached me after a few minutes, an occasional shot fired from the German side of the frozen river zinging above their heads. "I know him," one of the men said after examining my bruised, bloody features. "He was on the Doroga Zhizni. He was the one who saw Constanta. What's he doing here?"


  "Dying, if we don't get him back to our lines," the other man said gruffly, his blue eyes glinting coldly. "Can you move?" he demanded of me.


  I shook my head, unable to speak by this time, not daring to part my lips in case the skin ripped completely off my mouth.


  "Chort tzdbya beeree!" he snarled. "We'll have to drag him back. Stand up and we'll be picking German lead out our asses all the way to hell. Come on!"


  Together the two men pulled me towards the Red Army's side of the Neva, never raising their heads more than a few centimetres above the ice. It took them long, agonising minutes to drag me to cover, a last volley of German fire slicing the air above our heads as we reached safety. The soldier who had recognised me produced a hip flask and forced it inside my mouth, emptying a few drops of searing liquid down my throat. I coughed and choked as the fiery concoction burned a path to my stomach, but it also revived me from my frozen stupor.


  "Bojemoi," I gasped. "What is that?"


  "Antifreeze. Drink enough and you'll go blind - if you're lucky!"


  My saviours took off their shapka-ushanka caps and unwound the tightly wrapped woollen scarves hiding their features. Once their faces were visible, I recognised them as the penal company soldiers I had encountered while crossing Lake Ladoga in January. The smiling man who had fed me antifreeze was Yuri Antonov, still sporting a bushy blond beard and with the same gleaming, cheerful eyes. The other man was Grigori Eisenstein, his expression as sour as before. What was it the officer had told me about Eisenstein? He was the longest serving member of the shtrafroty inside the blockade.


  It was Eisenstein who began interrogating me. "What were you doing on the ice, trying to get yourself killed? There are easier ways to die without you taking us stupidly with you, you fool!"


  I shook my head. "I was sent to join a penal company stationed at Porogi."


  "We hardly require a kommisar to look after our morale," Antonov laughed.


  "I'm not a kommisar any longer," I replied, tapping my fingers weakly against the gaps on my uniform where the insignia of rank should be displayed. "I'm one of you now."


  Eisenstein spat on the ground beside me. "Just what we need, another idiot to get us all killed.'


  Another figure appeared behind them, wrapped inside the long coat of an officer. "Well, what's his story?" he asked tersely.


  "We've got a new recruit," Antonov announced cheerfully.


  The officer peeled a scarf away from his face to get a better look at me. "What's your name, convict?"


  "Zunetov. Victor Zunetov." A thought occurred to me, seeping through the fog shrouding my mind. "Are you Captain Alexandr Brodsky?"


  "Yes. How did you know my name?" the officer demanded.


  "I've been assigned to your company."


  The captain cursed, then jabbed an elbow into Eisenstein's ribs. "Do you know who this young fool's father is?"


  Eisenstein stared hard at me, taking in my features, looking past the bruises and broken nose for a family resemblance. His eyes widened with recognition and he muttered a profanity beneath his breath.


  "Exactly," Brodsky said. "If this whelp dies with us, you can guarantee his father will want retribution. Your families will pay the price for that, and so will mine." The captain pointed at me with his black, gloved hand. "I'll get this fool transferred somewhere else; anywhere else but here with us. In the meantime, you have to keep him in one piece. I don't care what it takes or how many of you die saving him, but from this day onwards your most important task is making sure Victor Zunetov stays alive!"


  Chapter Three


  



  I spent the rest of that week in a blur, recovering from my ordeal. I later learned that Brodsky made other members of the shtrafroty give up part of their rations for me, so I could be nursed back to health. He even let me sleep on the floor in his quarters for three nights, until I was beginning to show signs of recovery. After that I was thrown outside with the others. None of them were pleased to see me or were particularly happy about the special treatment I had received. I spent my time conserving energy, concentrating on getting better while observing how the rest of the penal company interacted with each other. I had become intrigued by the study of anthropology while at university in Berlin. The group dynamics within the shtrafroty would have kept my former professors fascinated for years on end.


  Brodsky himself was a vainglorious creature, with sandy brown hair and a carefully cultivated moustache. The captain did nothing to hide how much he despised those under his charge, plainly believing such a command was beneath him. Whenever Brodsky sent the shtrafroty out on one of its numerous missions, he never went along, deferring combat leadership responsibility to Eisenstein. There was no love lost between the two men, but the captain seemed to recognise the value of Eisenstein's extensive experience on the battlefield.


  By comparison with Brodsky, Eisenstein remained something of an enigma to me during my first days with the penal company. At a guess at his age I would have said he was in his late twenties, but he looked older due to a receding hairline and his permanently squinting features. The only person Eisenstein ever displayed any affection towards was the mountainous Yuri Antonov, sometimes smiling at one of the big, bearded blond man's crude jests. Antonov was the joker of the pack, always laughing and smiling, rarely taking offence at whatever anyone else said. He appeared slow to anger, refusing to rise to the bait when one of the others tried to goad him. Antonov would simply laugh at them with a deep boom of amusement so low it must have begun in his boots.


  The only other member of the shtrafroty around camp that week was Vladimir Strelnikov, a pinch-faced creature in his twenties with an unhealthy appetite for seeing the pain and suffering of others. His greasy black hair was slicked back close to the scalp and he sported a wispy moustache above his thin, moist lips. He introduced himself by offering to amputate my frostbitten feet if they turned gangrenous, before showing me his collection of severed tongues, cut from the mouths of all the German soldiers he had tortured. Strelnikov sneered when I expressed revulsion.


  "Those fascist gaduka deserved what they got, each and every one of them."


  Antonov warned me not to listen to Strelnikov. "If he had his way, Vladimir would murder every man he met and rape all the women. Isn't that right, Strelnikov?"


  "Whores, they're all whores," Strelnikov agreed eagerly.


  "Is that why he's in the penal company?" I asked Antonov.


  For once Antonov's perpetually cheerful demeanour darkened. "Never ask that question, my friend," he said, a stern warning in his words. "If any of us is to trust each other, better you do not know what we did to become part of the shtrafroty. Otherwise you might think twice before saving the lives of your brothers in arms, and once that happens, we are all lost. Understand?"


  I nodded at the wisdom of that, but the thought of what my comrades had done to join this company of the cursed nagged at the back of my mind. "How many of us are there?" I asked instead.


  "At full strength we should be nine," Antonov said, taking a seat beside me. We were still stationed close to the ruins of Porogi, taking shelter in what was left of an abandoned boathouse by the frozen Neva River. Brodsky had reluctantly given permission to light a fire and I was using its warmth to bring my purple and black toes back to life. Antonov stared into the flames, a curious smile playing about his lips.


  "We lost Plotnikov defending the Doroga Zhizni in January, and our radio operator Kamarov died a week later when Brodsky sent us behind enemy lines at Shlissel'burg. With you here we are eight, if you include the captain."


  "Eight? Where are the others?"


  "You'll meet them soon enough. They've gone to scout the way north to our next posting."


  "Where are we going?"


  "Back to Lake Ladoga," Strelnikov interjected. "Back to the Doroga Zhizni."


  



  Two days later we set off for the Road of Life, skirting the Neva's northern edge as the frozen river made its way towards Lake Ladoga. The journey was an arduous march across barren ground, and we kept low to avoid German snipers stationed along the enemy's front line.


  Eisenstein led the way, Antonov close behind him. The two of them paused every few kilometres, consulting a crudely drawn map and checking it against the few landmarks visible on the horizon. The captain had remained behind at Porogi, happy for his charges to make their own way along the outskirts of the blockade without him. Strelnikov was supposed to be bringing up the rear, but decided that I should fulfil that function to prove my worth. Eisenstein and Antonov made no attempt to intervene, so I reluctantly agreed.


  Before leaving Porogi, I had secured sufficient extra clothing to keep me from freezing to death on the journey north-east. Stripping garments from the corpses of other soldiers was a grisly task, but better that than losing the use of my toes. I was most grateful to the unfortunate soul whose valenki I purloined, even though they were two sizes too small. I also acquired a weapon once more, wrenching a PPSh submachine gun from the stiff fingers of another dead comrade. Antonov spent the night before we departed teaching me how to strip, rebuild and care for my new best friend.


  "Anything that keeps you alive in this frozen hell is better than any woman you ever had," he confided. "Look after your weapon and it will look after you."


  It was nearly dusk when we reached an abandoned railway line that marked the way to Shlissel'burg. Eisenstein and Antonov paused on the far side of the tracks, studying something on the ground. The two men smiled as they looked back at Strelnikov and me, then ran off into the gathering darkness. Strelnikov sprinted forward to see what the pair had spotted, then followed their example. I hurried across the tracks, searching the ground for whatever had caused the others to flee.


  A word had been formed from black stones in the freshly fallen snow: tselka.


  "Virgin?" I wondered out loud. "What does that signify? Who's the virgin?"


  I felt a cold circle of metal being pressed against the back of my neck.


  "You are," a gruff voice whispered in my right ear. I spun round, already raising my PPSh, to fire but the submachine gun was smashed from my grasp by two powerful hands. Three men in white coveralls were aiming rifles at me. Behind them I could see empty spaces in the snow where the trio had been lying in wait. I had hurried right past them, not noticing their presence in the twilight.


  "You're dead." The man on the left of the trio had spoken, his wild eyes glaring at me, a four-day growth of black whiskers peppering his cheeks and chin. A grimace spread across his features as he lowered his weapon. "Do that behind enemy lines and you'll get us all killed!"


  The figure in the centre of the threesome pushed back the white hood of his winter camouflage suit to reveal a painfully thin face, dark hair and callow features. He could be no more than eighteen, I decided. Whom had he angered to get such a hellish posting? I pushed aside the question to accept a handshake offered by the young soldier. He smiled broadly before flipping me through the air and over his back. I landed with a heavy thud in the snow, accompanied by the laughter of my attacker.


  "You're not among friends here, tselka. You're among hardened criminals - best you try to remember that!"


  The last of the trio said nothing, merely shouldered his weapon and glared at me with disapproval. I slowly, painfully, got back to my feet as the others emerged from the shadows to effect introductions. The silent, brooding figure was called Uralsky, while his younger colleague was Borodin ("Call me Nikolai," he said soon after, apologising for the acrobatic welcome. "Don't worry, Eisenstein did the same thing to me when I joined the shtrafroty"). The crazy-eyed man with the grimace was Yatsko. Once I knew their names, our journey continued, and we soon reached the edge of Lake Ladoga. As we strode briskly on to the ice, Yatsko whispered a terse report to Eisenstein. I kept as close to them as possible, catching most of what passed between the pair.


  "Next patrol should reach this side by dawn. If the fascists follow their usual pattern, we can expect an attack at least two hours before sunrise."


  Eisenstein nodded. "If Constanta or one of his acolytes is involved, they'll want time to get back to their bunker in Shlissel'burg."


  "The last convoy was reportedly attacked by a pack of wolves. Several drivers had their throats torn out, others said they saw the wolves stopping to lap up blood spilled on the ice."


  "Good."


  I could hold my tongue no longer. "Good? What the hell are you saying? Wolves don't attack armed convoys, and they don't drink blood!"


  Eisenstein scowled at me. "If you want to survive this night, you'll keep silent and do what you're told, tselka."


  "Stop calling me that, I'm not a virgin," I protested.


  "Maybe not in the bedroom, but on the battlefield you are," Yatsko sneered. "When was the last time you killed a man?"


  I had to admit I had never taken a human life.


  "With any luck you won't take one tonight either," Eisenstein said. "We're hunting something far more dangerous."


  Before I could speak again, Eisenstein clapped a hand over my mouth while looking up into the dark sky. The sound of flapping wings was clearly audible above the vast lake of ice.


  Antonov hurried to join Eisenstein and Yatsko. "Did you hear that?"


  Eisenstein nodded. "Let's go!"


  



  We saw a fireball rising from the remnants of the convoy long before we saw the convoy itself. The flames curled upwards into the air, bathing the surrounding chaos with light. A dozen German bombers were caught in the glare cast by the explosion, their silhouettes appearing fleetingly like crucifixes on the clouds above them. Then the planes were flying over us, returning to their base south of the lake. Eisenstein hissed at the others to quicken their pace. I found myself sprinting to keep up with them as we ran towards the source of the flames.


  It was another ten minutes before we reached what was left of the convoy, and by then my legs were close to giving way. I had not exerted myself to such an extent for months and our meagre rations had left me ill-prepared for such an effort. I sank to the ice, gasping for breath while the others ran from vehicle to vehicle, surveying the damage. A third of the convoy had been destroyed outright, the Germans deliberately targeting vehicles at the front and rear of the column to cut off any easy escape route for the other trucks. Of those vehicles still intact, most had sustained some damage from the aerial bombardment. The survivors were relieved somebody had appeared to guide them to safety, but were dismayed to learn their saviours were members of a penal company. I must have looked much the same when Eisenstein and his men saved me back in January, I realised.


  By the time I had recovered enough to stand, Antonov was acting as peacemaker between Eisenstein and the convoy's commander, a self-important major who imperiously identified himself as Sergei Yevgraf Tretyakov. The major was eager to get all the survivors moving again, thinking they would be safer once they had reached Osinovets. Besides, the German bombers had done their worst and returned to base; what more could the convoy have to fear?


  Eisenstein snorted derisively at Tretyakov. "You have no idea who or what you are dealing with, major. If you want to stay alive, you will listen to us."


  Tretyakov responded by pointing out his rank and saying he did not need the advice of a convicted criminal to reach the other side of a frozen lake. He was about to continue his diatribe when the flapping sound we had heard earlier returned, silencing the officious officer. This time it was not as if a single creature flew overhead, but sounded like at least a dozen. They were circling above us, crying out to each other in high-pitched squeaks almost beyond human hearing.


  "They'll attack any minute now," Eisenstein growled. "Yatsko, Yuri, Uralsky - get all the survivors into a circle, armed and ready to fire. Strelnikov, take Borodin and make torches from the burning wreckage." He noticed me standing to one side, still trying to see what was circling in the darkness overhead. "Tselka, you'd better stay close to me."


  "My name is Zunetov," I protested.


  "Survive till dawn and you can call yourself Zunetov. Until then, you're about as much use as a virgin."


  Tretyakov aimed his pistol at Eisenstein's head. "I command you and your mutinous rabble to cease and desist all actions until I have given my orders!"


  Eisenstein rolled his eyes before looking at me. "Take care of this fool for me," he muttered, turning away from the major to watch the others' preparations.


  "How?" I asked.


  "Use your imagination," he urged. "You used to be a kommisar, didn't you? You must know how to placate a senior officer." I noticed Eisenstein's eyes shift to the butt of my PPSh.


  "You mean..."


  He nodded slowly, so I smashed my submachine gun against Tretyakov's head. The major fell to the ice, unconscious.


  Eisenstein nodded. "There might be hope for you yet, tselka."


  I was about to reply, but a sudden silence fell upon us, stopping the words in my throat. The flapping sound overhead was gone. Eisenstein ran towards the men Yatsko and the others had gathered beside the burning convoy. There were perhaps forty soldiers in total, their faces stained with soot and blood and bewilderment at what had befallen them, but the night was not yet over. I hurried after Eisenstein, leaving the major face down on the ice behind me. Whatever was coming for us, I wanted to be as close to Eisenstein as possible. He knew far more about our enemy than he was saying.


  



  We formed a semicircle in front of a burning truck; those nearest the vehicle standing, those in the middle crouched on one knee, and those furthest away lying on the frozen road. Most of the men had rifles, while a few had pistols. Those with submachine guns like me stayed standing with their backs to the truck, legs braced on the slippery surface underfoot.


  Borodin and Strelnikov had fashioned burning torches of cloth and wood soaked in petrol, positioning these beyond the perimeter of our semicircle. I checked that my PPSh was ready to fire and waited for a target, grateful to have a weapon whose use required no great skill. Without proper spectacles my aim would have been next to useless if armed with a rifle, but using a submachine gun required no such finesse.


  "Don't fire until you see their fangs," Antonov growled to those with guns.


  Fangs? Lenin's beard, what is he expecting to attack us, I wondered? Then I saw the creatures appear at the edge of the light, dark shapes moving back and forth like wraiths against the early morning gloom. It was a pack of wolves, their black and brown coats glistening wetly, tongues hanging hungrily from panting mouths. Despite the sub-zero temperature, I could not see their breath in the air. The wolves' eyes studied us as they padded back and forth, sniffing suspiciously, searching for an opening, an opportunity to attack.


  Tretyakov gave them that opening when he stirred on the ice, one hand clutching at where I had struck his head.


  "The major, he's still alive!" one of the drivers cried out. The wolves turned to look at Tretyakov, as if they, too, had heard what the driver had said. One of the animals made a noise and the others moved to surround the major. He cried out for help, plainly terrified by the encircling wolves. They licked their lips but none of them moved any closer.


  "We can't leave him to die out there," I said to Strelnikov, all too aware that I was the one who had knocked Tretyakov unconscious.


  "Better him than us," the sharp-faced felon replied.


  "Stand your ground," Eisenstein growled at the others, his voice full of authority. "If any one of us breaks formation, all of us are vulnerable."


  The single wolf that had stayed back from the major came closer to our semicircle, its head cocked to one side. There was an arrogance in its posture, in the way this animal moved, that reminded me of someone. I squinted to get a better look at the creature, trying to focus my defective eyesight upon it. Yes, seen in the right light, the wolf almost resembled the hauptmann I had encountered not far from here on the ice. But the very idea was ridiculous. I shook my head, deciding my eyes must be playing tricks on me.


  The leader of the wolf pack threw back its head and howled at the sky. Taking this as a command, the other animals threw themselves at the major, ripping and gnawing at his hands and arms and face. Tretyakov screamed and pleaded for his life, but the wolves ignored his cries for mercy. One of them closed its jaws round his neck and ripped his throat open, blood spurting into the air like a fine pink aerosol. After that there were no more cries for help, only the obscene sound of wild animals feasting on the dying man's remains, tearing apart his uniform to get at the flesh and blood inside. Several of the soldiers near me could not stop themselves from vomiting, the sight of their commander being eaten alive by wolves too much to stomach. I fought back the urge to retch myself, and there was a bitter metallic taste in my mouth.


  There was little left of Tretyakov when the wolves moved away from his remains and formed a semicircle around their leader, facing us.


  "They've had their appetiser," Strelnikov sniggered to himself. "Now it's time for the main course - us!"


  "Silence in the ranks," Antonov snarled. "Remember what I said. Nobody fires until you can see their fangs. When you shoot, aim for the head. These are no ordinary wolves, men. They will keep coming, even when they are wounded."


  I noticed Eisenstein reaching into the knapsack slung over his back. He pulled out the sickle I had seen him wielding when we first met. The blade was wickedly sharp, and its edge glinted silver in what light there was around us.


  "You wouldn't prefer a PPSh?" I asked, offering him mine.


  Eisenstein shook his head. "Not for these djavoli," he scowled. "When I kill these devils, I want to make sure they stay dead."


  The wolves began advancing on our position, edging forward into the light. Their leader gave a snarling bark and then the animals were racing towards us, moving with astonishing speed.


  "Front rank, fire!" Antonov bellowed.


  Those men lying on the icy road responded with a volley of shots. Most of these missed the charging animals, but a few were knocked backwards by the bullets. Still, the other wolves kept coming.


  "Middle rank, fire!"


  Another volley from our riflemen, and more of the creatures were sent backwards. But those wounded by the first round were now back on their paws and racing towards us once more.


  "Rear rank, fire!" Antonov commanded, pulling the trigger on his own PPSh and spraying the oncoming animals with bullets. I followed his example, concentrating my fire on the leader of the wolf pack as he charged ever closer.


  "Fire at will!" Antonov bellowed, straining to be heard above the cacophony of gunfire. Hundreds of bullets were being fired at the sprinting animals, each impact driving them back slightly, but only slowing their momentum.


  "They should be dead by now!" I cried out. "We're shooting them to pieces. They should be dead by now!"


  "You cannot kill these fiends with ordinary bullets," Strelnikov said grimly.


  Before I could find out what he meant, the wolves were upon us, leaping into the semicircle to attack the front two ranks of soldiers. Men went down screaming as the creatures savaged them, fangs biting through cloth and skin to wrench mouthfuls of flesh away. The smell of blood and cordite filled the air, as did cries of anguish and hungry growls of pleasure.


  In less than a minute half the men from the convoy were dead, torn apart by the wolves. Most of the others fled into the darkness, trying to escape across the ice. Antonov shouted for them to stop, to come back, but the terrified soldiers did not listen or did not want to hear him. Half the wolf pack went after those who broke and ran. The rest stayed behind to finish the job on us. I emptied my PPSh into the two creatures closest to me, but they took little notice, preferring to feast on one of the fallen drivers.


  Then something shiny flashed through the air and one of the wolves was lying on the ice, its head severed from its body. As I watched, the animal's corpse collapsed in upon itself, the body and head dissolving into nothing more than ashes.


  "Bojemoi," I gasped. "What kind of monsters are these?"


  Eisenstein showed me the edge of his sickle which he had used to decapitate the wolf. It had no blood smeared across the blade.


  "Inhuman is the right word," he snarled. "Always remember that." He shoved me to one side and swiped his sickle through the air, cleaving another wolf's head in two. The creature crumpled to the ice, having been about to attack me from behind.


  "Watch your back, tselka!"


  I nodded, pulling the empty ammunition drum from my PPSh and ramming another one into position.


  Around us the rest of the shtrafroty were fighting a pitched battle against seven of the wolves. Borodin and Yatsko had run out of ammunition, so they were using their weapons as clubs to beat back the animals from the remaining convoy survivors. Uralsky was slicing the air with a bayonet fixed to the end of his sniper's rifle, using the pointed tip to ward off another of the creatures. Strelnikov and Antonov were standing back-to-back, firing short bursts at two more wolves circling them warily.


  I noticed that one of the devils still held back from entering the fray, watching and waiting for its opportunity. It was the pack leader, a cunning and clever marshal for his canine contingent. I let loose a burst at him with my weapon, but he dodged around the bullets, his eyes seeming to sneer at me contemptuously, as if to ask whether that was the best I could do. I noticed his attention shift upwards from me, so I glanced over my shoulder to see what had caught his eye. As I turned my head, a wolf appeared from atop the burning truck, leaping directly at my face.


  Time slowed around me, moments lengthening into eternities as I stood, transfixed by the gaze of this malevolent monster. All the hairs around the wolf's mouth and snout were wet and crimson from the blood of slaughtered soldiers. Its lips were drawn back into a half-smile, half-snarl of anticipation, revealing a mouthful of pointed teeth with large fangs prominent below each nostril. This animal was about to rip my face off and there was nothing I could do. The wolf held me taut in its stare, and I was unable to escape my impending doom.


  Then I was sprawling sideways, tumbling towards the ice. As I fell I saw it was Eisenstein who had shoved me out of the way, but in doing so he had taken my place in the path of the wolf. Its mouth snapped shut around the collar of his uniform, ripping and tearing at the fabric as man and animal fell to the ground. Eisenstein's sickle had spilled from his grasp, so he punched upwards with both fists, smashing the wolf's snout away from his neck. This forced the ravenous creature back for a moment, but also gave it the leverage to rip apart his uniform at the neck. I saw something metallic glinting below Eisenstein's throat, nestled in the space between his collarbones. The wolf saw the same thing and its effect upon the animal was remarkable.


  The beast howled as if stabbed through the heart, tearing its eyes away from the small object it had uncovered. I glanced round and all the other wolves ceased their attacks, stricken by the anguished cry. Most of them fled across the ice, disappearing into the darkness beyond the slowly dying torches. The leader stayed where it was, fangs bared, growling like a cornered predator.


  I saw the discarded sickle lying beside it and grabbed the handle, swiping the metal crescent through the air towards the howling wolf on Eisenstein's chest. The tip stabbed the creature through its neck, puncturing its throat and emerging from the back of its skull. The wolf jerked its head round to glare at me before dissolving into a cloud of ash and dust. I coughed and spluttered, trying not to inhale the airborne remains. When I focussed, the leader of the wolf pack was gone. We were alone again, the sound of flapping fading into the distance.


  Eisenstein reached across and prised my fingers away from the handle of his sickle. "Well done, Zunetov. Perhaps there's hope for you yet."


  I nodded numbly, still unable to comprehend what had happened.


  Antonov appeared behind me and rested a comforting hand on my shoulder. "Don't try to think about it now. We still have work to do. There will be time to answer your questions later."


  



  Dawn reached us an hour later, the first shards of light colouring the frozen surface of Lake Ladoga a pale, delicate blue. When the sun crested the horizon, I was shocked to see what devastation the German bombers and a single pack of feral animals had wrought upon the convoy. A handful of trucks remained intact. Some of the others were immobile, but their precious cargoes could still be rescued. Yatsko and Borodin took charge of the few survivors from among the hundred men who had set out with the convoy, getting them to shift anything worth saving into the functioning vehicles.


  Away from the convoy, the ice was polluted with dozens of bloody, frozen corpses. Body parts littered the landscape, scrapes of flesh clinging to desolate bones, half-gnawed faces hanging from decapitated skulls. Of the wolf pack there was no sign. I had witnessed each animal being shot dozens of times but none of them had shed a drop of blood. Those that had been killed were just as invisible; a handful of ash that was soon blown away by sub-zero gusts of wind.


  Antonov helped Strelnikov and I gather the remains of the dead soldiers into a pile on the back of a disabled truck, while Uralsky kept watch on the horizon from a vantage point on top of the vehicle's cab. Eisenstein had disappeared before dawn without explaining to anyone where he was going or when he might return.


  Antonov helped me sling the last of the severed limbs into the back of the truck. "I don't understand," I admitted. "Why are we putting the bodies into a vehicle we know can't be moved? Surely it would make more sense to-"


  "We won't be burying these poor souls," he replied before I could finish. "This truck will be their funeral pyre."


  "We're burning them? Why?"


  "It is better this way," Strelnikov interjected, dragging a headless torso across to us. "Incinerating the bodies prevents the contagion from spreading."


  "Contagion? What are you talking about?"


  "I told you," Antonov said firmly. "Questions and answers come later." He produced a fuel can and started throwing its contents over the pile of body parts. "Help Strelnikov fetch the last of the corpses."


  I did as I was told, my mind still struggling to get to grips with everything I had witnessed: wolves that appeared impervious to bullets and turned to dust when you did find a way of killing them. The attack upon the convoy had been carefully coordinated and controlled, not by a human but by the leader of the wolf pack. Now I was being told to help destroy all evidence of the slaughter in a bid to stop some unspecified infection. And what was hidden beneath Eisenstein's shirt that had put such fear into those animals?


  My mind was so busy turning over these questions that I paid little attention to the grisly task we were carrying out. It was only when I reached the last corpse that the identity of that victim jolted me back to the present. I rolled the remains of the body over and gasped as the blood-spattered face of Major Tretyakov fixed me with its lifeless eyes. Strelnikov shuffled across the ice to see what had surprised me.


  "I killed him," I said, explaining what had happened.


  Strelnikov shook his head dismissively. "He never would have made it through the night. He thought we were fighting an ordinary war. He couldn't see the true face of our enemy. Few of the officers do, and those that suspect refuse to believe the truth. This bastard was dead the moment he set foot on the ice." A black cloud passed in front of the sun on the horizon, blocking much of the daylight for a few moments.


  Tretyakov's corpse coughed, making Strelnikov and me jump backwards in shock. A trickle of blood poured listlessly from the major's mouth, pooling on the ice beneath his head.


  "Help me," he whispered, the words leaking from his ravaged larynx. "Please, help me..."


  "He was dead!" I protested to Strelnikov. "I saw those wolves tear him apart. He shouldn't even be able to speak!"


  The pinch-faced convict nodded, one hand reaching for the entrenching tool hanging from a leather hook on his waist belt. "I know."


  Tretyakov raised a quivering hand, one finger pointing accusingly at me. "You did this to me... You left me... to die..."


  I stepped back, haunted by this ghastly parody of life and its words of blame. "I'm sorry. I didn't know what would happen. I couldn't know!"


  Strelnikov moved between the major and me, letting me see the edge of his tool, the sharpened blade glinting in the dull light. "We're here to help you," Strelnikov said loudly. "We can still get you to a field hospital if you want, major."


  "Yes, I would like that," Tretyakov replied, his voice becoming ever more sibilant and sinister. I peered over Strelnikov's shoulder and saw the major smiling, his lips drawing back to reveal two elongated fangs. "Come closer, and let me thank you for your concern, soldier..."


  "My pleasure," Strelnikov said, smirking to me. He spun round and stabbed the entrenching tool down through Tretyakov's neck, slicing the head free. It rolled away across the ice, an inhuman screech rending the air. On the horizon the black clouds parted and sunlight burst forth once more. The glare it created off the frozen lake's surface dazzled my eyes. When I could focus once more, the major was gone, his place taken by a pile of black ash on the white ice. A chill wind gusted past us, taking the ash with it, away towards Osinovets.


  



  Eisenstein returned at noon, at first a distant dot on the western horizon, but slowly getting larger as he came nearer. By then we had burned all the remains and were preparing to send the convoy survivors on their way. Eisenstein nodded his approval for all we had done, then sent the bulk of the trucks on to their final destination. Antonov had kept one back for our use. He volunteered to drive, with taciturn Uralsky and Eisenstein keeping him company. I climbed into the back of the vehicle, joining Strelnikov, Borodin and Yatsko among the three cattle carcasses we had requisitioned as payment for our intervention.


  "Isn't this stealing?" I asked, and the others laughed at my words.


  "Bojemoi, where did they find you?" Yatsko sneered. "A convent school?"


  "You're in a penal company," Strelnikov added. "You're one of the cursed now, nobody gives a damn about what happens to us or about what we do. We have to fend for ourselves, but Brodsky also lets us choose our own battles."


  "He couldn't give a shit whether we live or die," Borodin agreed.


  "No, he definitely wants us dead," Yatsko retorted. "Then he can get himself a proper command like his father and live up to the general's reputation."


  Strelnikov nodded bitterly. "Our beloved leader will gladly sacrifice us on the altar of his pathetic ambitions. Don't believe for a second he cares about anyone except himself. We're cannon fodder to him, nothing more, nothing less."


  The truck jerked sideways as it turned off the Doroga Zhizni and headed south-west, back towards our base in Porogi. I tilted my head towards Eisenstein sitting up front in the cab.


  "I thought he was in charge, the way he orders you around," I said.


  "Nobody is in charge of me," Yatsko said, his eyes ablaze with anger in the freezing cold. "I do what I want, when I want."


  Strelnikov grinned. "Ivan here has a problem with authority figures. That's how he ended up in the shtrafroty. He beat an officer half to death for ordering him to pick up something another man had dropped."


  "Shut your mouth," Yatsko warned.


  "Who's going to make me, you?"


  Yatsko launched himself at Strelnikov, clenching a fist round the smaller man's throat as if he was wringing the neck of a chicken.


  "You think you're so smart, with your sneering remarks. They should have cut your balls off when they had the chance, you podonok!" Yatsko reached his spare hand into his knapsack and pulled out a dagger, holding it in front of Strelnikov's terrified eyes. "What say I perform a little surgery of my own now, huh?"


  Borodin rapped his knuckles against the back of the cab. The truck slid to a halt on the ice and Eisenstein emerged from the front of the vehicle. "Yatsko, put your blade away. Until we're back at full strength, we need every man we can get, even vile serpents like Strelnikov.'


  Yatsko took a long, deep breath, then spat into his captive's face before moving back to where he had been sitting before. Coughing and gasping for breath, Strelnikov jumped down from the back of the truck. Eisenstein asked Uralsky to get out of the cab.


  "Knowing Strelnikov, he won't be able to resist goading Yatsko again before we get back. Better if he sits up front with me and stays alive, yes?"


  Still rubbing the red marks on his neck, Strelnikov climbed into the cab through the passenger door. As Eisenstein let him pass, I caught a glimpse of what was hidden inside the collar of his uniform. A thin silver chain was strung round his neck, with a small pendant suspended from the chain. It was a six-pointed symbol I had seen many times outside a synagogue near my family's home in Moscow. Eisenstein was wearing the Star of David round his neck, the emblem that symbolised the Jewish faith. He saw my eyes staring at the metal pendant as he pushed it back inside his uniform. Eisenstein grimaced, then got back inside the truck. I sensed his frustration at my discovery, knowing that eventually he would have an explanation to make, but not yet.


  The truck resumed its journey to the south-west, away from the Doroga Zhizni. With Uralsky in the back, all attempts at conversation died after a few sentences. He was taciturn to the point of being monosyllabic, his mere presence enough to murder small talk before it could get started. He stretched out in the winter sunshine, pilotka cap tipped forward over his face, his sniper's rifle hugged to his side like a lover.


  Within a few minutes Uralsky was gently snoring and I realised how exhausted I was. We had been on the move for more than twenty-four hours. My limited experience of this war had taught me one thing: to grab any opportunities for rest whenever they arose. The chances for sleep were few and far between. I followed Uralsky's example and closed my eyes. All the questions I was desperate to ask could wait.


  Chapter Four


  



  When I returned to Porogi with the shtrafroty, I expected to be taken into their confidence. Instead I found myself treated with greater suspicion than before, as if I had become more of an outsider, not less. I had fought alongside the others, and I had even saved Eisenstein from one of the wolves on Lake Ladoga, yet the penal company's members refused to trust me.


  We spent the rest of March constantly shifting from place to place along the blockade's front line south of Leningrad, never spending more than a night in the same location, as if searching for something or someone. Whenever I tried to get an answer from the other convicts, they were evasive or abusive. What wrong had I committed to be kept at arm's length like this? Had Eisenstein told the others to punish me for discovering his background? Whatever the reason, my isolation was as all-encompassing as the German siege. After three weeks I gave up asking, frustrated by the lack of trust shown to me. What did I have to do to earn respect from the shtrafroty?


  Brodsky regarded me with even more suspicion than the men under his command. After we returned from Lake Ladoga, I noticed Eisenstein taking the captain aside and whispering something to him. Both men stared at me, Brodsky with disbelief and then utter contempt. After that he frequently refused to acknowledge my existence. Even the usually cheerful Antonov fell silent whenever I got within earshot of him, his smile dissolving. I took to eating alone, sick of the glares and glances the others gave me as I gulped down my soup and kasha.


  As March became April, the vicious winter that had gripped Leningrad chose to relent. The ice and snow was beginning to thaw, even if the hostility from my comrades in the shtrafroty did not. We had engaged in more than a dozen missions since that fateful night on the ice, but they had been relatively mundane affairs, mostly scouting expeditions into no-man's-land to assess the German front line positions. With summer coming, a new assault from the enemy was widely expected, so one of the thankless tasks given to us was watching for any increase in troop numbers or movement near the front line. Rarely on these missions did we engage the enemy, the Germans remaining firmly entrenched in their winter positions.


  Our activities brought us into greater contact with other Red Army units, some of whom would grudgingly share their rations and resources with us. The officers, as always, considered us beneath contempt, but word had spread among the riflemen about the exploits of our company of the cursed. The shtrafroty might be the scum of the earth, but we had saved their fellow soldiers and that earned us some respect amongst the rank and file.


  These units brought rumours about the Germans unleashing a new weapon of terror against Leningrad, a deadly force that only attacked after dark. It was said few ever survived such an attack and fewer still were willing to speak of what they had seen, unless, of course, their tongues were loosened by vodka, the eternal currency of Mother Russia.


  I had liberated a small hip flask of the precious alcohol from a dead soldier. One night I shared some of the crudely made liquor with Vasily and Nina, two ruddy-cheeked recruits freshly arrived at the front line. They had spent most of the winter within the city as sentries inside the headquarters of the people's militia, the Leningradskoi Armii Narodnogo Opolchaniia.


  Nina was a stern-faced woman who kept her brown hair pulled back in a bun on the back of her head. She had volunteered to fight when the Great Patriotic War began, but was only now getting to see some real action. Unlike our fascist invaders, the Red Army was more than willing to take female recruits into its ranks. Most served as medics, radio operators or in other useful roles, freeing more men for front line fighting. But as the blockade wore on, the presence of women in combat postings was becoming more frequent.


  Vasily did not share his partner's ambitions to see action, preferring his time at LANO headquarters. He drunk thirstily from my hip flask, as if drinking water. Nina later confided to me that it was Vasily's drinking that had gotten both of them sent south. The pair had gleaned fragments of information about the new terror from conversations they overheard as officials moved between meetings. From that, Nina and Vasily knew enough to be fearful of spending any time outside the city after dark.


  "Djavoli, that's what they call these creatures," Vasily slurred. "Fiends who attack under cover of night, leaving no trace behind, always taking their wounded when they retreat. Our best intelligence men were sent behind the fascist lines to find out more, but not one of them returned."


  Nina nodded. "The officers are almost relieved Lake Ladoga is melting, that means the Doroga Zhizni will shut down soon. At first it was a safe way of smuggling reinforcements and supplies through the blockade at night. Then this new unit began targeting the convoys, sending bombers to stop the trucks before attacking them from the darkness. Once the ice has broken up, we'll be able to use boats on the lake. Our anti-aircraft units are winning the battle for the skies, so it should be safe to evacuate citizens across the lake in daylight. I heard tell only one in six German planes is getting past the women in the MPVO now."


  I could not help smiling at the memory of my time as kommisar for the city's air defence squads. That felt like a lifetime away, when it was but a few months ago. I was gladdened to hear my former charges were doing well. I rescued the hip flask from Vasily before he emptied it.


  "Has nobody a clue about the identity of this new squad the Germans are sending against us?" I asked.


  Nina shrugged. "I saw an officer holding a patch torn from the uniform of one of these djavoli. The insignia wasn't from any German unit I recognised. From what the officers were saying, it probably came from a Rumanian officer." She described the markings on the patch of cloth: a bat with wings unfurled, its talons holding a swastika in a circle. Beneath that was a single triangle, something normally associated with mountain troops.


  My mind raced back to my encounter with the hauptmann in January. He had spoken in German, but with an accent I could not place at the time. Could it have been Rumanian? Yes, that would make sense, I decided. They had joined the Axis forces when Hitler launched Operation Barbarossa in June 1941. As a kommisar stationed in Moscow, I had been privy to information sent back from the front lines during the disastrous early days of our Great Patriotic War. For the most part Rumanian forces had been sighted bolstering Germany's Army Group South, but some mountain troop units had been seen in other areas.


  A fragment of memory from my first encounter with the shtrafroty now rose to the surface of my thoughts. Eisenstein talked about how some of the hauptmann's kind were being sent to help Army Group North, and how Leningrad's long winter nights made the blockade a perfect hunting ground. None of this could be a coincidence, I decided. I was beginning to see a pattern among the disparate pieces of this puzzle. Once the drunken Vasily had stumbled off to his bedroll, I persuaded Nina to retell what she knew to Eisenstein. He was reluctant at first, no doubt because of my presence, but he did listen to what she had to say.


  Afterwards Eisenstein summoned Antonov from guard duty to hear Nina repeat what she knew for a third time. When she had finished, Eisenstein thanked her with more animation than I had seen from him in a fortnight. Nina returned to her unit, while I stayed to confront my fellow convicts.


  I had been patient enough, I told them. Whatever wrong they thought I was guilty of, it could be no worse than whatever crimes we had all committed to get assigned to this company of the cursed. They knew more than they were telling me. If I was going to die helping their crusade, I deserved to know what I was dying for.


  "Perhaps I was wrong about you," Eisenstein grudgingly admitted once my tirade had run out of steam. "But I need time to think. Yuri, take Zunetov back out on patrol with you for the rest of the night."


  I tried to protest, but Eisenstein cut off my words with an angry glare. "Even if I told you the truth, that's no guarantee you'd believe it," he said. "I didn't believe it until I had seen the proof with my own eyes."


  Antonov led me away, one of his heavy hands resting on my left shoulder. "Don't worry about Grigori, he'll come round in time. You've been doing the right thing. It takes a long time to earn his trust and respect, Victor. But once you have them, you have them for life." I pointed out that that might be of little use, since we were all living on borrowed time. "Da, but we die hard in this shtrafroty. When you've nothing left to lose, you've little left to fear."


  



  We patrolled until dawn, constantly moving back and forth along the front line, our eyes searching for any sign of movement from the German positions. Our most recent relocation had moved us south-west to the outskirts of Kolpino, a settlement on the railway line between Leningrad and Moscow. As the first light of a new day appeared on the horizon, Antonov and I settled down in front of an abandoned church to watch the sun rise. I still had a little vodka left in my hip flask and shared that with my formidable comrade, hoping it might loosen his tongue.


  After a few sips he began to hum a low, haunting lament, reaching the end of it with a sad smile on his lips. Antonov noted me observing him.


  "My grandfather used to sing that as a lullaby on nights when I couldn't sleep. He was a fisherman, but before that he had been a merchant, travelling all over Eastern Europe selling his wares. Sometimes he told me tales of the things he had seen on his journeys stories to make your hair curl."


  I waited, but Antonov did not continue. He tried to return the hip flask to me, but I refused it, so he took another sip.


  "It will be summer soon. The days are getting longer, the nights shorter. The siege will take on a different character, but our true enemy still endures," Antonov murmured. "I do not fear dying - that comes to us all - but I want to rest easy in my grave. I think that is what scares me most about these monsters: that I might become like them." He smiled and handed back the hip flask. "You ask many questions, Victor Zunetov, but I notice you never talk much about yourself."


  I shrugged. "There isn't much to tell. My life before the war was ordinary, commonplace. I was born, I grew up, I was educated."


  "You studied in Berlin, your father is an important man in the Party, and you speak more than one language," Antonov replied. "Trust me, there is nothing ordinary about any of that. Before the war I had never been more than twenty kilometerss from my family's home. My father's opinion mattered to few people and I can hardly read one language, let alone talk in two. Each of us believes our lives are typical, but we are all different, all unique."


  "I know, but..." Words failed me for a few seconds. "I feel as though my life only began when I stepped onto the ice of Lake Ladoga in January. Everything before that seems so far away, like a dream or something I imagined. I became a soldier the night you and Eisenstein and the others rescued the convoy from Constanta. I became a man."


  Antonov roared with laughter at my comments.


  "I fail to see what is so amusing," I barked at him.


  "I'm sorry," he said. "But you reminded me of someone else then."


  "Who?"


  "Grigori. You two are more alike than either of you realise. He said much the same thing to me after killing his first vampyr. The scales had been lifted from his eyes..."


  "Exactly," I agreed. "It was a moment of pure revelation. I had lived all my life up until that night believing the supernatural was nothing more than folk tales and superstitious nonsense used to frighten small children. But to discover these monsters were real..."


  Antonov grinned. "Grigori was just the same. He claimed he had been reborn."


  "Yes, that's it. Suddenly the world looks new and more terrifying than you'd ever realised, and nothing will ever be the same again." I took a sip before passing the flask back to Antonov. "You call Eisenstein by his first name. Nobody else ever does, not even Brodsky."


  "I knew Grigori before he was condemned to the shtrafroty," Antonov replied, choosing his words slowly and deliberately. "He was not always as you have known him, so bitter and so angry. Once he was a fine officer, making a name for himself within the Red Army, despite his religious beliefs not matching the atheism required by certain sections of the Party."


  I admitted having seen the Star of David round Eisenstein's neck. "Is that why all of you have shut me out since then, because I discovered he's Jewish?"


  Antonov laughed. "Is that what you think?"


  I shrugged.


  "That night, while we dealt with the bodies of all those from the convoy who got killed on the ice, Grigori went ahead to report what had happened. When he mentioned your name, the officer at Osinovets told him what you did to be sentenced to the penal company. You're quite the legend in certain circles."


  I grimaced. "Punching a ballet teacher in the face - ridiculous, isn't it? How was I to know she was married to the head of provisions for the Leningrad front?"


  "Is that what happened?" Antonov laughed when I nodded. "We heard you slapped a ballet dancer as a pretext to get yourself posted to the penal company."


  "Lenin's beard, why would anyone do such a thing?"


  "Grigori was convinced you must be a plant, sent by the NKVD to find out what we know about Constanta and his kind. You used to be a kommisar, so it made a kind of sense; certainly more sense than being sent to a shtrafroty for slapping a ballet dancer."


  "But why should Brodsky react so badly to having someone spy on his men? The captain has treated me worse than the rest of you in the past three weeks, but he's made it plain he couldn't care less if any of us live or die."


  "Brodsky has his own demons. He believes you're here spying on him. His father was a war hero, but the family also has ties to the nobility. Mistrust of the aristocracy still runs deep among those who fought in the Revolution of 1917. That's one of the reasons why the captain is stuck with us, commanding the worst scum in the Red Army. He and Grigori have quite a history." Antonov tipped his head back to empty the last drops of vodka from my hip flask. "Sorry, I seem to have finished this."


  "It doesn't matter, I'm not much of a drinker."


  "My grandfather was too fond of his vodka. He would sip it after dark from a porcelain flask he acquired on his travels, in a mountain region of Rumania sometimes called Transylvania. My grandfather said the only time he was ever truly afraid was the night he spent in a town called Sighisoara. He would look at his flask and tell me about monsters he saw there: creatures that could change their shape, and would become bloodthirsty, savage monsters. He said these djavoli feasted on the blood of living humans. They needed it to sustain their existence. The local people used an old German word to describe these creatures: vampyr."


  I could not stop myself from laughing. "When I was a student in Berlin, I saw a silent film about such creatures. It was called Nosferatu. But vampyr are a myth, a legend."


  Antonov looked at me with sad eyes. "I wish they were," he muttered. "You've already seen them at least twice. When you see them for a third time, then perhaps you will believe."


  "You're saying the hauptmann who tried to bite me, he was a vampyr?"


  "Not just any vampyr. We believe it was Lord Constanta, leader of the Transylvanian vampyr troops. He and his disciples have been seen at many major conflicts during the Great Patriotic War. For all we know, the vampyr may be fighting in other parts of the war. But our battle with these fiends is here and now. Constanta and his kind have been unleashed upon the blockade, a weapon of terror to complement the fascists' war of attrition." Antonov sighed. "I have said too much and now Grigori will be angry with me, but you deserve to know the truth. We must-"


  A woman's scream cut through the quiet of early morning, lingering long in the air, every second filled with pain and sorrow. We grabbed our weapons and ran round the church, searching our surroundings for the source of this anguished cry. The answer became obvious once we cleared the ruins of the church. A graveyard stretched away into the distance and a sobbing woman stood atop a mound of earth among the frosted headstones. Her hands were reaching towards the heavens in supplication, her grief audible even from several hundred metres away. We sprinted towards her, our pace slowing as we got close enough to see what had caused her distress.


  She was wailing beside an empty grave, the dirt beneath her feet having been freshly thrown from the rectangular hole in the ground. A simple memorial cross, constructed from two crudely hewn pieces of wood, had been kicked aside to allow better access to the grave. As we got closer, I noticed the discarded lid from a coffin thrown to one side. The woman saw us approaching and gestured beseechingly, no longer able to speak. Her eyes rolled back into her head and she collapsed on to the freshly dug mound at her feet, a small metal pendant falling from one hand. Antonov went to help the woman while I got a closer look at the grave.


  Most of the coffin was still inside the ground, but it was smaller than I had expected. Like the cross, the coffin had a makeshift appearance. It had been crudely built from a wooden cabinet, cut down to less than a metre in length. A simple cushion was all that remained inside the coffin, and that had been ripped and torn by knives. Satisfied that there was little more this pathetic empty box could tell me, I studied the ground around the grave. There were at least two sets of boot prints on the frosty soil, crossing and criss-crossing each other. They led away into the distance, towards the ruins of Kolpino. Curiously, there was a pile of embers from burnt wood lying nearby. I touched them but they were quite cold and lifeless, like almost everything else in the graveyard. Amid a war of such carnage and ferocity, hope came here to die, I thought.


  By now the grieving woman had recovered enough to whisper a few words, her voice weak and frail. Like so many citizens still trapped within the blockade, her face was drawn and hollow-cheeked, her eyes sunken back into her skull. A black woollen scarf swathed her head, a few wisps of greying hair sticking out from underneath it. Black rings encircled her eyes and her lips were cracked. She could have been any age between twenty and forty, but looked more like somebody's grandmother than their mother. The siege had stolen away her youth and whatever beauty she'd once had. I moved closer to hear what she was saying, while Antonov nursed her in his powerful arms.


  "My baby, they take my baby girl. Sasha, why have they done this to you? Why?" She sobbed fitfully, a few tears escaping her staring eyes.


  "How old was your daughter?" Antonov whispered.


  "Six, she was six..."


  "How long had she been in the ground?"


  "Two days and two nights," the woman replied hoarsely. "She died weeks ago, but the frozen ground was too hard to bury her. We kept her body outside in the snow, waiting for the thaw. Then, a week ago, the authorities decreed everything must be cleaned up: all the refuse, all the unburied corpses. I paid my cousins to dig a grave, so my little Sasha could rest in peace."


  The woman's grief became too much to bear, and her words died away. I retrieved the fallen pendant and carefully unlocked it to look at the tiny picture inside. A small girl smiled back at me cheerfully, dimples in both her cheeks. The photograph must have been taken long before the siege started, as few people in Leningrad had dimples any more. I handed the open pendant to the woman, who stroked the picture lovingly with cold, shivering fingers.


  "My cousins, they had to burn a fire for two days on the ground to thaw the soil enough so they could dig. I paid them with the last of my jewellery to give Sasha a decent burial. I came back today to say goodbye to her, before leaving for Leningrad. But when I got here, I saw she had been taken. Who would do such a thing? Who would steal the body of a little girl? What kind of monster?"


  The questions and the dark imaginings became too much for the woman. She fled the graveyard, stumbling away, not daring to look back at where her daughter had been laid to rest. Once she was out of hearing, I asked Antonov the same questions the woman had spoken.


  "I thought you said these vampyr only drunk the blood of living humans. Why would they steal the body of a child long dead?"


  "This wasn't the work of Constanta or his disciples," he replied. "I have seen more than enough to recognise their presence. But the vampyr are not the only monsters you will see in this war, comrade, you may be certain of that." Antonov took one last, long look at the pillaged grave. "I've heard tales of other creatures within the blockade who feast upon the dead instead of the living. We must return to camp and tell Brodsky about this, see what he wants to do." He shook his head. "I would not have believed such horrors possible, had I not seen it myself. Now I wonder what else we must face before all this is over."


  



  "This unfortunate incident is nothing to do with us," Brodsky decreed when Antonov and I told him about the theft of the child's body. The captain was sifting through a sheaf of papers, paying little attention to our joint report.


  "Captain, with all due respect-" I began, but Brodsky cut me short, slamming his left fist down on an ammunition box he was using as a desk.


  "Don't talk to me about respect!" he snapped. "If I had anyone's respect, I would not be in charge of the most disreputable gang of cutthroats, murderers and rapists in the Red Army. All of you should have been shot, not left alive to further disgrace good, hard-working, loyal officers like myself!" The captain arched an eyebrow at me. "Besides, I find that whenever somebody says the phrase 'with all due respect', the last thing they are about to show me is any respect whatsoever. Normally they are about to challenge my judgment and call me a fool!"


  "I would never call you a fool," I snapped back, unable to hold my temper at Brodsky's petulant outburst. "But the fact remains that somebody has stolen the body of a child from its grave. If we do not investigate this matter, who will?"


  "Who indeed? Thousands of people are dying every day within the blockade, Zunetov. Don't you think we should be concentrating on trying to keep the rest of them alive, rather than fretting about those already dead?"


  "What do you suggest we tell the mother of that child?" Antonov asked.


  "Why tell her anything?" Brodsky retorted. "We do not answer to grieving mothers; we answer to our superiors."


  "If we let this sort of activity continue unchecked, that makes us little better than the monsters we are fighting in this war," I protested. "What about the vospitanie of our people? Is that to be sacrificed for the sake of this war too?"


  "Do not lecture me about moral upbringing," the captain sneered, jabbing a finger at the papers he had been reading. "Our 'staff' at headquarters has already formulated an appropriate response to such activities. From this day forth any such offences shall be known as 'banditry' in our criminal code. Anyone caught transgressing in such a manner within the blockade will be arrested and shot. Does that satisfy your previous vospitanie, Zunetov?"


  I stormed from Brodsky's quarters, unable to stomach any more of his snide self-justifications. Antonov followed me out and went straight to Eisenstein. I watched the two of them talking, Antonov pointing at me several times during the conversation. Eventually Eisenstein gathered all the other members of the shtrafroty together. Once they were settled, he called for me to join them. I wasn't sure what to expect but the company's unofficial leader put an arm round my shoulders while pointing at me with his other hand.


  "From now on, we include Zunetov in everything we do. If what I hear is true, it seems we may owe him an apology. In the meantime, we have another situation to resolve: body snatching. Someone, or something, is stealing the corpses of freshly buried children from the ground. Yuri and Zunetov both witnessed this by the abandoned church, and Borodin and Yatsko saw something similar two nights ago in another location. Brodsky is refusing to do anything about it, so we shall have to stop this inhuman practice ourselves. Agreed?"


  The others nodded: Borodin and Antonov readily, Strelnikov and Yatsko more reluctantly. Uralsky said nothing, the slightest shift of his head indicating he was also willing to help. Satisfied, Eisenstein split the six of us into pairs, putting me with Borodin.


  "When you're not on patrol for the captain, you will maintain observation over one of the nearby graveyards," Eisenstein added. "Take it in turns to sleep, while the other keeps watch. I'll be moving between the graveyards, offering my support and adding another pair of eyes to the watch. Any questions?"


  Borodin nervously raised a hand. "How do we know this isn't the work of Constanta and his kind? We still don't know everything these creatures can do."


  "I've heard nothing about the vampyr raising the dead, except in cases where those corpses were their victims. If this is the work of Constanta, we need to know. That would signal a shift in tactics and we must be ready for any such change. If this is the work of some other supernatural enemy, we need to know that too. This is part of our crusade, to find the truth about these fiends, and hopefully discover a weakness. Once we find that, we can turn such knowledge against them."


  Chapter Five


  



  It was another nine days before I learned who was behind the incidents of grave robbing that plagued settlements along the front line. By then our shtrafroty had been bolstered by another new recruit, surprising all of us in the penal company. The increasingly distracted and surly Brodsky emerged from his quarters one afternoon clutching a new set of orders from headquarters.


  "We will be moving to a new posting within the next thirty-six hours," he announced. "Now that the Neva is flowing free of ice once more, we are required near Shlissel'burg."


  "Why the delay in leaving, captain?" Eisenstein asked, echoing a question already forming in my mind.


  "A fresh convict is joining us from headquarters: a communications specialist called Gomorov, sent to replace Kamarov, who should be here any day. Once Gomorov arrives, we depart for Shlissel'burg." Brodsky retreated to his quarters, swaying slightly on his feet.


  The captain's intake of vodka had increased noticeably in recent weeks, though he tried to conceal it from us. We exchanged looks at his unsteadiness, then set about packing for our new posting. As a penal company we were given the oldest and the worst of everything, since those in charge of allocating equipment refused to give us the luxuries other units enjoyed. As a result I had become an inveterate scavenger like my comrades, supplementing the few items of equipment I was officially allocated with whatever I could beg, steal or borrow.


  I only stole from the dead, taking superior equipment clothing and boots from those who had fallen on the front line. Even this troubled me, after seeing the distress grave robbing had upon those still alive, but I decided stealing clothes from dead comrades was a lesser crime than taking their bodies. I had finally found a pair of spectacles with a prescription similar to my own. To supplement my PPSh submachine gun, I had also acquired an officer's Nagant pistol, two knives and an entrenching tool whose edge I kept razor sharp. Like many Red Army soldiers, I envied much of the equipment used by our enemies. One advantage of our occasional forays behind German lines was the chance to purloin such prized possessions. I had no qualms about disarming the enemy, even if I had to do it one stick grenade at a time.


  I was becoming quite adept with this distinctive and highly destructive device, using the extra daylight hours of spring and summer to practise my aim. I was testing my throwing arm when the new convict arrived. I lobbed a stick grenade over a high wall and heard a stream of obscenities from the other side. When I ran round the corner, I found a figure in an ill-fitting rifleman's uniform on the ground, the stick grenade lying nearby.


  "Dubiina! Are you the one who threw that?"


  I nodded, surprise robbing any words from my mouth.


  "Bojemoi, don't tell me I've joined a pack of mutes," the newcomer spat.


  I shook my head, still unable to speak out loud. Antonov came round the corner to see who was shouting and burst out laughing. "You must be our new radio operator," he said between deep, throaty chuckles.


  "What's so damned funny about that?"


  "Nothing. But we were told your name was Gomorov, not Gomorova."


  The new recruit stood up, running a hand through her dark brown hair before putting her khaki beret back on. She was wearing a matching khaki gymnastiorka blouse and sharovari pants along with black leather boots. The newcomer picked up a small khaki knapsack with an olive green plashch-palatka rain cape half wrapped around it. She grimaced at me before offering to shake Antonov's hand.


  "Sophia Gomorova reporting for duty," she said sternly.


  He accepted the handshake warmly and told her his name before pointing out the lack of insignia on his uniform. "You should report to our captain for duty, not me. His name is-"


  "Alexandr Brodsky," Sophia replied. "Where do I find the captain?"


  Antonov gave her directions before standing aside to let her pass. Once she was gone, he gave me a nudge in the ribs, nearly winding me in the process.


  "You made quite an impression. Maybe you two will become sweethearts, da?"


  I retrieved my stick grenade and ignored his suggestion. "This is never going to work. Having a woman in the shtrafroty, it's madness."


  "Why? There are dozens of women already on the front line. One more or less shouldn't make any difference."


  "Brodsky said one of us was a rapist. Whatever Gomorova did to get sent here, she doesn't deserve that."


  "Grigori will never let her be raped," Antonov maintained, leading me back to our encampment. "He'd castrate the lot of us first."


  I thought about the others in the penal company. Late at night, when I was struggling to find sleep amidst the sound of German bombardments and our anti-aircraft guns hammering at the sky, I had often wondered what crimes my comrades had been guilty of committing.


  Yatsko was the worst kind of bully, enjoying any opportunity to torment anyone weaker than himself, while Borodin's greatest weakness was his fear. In any combat situation we had shared, his hands shook so much he couldn't reload his own weapon. Uralsky was still an enigma to me, but he gave little sign of being interested in anything beyond the aim of his rifle. As for Antonov and Eisenstein, they shared a nobility that dissuaded me from suspecting either man of being a sexual predator. No, out of all the men in the shtrafroty, there was only one obvious candidate.


  "If Grigori is going to castrate anybody, I suggest he start with Strelnikov," I observed dryly. "He is the logical choice. Strelnikov derives far too much pleasure from inflicting pain. Rape is not usually a symptom of sexual desire. It's more often about power and violence and control. Strelnikov rejoices in all of those." I realised Antonov was looking at me strangely. "Psychology was one of the subjects I dabbled in at Berlin."


  "We will have to keep watch around her, make sure she isn't left alone with Strelnikov," he replied.


  When we got back to our camp, the captain was reaching much the same conclusion. He wanted to send Sophia back to Leningrad, but she refused to leave, pointing out that she would be guilty of disobeying a direct order from a superior officer.


  "That's how I ended up here. If I go back now, they'll have me shot."


  Brodsky could not deny the logic of her argument, something that frustrated him further. He sent her to examine the malfunctioning radio we had been dragging for weeks from one posting to another. The bulky device hadn't worked properly since I arrived, having been shot apart by a German sniper. Kamarov, the penal company's previous radio operator, died while trying to rescue his precious equipment. A functioning radio was one of the few things we had been unable to scavenge since they were jealously guarded on both sides of the blockade.


  When Eisenstein returned from a patrol and saw the newcomer, he too questioned the wisdom of having a woman in the company. The captain quickly cut him short.


  "Once she gets the radio working, her first task will be calling HQ for a new posting," Brodsky vowed. "Someone in Leningrad is toying with us, seeing how far they can push us before we'll crack. But we'll show them! Yes, we'll show them," the captain muttered, wandering back to his quarters.


  Strelnikov and Yatsko appeared a few minutes later, returning from a last daylight sortie along the Moscow railway line. They saw the new arrival and immediately began making crude remarks about the uses to which she could be put.


  Eisenstein stepped closer to me and whispered in my left ear. "Zunetov, go and talk to this woman and keep her distracted. I'll deal with these two."


  I nodded and walked towards Sophia, feeling slightly naked for no reason I could deduce. I patted my hands across the equipment attached to my uniform and realised the Nagant pistol was missing from its holster on my left hip. Eisenstein must have borrowed it without my even noticing. I smiled, imagining what was coming next for Strelnikov and Yatsko. It was no less than either of them deserved.


  I stopped beside Sophia. She was crouched over the radio, having prised off its inspection hatch to peer inside. As I watched, a tear slid down her face and fell into the equipment. She cursed under her breath and wiped a tear from her other cheek.


  "You'd think I would be used to their kind by now," she grimaced, "but it's always the same. Don't let them see me like this, please?"


  "Don't worry, Eisenstein will sort them out."


  "I thought your captain's name was Brodsky?"


  "It is, but Eisenstein keeps the shtrafroty together. The captain is struggling to keep himself together lately."


  Sophia managed a thin smile. "I noticed. His breath stinks of schnapps."


  "We liberated some from a German outpost last week."


  She finished adjusting the radio, then snapped its inspection hatch back into position. Within a few seconds the sound of crackling static crept from the battered machine.


  "Child's play," Sophia said triumphantly.


  "Only if you know what you're doing," I observed. "My name's Victor Zunetov, by the way."


  Her brow furrowed. "The kommisar who slapped the ballerina?"


  I grimaced before telling her the company policy about past crimes remaining in the past. She had no qualms about saying what she had done to be sent to the shtrafroty.


  "I was a signals operator with the MPVO. A senior Party official came through on a visit and took a fancy to me. He said if I didn't give him what he wanted, he would have me reassigned to the front line."


  "You refused?"


  Sophia nodded. "I shoved a knee so far into his groin, the bastard will need a search party to find his balls any time soon."


  Eisenstein appeared beside us, offering my pistol back to me. "I've had a few quiet words with the others," he told Sophia. "The first one to lay an unwanted hand on you will find it cut off."


  She stood to face him, her hands clenching into fists. "I can look after myself," she muttered. "I don't need your protection."


  "Maybe not," he agreed, "but we don't need the distraction of a woman in our company. I want everyone thinking with their brains, not their groins."


  "Trust me, I wouldn't touch any of these scum with a bayonet."


  "Good. Let's hope the feeling is mutual," Eisenstein replied. He looked past her at the radio. "Brodsky says you are to call HQ and ask for a new posting. He doesn't want you here any more than I do."


  I was doing my best to look invisible but Eisenstein noticed me lurking nearby. "Zunetov, you should be out on patrol with Borodin by now. Get moving!" I scurried away, leaving the two of them glaring at each other with ill-disguised distrust.


  



  Borodin and I spent the night watching the graveyard where the little girl's corpse had been stolen. We found a sheltered place to hide in the shadows of the abandoned church, protected from the elements by an outcrop overhead. Borodin spent the long, cold hours stripping and reassembling his Moisin in the dark with his eyes closed. Finally, he tired of the exercise and put the rifle down.


  "I can prepare a weapon to fire faster than anyone else in the company," he whispered, "as long as nobody's shooting at us. Put me into battle and it's all I can do to aim at the enemy. Why do my hands shake so much?"


  I shrugged, having no easy answer. "We're all afraid, you know."


  "But you don't show it like I do." He yawned, trying to rub the sleep from his weary eyes. "I can't remember the last time I slept in a real bed."


  "The thirty-first of December last year," I said, smiling briefly. "My orders to join a convoy crossing Lake Ladoga had come through and I knew I might never make it back. So I made certain I spent one final night at home, in my own bed."


  "It must have been the night before I got caught," Borodin decided. "We were starving to death, the rations had been cut again and I couldn't stand to see my sisters wasting away to nothing. So I broke into a canteen at one of the factories in Leningrad, planning to steal a loaf of bread. I couldn't believe it when I saw all the food stored there: row after row of canned meat and vegetables.


  "I spent ten minutes trying to smash the lid from a tin of peaches on the corner of a table, instead of taking it home where we had an opener. It was the noise from the tin that got me caught. The officer who sent me here, he had the tin opened and made me eat every peach inside it. My body couldn't cope with that much fruit all at once, so I threw it back up again. They usually executed anyone caught stealing food then, but I was about to turn eighteen, so the officer sent me here instead."


  Sent to this hell for trying to steal a loaf of bread, I thought. Antonov was right, there was more than one kind of monster within the blockade. Before I could mention this to Borodin, the sound of footsteps nearby caught our attention. Two figures appeared in the pale moonlight, one carrying a shovel, the other a pickaxe. They walked fearlessly through the graveyard; tiny glowing lights in front of their faces showing that both of them were smokers. The pair stopped at a freshly buried grave and began to dig, first using the pickaxe to loosen the soil, then the shovel to remove it.


  Borodin picked up his rifle, ready to move against the thieves, but I stopped him.


  "We wait," I whispered.


  "Why? We have all the evidence we need," he whispered back.


  "Let them take what they came for, then we can follow them and see where they go. With any luck, these two may lead us to others like them."


  "But the poor soul they're digging up..."


  "Has long since left that body," I insisted. "We can bring the corpse back later, before anyone knows it has been stolen."


  Borodin eventually agreed with me and we concentrated on watching the grave robbers. They were efficient at their chosen profession, no doubt from plenty of practice. The pair reached the coffin within thirty minutes, using the tip of the pickaxe to prise it open. The body of a young boy was quickly removed and shoved into a sack. Satisfied with what they had, the robbers retrieved their tools and climbed out of the desecrated grave.


  Borodin and I let them leave the graveyard, then hurried after them, taking care to move as quietly as possible. Weeks of moving back and forth across no-man's-land had trained us well, so keeping the thieves in our sights without being noticed was little challenge.


  They led us through the bombed-out remnants of Kolpino, moving swiftly between the battered buildings where few citizens remained. The settlement was well within range of the German artillery stationed along the southern edge of the blockade, and had been mercilessly bombarded for many months. The thieves paused by the exterior of a shattered hospital, looking around guiltily. I pushed Borodin back into the shadows, not wanting us to be seen. When I looked out once more, the grave robbers had vanished.


  "Dubiina!" I cursed, running to where I had last seen our quarry, Borodin hard at my heels.


  "I told you we should have dealt with them in the graveyard," he said.


  "Be quiet," I spat back at him under my breath, slowing to a walk. I stopped when we reached the spot where the thieves had been, motioning for Borodin to be quiet and listen. Someone was hitting something nearby, a dull thudding sound audible in the early morning hush. I concentrated on trying to identify where the noise was coming from. The muffled nature of the sound made it difficult to place, until I realised it must be emanating from below ground. Swivelling round in a slow circle, I noticed a glimmer of weak light on a staircase that led beneath the ruined hospital. I waved at Borodin, pointing towards the basement. He nodded and we crept down the steps, picking our way past fallen masonry and shards of glass from broken windows.


  Ahead of us was a solid metal door, tinted blue by the moonlight. As we got closer to it I began to sense a familiar, tangy odour invading my nostrils. Twice a year my grandmother would take delivery of a slaughtered cow, bought directly from a farm outside the town where she lived. My grandfather would spend the best part of a day carving this beast into different cuts of meat: steaks, roasts, brisket and shanks. Nothing was wasted, each part of the animal being cooked and cured later. Once the best of the flesh was removed, the rest of the remains were boiled for stock in a huge copper pot outside. That smell of boiling broth hung like an invisible fog for weeks afterwards, every nearby surface coated by a fine, clinging film of animal fat.


  As soon as I recognised the smell, my mouth began to water and my stomach rumbled hungrily in response. I tried not to think about what must be making the smell, hoping against hope that I was wrong in my suspicions. Behind me, Borodin was also sniffing the air.


  "Bojemoi," he said. "You don't think that's-"


  I pressed a finger against his lips to silence him, then switched my PPSh to fully automatic firing. Borodin swallowed hard then nodded his readiness to go in. I leaned back slightly, and then smashed the heel of my right boot against the metal door. It buckled beneath my weight, swinging slowly inwards to reveal a scene straight from some medieval charnel house. The basement was lined with greasy, grey tiles on its floor, walls and ceiling. Seven kerosene lamps were ranged around the room, the glass shade of each one smeared with soot, providing just enough light to see. The underground room must have been the hospital's kitchen.


  Strung around the walls were a dozen different cuts of meat, each of them miniature versions of what my grandfather used to produce. He had proudly hung fatty haunches of brisket and leg joints on hooks in the smokehouse. This room was lined by sections of flesh and bone cut from much smaller corpses; frail limbs and portions of meat severed from stolen bodies. Along the far wall of the kitchen were bubbling cauldrons of brown liquid, all too familiar bones protruding from the surface of the sickly soup. In the centre of this chamber of horrors stood the butchers: two obese women wearing blood-spattered aprons, machetes poised in their hands as they stared at us.


  Standing next to the butchers were the two figures we had followed to this hellish place. One of them was an elderly man, his balding pate and white hair revealed now he had taken off his scarf and hat. Beside him was a woman whose face I already knew: the grieving mother who had cried by the empty grave of her daughter, Sasha. They were paused in the process of stripping the clothes from a dead boy's body, startled by our arrival. For a long, agonising moment, we all stood quite still and stared at each other, each side unable to grasp what they were seeing. Then the shouting and shooting began.


  



  One of the butchers reacted first, her face becoming a snarl of hate as she threw her machete across the basement at us. It hit the side of my submachine gun, knocking the weapon from my hands. I cursed and dropped to my knees to retrieve the PPSh, narrowly avoiding having my head cleaved in two by the second machete. It stabbed into the wall a few centimetres away from Borodin's head, accompanied by a torrent of abuse.


  For once Borodin forgot his fear, too shocked by what he had found in the basement. He opened fire with his rifle, shooting the first butcher through the forehead. She fell over backwards into a pot of boiling bones, tipping the searing liquid all over her corpulent body. Flames leapt from the disrupted fire, setting fire to her greasy hair. She went down still screaming, not aware she was already dead.


  The two body snatchers bolted for an open door at the back of the kitchen, taking the boy's corpse with them as they fled. But the other butcher stayed, enraged by her colleague's death. She snatched a paring knife from the tabletop and advanced on us, slicing the air in front of her with grim determination.


  "Shoot her!" I shouted at Borodin, still trying to retrieve my weapon from a floor now awash with human broth and floating bones. But a clicking noise behind me told its own story: Borodin's rifle had jammed and in his panicked state he was unable to clear the blockage. Realising that the enraged woman was almost upon us, I abandoned my PPSh and charged at her headfirst, hoping my steel helmet would deflect the blade she was wielding.


  My shoulder slammed into her midriff and we both tumbled over into the scalding liquid, the butcher underneath me. She tried to raise her head from the searing soup but I smashed my helmet into her face, the impact reverberating down my spine. I heard a satisfying crack from her nose and she lay still. Could I have killed her? Apparently, the answer was yes. I watched her face but there was no movement, no sign of life. I tilted my head sideways to see how Borodin was doing when the woman lunged at me with her paring knife, stabbing it deep into my left shoulder before twisting it sideways.


  I threw myself backwards, screaming in pain as the knife came free. The butcher lifted herself up from the brown broth to finish the job when a single shot punctured her right eyeball. She flopped back into the liquid, a pool of red quickly forming round her head. Borodin helped me back to my feet, handing me the slick and slimy barrel of my submachine gun.


  "Are you alright? My rifle jammed and I couldn't get off a shot..." He saw the wound near my shoulder and fell quiet, his eyes bulging for a moment. "She did that to you?"


  "Yes," I winced, pulling open my gymnastiorka to examine the damage. Blood was flowing freely from a small, jagged hole in my skin. By twisting the knife in my wound, the butcher woman had made certain the bleeding could not be easily stopped. I would need medical help soon or risk infection. "We need to stop the others. If they escape, they could start again elsewhere."


  Borodin nodded but tried to prevent me coming with him. "You're in no state to chase anyone," he said.


  "I'm not staying down here," I snapped. "The sooner we get out of this hellhole, the better for both of us. Come on!"


  I marched to the back exit, gritting my teeth to distract from the pain in my shoulder. There was a staircase leading up and out of the kitchen, no doubt emerging somewhere inside the ruins of the hospital. As I reached the door I heard a shot being fired nearby, closely followed by two more. I ran as fast as I could up the stairs, Borodin close behind me. We emerged into an empty space, a few tumbledown walls the only suggestion there had once been a building there. Both of us gasped in the clear, fresh dawn air, glad to be out of the charnel house atmosphere.


  "I said halt!" The voice shouting was Yatsko's, his gruff accent instantly recognisable. I could hear someone trying to run, and then heard another shot, closer than before. I hurried out of the hospital's ruins into the street and saw Yatsko standing over the woman from the graveyard. Her partner in crime was already dead on the ground and the corpse they had stolen was lying nearby, the boy's naked body bearing mute witness to their crimes.


  "You sick, twisted bliatz!" Yatsko raised his rifle and took aim, preparing to fire from point blank range. I shouted at him as he shot. Instead of blowing the woman's head open, his bullet punctured her neck with a wet, popping sound.


  Yatsko swung round, ready to shoot me for interfering. "Why did you do that?" he demanded.


  "That's the woman Antonov and I found last week. Her daughter was one of the bodies stolen from the graveyards," I explained, moving closer to him. "I want to know why she's gone from grieving mother to grave robber so quickly."


  "Well I couldn't care less," Yatsko replied, smashing the butt of his rifle into the dying woman's face. Her skull crumpled inwards like a broken egg.


  "Damn you!" I protested, reaching him too late to intervene.


  Yatsko glared at me with empty eyes. "We're all damned in this place." He walked away, not bothering to answer when Borodin asked what we should do with the bodies. The young convert came to look at the woman's remains and asked me the same question.


  "We toss her back down into that basement, along with the old man. Then we find some fuel and set fire to the whole place. That way nobody else can eat the filth that was being cooked down there."


  I studied the scrambled face of the dead woman, still troubled by not knowing what had driven her to such extreme measures. Were we all becoming monsters, like Yatsko seemed to think? What was the worse enemy: mythical creatures that survived by drinking the lifeblood of human beings, or a war that drove ordinary people to rob corpses from the grave and then eat the remains of their neighbours, gorging upon human flesh and bone?


  Bojemoi, what sort of world were we fighting for?


  



  Borodin helped me rebury the boy's remains. As dawn rose over Kolpino, we turned the basement kitchen into a funeral oven, burning the bodies of the butchers, the body snatchers and their victims. Black smoke belched from the indoor pyre, wafting the sweet smell of roasting flesh into the air. I wrapped a scarf over my nose and mouth, not wanting to breathe in any more of the fumes than I had to. The worst part was my stomach protesting at how hungry the scent of cooking meat made it. At least the pain from my punctured shoulder helped dull the craving, until my left arm went numb. Borodin told me I was turning white, but his voice sounded faint and distant, as if he was shouting from the far end of a long tunnel.


  I decided that now would be a good time to get back to our encampment. I wondered if Sophia would still be there, or if Brodsky had succeeded in having her sent to another posting. I staggered a few steps forward before falling into an ocean of black, sinking further and further down into its inky depths.


  Chapter Six


  



  The next thing I can remember is being woken by the sound of another soldier screaming. I opened my eyes and was baffled to find myself staring at a ceiling instead of the sky. I did not know how long I had been unconscious, nor where I had been taken. All I knew was that the throbbing pain in my left shoulder had now spread across my chest, the fingers in my left hand did not respond when I tried to move them, and the soldier on the floor next to me would not stop screaming.


  His constant shouting did have the effect of attracting the attention of a female doctor. She came over to examine him, stepping carefully through a throng of the wounded and the dying. But by the time she reached the soldier, his cries had abruptly stopped. The doctor knelt beside him, checking for a pulse before listening for his breathing. After a few moments, she brushed his eyes closed and folded his hands across the blood-soaked wound where his chest had been.


  "This one can go straight to the morgue," she announced.


  "Excuse me," I whispered, aware of how weak my voice sounded. My lips cracked and bled as I tried to speak up, making me cough. "Doctor, where I am?"


  She climbed over the dead man to examine me. "An evacuation hospital. We found you outside, bleeding to death. Somebody left you there overnight."


  The doctor had a narrow, oval-shaped face that would have been pretty but for the dark rings beneath her eyes. Her greying hair was pinned back from her face, but a few strands floated free. Instead of a doctor's white coat, she wore a blood-spattered sheet secured over her own clothes. Despite her brusque manner, the doctor had kindly, compassionate eyes. She took my pulse while studying my features.


  "Any idea why you were dumped on our doorstep?"


  "I'm with a shtrafroty. The other convicts probably figured I wouldn't get treated any other way," I said, trying to smile an apology.


  "We treat everybody, regardless of rank or military record - the heroes and the cowards. You all bleed and die the same in my experience." She studied the bandage that was crudely wrapped round my wound. "We'll have to change that, for a start, and you're crawling with lice. Your head and body will be shaved, and your uniform burned, to stop the infestation from spreading."


  I tipped my head sideways, looking at the dozens of soldiers all around me. Some of them were being examined by doctors and nurses, while others sat upright with desolate, empty looks on their faces. "What is this place?"


  "What we laughingly call the reception area," my doctor replied crisply. "We take a medical history, assess your wounds and assign you to a particular ward if treatment is deemed worthwhile. Otherwise..." She frowned. "Let's get this bandage off, see what the damage is underneath, yes?"


  I nodded, so she tipped me over onto my right side and slowly unpeeled the bandage. A stifling odour of rotting flesh escaped from the blood-soaked cloth as it came away. I glanced down and was shocked to see a mass of large, white worms squirming where the paring knife had punctured my skin. I cried out in dismay and tried to slap them away, but the doctor stopped me.


  "I know it looks disgusting, but those worms are a good sign. They feed on putrefaction and clean out the wound. Without them you'd probably have gone gangrenous by now."


  I couldn't bring myself to look at the worms. "Are you sure?"


  "Trust me, I'm a doctor," she replied. "Judging by the presence of these worms, you must have been wounded several days ago. Where have you been since then?"


  I confessed to having no memory of the intervening time. "It's ironic, in a way. I was stabbed in the kitchen of Kolpino Hospital, and now I'm back in hospital."


  "You're in Evacuation Hospital 1012 at the Otto Gynaecological Institute in Leningrad. Kolpino is thirty kilometres away," the doctor said, confusion evident on her face. "Someone must care what happens to you, otherwise they wouldn't have bothered transporting you all the way here. What's your name, soldier?"


  "Zunetov, Victor Zunetov," I said, praying she would not mention ballerinas. Fortunately, my infamy had not penetrated the hallways of the hospital.


  "Well, Victor Zunetov, count yourself lucky. The paring knife damaged the nerves and severed two arteries. You'd have bled to death without this bandage being wrapped too tight; it acted as a kind of tourniquet. We've got some good surgeons here. They should be able to save your arm."


  The thought of losing a limb chilled me. We all had to die one day, and sacrificing my life for Mother Russia had still sounded noble at one time. But the idea of losing my arm, of being a cripple for the rest of my life, that scared me more than dying. I thanked the doctor for reassuring me.


  She laughed in response. "You haven't seen the rest of this place yet. Wait a few days, then see if you still want to thank me."


  



  I spent the next week in the hospital: three days waiting to be operated upon and another three days recovering from the surgery. Life in the wards was a bleak, unhappy existence much of the time. Overhead lighting was fitful at best, supplemented by old-fashioned oil or kerosene lamps. The roar of shelling and the screaming air raid alarms kept us awake most of the night, waiting for the hospital to be hit. The wounded were often put two to a bed, to keep each other warm when the heating failed. The nurses told me tales of how medicine had frozen in its bottles over the winter. The first thing a doctor did while on their round was reach under your blankets to make sure you hadn't died in the night.


  As I recovered from my wound, I had the chance to talk with some of the other soldiers. They ranged in age from eighteen to fifty. They were not just Russians, but also Ukrainians, Belorussians, men from Central Asia and the Far North. Some could hardly speak a word of Russian, making it even harder for the doctors and nurses to know how these unfortunate displaced souls were faring. All of us were united by the war, by a common enemy. But I knew another enemy lay beyond the front lines, an enemy worse than any fascist or Nazi.


  With nursing staff few and far between, much of the caring for patients was done by volunteers from the nearby university. They looked after the wounded, feeding those who could not feed themselves, reading out newspapers and books to those unable to see, and writing letters for those who could no longer put pen to paper. I was one of the afflicted when it came to writing, so an elderly woman who looked like she should be in hospital herself penned a letter for me. I wasn't sure what to put. I wasn't even sure if my family knew I had been sent to a shtrafroty, so she offered to fill in the blanks for me and I supplied an address. When she was finished, I scrawled my name with my right hand, the letters looking like the scribblings of a backward child.


  Intrigued by the hollow-cheeked old woman, I asked her why she was doing this.


  "I have no one to look after, no one else to worry about," she said, giving a slight shrug. "If I keep myself busy, it is better. Besides, my daughter is one of the doctors here. She lives in a temporary barracks by the hospital. Coming here to help is the only way I can see her." The old woman was a marvel, her energy shaming me from staying any longer than was necessary. On my last day at the hospital, I escorted her to her home to collect a copper samovar, then carried it back to my old ward so there would always be boiling water for the wounded there.


  



  When I was deemed fit enough to leave, I chose new clothes from among those stripped off the dead and dying. Finding a gymnastiorka and sharovari large enough was not a problem, since most of them were far too large. I had lost any last, lingering reserves of body fat during my time in hospital. Finding clothing that had not been shot through with holes was more difficult, but I managed it. I wrapped my feet with a fresh set of portyanki and pulled on a good pair of boots. Unlike many of those I had met in the past week, I still had all my limbs. There was little doubt the previous owner of my boots did not have that luxury any more, judging by the amount of dried blood I washed off the black leather.


  Once back in uniform, I reported to the nearest Red Army headquarters. On my way there I was surprised to see the city was slowly returning to something like normal life. Trams were running once more and many of the factories were busy. Long-abandoned flowerbeds and parks were being turned into vegetable gardens, with children and elderly women planting orderly rows of seeds. Air raid sirens still assaulted my ears, but nobody paid them any heed now, going about their business with grim-faced stoicism. Besides, the anti-aircraft gunners of the MPVO were doing a good job, keeping most of the German bombers away from the city. The blockade was slowly approaching its first anniversary, but life went on within Leningrad.


  The same could not be said for me, according to the limited records held by the Red Army headquarters into which I walked that April. Victor Zunetov was listed as missing and presumed dead. It seemed that my letter home would come as something of a shock to my family, assuming they were still alive to receive it. Despite having been thought dead, my shtrafroty status remained unchanged, and I was ordered to return to Captain Brodsky's penal company. Its last known position was somewhere north of Shlissel'burg, a statement so vague it was next to useless, but that was the best anyone was prepared to offer me. They were equally dismissive when I asked about finding a transport to take me closer to the front line.


  "The Red Army does not provide comfort or aid to convicts," a sneering junior lieutenant said. "Consider yourself fortunate I do not have you shot for desertion of duty."


  So I began a long march to an unknown destination, unsure if my former comrades were waiting for me at the other end, uncertain if they were even still alive. It took me the best part of three days to reach our front line positions near the mouth of the Neva. Each night of my arduous trek I dug my way into the basements and cellars of long-abandoned buildings, determined not to spend the hours of darkness in the open. Summer was coming and the days were lengthening, but it was still bitterly cold after dusk.


  Something else drove me below ground, something I saw on my first night after leaving Leningrad. As twilight swallowed the sky, I heard the sound of dozens of wings flapping in the dark blue overhead. I looked up at the moon in time to witness a colony of bats pass in front of it, heading north. I still wasn't convinced by all I had heard about the vampyr, but the sight of so many bats together in the air chilled me to the marrow. As I watched, they flew round and round in the sky above a nearby settlement, calling to each other with high-pitched squeaks. After studying the empty hamlet, the bats performed a banking manoeuvre and flew back south towards the German positions at Shlissel'burg, on the far side of the river.


  It sounds incredible, but I was convinced that the bats were flying in formation, like a squadron on a reconnaissance mission. I knew little about bats then, but I was certain such creatures of the night were not in the habit of mimicking the movements of fighter planes. Thinking back, I remembered hearing the sound of at least a dozen creatures flying overhead shortly before the wolf pack attacked us on the frozen lake. It could be no coincidence. After making that connection, I determined to get below ground before the sun sank beneath the horizon each night.


  I finally reached our front line positions on the workers' holiday, May Day, but could find no trace of Captain Brodsky or his unit. The most anyone could tell me was that seven convicts and their commander had apparently been sent on a reconnaissance mission across the Neva. Seven convicts? Did that mean Sophia had remained with the shtrafroty, or had she been relocated and another outcast joined our band of the damned? I would not discover the answer until they returned - if they returned. In the meantime I was an unwanted encumbrance for the regular Red Army units along the front line. None would accept me into their ranks and few would share their limited rations with me. I would have to scrape an existence until the shtrafroty returned.


  Chapter Seven


  



  May was the loneliest month I spent inside the blockade, even worse than the three weeks when the penal company had treated me as an outsider. At least with the shtrafroty I was among equals. Now, I was the only convict in a forward position where nobody would trust me. If I got wounded or fell into difficulty, I knew none of the other soldiers would lift a finger to help me. I had never felt so alone in my young life. I mention this only to illustrate my state of mind at the beginning of June: alienated, depressed and despairing. I had come to view the others in Brodsky's company of the damned as my friends, despite having little in common with them besides our shared status as outcasts. In other circumstances, I would have crossed the road to avoid getting near many of my fellow shtrafroty. But this was different. This was war.


  May passed without any significant changes inside the blockade, certainly not along the front line facing Shlissel'burg where I was stationed. Supplies improved a little as navigation across Lake Ladoga finally resumed, steamers towing across barges laden with food, ammunition, fuel and military equipment. I heard reports of Red Army forces launching fresh offensives aimed at relieving Leningrad, but saw no sign of it where I was. We knew there was little more than twenty kilometres between our position and the main Red Army front line due east along the shore of Lake Ladoga, but the efforts to break through the German forces foundered. All over-ground routes remained closed.


  During that long, lonely month, I saw little evidence of vampyr activity around Shlissel'burg. My doubts about the supernatural threat had finally been silenced by the sight of those bats flying in formation above the blockade. Somehow, I knew that what Antonov had told me months earlier was true. The next time I saw Constanta or one of his Rumanian troops, I would recognise them for what they truly were: undead creatures that survived by feeding on humans.


  As a former political officer, I could see parallels with the way the vampyr treated us, and how the Russian aristocracy had treated the vast majority of Russia's people in the past. Both the undead and the nobility were parasites, feeding on others, and satisfying their own wants and needs at the expense of the majority. Would we need a new revolution to wipe away these creatures, just as the tsar and his kind had been wiped away? Perhaps, I decided. But the bloated parasitism of the nobility was all too obvious. Constanta and his vampyr remained hidden in the shadows, a dark whisper at the edges of our nightmares. There could be no revolution until the presence of such monsters in our midst was widely known.


  All these thoughts I kept to myself, noting many of my musings down in a ragged sort of diary etched into the cloth of my portyanki. I wish I had been able to keep that safe, so I could include extracts from it here. The results might be embarrassing to me now, but they would also have a passion and honesty borne of the moment which I cannot easily replicate now. Knowing what happened to the world after this, my perceptions and memories of the past are inevitably tainted by the passage of time. But I recall these events as best as I can. Make of them what you will and discard the rest as you see fit. History will be my judge.


  



  The beginning of June brought a new threat to the front line, one that escaped notice until it was too late. I was on patrol as dusk settled upon the Neva, sitting alone on a rise overlooking the river valley below. None of my supposed comrades from the Red Army would stay alongside me, such was the stigma of being part of a shtrafroty. I had learned to live with their derision, finding solace in my own company and the ever-shortening nights.


  With the summer solstice approaching, each day seemed to last an eternity so far north. Soldiers I had spoken to who had been raised in the region called this time of year the "White Nights", because even when the sun set the sky rarely became black. By the end of June there would only be two or three hours of night, but even with so short a night there was still a dramatic drop in temperature after sunset. At times in the open air on a clear night, temperatures would fall to freezing. It was on such a night when I first saw fog rising from the Neva. It was clear, crisp and bone-chillingly cold.


  I had settled down to keep watch over the river, content in the knowledge that most of the German forces concentrated around Shlissel'burg had been moved to counteract Russian attempts to break through the blockade nearby. Rumours had swept through our front line about a plan to cross the Neva and establish a bridgehead on its southern banks. But with little progress being made elsewhere to lift the siege, any such ideas were abandoned. Both sides were too well entrenched to hold out much hope of shifting the other without a significant addition to their forces. For now, our generals seemed content to hold position.


  As I watched the river rolling past on its way to the largest lake in Europe, I noticed a cloud of vapour slowly forming above the surface of the Neva. It must be some kind of mist, I decided, a quirk of local atmospheric conditions. But the pale white cloud continued to coalesce, growing thicker and more apparent. To my surprise, it slowly drifted north, creeping up the banks of the river towards our front line position. I licked my finger and held it up in the air to test the wind direction from where I was sitting. What little breeze I could detect was drifting from north to south, towards the German lines. But the white mist was moving in the opposite direction, against the prevailing wind. Perhaps the air currents were different down by the river, I told myself. Once the mist reached a certain height, it would get caught in the passing breeze and be blown back again.


  But instead the mist kept coming, slowly advancing past our front line trenches and emplacements, covering the ground like a white shroud as it choked the air. Occasionally, wisps of the fog would thicken, forming shapes of their own. I told myself not to be ridiculous. Such characteristics could not be applied to what was, no doubt, a simple atmospheric anomaly. But the notion would not leave, despite all my attempts to reassure myself.


  I considered approaching one of the nearby patrols, asking if they were seeing the same thing as me, but knew the soldiers would pour scorn on my fanciful ideas. Besides, being up on a raised slope, I had a unique vantage point for watching the progress of this mysterious and strangely sinister mist. At ground level it would seem like little more than a passing cloud of fog.


  Once the front line of the siege had solidified in the final months of 1941, Red Army units had spent the last few weeks of autumn digging underground bunkers, barracks and dormitories. These were deep enough and sufficiently well protected to keep all those within safe from German artillery bombardments, unless the entranceway took a direct hit. Even then, it would only entomb those trapped inside and most barracks kept a back entrance ready for such problems. The doorways to these underground havens were well back from the front line, dotted across the landscape in low-lying depressions, hidden from enemy view. It was towards these entrances that the mist was now creeping.


  I watched, both fascinated and transfixed, as the mist gathered outside one of the dormitories. By some quirk of fate it was the barracks where I had slept the last three nights, condemned to a corner without a bunk or a mattress - convicts did not deserve such things, I was brusquely told. Now the fog cloud gathered itself in front of that same doorway, slowly forming into a shape not unlike that of a man. Then it disappeared inside and was gone.


  Had I not seen all this with my own eyes, I would never have believed it. I listened intently, all my senses straining to get some hint of what was happening within the barracks. But no sound escaped, no cries for help could be heard, nothing to suggest there was any danger. I watched the entrance for ten minutes before giving up my vigil and turned away. I had been alone for too long, I told myself. I was beginning to imagine things to keep myself from going mad. Not a reassuring sign, I thought, smiling ruefully.


  Two hours later a pair of soldiers arrived to relieve me, asking the usual questions to find out what - if anything - I had seen during my watch. I decided against mentioning the curious white fog, thinking that they would find little merit in such an unlikely vision. Instead I gave them a cursory summary and strolled down the slope towards my barracks.


  Sleep was difficult enough to find inside the blockade, but with daylight lasting more than twenty hours a day, any chance of rest was grasped with enthusiasm. I marched into the underground bunker and laid my weapon down beside my plashch-palatka which doubled as both shelter cape and bedroll. Wearily dropping my helmet beside it, I remembered my obligation to wake the man sleeping nearest to me for his turn on patrol.


  Mikhail Zhivago was the only soldier to have treated me as an equal since I arrived back at the front line. A fair-haired and fair-minded figure, he paid little heed to the fact that I was a convict, shrugging his shoulders and grinning.


  "My mother was from the north of Italy. She used to read Bible stories to me when I was a boy. I remember one phrase she was fond of repeating whenever somebody was quick to blame in our family: 'He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone.' We've got plenty of sinners in the Red Army, but they don't hesitate to look down on those who get caught." It was Mikhail who had gotten me a place to sleep in the barracks, even if that was on the floor. He knew of my horror at sleeping out of doors at night, although I had not told him why.


  I approached Mikhail and cleared my throat loud enough for him to hear. He was facing away from me and did not respond, so I shook him gently by the shoulder.


  "Come on, you lazy zasranec, time to get up," I whispered cheerfully. There was a curious, metallic scent in the air, both familiar and disturbing at the same time. I glanced round, trying to identify its source, but could see no obvious cause.


  Mikhail had still not replied, so I rolled him over to face me. His cold, blue eyes stared lifelessly past me and his face was drained of colour. I reached into the collar of his gymnastiorka and felt for a pulse. There was no fluttering of the veins beneath his skin but my fingers did brush across two small weals. I ripped the collar open and saw a pair of puncture marks, perhaps two centimetres apart, close to the line of his jugular. I looked at his face with fresh eyes and realised it was pale and wan, as if... As if he had been drained of blood, a voice replied at the back of my mind. You can deny this reality no longer, it added.


  I looked at the other soldiers in the barracks, nearly fifty of them, all apparently asleep on bunks lining either wall of the long, narrow chamber. "Is anyone awake in here?" I asked, my voice unnaturally high and fearful, but nobody replied. I tried shouting, bellowing my question. I might get an earful of abuse but it was better than getting no reply at all. Still none of the others answered. A prickling feeling ran up the back of my neck as realisation dawned upon me. The scent I had noticed when I came in, it was the same smell I remembered from the moments before I passed out from being stabbed by the butcher woman. It was the smell of blood.


  I decided that I would have to check the others. I moved from Mikhail's bunk to the next, then on to the next and then to another. All of them were the same: lifeless eyes, pale faces, not a movement from anyone. The entire barracks had died in the night, their bodies apparently sucked dry of blood. But how had the vampyr gotten to them? How had the undead crept past our defences and then murdered four dozen men without one of them raising the alarm or fighting back?


  I remembered the white mist creeping across the ground and into the barracks, the barracks where I, too, would have spent the previous night if I hadn't been on patrol. The thought of what I had so narrowly avoided sent a cold dagger of fear down my spine, chilling me to the bone. I stumbled backwards, desperate to get away from this tomb full of corpses, turning to run outside. I tripped as I burst from the doorway and went sprawling to the ground, but kept crawling and scrambling in my haste to escape that room filled with death.


  "What do we have here?" a familiar voice asked. I looked up and saw Yatsko looming over me with three sharpened wooden stakes clutched in one hand and a blacksmith's hammer in the other. Behind him stood the sneering figure of Strelnikov and the silent Uralsky, both armed and ready for battle.


  "I-Inside..." I gasped. "All the men inside... they're dead!"


  Yatsko made a gesture and Uralsky advanced slowly into the barracks, his weapon ready to fire. He came back out in less than a minute, nodding to Yatsko. "How long have they been like that?"


  I realised that Uralsky was talking to me. "An hour or two at the most," I said. "I saw a mist rising from the Neva during the night. It crept across the ground-"


  "And went down into the barracks?" Yatsko asked.


  "Yes. How did you...?"


  "We've seen this before," Strelnikov replied, wiping his nose on the sleeve of his gymnastiorka. "It's a new tactic the Rumanians are using along the front line."


  "Burn them out," Yatsko commanded. Strelnikov and Uralsky both produced bottles of purple liquid from their knapsacks, sealed with rags stuffed into the neck. Both men lit the ends of the fabric and then advanced on the doorway to the barracks, preparing to throw their crude incendiary devices inside.


  "Wait! What are you doing?" I demanded, getting to my feet. "Those men in there, I didn't check all of them. Some might still be alive!"


  "Then this will be a mercy killing," Yatsko spat. "Do it!"


  The other two tossed their burning bottles inside. I heard the glass shatter and the roar of fire rapidly spreading through the barracks. Within a few seconds black smoke was billowing from inside the bunker, the air around me thickening with the smell of burning wood and flesh and cloth. I moved angrily to Yatsko, demanding to know why he had burned all the bodies.


  "Captain Eisenstein believes it is only a matter of time before the vampyr start resurrecting their victims, using them as cannon fodder against us. Destroy the bodies by burning or decapitation, and you prevent that from happening. There's no point in giving the enemy fresh recruits for his army."


  "But we could have used what happened to those men as proof there are vampyr working with the Germans," I protested. "Now there's no evidence, nothing to show what we know is true."


  Uralsky and Strelnikov joined us. "You think our generals don't already know about the Rumanians?" the rapist asked bitterly. "Of course they know, they've known for months. But they are too afraid to admit it publicly; to tell the troops on the front line what we are facing. So those in charge have given us a new assignment: to destroy all evidence of vampyr involvement in this war."


  "But why hide the truth?"


  "The Great Patriotic War is on a knife edge," Uralsky said. "For our troops to keep fighting, they must never know the true nature of our enemy." I looked at him, amazed at what he was saying and by the fact I had never heard him say so much at one time before.


  "So all we do is cover up for the vampyr?"


  "Not exactly," Eisenstein interjected. He was walking towards us from the east, flanked by Antonov, Borodin and Sophia. The quartet was much as I remembered it, but now Eisenstein was wearing the insignia of a captain, a single rectangle visible on the collar of his gymnastiorka. Beyond them I could see black smoke spilling from the entrance of another underground barracks. The murderous mist had claimed more than one bunker of soldiers in the brief dark of night.


  "The generals have offered us a deal. If we can hunt down and eliminate Constanta and his disciples, our convictions will be overturned, our records expunged and our ranks returned to each of us."


  "Da, they have even given our company a new name," Antonov added. "As far as the rest of the Red Army is concerned, we are still called shtrafroty, but at command level we are now part of a new initiative known as Smert Krofpeet.


  "Death to Blood-Drinkers," I said. "How appropriate."


  "Leningrad isn't the only part of the front line with a vampyr problem," Borodin added. "There are other Smert Krofpeet units being formed elsewhere."


  "All from shtrafroty, of course," Sophia grimaced. "We're expendable."


  "But doesn't setting fire to barracks attract attention from other soldiers?"


  Eisenstein shook his head. "Red Army riflemen do what they're told and know better than to ask awkward questions. Those that don't end up dead, or in units like this one. Welcome back, Zunetov."


  



  That was how I came to be reunited with my comrades. I had many, many questions for them, but these would have to wait until we had finished checking the other barracks nearby for more victims. Eisenstein sent me with Borodin and Sophia to finish cleansing the area of the vampyr taint. Fortunately, the Rumanians had only infiltrated the two bunkers already on fire. Once the rest of the barracks had been checked, Borodin and Sophia took me along the old railway line to meet the others a kilometers north of the front line. As we walked, I told them all that had happened to me since fighting the cannibals of Kolpino. Borodin was shocked by my tales of life inside the evacuation hospital at Leningrad, but it was old news to Sophia, who had seen such conditions for herself before joining the shtrafroty.


  "I'm surprised to see you're still with the unit," I told her. "Before I got wounded, it didn't look like you'd be around for more than a day."


  "Captain Brodsky made such a nuisance of himself trying to get rid of me, headquarters decided he should lead us on our next mission personally," Sophia said. "We went behind German lines, scouting for an attack on Ivanovskoe, but they knew we were coming." She fell silent and Borodin took up the story.


  "Eisenstein and Yatsko got us out of there somehow, but in the confusion Brodsky must have been wounded or left behind. By the time we realised, it was too late to go back. Eisenstein was given a field promotion until Brodsky returns."


  "When was that?"


  "More than three weeks ago," Sophia said quietly. It was obvious she felt responsible for what had happened to him. I tried to think of some words that might persuade her otherwise, but drew a blank. I had long since given up feeling guilty for what happened in this war. Survival was my goal now.


  Chapter Eight


  



  During June and July we continued our patrols on the blockade's southern front line, intervening whenever reports reached us of a vampyr incursion, always searching for more information about our true enemy. The long summer days were restricting their activities to a few fleeting hours a night, but we knew all too well the coming winter would transform the siege into a killing ground for Constanta and his kind once more.


  In truth, we did not know if the hauptmann was still on the other side of no-man's-land. What limited intelligence we could glean from those few men and women who survived encounters with the undead never included names or detailed descriptions. Staring eyes, mesmeric voices, terrifying fangs: those were the most commonly quoted attributes of the vampyr. The ability to take control of their victims' thoughts also had the effect of blurring the memory of any who got away from them. I was apparently immune to that effect and could recall every terrifying instant of my first brush with Constanta.


  When we were not hunting the undead, Eisenstein kept us busy repulsing the rare thrusts against our front line positions by the Germans. These were usually signalled by a dramatic increase in artillery bombardment, driving our troops into bunkers and hiding places. The enemy would charge forward, throwing stick grenades ahead of themselves to clear a path, following up with flame-throwers and soldiers with machine guns. Eisenstein was a driven man in such situations, urging us forward to beat back the advancing Germans.


  Across the distance of time, I cannot honestly recall how much we knew then about the Nazi programme of extermination for the Jews. The horrific details of the Holocaust are now so well known, so imprinted upon the memory of all those who survived the dark days of the Great Patriotic War, it is hard to recall a time when we did not recoil in shame and disbelief at what Hitler's men did.


  When I was a political officer I had heard about the systematic deportation of Jews from the territories conquered by the Wehrmacht, and rumours were rife in Moscow about the organised disappearance of so many people. Did Eisenstein know what the Germans would do to the tens of thousands of Jews still within the blockade? I've no doubt that any such knowledge would have fired his efforts to defeat the Nazis, to avenge what was done by them in the ghettos of Poland and so many other places en route to Russia. As I later discovered, Eisenstein's faith meant a great deal to him. It would be his salvation and his damnation, in a strange way. But that was still to come, still in the future for both of us.


  Those two summer months were a happy interlude in the life of the Smert Krofpeet, though I did not appreciate it at the time. Without Brodsky's brooding, bitter command, we were free to take our fight to the Germans as we wanted. Eisenstein had the gift of a natural leader to bind us together, so past differences were forgotten in pursuit of a common goal.


  Something else happened during those two balmy months: Eisenstein and Sophia became lovers. They hid their physical relationship from the rest of us until the end of July, but eventually it became obvious. Strelnikov started making snide remarks out of the side of his mouth whenever one of them emerged from Eisenstein's tent, and Yatsko's embitterment at having to take orders from Eisenstein soon resurfaced. He challenged the captain's authority in little ways, seeing how far he could push his luck. We knew that eventually one of them would snap, and the effects would be catastrophic for all of us.


  By the first week of August, as the situation was approaching breaking point, a dramatic change occurred. We were stationed near Ivanovskoe, about twenty-five kilometres south-east of Leningrad. The long planned Red Army thrust to retake the settlement was thought to be less than a fortnight away, with troops and equipment being mustered for the attack. But there were also whispers of renewed vampyr activity nearby and our commanders had no wish to send a fighting force into such circumstances.


  The undead enemy was still little more than a rumour along the front line, but it represented a significant threat to the attack's success. Eisenstein was summoned to a field HQ for fresh orders and returned with a surprise for all of us. Brodsky had escaped from behind enemy lines and was resuming his position as our captain, stripping Eisenstein of his field promotion.


  Brodsky looked gaunt and angrier than before, his sandy hair now heavily flecked by strands of grey. He gathered the Smert Krofpeet together and gave us a short speech, his voice bitter and gruff.


  "I have no wish to repeat myself, nor will I look kindly upon anyone who interrupts me, so listen and listen carefully. I have retaken command of this unit and Eisenstein is one of you again, without privilege or rank. I give the orders and you obey them without question and without hesitation. No doubt, you are curious about my fate these past few months. All I am permitted to say is that I was taken prisoner by the Germans after you left me to die in Ivanovskoe. Last week, together with a group of other captives, I escaped and we hid ourselves behind enemy lines. Three days ago we decided to cross no-man's-land and return to our own lines. I was the only one to make it back alive. Since then I have been extensively debriefed about German troop movements and their battle plans for the coming months. But our commanders need further evidence to support what I have told them, so I volunteered all of you to get that evidence."


  I opened my mouth to protest but a glare from Brodsky silenced me. Once he was satisfied I would not try to interrupt, he continued his speech, spitting each phrase at us like it was ammunition, revelling in his revenge.


  "You will go across no-man's-land at dusk and penetrate the German front line. From there you are ordered to seek the enemy headquarters within Ivanovskoe and steal the plans for their next attack upon our positions. The Germans know as well as us that winter will make any change of the blockade's boundaries all but impossible, so they are determined to seize Osinovets before winter comes, thus cutting off the Doroga Zhizni. If they succeed, Leningrad will fall."


  Brodsky turned to leave but paused, allowing himself a brief smile. "All of you will go on this mission. If women are deemed good enough to serve in a front line combat unit, then they are good enough to undertake covert operations. I do not wish to hear any appeals for exemption, no matter what relationships some of you may have formed in my absence. You are to maintain radio silence. No matter what happens, nobody will be sent on a rescue mission to help you back, just as nobody came back to rescue me.


  "Oh, and one other thing; anyone who refuses to go on this mission will be executed for cowardice." The captain smiled sourly. "Yatsko, I appoint you as morale officer for this unit. You will remain here, armed with a submachine gun. If you see anyone returning without the information required, you have my permission to shoot him or her for gross dereliction of duty. Is that clear? Good. Since it is doubtful all of you will return alive, I suggest you spend the few hours you have left getting your affairs in order and preparing for the mission. Yatsko, come with me. The rest of you, dismissed."


  The captain strode away with Yatsko running after him, grinning wolfishly as he departed. When both of them were beyond hearing us, Strelnikov hissed a stream of obscenities and Borodin threw up.


  Antonov shook his head, his eyes closed. "This is a suicide mission, a death sentence," he whispered. "That gaduka is sending us out there to be slaughtered, as vengeance for what he's been through. Bojemoi, we didn't leave him behind deliberately."


  "It doesn't matter," Eisenstein muttered quietly.


  "How can you say that, Grigori? We're going to be shot to pieces by the Germans. It was a miracle that we made it back from Ivanovskoe last time; we'll never manage it again. Even if we do, Brodsky's conveniently arranged us to be summarily executed by Yatsko when we get within sight of our own lines!"


  "Be that as it may, there's nothing we can do to change his mind. We have our orders, now we have to go through with them. You heard him: if one of us refuses, Brodsky has the excuse he needs to have all of us shot."


  Strelnikov was still cursing under his breath, but his anger was directed at Yatsko. "That motherless bastard," the rat-faced predator snarled. "Ivan told me he was sending reports about our two young lovers to headquarters, hoping it would get him a promotion. Now his jealousy is going to get all of us killed." Strelnikov turned his anger towards Sophia. "If you hadn't been so busy whoring yourself with the Jew boy, we could have avoided this."


  "What did you say?" she gasped.


  "You heard me," he sneered, spitting on the ground in front of her.


  Sophia hurled herself at Strelnikov, her fingernails gouging deep into his face, ripping the skin open and digging into the flesh beneath. Her attack caught him by surprise, and he tumbled over backwards, Sophia on top of him. But Strelnikov had not survived this long without learning how to defend himself in close quarters combat. He lashed out with his right hand, slapping the back of it hard across her face, and then clenched his hand into a fist and punched her in the mouth. She fell back, blood trailing in the air.


  Antonov and Eisenstein rushed in to separate the two, but Sophia still got in a lucky last blow, her right boot catching the rapist hard in the groin. He crumpled, a curse dying on his lips.


  "What should we do?" I asked Uralsky, but he merely shrugged.


  "Better if we stay out of it," Borodin said weakly, wiping vomit from the corners of his mouth. "This has been coming for weeks. Let them settle it now." I knew he was right, but I also suspected his answer was born more of fear than logic. Borodin was a changed man when I was reunited with the shtrafroty, bolder and braver than before I was wounded. But the old terror was evident in his eyes once more, and his hands were trembling uncontrollably. He would need to rediscover his courage to survive our suicide mission.


  By now Antonov had control of Sophia while Eisenstein had Strelnikov pinned on the ground. Our former captain leaned so close to his captive's snarling face, their noses were nearly touching.


  "Listen to me, you little gaduka. That's the last time you ever lay a finger on her, or else I'll personally castrate whatever is festering between your legs and shove it down your throat. Mention my religion again and I'll rip out your tongue. Do I make myself quite clear?"


  "You wouldn't dare," Strelnikov spat back.


  Eisenstein leaned his heavy forearm against Strelnikov's throat, slowly crushing his windpipe. "I didn't hear that, Vladimir. What did you say?"


  The smaller man coughed and choked, his hands flailing uselessly at Eisenstein's face. His features turned red, then crimson, then purple.


  "Do I make myself clear?" Eisenstein repeated, each word spat out with murderous venom.


  Strelnikov nodded, his eyes bulging from their sockets, his lips drawn back in a grotesque parody of a smile, tongue dancing inside his sickly mouth.


  "That's better," Eisenstein said, taking his weight off Strelnikov's throat. He got back to his feet, leaving the smaller man retching and gasping on the ground. "The same applies to all of you," Eisenstein added, fixing each of us in his gaze. "We have a mission in a few hours. I suggest we get ready."


  Uralsky and Borodin turned away, and Antonov released Sophia. She glared at him angrily. "You should have let me finish him!"


  "We fight the Germans and the vampyr," he replied. "If we turn on each other, all of us will be dead before dawn."


  "Yuri's right," Eisenstein added. "You shouldn't have attacked Strelnikov, no matter the provocation. If we don't function as a unit, we won't function at all."


  "If you hadn't noticed, Brodsky is captain now," Sophia snarled at her lover. "We don't have to take orders from you any more!" She stormed off, leaving Eisenstein with his eyes closed, his fists clenched at his sides.


  Antonov offered to help Strelnikov up but he refused any assistance, stalking away in a different direction from the one Sophia had taken.


  Antonov sighed as he walked past me, muttering beneath his breath. "One big happy family, that's what we are..."


  Eisenstein caught me watching him. "What are you looking at, Zunetov?"


  "Nothing," I shrugged. In fact I had been thinking about what Antonov had told me the night we spent on patrol, shortly before Sophia joined the unit. Eisenstein and I were alike in some ways, despite the differences in our upbringing and beliefs. I had been reborn as a solider the night I first met him on the frozen lake. I realised that in some strange way this made him a father figure for me. "I wasn't looking at anything."


  "Liar. I've seen you, watching us, observing us. What were you before the war?"


  "I wanted to be a journalist." I surprised myself by admitting this; it was something I had never mentioned to another living soul. All my life I had stood apart from others, studying them, keeping everyone at arm's length. But Eisenstein had no time for such tendencies.


  "And now?" he asked derisively. "Do you still hope for a career on Pravda?"


  "Nobody will ever write the truth about this war, nor tell what truly happened here."


  "I hope not," he said quietly. "I had dreams and ambitions too, but they died when I killed my first vampyr. Now whatever time I have left is devoted to destroying those monsters."


  "Yes, I know." I thought about my own father, back in Moscow. We had never been close when I was growing up. My mother had died giving birth to me, so I spent my early years being passed from relative to relative. Somehow Eisenstein had become the father I always wanted. At that moment I knew I would follow him into hell itself if necessary. But I did not tell him, since my natural reticence held me back. I still wish I had spoken what was in my heart and mind then. If I had known what would happen to us on that mission behind enemy lines, the horrific consequences of our journey, I like to think that I would have professed my utter loyalty to Eisenstein. After that night, nothing was ever the same again.


  He glared at me, unaware of my inner turmoil. "Go and get ready, and make sure the others do the same. I'll be damned before I give Brodsky the satisfaction of dying for him."


  



  Most of the Smert Krofpeet gathered shortly before sundown, the seven of us assigned to infiltrate the enemy position. As dusk approached I felt the first chill of autumn and pulled my greatcoat closer around me. I could also smell winter in the air, crisp and cold and quietly terrifying. The days had been getting noticeably shorter, and soon the early morning dew would become freezing frosts. Despite Sophia's harsh words, Eisenstein resumed his self-appointed role as our combat leader. Even if he lacked the rank of an officer, he had the skills and experience of one. Besides, with Yatsko staying behind, nobody else wanted to take charge.


  Eisenstein marked out a crude map in the dirt, showing our front line positions, where the Germans were stationed and a weakness in their front line. Fortunately, we were west of the bend in the Neva where it curved towards Leningrad, so our journey over no-man's-land would not require a river crossing.


  "We should be able to slip through them by following the railway line leading south into the centre of Ivanovskoe. Either side of the tracks is laid with mines, but the charges beneath the line should only explode if a train passes over them. If we crawl along it, spreading our weight, we should be safe."


  "How do you know they haven't swapped mines?" Borodin asked fearfully.


  "I don't," Eisenstein admitted, "but that's a risk we'll have to take. Because the railway is mined, the Germans don't often patrol it. However, they have put barbed wire barricades across the tracks and the line is still overlooked by two vantage points. There's a crossing two hundred metres beyond the barricade where we can safely leave the tracks. Anywhere else and we risk getting blown sky high. There isn't much moonlight, but we'll still have to move fast. If we take too long and attempt to come back in daylight, we'll be target practice for the enemy."


  "As we will be for Yatsko when we try to cross back over no-man's-land," Sophia said.


  "If we get that far," Strelnikov added sourly.


  Antonov shook his head slowly. "So many ways this can go wrong."


  Eisenstein shrugged helplessly, but continued his briefing. "Once we get past the German front line, their headquarters is inside what's left of the local cooperative store. The Univermag was one of the few multi-storey structures in Ivanovskoe before the war, so it shouldn't be hard to find. We get in as quietly as we can, secure any relevant documents, and get out again. Zunetov, you stick close to me inside that building, I'll need you to translate. Any questions?"


  "How many?" Uralsky asked, ever a man of few words.


  "Sentries round the Univermag?" Eisenstein replied, getting a nod from Uralsky in return. "Unknown. But we must expect a dozen, if not more. Each of us will have to kill at least two of them."


  "But there are seven of us going on the mission," I pointed out.


  "Gomorova will stay outside," Eisenstein said, not looking at his lover.


  "Why?" she demanded angrily. "I'm risking my life like the rest of you. I deserve the chance to take a few of the fascists-"


  "I want you outside with the radio, scanning all enemy frequencies," Eisenstein said quietly. "If they realise what we're doing and send for reinforcements, I want some warning. That's your job." Sophia scowled but did not object any further. Eisenstein glanced at the rest of us. "Any more questions?"


  "Yes. When do we leave on this fool's errand?" Antonov asked wearily.


  



  Within an hour all seven of us were crawling along the railway line through no-man's-land on our bellies, Eisenstein and Uralsky at the front while Borodin and Strelnikov brought up the rear. I was in the middle, behind Antonov and Sophia. As we approached the German lines, a sudden flurry of activity exploded to our left. A unit of Red Army riflemen opened fire on the enemy without provocation, raining grenades and mortars upon the fascists. The Germans responded in kind, all their attention focussed on that part of the front line. Amid the cacophony coming from the east I heard a low whistle from Eisenstein, signalling for us to increase our pace. He was up on his feet, running towards the enemy position in a low crouch, Uralsky close behind. The rest of us followed their example, slipping unnoticed past the German sentries.


  Within a minute we reached the barricade. Antonov produced a set of long-handled wire cutters and began snipping a path through the circles of barbed wire stretched between the wooden support beams. I lay on my back, submachine gun clutched in my hands, scanning the enemy lookouts on either side of the tracks.


  I had been slowly acquiring replacements for all the weapons I lost when taken to the evacuation hospital, but Borodin had kept my PPSh for me and I never appreciated it more. If just one of the Germans happened to glance down at us, we would be sitting targets for their machine guns. If they did open fire, we could not risk moving off the railway for fear of detonating one of the mines beside it. The blast would kill or cripple most of us, while any survivors could expect to be machine-gunned to death moments later.


  Overhead a dark cloud passed in front of the crescent moon, casting us deeper into shadow. By the time it was clear of the glowing white and grey sickle in the sky, we were through the barricade and crawling deeper into enemy territory.


  On and on we went, until I started wondering if we could have gone past the railway crossing in the dark. Two hundreds metres was no distance at all when running, but it felt like we had been crawling for two hundred kilometres. Finally, as I was about to ask the others if we had overshot our target, Uralsky scuttled off the tracks towards the building to our left, and Eisenstein followed him into the shadows. Once we were safely off the railway lines and out of sight from the German positions, Borodin muttered something about the happy coincidence of our comrades launching an attack when they had.


  Eisenstein admitted organising the diversion. "I called in a few favours," he said. "I thought a little distraction couldn't hurt our chances. Now, according to the maps at field HQ, the Univermag is two streets south and one street further east from here. Remember, no shooting and no grenades. We use knives or bayonets only, unless we're discovered."


  Uralsky pulled a loop of wire from his knapsack, each end secured to a short wooden handle, and raised an eyebrow enquiringly at our combat leader.


  Eisenstein smirked. "Garrottes are permitted too, if anyone else has got one. You all know the drill: keep to the shadows, single file, pick and move, building by building. Ready? Then let's go!"


  



  We reached the Univermag within twenty minutes, our progress impeded twice by the need to avoid squads of German infantrymen being marched through the rubble-strewn streets of Ivanovskoe. Any civilian residents had long since died or fled into the countryside. The town was once a bustling settlement on a major railway line, but it had been left desolate by successive attacks. First the Luftwaffe and German artillery had bombarded it during their lightning advance towards Leningrad the previous autumn, then our own retreating forces had done much the same as part of a "scorched earth" policy instigated by Stalin to leave little of value for the invading force. The Germans were the sole occupants of Ivanovskoe now, what little was left of it.


  The Univermag was a shell, brickwork around the empty, glassless windows blackened by a recent fire. There were lights on inside the building on both floors, so the upper storey was still being actively used. Two sentries stood outside the main entrance, where residents of Ivanovskoe had once bustled in to buy goods from the cooperative store. Another pair of German soldiers was making a slow patrol around the building's perimeter, taking four minutes to complete a circuit. If there were twelve sentries all told, the other eight must be inside.


  We waited and watched from a bombed-out building on the other side of the road, noting the patterns of movement around the Univermag.


  After ten minutes, Eisenstein seemed satisfied. "Once the external patrol has been past again, Uralsky and Antonov will take care of the sentries by the front door, then put on their helmets and tunics to stand guard," he whispered quickly. "Zunetov and I will go inside while Strelnikov and Borodin deal with the pair on patrol. Once you've finished with them, join us inside. Sophia will stay here, out of sight, working the radio. Uralsky and Antonov, if you hear shooting from inside the store, don't come in to get us. Fall back to this position and provide covering fire if we make it back out of the Univermag. If we're not out within three minutes, get back to the railway lines. Chances are we're already dead or captured and it's too late to do anything for us."


  I watched as the two patrolling soldiers strolled back into view, their murmuring voices drifting across the empty street towards us.


  "What are they saying?" Eisenstein whispered in my ear.


  "It's hard to make out," I replied softly. "The one on our left is complaining about his boots. He was hoping for a new pair by now. The other man... He's run out of cigarettes, says he's dying for a smoke."


  "Well, he won't have to worry about that much longer."


  I smiled at the joke, but the banality of the enemy soldiers' conversation surprised me. Having spent the past seven months inside the blockade, I had willingly bought into the siege mentality so common among those at Leningrad or stationed along the front line. The Germans were fascists, murderers, invaders, inhuman monsters to be driven out of the motherland, and should be shown no mercy or pity. It was startling to think of them as men like me, who worried about the state of their boots or where their next cigarette was coming from. They were wearing a different uniform and speaking a different language, but in truth there was little difference between us. Now we were coming to kill them because politicians and generals had decided we should.


  The two men on patrol reached the pair standing guard outside the front doors but instead of continuing onwards as they had every time before, they stopped to make conversation.


  Eisenstein cursed under his breath. "What are those bastards doing now?"


  I strained forward but could hear only one word in three. "Something about... lights? No, he's asking... He's asking for a cigarette."


  Antonov had joined Eisenstein and me, wanting to know what was causing the delay. He and Uralsky had been poised to dash across the street while the two patrolling soldiers were passing their comrades on sentry duty. "Grigori, should we go while they're busy talking?"


  Eisenstein shook his head, all his attention focussed on the four men across the ravaged road. "Hold on. Wait until they resume patrolling again."


  Flame flickered into life outside the Univermag as three of the soldiers lit cigarettes, their faces briefly illuminated. They were young, all younger than me, with handsome features and smiles. The quartet shared a joke, their laughter drifting away into the night, then the two soldiers returned to their patrol, still exchanging bawdy banter with their comrades.


  "Now!" Eisenstein growled as the Germans separated. Antonov nodded to Uralsky and they darted across the street, keeping to the shadows where possible. Once they were safely on the same side as the Germans, Antonov and Uralsky walked boldly towards them.


  "What the hell are they doing?" I gasped.


  "In this light it's difficult to tell our uniform from what the Germans wear," Eisenstein replied. "The last thing those sentries expect is to see two Red Army riflemen strolling towards them. With any luck, they'll assume Yuri and Andrei are on their side, and not bothered to look any closer."


  "And without any luck?"


  "This will get very messy, very quickly."


  I watched with mounting horror as my comrades neared the Germans. But the sentries remained oblivious to the approaching danger, too busy sharing a private joke. Uralsky and Antonov were within a few metres before the Germans realised something was wrong. By the time they had pulled their rifles off their shoulders, it was too late. Antonov clamped a hand over the mouth of his target, stabbing a bayonet blade beneath the German's ribcage.


  Uralsky spun his garrotte round the other sentry's neck and pulled it tight, slicing through the soldier's windpipe in moments. Neither man made a sound before they died. Antonov gave an all-clear signal and the rest of us, bar Sophia, hurried across the street. Borodin and Strelnikov disappeared after the two soldiers on patrol while I helped strip the tunic from Antonov's victim.


  Eisenstein darted inside the Univermag, checking for more troops on the ground floor. He returned a few seconds later with a puzzled look on his face. "It's deserted downstairs, but I could hear voices from the first floor. We'll hide the sentries' bodies out of sight while you two stand guard out here."


  By the time our ruse was in place, the others had returned from dealing with the patrolmen. Borodin was ashen-faced but Strelnikov was all smiles, clutching two freshly severed tongues for his necklace of macabre trophies.


  Eisenstein was not impressed. "I've told you before, if the Germans capture you and find those bloody things, they'll torture all of us before we get executed."


  Leaving Uralsky and Antonov on guard duty outside the front door, the rest of us crept inside and gathered round the foot of the staircase. Eisenstein went first, motioning for me to follow, then the others. Up we crept, the sound of German voices crackling in the air above. One was distant and mixed with static, his words hard to understand. The other voice was closer and clearer. He sounded about my age, his words filled with intense concentration. I listened to his words, trying to determine their meaning without being able to understand the other half of the conversation. It was something to do with orders from Berlin, a local officer who was objecting, and a foreigner, an angry foreigner.


  There was one word that stumped me, a compound construction that made no apparent sense: "blood-change-fear". Eisenstein gave a quick glance back to ensure the rest of us were ready, then crept up into the light on the first floor, his PPSh ready to fire, and a knife blade clenched between his teeth. He swivelled round, studying his surroundings, then signalled for us to follow him up. There were supposed to be at least a dozen men inside this building, but so far we had only seen four guards outside.


  As I reached the top floor, I swung round, searching for the others. A single German soldier was the sole occupant, hunched over a large radio, concentrating on the messages he was receiving through his headset. He didn't notice our arrival until Eisenstein had a knife pressed against his throat.


  "Zunetov, get over here! Ask him where the others are."


  I did as Eisenstein requested, putting the question to our captive. His eyes widened at my spoken German, but he did not reply. I asked again, saying we would not kill him if he talked. Slowly, haltingly, the radio operator whispered a few words in a Bavarian accent. "The officers are busy... supervising."


  I translated his reply to Eisenstein who pressed the knife closer against our captive's neck. A thin line of blood appeared on the edge of the blade.


  "Supervising what?" The radio operator swallowed hard at my question, but stammered out a reply that I quickly translated.


  "Berlin ordered the German commander to choose one man from each ten, the strongest man, for a special assignment. They are being... changed."


  "Into what?" Eisenstein asked. I quickly repeated the question to the German and listened carefully to his reply.


  "He doesn't know, but it's got him scared. Whoever is in charge scares him more than we do."


  Eisenstein gestured at a nearby table strewn with official papers. "Those must be the German battle plans. Start checking those for what Brodsky wants. The sooner we get out of here, the better."


  I moved towards the table, daunted by the number of documents I would have to sift through. When I looked back to ask Eisenstein a question, he had slit the radio operator's throat and was wiping his blade clean on the dead man's tunic.


  "I promised we'd let him live if he talked," I protested.


  "I didn't," Eisenstein replied. "Start reading." He gestured at Strelnikov and Borodin. "You two go back downstairs and tell the others what's going on." Strelnikov stepped towards the German's corpse, smiling gleefully.


  "Downstairs," Eisenstein snarled. "We've seen enough of your butchery for one night!"


  



  It was another ten minutes before I had skimmed through all the official papers, sorting a quarter of them into a separate pile. Eisenstein paced back and forth impatiently behind me, eager to get out of the Univermag. I rested a hand on top of the documents I had chosen.


  "These look the most current. I haven't had time to sort them properly, but I can't find any evidence of an imminent German attack planned for our part of the front line. There are papers mentioning something called Operation Feuerzauber, which roughly translates as 'Fire Magic'. That requires the Wehrmacht to capture Leningrad by early September, but there are no other details. Perhaps the Germans have another intelligence HQ nearby?"


  Eisenstein shook his head. "No, this is the Ivanovskoe command centre. It's as I suspected - Brodsky sent us to be killed, to get his revenge. There never was an imminent German attack planned from this position. It was just a story the captain manufactured. I thought it sounded wrong the moment I first head it. He was a prisoner of war, how would he have access to such facts?"


  "So all of this is a trap?"


  "No, but it is a suicide mission, like Yuri said. We're fortunate the Germans have been distracted by their new orders from Berlin otherwise we'd never have made it this far."


  Eisenstein grabbed the papers I had selected and shoved them into my knapsack before striding towards the staircase. "Come on. We've got to get back across no-man's-land before sunrise. That's less than an hour away."


  I followed him down the stairs and we met the others by the front doors. Uralsky and Antonov were still standing guard outside. They checked the street in either direction for approaching troops, and then we all crossed to where Sophia waited with her radio.


  "We haven't triggered any alarms yet," she reported while Uralsky and Antonov shed their German helmets and tunics.


  "Let's hope it stays like that," Eisenstein agreed. "Back the way we came."


  But we travelled only a few hundred metres before our path was blocked by a squad of Germans. They were halted directly in front of us by a command from an authoritative voice with an accent that chilled my blood. I recognised the voice instantly.


  "It's him," I whispered when the officer had stepped into view from the shadows. "It's Constanta!"


  The Rumanian officer emerged in front of the squad, his face twisted into a cruel smile. "Is this the best you could find, Obergefreiter?" he sneered.


  "Yes, Hauptmann," the German corporal replied. "You've already had the pick of our enlisted men. These are our finest fighters from those that remain."


  "Very well," Constanta reluctantly agreed. "Take them to my quarters." The corporal saluted crisply, then marched his squad towards the southern part of Ivanovskoe, away from the front line. The vampyr leader watched them depart but remained where he was. He glanced about himself and sniffed the air, as if he could detect a scent on the wind. The hand holding my PPSh was shivering uncontrollably, so I pressed the weapon against my legs to prevent it making any sound. Constanta stood quite still, his eyes searching the shadows.


  "Nobody move," Eisenstein whispered. "Nobody make a sound."


  After what felt like an eternity, the Rumanian smiled and strode after the German squad. When he had gone I realised I was holding my breath and slowly let it escape, a tingle of relief running through my veins. Strelnikov started towards the railway lines but Eisenstein pulled him back.


  "There's been a change of plan. We're following the vampyr to his lair."


  "Why?" the shorter man protested. "We got what we came for, let's get the hell out of here!"


  "No," Eisenstein insisted. "We've all heard the reports of renewed vampyr activity in this area. Now we've a chance to discover what the undead are doing here, what they're planning. Follow them and we might even be able to wipe them out."


  "Or we might get slaughtered, or worse," Strelnikov insisted.


  "That's a risk we'll have to take," Antonov replied. "This is a war, Vladimir. Sacrifices must be made for a greater good, to stop a greater evil."


  "Forget it. There's nothing you can say that will persuade me-"


  Eisenstein pressed the muzzle of his pistol against the side of Strelnikov's head. "Then I'll let my actions speak for me. Get moving, you little bastard."


  "You'll pay for this, Jew boy," Strelnikov vowed.


  "And you'll pay for that remark - now move."


  So the seven of us went after Constanta, stalking him through the ruins of Ivanovskoe, always staying at least one street behind and keeping to the shadows. We followed for at least half a kilometre before seeing the Rumanian walk into one of the few undamaged buildings remaining in the township. The squad of Germans we had seen earlier were waiting outside, exchanging worried glances and mutterings. Uralsky used the sniper scope from his rifle to get a better view of their faces, before passing it across to Eisenstein.


  "They look terrified," he told the rest of us. "Whatever is happening inside that building, it is scaring the hell out of them."


  I thought back to the curious phrase I had heard the radio operator say in the Univermag: "blood-change-fear". A chill of realisation clenched in my guts, threatening to loosen my bowels.


  "Constanta must be turning them into vampyr," I said.


  "How can you know that?" Sophia asked.


  "I don't, not for certain," I admitted, telling the others what I had heard. "It's the explanation that makes the most sense."


  The first of the German soldiers was summoned into the vampyr HQ, his face pale and wan in what little moonlight there was. A cry of pain escaped the building soon after, further unsettling the men waiting outside. Then the soldier emerged, holding a bandage over the side of his neck. The sniper scope had reached me by this time and I peered through it to get a better look at the infantryman. His expression was glazed, almost lifeless, and two red dots were already bleeding through the white gauze pressed against his neck. I handed the scope back to Eisenstein who saw the same things I had.


  "Zunetov's right. Constanta is creating a private army, probably taking just enough of their blood to put them under his thrall." He gave the scope to Uralsky, who slotted it back on to his rifle.


  "Why?" Antonov asked.


  Eisenstein shrugged. "Perhaps the vampyr have suffered heavy losses elsewhere, or perhaps their numbers are limited. At a guess, I'd say Constanta wants cannon fodder to send into battle on his behalf. Why risk his own kind when he can create a fighting force of Germans bound to follow his will? We have to stop him. This is our chance to kill Constanta and strike a significant blow against the Rumanians. This is what we've been waiting for all these months."


  "Perhaps," Antonov replied, "but I think we should take this information back to Brodsky and force him to pay attention. If he won't listen to reason, then we go further up the chain of command until somebody does."


  "Yuri's right," Sophia said. "We're deep in enemy territory and the sun will be up within an hour. If we don't start back now, we'll never make it."


  "What is more important to you: staying alive or stopping these fiends?" Eisenstein demanded, his eyes searching each of our faces.


  "I don't want to die today," Borodin said quietly, biting his bottom lip.


  "You already know what I think," Strelnikov sneered.


  I felt Eisenstein's gaze upon me, boring relentlessly into me.


  To my shame, I sided with the others. "Even if we did attack, there's no guarantee we'll succeed in killing Constanta. We have no idea how many other vampyr are in there with him, nor how many thralls he already has at his command. You said Brodsky had sent us on a suicide mission. Maybe he did, maybe he didn't. But launching an assault on that building now would be suicide, without a doubt."


  When everyone's attention shifted to Uralsky, he merely shrugged.


  Eisenstein sighed. "Very well, we go to the railway line, try to find a safe way back to our own front line. But remember we had this chance and you chose to turn away from it. I've no doubt that choice will haunt us all for a long time."


  For once he was wrong. Our choice came back to haunt us less than a minute later. We retreated round a corner towards the railway line and walked straight into a ten-man German patrol. All of them had their weapons raised, ready to fire.


  "Hände hoch!" the patrol leader barked at us.


  "He's telling us to raise our hands," I explained, putting my arms above my head.


  The others followed my example. We were caught, dead in our tracks.


  Chapter Nine


  



  The patrol leader stepped closer to me, studying my face. He had blond hair and blue eyes - a classic example of Aryan manhood - but there was a sadness in his expression that hinted at sorrows seen and sorrows felt. The insignia on his uniform indicated that he was a gefreiter, roughly equivalent in rank to one of our sergeants.


  "You speak German?" the patrol leader asked me.


  "I went to Berlin University, before the war."


  "You were fortunate," he commented. "Many of us never got the chance. I doubt we will ever have that opportunity now."


  Eisenstein hissed at me, wanting to know what we were talking about, but I concentrated on the enemy soldier. His men were all lowly recruits, no officers among them. Though they had us at gunpoint, the Germans showed no inclination to finish us off or alert anyone else to our presence behind their lines. I decided to keep their leader talking, see what I could learn from him.


  "Perhaps, when the war is over?" I asked him.


  The gefreiter shook his head dismissively. "This war must end one day, but another war is coming. We shall be fighting that battle until the day we die."


  His words intrigued me. Could this enemy soldier be talking about the threat posed by the vampyr? It did not seem possible, since the Rumanians were part of the Axis forces, part of the invading army that had attacked Russia the previous summer. But something in the German's manner and his choice of phrase told me that we might have found an unlikely ally.


  "You're talking about Hauptmann Constanta and his kind, aren't you?"


  The gefreiter was shocked by my question, as were his men. They exchanged glances before he replied.


  "You know about them. How?"


  "They have been harassing us for months, probing for weaknesses, using their unnatural abilities to spread fear and terror among our soldiers, our people."


  "Then you know they are..."


  "Vampyr?"


  The Germans took a step backwards when I said the word, as if amazed I dared to utter it out loud. It seemed they were as afraid of these fiends as we were. Eisenstein could contain his curiosity no longer. He moved closer to me, his hands still held in the air.


  "Bojemoi, Zunetov, what are you telling them?"


  "Nothing they don't already know."


  I introduced myself by name to the German patrol leader. When he asked where our officer was, I explained we were a penal company whose commander did not accompany us on missions. He seemed satisfied with my explanation, so I asked for his name.


  "Haustein, I am Reiner Haustein," he replied. After making sure two of his men had us covered with their weapons, Haustein took the others a few metres away. While they talked amongst themselves, I told Eisenstein and the rest of our squad what had been said. After a few moments, Haustein returned and told us to lower our hands.


  "We wish to surrender," he added.


  Five minutes earlier we had been captives of these Germans, waiting to be executed. Now they were trying to give themselves up to us. Eisenstein's mouth fell open in surprise but he quickly recovered his poise, one hand thoughtfully rubbing his grey stubble.


  "Ask for the terms of their surrender, Zunetov."


  I swiftly translated the question to Haustein and his men.


  "Take us with you back across no-man's-land," the patrol leader replied. "We will fight for the Red Army in your penal company, or become prisoners of war, whatever you wish. But anything is better than the fate our masters in Berlin have planned for us, to become slaves of the vampyr."


  I relayed his terms to Eisenstein, who glanced at the others for their reactions. Unsurprisingly, none of them had any objection to adding the Germans' strength to our own.


  "Very well," Eisenstein announced, pausing so I could translate his reply phrase by phrase. "We accept your surrender. You may keep your weapons, but we must confiscate your ammunition as a precautionary measure." He checked the position of the moon in the sky, assessing how much longer we had left before sunrise. "We need to get moving. It will be light soon and we must reach our front line before that happens. Agreed?"


  Haustein pulled the ammunition clip from his machine pistol and handed it to Eisenstein, the other Germans following their leader's example.


  "I'll take that as a 'yes'," Eisenstein said with a smile.


  



  With our numbers swollen from seven to seventeen, we made slower time back to the railway crossing. When we finally reached it, Eisenstein called a halt so he could consult with Haustein.


  "This many people crawling back along the railway line for two hundred metres will take too long. I'm open to suggestions."


  "Why would you crawl?" Haustein asked through me.


  "We were told there were mines beneath the tracks."


  The German shook his head. "We mined either side of the railway, but not beneath the tracks. Our officers planned to use the railway as a supply route once Leningrad fell. Having to remove our own mines would have taken too long."


  "Then we can all walk along the tracks?" Eisenstein asked.


  "Ja," Haustein said, "but so many men will be noticed by our lookouts."


  "We could pretend to be your captives," I chipped in. "Your men could march us towards the front line. If any lookout challenges us, you can say you've been ordered to release us into no-man's-land as target practise for the snipers."


  Haustein nodded. "That might work."


  Eisenstein was less impressed. "But once we get to no-man's-land, then the lookouts will feel free to shoot at us."


  "They'll probably be doing that anyway," I pointed out.


  "True," he agreed with a grimace. "Alright, let's try it."


  We marched along the railway line towards no-man's-land, Haustein and his men acting as our captors. The seventeen-strong contingent reached the barricade in a few minutes, then carefully picked its way through the severed curls of barbed wire. Once past that point, no-man's-land was close and safety not far beyond it. I started to think that we had made it back unchallenged, until a booming voice called to us from a vantage point overlooking the tracks.


  "Halt! Wer geht dort?"


  Haustein growled at us to stop where we were, then turned to face the lookout. "Gefreiter Haustein! My patrol is escorting these prisoners into no-man's-land, so our snipers can use them for target practice."


  "Then why are your prisoners still carrying their weapons?"


  "We confiscated their ammunition," Haustein shouted back. Beside me Eisenstein was getting edgy, while Borodin's fear was making his legs tremble.


  "If you confiscated their ammunition, why do your weapons have no clips in them?" As I listened to the lookout's voice, I realised his accent was all too familiar. He was not German... He was a Rumanian.


  "Bojemoi, he's a vampyr," I said to Eisenstein.


  "Not for much longer," he replied. "Uralsky?"


  Our marksman dropped to one knee and fired, all in one smooth movement. The bullet caught the vampyr full in the face and the creature went down, shrieking in pain. As it fell, an ear-splitting cry pierced the air around us and a dozen figures emerged from the shadows, six on either side of the tracks.


  "It's a trap," Eisenstein realised, his face hardening into a snarl. He turned on Haustein, ready to blow the German's head off. "You led us into a trap!"


  The gefreiter was waving his hands for mercy, protesting his innocence. I stepped between them, stopping Eisenstein from executing Haustein.


  "He's saying he is innocent!" I shouted.


  "I don't care! Get out of my way, Zunetov!"


  "Your comrade is quite correct," a deep, resonant voice interjected from behind us in perfect Russian. I spun round to see a single figure on the German side of the barricade, walking towards us along the tracks. He wore a peaked cap and a long, dark cloak with an upturned collar. Beneath the shadow cast by his hat I could see wolfish, hungry eyes and a black moustache. It was the same imposing figure we had seen accosting the obergefreiter and his men in Ivanovskoe less than an hour before, the same imposing figure that had attacked me on the frozen ice of Lake Ladoga so long ago. It was Hauptmann Constanta, leader of the Rumanian vampyr.


  "None of these Germans knew we were preparing this little surprise for you and your men, Eisenstein. We let you and your Smert Krofpeet squad come this far, but now you may go no further." Constanta stopped on the far side of the barricade, his cruel face splitting into a smile. "This is the end of the line, if you'll pardon the pun."


  Eisenstein swore under his breath before turning towards the rest of us. "You fools! I told you we should have attacked Constanta back in Ivanovskoe when we had the chance. Now we're all going to die because of your cowardice..." But Eisenstein's tirade was a ruse to hide what he was doing with his hands. They pulled confiscated clips from inside his waist belt and passed them to Haustein. The rest of us saw this and returned the German patrol's ammunition to them while Eisenstein continued ranting and raving as cover for our actions.


  "It does not matter whether seven or seventeen of you are armed," Constanta observed, not fooled by Eisenstein's pretence. "By all means, feel free to give these cowardly Germans back their bullets. You shall all die in the next few minutes. I suggest you say prayers to whatever deities you believe in, though I doubt they will be heard." He threw back his head and gave a cry that chilled our blood and loosened the bowels. At his signal, the vampyr surrounding us launched their attack, and all hell broke loose.


  



  Eisenstein started firing first, but Haustein was next to pull the trigger. Within moments all of us were shooting at the advancing vampyr, unleashing a fusillade of bullets in a semicircle. I concentrated my fire at Constanta himself, hoping I might be able to stop his inhuman attack cry. I emptied half a drum of bullets into his head, neck and chest. The impact knocked him over, but he was on his feet again as soon as I stopped shooting. Around me the rest of our squad and the German patrol were finding their bullets just as ineffective. We were keeping the vampyr back temporarily, but once our ammunition ran out, they would close in and tear us apart.


  "Bojemoi, what does it take to make these fiends stay down?" I shouted, struggling to be heard above the cacophony of gunfire.


  "More than we've got here," Eisenstein bellowed back at me. "Tell the Germans to run. We have to get moving towards no-man's-land!"


  I shouted his orders to Haustein and the others, timing my words so they came between the staccato bursts of gunfire. The stench of cordite was thick in the air, choking my throat with its acrid odour. We started slowly retreating towards the open ground of no-man's-land, but our enemy quickly responded.


  I watched as two of the vampyr dissolved into translucent mist. This white cloud drifted across to the railway tracks, blocking our escape route. Two of the Germans ran into the mist and it thickened around them, the vampyr coalescing back into human form beside the soldiers. When the two terrified men screamed for help, Haustein killed them with a burst from his machine pistol.


  "I would rather do that than see them turned," he snarled to me.


  Another pair of vampyr strode towards the railway lines, but one of them trod on a mine buried beneath the soil. The shrapnel from its detonation accounted for three Germans near that side of the tracks. As the two vampyr were propelled up into the air by the explosion, both creatures turned to mist before reforming themselves as bats. Within an instant they were swooping back down at us, forcing everyone to duck beneath their snapping mouths. Around me many of the Germans were making the sign of the cross, praying for mercy as they hastily reloaded their weapons. I envied their religion, having been raised a strict atheist and trained only to believe in the revolution.


  Constanta gave a new cry and three of the vampyr dropped to the ground, crouching on all fours. I watched, struggling to believe the evidence of my own eyes as they transformed into wolves, becoming like the beasts that had attacked the convoy on the frozen lake. Eisenstein emptied his last clip of ammunition and threw the submachine gun aside in disgust.


  "Smert krofpeet, let's show these unholy bastards we can hurt them!" He reached into his knapsack and drew out his trusty sickle with its silver-edged blade.


  The rest of us followed his example, each producing a weapon we had brought as a contingency against a vampyr attack. Antonov threw his knapsack to the ground and pulled out a heavy blacksmith's hammer, along with a bundle of wooden stakes. Uralsky broke down his sniper's rifle into its component parts, reassembling the stock and other elements from it to create a small wooden crossbow.


  Borodin crouched beside him to help, drawing two handfuls of bolts and a crucifix from inside his knapsack. Strelnikov slipped his necklace of severed tongues round his neck, a bulb of garlic positioned between each grisly trophy, while keeping a wooden stake close at hand. Sophia undid the lid of her drinking flask, ready to throw holy water over any vampyr that came near her. I unfolded my entrenching tool, its edge honed so sharp it could cut through anything softer than metal.


  "Uralsky, Antonov: clear us a path!" Eisenstein commanded. "We'll cover your backs and keep the rest of these fiends away. Move!"


  Antonov marched towards the two vampyr still draining blood from the men Haustein had executed. The largest member of the Smert Krofpeet kicked the nearest vampyr in the head, knocking the creature onto its back. Uralsky dealt with the other bloodsucker, a single bolt from his crossbow puncturing the fiend's chest. The vampyr exploded in a cloud of ash and dust. By the time that had settled to the ground, Uralsky had already shot one of the bats from the sky with his peerless aim.


  Meanwhile, Antonov pinned his target to the railway tracks by slamming his boot down on its neck. He crouched beside the protesting monster to position a wooden stake above its heart, the hammer poised in his other hand. "See you in hell, djavoli!" The hammer struck home and the vampyr exploded.


  I heard Sophia cry a warning and twisted round to see three of the wolves leaping through the air towards us. Strelnikov dropped into a crouch while thrusting his wooden stake upwards, stabbing it deep into the chest of one animal. The second wolf landed on top of a German soldier, who beat at it with the butt of his rifle, bashing the snapping snout away from himself. The wolf let itself be knocked aside, attacking the German to its left instead, closing its fearsome jaws round his throat with a sickening crunch.


  The third animal was diving directly at Sophia. I shoved her to safety while swinging my entrenching tool through the air in a broad arc. My aim was more lucky than skilful, but it had the desired effect, slicing the wolf's head clean off. The creature dissolved into dust and ash, just like the one Strelnikov had slain.


  Haustein and three of his men followed our example. They tore the wolf away from their dead comrade and pinned it to the ground before decapitating the beast with their bayonets. It exploded into powder, leaving no other trace of ever existing.


  "The path is clear!" Antonov shouted to us, a smile of grim satisfaction on his face. He didn't notice the bat swooping towards him until the creature was clamping its jaws around his neck. Haustein brought his machine pistol up to fire at Antonov but the weapon was knocked aside, firing uselessly into the air.


  "No!" Eisenstein shouted to the German, having intervened to save his friend. "Yuri is one of mine. You leave him to me!"


  "Then do it soon," Haustein snarled, "before he becomes one of them."


  Uralsky heard Antonov's cry of anguish and shot the bat off the big man's shoulders. Two trickles of blood were visible on the side of Antonov's neck. He stamped his boot down hard on the creature that had wounded him, using one of his stakes to finish the job Uralsky had started.


  Six down, but we still had six vampyr to face, not to mention Constanta himself. More than half the Germans were dead and Antonov was stricken. He waved for the rest of us to go past him into no-man's-land. It was no safer than where we were, but it would take us closer to our own lines. Uralsky led the charge, followed by Haustein and the other three surviving Germans. Borodin helped Antonov up while I ran along after Sophia and Strelnikov. Eisenstein was last to follow, hanging back to ward off the pursuing vampyr with his sickle.


  I glanced over my shoulder to call for him to hurry and tripped over the bodies of two Germans. I went sprawling across the railway lines, the impact knocking the air from my lungs and the entrenching tool from my grasp. I tried to call to the others for help but no words came from my mouth.


  "This is no time to be taking it easy," a voice growled behind me.


  I looked round to see Eisenstein stretching out a hand to help me up. I also saw something dropping from the sky towards him. At first I thought it was another bat, the wings billowing in the breeze. Then I realised the shape was that of a man, and the wings were the fabric of his black cloak. Eisenstein was utterly unaware of the approaching danger. I tried to shout a warning but nothing came out, my lungs still fighting for air.


  The horrified look in my eyes must have alerted Eisenstein. He swung round as Constanta landed on the tracks, his sickle slicing through the air. It stabbed deep into the chest of the vampyr leader, but missed his heart, if the hauptmann had ever possessed one. Constanta laughed and pulled the blade out of his body. Then he drew back his lips, triumphantly revealing his teeth. The Rumanian sank his fangs deep into the side of Eisenstein's throat, sucking greedily on the crimson liquid beneath the skin. Eisenstein wrenched the sickle from Constanta's grasp and hacked repeatedly at the head of the vampyr. The blade severed Constanta's left ear and a portion of his scalp and skull, exposing the rotting, putrid brain within. The hauptmann screamed in agony and rage, loosening his grip and staggering backwards.


  Constanta pointed at Eisenstein, his bloody hands quivering in the air. "Even if you slay me, I shall be resurrected by my master. His power is like that of the gods themselves! I can grow from the smallest speck, even from ashes. I can never be truly killed, you fool!"


  "We'll see about that," Eisenstein snarled, slicing his sickle through the fiend's right leg and cutting it off above the knee. Constanta toppled sideways, crying out in anger as much as in pain. Before Eisenstein could finish the job, the other vampyr moved to protect their master, standing between us and Constanta.


  Eisenstein pulled the Star of David necklace from inside his gymnastiorka and brandished it at the creatures. They cowered back before this potent symbol of faith, the emblem glinting eerily in the early morning light. The first hints of sunrise were colouring the sky overhead, turning it from black to blue.


  Eisenstein pointed towards the horizon. "You haven't got long if you want to get away from here," he said. "Keep chasing us and you won't be undead for much longer. But let us go and we both live to fight again. It's your choice."


  The vampyr clustered around Constanta, carrying him away towards the barbed wire barricade. Once they were in retreat, Eisenstein crumpled to the ground, his spare hand clamped over the wound on his neck. I crawled to his side, anxious to see how deep the vampyr leader's fangs had sunk, but Eisenstein would not let me examine him. He pulled the collar of his gymnastiorka up to hide the wound, then tucked his Star of David back inside.


  "Don't tell the others what happened," he said between gasps for breath. "Swear to me on whatever you hold holy that you won't tell them."


  "But I must-"


  Eisenstein grabbed my shoulders, desperation in his eyes. "Swear it!"


  I nodded, reluctantly. "I swear."


  "Good, that's good." He got back on his feet with my help, staggering slightly for a moment before pulling himself together. "Come on, we've got to catch up with the others. We fought off the vampyr, but we've still got to find a way across no-man's-land before sunrise. Once the sun is up, we'll be easy targets for the German snipers."


  "Not to mention Yatsko," I recalled.


  "Bojemoi, I'd forgotten about him," Eisenstein admitted. "Come on!"


  He ran after the others, but I risked a look back at the retreating vampyr. The six who had gone to Constanta's aid were changing into bats. I watched as they rose into the air, all clutching him in their talons, supporting his weight between them. They flew slowly away across Ivanovskoe, keeping close to the ground, staying in the shadows cast by the buildings.


  "Zunetov! I said come on!" Eisenstein shouted back at me. I hurried after him, retrieving my entrenching tool on the way.


  



  The area of no-man's-land between Ivanovskoe and the Russian front line was a barren stretch of corpse-strewn earth about a hundred metres wide. To the east no-man's-land straddled the Neva River as it rolled towards Lake Ladoga, but the section we had to traverse was dry and arid. The ground was pitted and scarred by the thousands of bombs that had hit the area since the front line stabilised eleven months before. Broken, rotting bodies were splayed across the dirt, evidence of all those who had fallen while fruitlessly trying to shift the front line in either direction. There were few animals near the blockade but occasional flocks of black crows would come to pick at the carrion left behind by war. The worst part of no-man's-land was the smell: putrefying flesh and sickly fear prickled the nostrils, turning the stomach.


  Across this wasteland of death we ran, crouching low to hide our presence for as long as possible. It was only a matter of time before the vampyr alerted the German snipers, or one of the lookouts posted along the front line spotted us. You could not conceal eleven people crossing so wide a strip of open ground, even in the murky light of dawn. So we ran from crater to crater, collecting in the shelter of hillocks created by bomb blasts before venturing onwards.


  I was at the rear of the group with Eisenstein, trying not to watch him too closely but unable to tear my eyes away. He had been bitten but not killed by the vampyr... What did that mean? Would he suddenly transform into one of those creatures? Would he become like that enemy soldier we saw, with a glazed expression and no will of his own? Or could he find a way of resisting the taint of the vampyr? I did not know the answer to those questions then. Even if I had known, I'm not certain I'd have had the will to do what was necessary. Despite what so many people claim, hindsight never offers a perfect vision of the past, only a clearer view of your mistakes.


  We were halfway across no-man's-land when a shout went up from the German front line, alerting others to our presence. Suddenly the air was alive with bullets, round after round shooting past us, thudding into the dirt and the deceased. One of the German patrol died in that opening salvo, his helmet flying from his head as a round exploded into his brain. Another bullet punctured Antonov's right lung, though we didn't know it at the time. He collapsed on top of Borodin who was unable to sustain all of Antonov's weight. There was a snapping sound and Borodin screamed in agony, his leg crushed beneath him.


  Haustein shouted to his comrades on the front line, begging them not to shoot, but it did no good. They paused firing for a few moments to hear his plea, then resumed the fusillade with greater vigour than before. Eisenstein cursed loudly, crawling across to where Sophia was cowering beside her equipment.


  "Call Brodsky for help! Tell him we've got the intelligence he wanted, but we need covering fire if we're to make it back alive!"


  Sophia activated the cumbersome radio, calling for help from the Red Army, but no reply came. "I'm not getting anything, Grigori!" she shouted. "I'm not even sure if this thing is still transmitting properly!"


  "Then we'll have to do this the hard way," he replied. "Uralsky, I want headshots on three of their shooters, one from each lookout. That should persuade the others to keep down temporarily. Everybody else, get ready to run!"


  I relayed his orders to Haustein and the other Germans. The gefreiter nodded, taking an ammunition clip from the still-bleeding corpse of a comrade and slapping it into his own machine pistol.


  Uralsky finished reassembling his rifle, then snapped off three quick shots in succession. They were rewarded with a trio of cries and an abrupt decline in firing from the German positions.


  "Now!" Eisenstein shouted. The Germans emerged first, haring towards the Russian edge of no-man's-land with Strelnikov close behind them. I helped Sophia to her feet, grabbing one side of the bulky radio while she took the other. Eisenstein rolled Antonov off Borodin and Uralsky helped the big man up. As I passed Borodin, I saw him unscrewing the cap on a German stick grenade. Sophia and I paused, looking down at his crumpled body; his right leg folded over awkwardly on itself.


  "Go," Borodin urged. "There's nothing you can do for me."


  Eisenstein looked back at the German lines. A squad of infantrymen was coming out into no-man's-land after us. "Are you sure?" he asked Borodin.


  The youngest of our squad nodded. He looked down at his fingers as they closed around the blue bead that activated the grenade. "See? My hands aren't shaking any more. I can look after myself. Go!"


  Sophia tugged on the radio, dragging me after her. We stumbled towards the safety of our front line, Eisenstein close behind us. The ground jumped and twitched round our feet as clumps of dirt were thrown up by the German bullets peppering the surface. Ahead of us Uralsky was staggering beneath Antonov's weight, the two of them lurching slowly forward. I looked beyond them to the fleeing Germans and Strelnikov, before something further ahead caught my eye.


  Twenty metres away Yatsko was standing on top of the Red Army trenches, a PPSh in his arms and one finger closing round the trigger. Brodsky was standing behind him, a pistol aimed at Yatsko's head.


  "Look out!" I shouted futilely over the barrage of noise around us.


  Yatsko opened fire, his body vibrating from the recoil of his submachine gun as it spat dozens of rounds at us. Then I was falling, pushed to the ground by Sophia as she threw herself down on top of me. For the second time in quick succession the wind was knocked from my body, leaving me gasping for breath on the ground. I could do little else but watch the terrible slaughter around me as it happened.


  The two Germans who had been leading the charge were the first to die, cut to pieces by Yatsko from a few metres away. A spray of blood burst from Strelnikov's head as a bullet ripped through one ear, sending him diving for cover. Haustein was spun round by a round hitting his right shoulder, before another shot through his left thigh and he collapsed screaming in agony. Antonov collected three more bullets in his body and fell face first in the soil, dragging Uralsky down with him.


  I didn't see what happened to Eisenstein since he was still behind me, but I heard his body slam into the ground as he dived for shelter. In less than a minute Yatsko emptied a seventy-one round drum of ammunition at us, grimacing as he butchered the members of his own squad. I heard the captain bellowing at him to reload and resume firing.


  An explosion shook the ground behind me, accompanied by several startled cries. Then a rain of earth and blood and body parts showered on us. I glanced back to see a small, smoking crater where Borodin had been. Having infiltrated several kilometres into enemy territory, we were now dying one after the other, mere metres from our own front line. The irony was bitter indeed, like the taste of the adrenaline flooding my mouth.


  Sophia tried her radio again and got a crackling, static-laden reply. "What is your position?" a voice asked.


  "We are trapped in no-man's-land, less than twenty metres from the Russian front line," she replied. "We have the intelligence Captain Brodsky wanted, but one of his men is shooting at us. Yatsko's already wounded three of our squad and killed two of the prisoners we were bringing back for interrogation."


  "I'm sorry, but your transmission is..." the voice replied, before fading away.


  "They're gone," Sophia said. "It was as if someone turned the receiver off!"


  "Then we'll have to find our own way out of this," Eisenstein said, crawling forward to our position. "Borodin's stopped the Germans from coming for us, but we have to deal with Yatsko if we have any hope of getting home."


  "Let me," I said, reaching for my PPSh.


  "No," Eisenstein replied, stopping my hand. "Brodsky is forcing him to fire on us. There's another way. Uralsky!" The sniper rolled over to face us, hugging his rifle to his chest like a lover. "Can you get that gun out of Yatsko's hands?"


  "My pleasure," Uralsky replied, a rare smile on his thin lips. He rolled back towards our trenches and took aim. The first shot hit Yatsko's left hand as it was fixing another drum of ammunition into his submachine gun. A moment later a second shot removed the tip of Yatsko's right thumb. He fell over backwards, cursing at the heavens.


  "Now what?" Uralsky asked.


  "Help me with Antonov," Eisenstein replied, already running forward. Together he and Uralsky got the big man up on his feet and dragged him towards our trenches. Sophia followed them with the radio while I went to Haustein's side. He was bleeding badly but he would survive. I looped his left arm over my shoulder and got him upright. To one side Strelnikov was still hugging the ground, blood streaming from his ruptured ear.


  "Strelnikov, give me a hand!" I called, but the poisonous little man made an obscene gesture and crawled across the dirt to the safety of our front line. The Germans were still firing at us from their side of no-man's-land, but we were beyond their range. From the seventeen who had begun the journey in Ivanovskoe, only eight of us made it to the Russian front line. Out of those eight, only three of us were not physically hurt: Uralsky, Sophia and I. Captain Brodsky had exacted a terrible price for his revenge.


  Chapter Ten


  



  Once we were safely behind our front line, Uralsky went to find a medic while Sophia and I tended to our injured. Strelnikov's wound was superficial, though he moaned about the pain worse than anyone else. Haustein's shoulder was shattered, but the other bullet had passed through his leg without hitting any bones or major arteries, so it had a good chance of healing. Antonov was in a terrible state, his body riddled with bullets. His laboured breathing sounded more like a death rattle, and he floated in and out of consciousness, his eyes rolling about in his head.


  Eisenstein did not look at his friend, concentrating his energies on dealing with Yatsko instead. He found the trigger-happy killer nearby and dragged him back to face us, to see what harm his bullets had caused. But Yatsko refused to be shamed by the consequences of his actions.


  "I was acting under orders from the captain," he insisted, nursing his wounded hand. "Brodsky said the only way any of you could make it back from enemy territory would be by collaborating with the Germans. When I saw those three fascists coming back with you, I thought maybe he'd been right. The captain ordered me to open fire on anyone who failed to reply properly when challenged."


  "How could they?" I protested. "The Germans don't speak Russian. Besides, they had already surrendered to us!"


  "Then why didn't you call ahead and inform the captain?"


  "We tried," Sophia retorted, pausing from her efforts to get a little water into Antonov's mouth. "But somebody deliberately switched off the transmission."


  "That's a serious accusation," the captain snapped as he marched towards us. "I hope you have evidence to back it up, otherwise you could face a charge."


  "Not much of a threat," she replied, "since I'm already in a penal company."


  "Perhaps you would prefer to try your hand at defusing unexploded German bombs?" Brodsky asked. "The disposal squad always needs fresh recruits." Sophia was going to answer but thought better of it, turning her attention back to Antonov. "I thought not," the captain concluded, glaring arrogantly at her.


  Yatsko shook himself free of Eisenstein's grasp and strode towards Brodsky, holding out his wounded hand. "This is your fault. Uralsky shot the end of my thumb off."


  The captain shifted his gaze to our marksman. "Is this correct?"


  Uralsky nodded.


  "Why did you fire upon one of your comrades?" the captain asked him.


  "Because I told him to," Eisenstein volunteered. "Yatsko opened fire on us first, wounding Antonov, Strelnikov and our German prisoner, Haustein. He also murdered two further prisoners, men who could have given us valuable intelligence about the enemy's plans."


  "I thought you already had this intelligence."


  Eisenstein found my knapsack and pulled the fistful of German documents from inside it. "We have these, taken from the intelligence HQ to which you sent us. But the prisoners could have given corroborating testimony."


  Brodsky nodded towards Haustein. "You still have one prisoner. That should be more than sufficient to verify whatever is in these papers. As for Yatsko," the captain turned to face him, "he should be suitably disciplined for overstepping the orders I gave him."


  Yatsko's face fell. "I did what you told me. Nothing more, nothing less."


  Brodsky smirked. "However, as Miss Gomorova has noted, he is already part of a penal company and his offences are not sufficient to justify having him executed. Since Yatsko does not yet seem to understand the value of following orders, perhaps he needs some experience in giving them. Once his wound has been seen to, he shall lead the shtrafroty on all future combat missions."


  The captain swivelled on his heels and strode away. Eisenstein ran after him, protesting at the capriciousness of this decision, but Brodsky refused to listen. Yatsko followed them, no doubt in search of a medic to treat his hand since none of us was likely to volunteer our services.


  By now I had finished bandaging Haustein and Strelnikov's wounds, so I tried to help Sophia with Antonov. "How is he?" I asked. She showed me the copious bleeding coming from most of his wounds. The blood leaked through the dressings, refusing to be staunched. The ragged holes where the bat had sunk its fangs into Antonov's flesh were the worst. No matter what Sophia pressed against the wounds, crimson stains seeped through within a few seconds.


  "I can't stop his bleeding," she whispered. "I think the vampyr must have infected him with something that thins the blood and stops it from clotting. If he wasn't so strong, Yuri would have died out on no-man's-land."


  Antonov's eyes opened and he stared directly at me, his lips moving but no sound escaping them. I leaned closer, trying to hear what he had to say.


  "When I die," he whispered in the faintest of voices, "make sure I don't come back... as one of those... things." Then he lost consciousness again, perspiration beading on his pale face, angry red welts spreading around the holes in his neck.


  When I told Sophia what he had said, she nodded her agreement. Fetching her canteen of holy water, she tipped a little of the clear liquid over Antonov's neck. He thrashed and twitched, then lay still, the tortured look on his face easing, the muscles relaxing into a smile.


  "Rest now," she said in a soothing voice. "You're safe. Nothing can hurt you anymore."


  I saw her blink back the tears forming in her eyes. Both of us knew she was lying.


  



  Eisenstein returned a few minutes later, the set of his face telling us all we needed to know about his conversation with the captain. He made sure Strelnikov and Haustein were recovering from their wounds before kneeling beside Antonov. Eisenstein gently laid a hand on the dying man's face, brushing the blond hair from his eyes.


  "Rest easy now, old friend. Your war is over." He paused. "I know how much you miss having a good night's sleep. Now you can get all the sleep you want. When I see you again, we'll both be in a better place."


  Antonov gave no sign of having heard Eisenstein's quiet words, but his breathing slowed and then, gradually, stopped altogether. The muscles in his face relaxed and he was gone. Eisenstein did not speak, but I saw his lips moving silently and thought he must be saying a prayer. He pulled the Star of David from inside his shirt and kissed it, his eyes closed. I looked away, not wanting to intrude on his grief. Besides, I was struggling with my own feelings.


  Uralsky approached us, carrying Antonov's hammer and a wooden stake. "I will do what must be done for him," he volunteered.


  "Give them to me," Eisenstein insisted. "He was my friend." Uralsky handed over the tools and Eisenstein positioned the stake above Antonov's heart. He drew back the hammer, ready to smash it home, but could not bring himself to deliver the blow. His eyes slid from the stake to Antonov's kindly face, his head shaking in disbelief.


  "Do you know what crime Yuri committed to get sent to this squad, what terrible wrong he did to become one of the shtrafroty?"


  I shook my head. I had wondered about what Antonov had done many times, but never dared to ask. In truth, Antonov had been such a kindly soul, I did not want to know what he had been guilty of, in case it hurt my opinion of him.


  Eisenstein looked at us gathered round Antonov's body. "Nothing. He didn't do anything wrong - no crime, no offence, nothing. He volunteered for this shtrafroty, the first man ever to do so, because I had been sent here. He wanted to keep me company, he said. I tried to talk him out of it, but he wouldn't listen. Yuri said we all had to die of something, but he'd rather die with his best friend at his side then all alone on some battlefield."


  "He was everyone's friend," Sophia said, quietly taking the hammer and stake out of Eisenstein's hands. "Let Uralsky do this." We all watched as the sniper drove the wooden stake into Antonov's chest. He did not explode into dust, for he was not yet a vampyr. Yuri Antonov was spared that fate. We buried his body instead, laying a simple cross on his chest to make certain.


  Afterwards, Eisenstein told Haustein that the captain was sending for Red Army intelligence officers to interrogate him. "They will not treat you well and for that I am sorry. But we have a few hours before these men arrive. What can you tell us about Constanta and his kind? Any information you share with us may make a difference and help us in the battle against these creatures."


  Haustein grimaced when I relayed what had been said. "I will tell you what I know," he said. "Though I fear it will not help you. It did me and my comrades little good..."


  



  Reiner Haustein had been a fervent and enthusiastic member of the Hitler Youth when the war broke out in 1939. He tried to enlist in the Wehrmacht twice before he was old enough to be accepted, and finally received his uniform on his eighteenth birthday - the same day Hitler's forces launched Operation Barbarossa. Within two months the young soldier found himself on the front line with Army Group North marching swiftly towards Moscow, convinced that his group would sweep into the Russian capital long before Christmas. But the rainy season had slowed German progress and his unit was sent further north to help bolster the siege of Leningrad. It was not glamorous, but it was a vital part of the war effort, their officers told them, and they should be grateful to make such a contribution. Then the winter came and nobody spoke of gratitude anymore, only of the cold.


  "Most in my unit lost their toes before Christmas. We had no winter clothing, our boots were rotting on our feet, and the snow was like some white death, trying to smother us all. Our gefreiter died from the cold and I was chosen to take his place, probably because I was able-bodied enough to march back to headquarters and receive my new insignia. I had dreamed of getting such a promotion once, but the reality of war, that was something different."


  I could tell Eisenstein was getting impatient and he pressed our German prisoner for the story of his first encounter with the vampyr.


  "It was the first week of January. We were told a company of Rumanian Mountain Troops led by a Hauptmann Constanta was joining us to strengthen our line against a winter onslaught from the Red Army, but we never saw them arrive. A truck drove into our encampment with a surly gefreiter called Cringu at the wheel. He boasted that he was Constanta's orderly but refused to tell us when the hauptmann would arrive. I got a look in the back of the vehicle while Cringu was finding quarters for his master. I suppose I was expecting to see equipment or ammunition. Instead the vehicle was filled with a dozen long crates that resembled coffins. Cringu saw me looking inside the truck and went mad, saying that nobody was allowed to touch the hauptmann's supplies and that there would be hell to pay.


  "We didn't see the Rumanians for another week. When they did appear, it was always after sunset. They frequently went on raiding missions across Lake Ladoga, but they never took any kind of vehicle with them. We knew it was at least twenty kilometres from our positions to your Road of Life, but they made the journey there and back in no time at all.


  "The idea that Constanta and his men could be vampyr would never have occurred to me if I hadn't met Hans Vollmer. He had fought alongside the Rumanians as part of Army Group South in the early days of Operation Barbarossa. But he discovered what our so-called allies truly were and organised an ambush to wipe them out. Vollmer told me the plan almost succeeded, but the conspirators were betrayed by one of their own men, unaware that he had been turned into the thrall of the vampyr. Vollmer survived the bloodbath that followed, but was demoted and sent to our unit as a punishment."


  "Why did you believe his story?" I asked.


  "I didn't, at first. His claims were like those of a lunatic, but he seemed perfectly sane and lucid. It was not until Vollmer told me what signs to watch for that I believed him. Constanta and his men never appeared in daylight, but they also never cast a reflection. They never ate food, never drank water. They never needed fresh ammunition. They were never scared, never afraid. But the final proof came during the summer when I noticed the Rumanians had taken to making daily visits to the field hospitals where our sick and injured were being treated. Within a few days the death rates soared and the men wasted away in their cots. I dressed myself as one of the orderlies and witnessed several of the vampyr feeding on the blood of our wounded. I think they must have been driven to desperation by the shortness of the nights. They couldn't feed on the enemy, so they took to feeding on my men."


  "Now the vampyr are turning entire squads of German soldiers into their thralls," Eisenstein said. "Why?"


  "I wasn't sure at first," Haustein admitted, "until I remembered something Vollmer said to me. He called the vampyr a disease, a taint upon mankind. The only way to remove that stain was to slay the vampire that had inflicted it. These creatures, these abominations, they were sent here to spread terror among you and your people. Constanta left a dozen of his kind with us to achieve that goal. Last week he reappeared on the front line, bringing fresh orders from Berlin, a directive from the highest level. I believe Constanta is creating a new generation of vampyr, to help fight the war. They are not as strong or deadly as the Rumanians, but they are utterly loyal to Constanta and his kind. When enough of these thralls are infected with the vampyr bite, they are to be reassigned in groups along the length of the Russian front. Constanta does not care about conquering Leningrad. To him the siege is a sideshow, a plaything; one small battle in a larger war."


  "The Great Patriotic War," Sophia said. Like the others, she had been listening intently to all Haustein had told us, but I knew she had not understood the full implications of his words. I shook my head in dismay.


  "Not the war between Russian and the Germans," I said. "He means another war, between the vampyr and all of mankind."


  Haustein looked at me, not understanding what I was saying to the others, so I translated my words for him.


  "Ja, ja," he said, nodding vigorously. "Constanta is creating an army he can use against us once this war is over. Then we shall have to fight again, for the future of all men and women everywhere."


  As Haustein finished speaking, Brodsky returned with two men clad in military intelligence garb. Eisenstein took the captain aside and talked at him for several minutes. Brodsky's face slowly filled with scorn and derision. Eventually the captain stalked away from Eisenstein, refusing to hear anymore.


  "You must listen to what our prisoner has to say," Eisenstein insisted, hurrying after Brodsky. "If even half of what he told us is true, we face a threat far more dangerous than anything the Germans have sent against us."


  The captain snapped, jabbing Eisenstein in the chest with a finger. "Don't you presume to tell me what I should and should not do. In case it has escaped your attention, I am a captain in the Red Army and you are a convicted criminal who should have been executed for gross insubordination. I will not allow you to infect my penal company with your paranoid delusions."


  "But this man's testimony cannot be denied-"


  "Of course it can be denied! The question you should be asking yourself is why should his testimony be believed? That prisoner is a soldier in the Wehrmacht, no doubt sent here to spread preposterous propaganda and tales of the supernatural to demoralise and destabilise our war effort. Frankly, I'm surprised an experienced soldier like you should be so easily taken in."


  "Captain, if you are not willing to listen to reason, then I must-"


  "Reason? You call this reason? Wild stories about inhuman beings that drink blood, monsters that can turn themselves into bats and wolves and Lenin knows what other kind of creature? These are the rantings and ravings of a deluded mind, nothing more. I will hear no more on this subject. If you persist in challenging my authority, I shall be forced to take drastic action." Brodsky pulled his Nagant pistol from its holster and held it in his right hand.


  "Grigori, stop," Sophia called out. "He means it."


  "Of course I do," the captain agreed. "Let me demonstrate the strength of my resolve on this matter."


  Before anyone could react, Brodsky pointed his weapon at Haustein and shot the prisoner through the forehead. The German twitched for a few seconds, then lay still as a trickle of blood ran down between his eyes and dripped off the end of his nose.


  "Any questions?"


  I watched Eisenstein clenching and unclenching his fists, willing himself not to rise to the bait. Brodsky waited but none of us moved or responded to his goading. He glanced at the two officers from military intelligence.


  "I'm sorry to say you've had a wasted journey, since this prisoner will not be able to tell you anything useful. Come with me and I'll give you the documents brought back from behind the enemy lines. How much credence you can place upon that is another matter." The captain pocketed his pistol, pausing long enough to make a final comment to us before leading the officers away. "Make sure you get rid of that carcass. I don't want its foul stench hanging round the front line for the next week."


  



  Eisenstein took me aside while the others disposed of Haustein's body. "Zunetov, remember that promise you made?" I nodded, all too aware of my obligation not to tell the others that he had been bitten by Constanta. "Good. If what Haustein said is true, there is still hope for me. I will be healed if we can find and destroy the leader of the vampyr."


  "What if you can't kill him? What if Haustein was wrong?" I asked.


  Eisenstein shook his head. "Then I might as well kill myself now. But I believe, Zunetov, and as long as I do then there's still a chance."


  He opened the collar of his shirt and tried in vain to get a glimpse of the two wounds on his neck. Each was a ragged, circular hole, smeared by thickening, crimson blood. The skin around the fang marks was an angry purple, the bruise already mottling the side of his neck.


  "How does it look? Be honest with me."


  "Not good," I said, wincing at the mess Constanta had made of his neck. "Even if those holes were not caused by a vampyr, I'd be worried about infection getting into the wounds."


  "Then I need to cauterise them to stop the taint spreading," he decided. "Fetch me a bandage, I want to try something." When I returned with bindings for his neck, Eisenstein had taken the Star of David from around his neck. He held it in his fingers and kissed the six-pointed emblem, mumbling a prayer to himself.


  "Ready?" I asked.


  "Not yet," he replied. His eyes scanned our surroundings, stopping at one of the bolts from Uralsky's crossbow which was sticking out of the ground. He picked it up and shoved it between his teeth, biting down hard upon it.


  "Now I'm ready," he said.


  Closing his eyes, Eisenstein pressed the Star of David against one of the holes in his neck. As the religious emblem touched the area Constanta had bitten, it burned the skin and flesh underneath, searing deep into the side of Eisenstein's throat. Fighting the urge to scream, he bit down harder on the wooden bolt, his face contorting in agony. I staggered back, sickened by the smell of his burning flesh.


  Eisenstein eventually pulled the Star of David away and let me look at his neck. The symbol was burnt into him, as if he was a cow that had been branded, but it had also sealed the first of the bite marks.


  "It worked," I said.


  He pulled the bolt from his mouth and vomited on the ground, a weak stream of yellowy green bile dripping from his lips. "You'll have to do the same to the other hole. I haven't got the strength left to do it myself."


  I waited until he had recovered enough to slip the wooden bolt back between his teeth and then I pressed the Star of David hard against the second wound. The effect was the same, a wisp of white steam rising from the burning. After a few more seconds I pulled the emblem away. Again, the wound was sealed. But for how long? I did not share my doubts with Eisenstein. He had been through enough already. I helped him wind the bandage round his neck to conceal the bite marks. He returned the symbol of his faith to its usual hiding place.


  "My faith has cauterised my wounds," Eisenstein muttered, one hand pressed against his chest where the Star of David rested beneath the fabric of his gymnastiorka. "I can only pray it will hold back the infection and keep the vampyr taint away long enough for me to find and destroy this fiend Constanta."


  Chapter Eleven


  



  After our disastrous journey behind enemy lines, we saw no evidence of the vampyr along the front line for seven weeks. Eisenstein would disappear for hours or even days at a time, and we heard tales of him brutally interrogating anyone who might know of the Rumanians' movements. But Constanta and his kind seemed to have vanished from this part of the blockade, perhaps even left the siege altogether. When Eisenstein did return from his solo missions, he would make me examine the wounds left by Constanta's fangs.


  At first they remained unchanged, seemingly sealed for good by the Star of David. But after seventeen days they began leaking a malodorous mixture of blood and pus. Either the skin's natural healing ability was undoing the effects of the emblem or else the vampyr infection was becoming resistant to the power of the icon.


  By the twenty-third day, Eisenstein was scratching distractedly at the bandage, his uncut fingernails tearing at the frayed dressing. A week later he refused to let me near the wounds and took to avoiding direct exposure to sunshine, claiming it hurt his eyes. On the thirty-third day I confronted him, threatening to tell the others what had happened unless he submitted to an examination.


  Once he had grudgingly agreed, I took him to an abandoned farmhouse half a kilometre back from the front line and slowly, carefully peeled away his bandage. What I found horrified me. Both wounds had reopened and they stank of rotting, purgatorial decay. But far worse was their pulsating movement, each hole in his neck opening and closing in time with Eisenstein's breathing, as if they were tiny mouths gasping for air.


  Eisenstein tried to scratch them, but I slapped his fingers away. He lashed out, the back of his hand smashing me across the face. I fell to the floor, startled by his sudden malevolence, and he looked just as disturbed.


  "What's wrong with me?" he asked, bewildered. "What am I becoming?"


  I found a shard of broken mirror lying on the floor and offered it to him, my hands still trembling from his sudden, violent attack. "See for yourself."


  He held the fragment away from his throat at an angle so he could study the wounds. What he saw proved so shocking that he dropped the shard and it shattered into dozens of tiny pieces.


  "Bojemoi," he grasped. "I didn't realise..."


  "You'd better give me the Star of David," I said. We went through the same procedure as before, scorching the wounds shut with the Jewish emblem, then bandaging over them to conceal his affliction. On our way back to the front line, Eisenstein admitted he and Sophia had not slept together since the fateful mission into Ivanovskoe. He feared passing the vampyr taint on to her.


  Summer turned to autumn and each successive treatment of Eisenstein's wounds was less effective than the last. By the beginning of November I had to force the emblem into his flesh every night to seal the wounds, but this provided only temporary relief from his torment. Within a few hours he was agitated and angry again, lashing out at everything and everyone around him.


  Brodsky made little effort to hide his delight at Eisenstein's misery, pleased that he was alienating himself from the other members of the squad. Meanwhile Yatsko was enforcing his will on the rest of us, demanding the largest share of rations and first choice of any new supplies. Before Brodsky's return, Eisenstein had transformed us into a cohesive fighting unit, feared by the Germans and respected by our comrades in the Red Army. Now we were slowly, painfully falling apart. Ever the pragmatist, Strelnikov had thrown his support behind Yatsko, despite having been shot through one ear by the bully.


  Eisenstein continued to distance himself from Sophia and me, while Uralsky became increasingly isolated, rarely saying more than a few words each day. The Smert Krofpeet was no longer a unit. We were more like a group of strangers thrown together by circumstance.


  During this period the blockade's southern front remained dormant for the most part. The German operation I had discovered among the plans confiscated from Ivanovskoe came to naught, though there was a massive upsurge in artillery bombardment for a time. Instead, our 55th Army attacked across the Neva in August, seizing a bridgehead near Ivanovskoe. The advance stalled but it proved the Germans were by no means unbeatable.


  After that, both sides seemed content to wait for winter, though the freeze came late in 1942 and ships were still navigating Lake Ladoga during early December. The summer had seen a massive evacuation of citizens from Leningrad. By the time winter came there were fewer than 750,000 civilians left inside the blockade, along with nearly half a million soldiers. Rumours swept through our trenches of a plan to raise the siege early in 1943. We were told to hold on until then. With each passing week our confidence grew, until I had almost forgotten about Constanta and his vampyr. But the Rumanian was not finished with us yet. The worst was still to come.


  



  It began on the twelfth night of November. As the sun sank below the horizon, an unearthly cry was heard, drifting across from the German front line. It was a sustained wail, an inhuman howling that invaded our thoughts and tore at our spirits. On and on it went, hour after hour, until it felt as though the noise was gnawing upon our souls.


  Many of our soldiers retreated to their bunkers and trenches, removing the portyanki from their feet and winding the narrow strips of linen round their heads to muffle the sound. That dulled the noise but could not block it out completely. News of this new weapon must have filtered back to the nearest Red Army headquarters, because our artillery eventually sent a barrage of shells across no-man's-land to the point from where the noise seemed to originate.


  Once the shelling had stopped, we waited and listened. At first it was hard to know if the wailing had ceased, for the memory of that screeching cacophony lingered in our minds. But we soon realised it was gone and a cheer went up from hundreds of relieved soldiers. No sooner had our voices fallen silent than the unearthly, inhuman howling resumed, now half a kilometre east of its original position. Our artillery responded quicker this time to cut short the insidious sound. But it returned as swiftly, nagging and inescapable, clawing at our minds like a thousand fingernails being scraped across a single blackboard in unison.


  I took to singing Communist anthems in an effort to drown out the howling. It finally ceased at dawn, the rising sun driving the unearthly cry away. I thought the wailing was some new form of aural torture, trying to deprive our soldiers of their sleep. But I later discovered that induced fatigue was merely a side effect of the howling. Its true aim was something far more sinister.


  I was striding through one of the graveyards created to hold the bodies of those who had been killed during the siege. Most of the graves were unmarked by religious symbols. Twenty-five years earlier the revolution had brought a new atheism to Russia, and most of the soldiers in the Red Army were raised without the beliefs of old. Our faith lay with the revolution itself, not on religious dogma passed down through the centuries. So I was used to seeing no crosses or other religious icons in the graveyard. Sometimes a fresh mound of earth would be adorned by the dead soldier's helmet, but this got scavenged within a few weeks by those still alive.


  Yatsko had sent me to collect our daily orders from Brodsky. A week earlier the captain had shifted his quarters a kilometre behind the front line, leaving Yatsko to run the Smert Krofpeet in his absence. Brodsky had offered no pretext or excuse for his sudden retreat, simply saying he wished to spend as little time as possible in our company. Even tormenting Eisenstein had lost its appeal for the captain. He treated Eisenstein with ill-disguised disdain on the few occasions they met, preferring to send his messages through others.


  I had been through the graveyard many times and paid my surroundings little attention when I first entered it that morning. My mind was troubled by an incident from an hour before, when I had seen how far the gulf between Sophia and Eisenstein had grown. I heard their voices while walking past one of the underground bunkers and went closer, planning to ask Sophia if she wished to accompany me on my errand for Yatsko. But the violence of their words stopped me in my tracks, so I remained outside, furtively listening in on their argument.


  "You won't even let me touch you," Sophia said with a quiet desperation in her voice I had not heard before. "Don't you love me anymore, Grigori?"


  "I told you to stay away from me," he retorted. "It is over between us."


  "Why? Because you decide so? Don't I get some say in our future?"


  "We have no future! Don't you understand that?"


  "No, I don't." There was a long pause and I could hear Sophia sobbing. "I trusted you, Grigori. I even let myself care for you. Do you know how hard it was for me to do that? I thought you were different. What's changed?"


  "Can't you leave me in peace, woman?" Eisenstein raged.


  "Woman? Is that all I was to you? Another bliad' you could use and throw aside?"


  "Stop asking me these questions, damn you."


  "Not until you start giving me some answers. When we started this, I told you my fears, my hopes and dreams, my innermost secrets... I even told you about the officer who tried to rape me, the one that sentenced me to this godforsaken shtrafroty as punishment for denying him what he wanted. I shared everything with you. Why are you pushing me away, shutting me out?"


  "I said leave me in peace!"


  I heard the sound of flesh smacking against flesh and someone falling to the ground inside the bunker. It didn't require much imagination to figure out that Eisenstein had lashed out at Sophia, another symptom of his increasing instability.


  "Is this about Yuri?" she asked softly. "I know how much you miss him, how much he meant to you. But you have to let him go, Grigori. Once you admit he's gone, once you can mourn for him, then you'll feel better. The pain gets easier to bear, I know it does. All three of my brothers died in the first week of the siege, but I learned to live without them. You've got to learn to do the same without Antonov."


  "Stay away from me," Eisenstein muttered before storming from the bunker, shoving his way past me. I let him leave before going inside to find Sophia. She was hastily wiping her tears away but could not hide the angry red mark on the left side of her face, nor the hurt in her eyes.


  "Did you hear all of that?" she asked.


  "It was difficult not to," I said, smiling weakly. "Are you alright?"


  "No. But he's the one you should be worried about." Sophia ran out of the bunker, fresh tears running down her cheeks. She collided with Strelnikov, who was on his way in. He grinned at her distress.


  "I see the ice queen is still getting the cold shoulder from Eisenstein. Do you think she'll let me have a taste instead? No point letting her go to waste."


  "Lay one finger on her and I'll break both your arms," I snarled before setting off for Brodsky's quarters.


  As I walked between the first few graves in the burial ground, my mind was busy going over what I had witnessed. Perhaps I could have gone inside the bunker sooner. If I had sided with Sophia, maybe Eisenstein would have listened to reason, but I doubted it. He was in a world of pain and torment all his own. Needing our help was not enough now. He had to want our help. Until then, Eisenstein would only become more isolated.


  I was passing the fourth line of graves when I stumbled over a discarded helmet. I picked it up, looking round for the most recent burial mound, thinking the helmet must have rolled off the grave during the night. What I saw shocked me. All the graves were empty. No, not empty - they were devastated. Someone must have dug them all up during the night. But there were dozens of graves, all with their soil thrown aside, the lids of the coffins lying askew.


  I ran back to our encampment, calling for the others to come and see. It took some persuading but eventually I got all the squad members to the graveyard, even Eisenstein.


  "You brought us here for this?" Yatsko complained. "We've seen the work of grave robbers before, Zunetov."


  "We've seen cases where one or two freshly buried bodies were dug up by starving civilians driven to cannibalism by their hunger," I said. "There must be forty or fifty corpses missing here. Some have been in the ground for months."


  "I came through here yesterday," Strelnikov said quietly. "All these graves were intact then."


  "So the bandits have gotten organised," Yatsko blustered. "So what?"


  "They're not bandits," I insisted. "They're cannibals, grave robbers!"


  Uralsky examined several of the desecrated burial mounds while we argued. He jumped down into one of the broken coffins, studying the earth around it. "This wasn't the work of grave robbers," he commented.


  "Who was it then?" Yatsko demanded.


  The sniper pointed at the remnants of shattered wood. "These coffins were opened from the inside. The dead rose from their graves last night."


  "That howling we heard," Sophia said, realisation dawning on her face. "It must have been calling them, summoning them up from the earth."


  "Don't be ridiculous!" Yatsko snapped. "Corpses do not rise from the dead!"


  "I didn't believe in vampyr before I joined this squad," she replied. "Are you also going to deny they exist?"


  Yatsko had no answer to that. He glared around at the rows of empty graves. "Even if you're right - and I'm not saying you are - where would these corpses go? They can't have simply walked across no-man's-land. We have sentries along the entire front line and they would have been seen."


  "Most of the sentries retreated to their trenches last night," I pointed out. "They couldn't stand the sound of that wailing."


  "So where do you suggest these walking dead went?" Yatsko asked.


  "Wherever their master called them," Eisenstein whispered hoarsely. "The Germans can't win this battle by conventional methods, so they have engaged in psychological warfare instead, trying to terrorise us into submission. First the vampyr, now this: raising our own comrades from the grave. Even death is no defence from Constanta and his kind."


  "You don't know Constanta had anything to do with this," Yatsko spat.


  "Don't I?" Eisenstein asked, stroking the wounded part of his neck. "How can you be so sure?"


  Yatsko lost patience with us. He ordered the rest of us to fill in all the graves before stomping off to report what had happened to Brodsky. "I forbid you from mentioning this to anyone else. Morale is already low. Spreading rumours and lies about this incident will only make matters worse."


  



  It was long past midday by the time our work in the graveyard was finished. We returned to camp and rested for a few hours, waiting for Yatsko to come back. When he didn't appear by dusk, Uralsky and I went out on patrol along the edge of the front line. Patrol was a misnomer for what Uralsky did in such circumstances. He would find a vantage point from which to watch the German sentries on the other side of no-man's-land. Most knew better than to stand where they could become a target for our snipers. But new arrivals to the front line were not so wise. When Uralsky heard of fresh faces among our counterparts on the German side of the blockade, he made it his mission to give them a deadly welcome.


  Uralsky would lie down and wait, for hours if need be. Everything had to be precisely as he wanted before he would even rest a finger against the trigger of his rifle. Wind speed and direction were important, but so was the amount of movement made by the target. Few snipers had the luxury of more than one shot, so they had to make it count. I had known Uralsky to wait for three days in one case, before firing his weapon. If the shot was not perfect, he would not take it. At times I felt he was offended by the lack of precision amongst the rest of us on the battlefield. Everything he did, everything he said, was achieved with utter economy. Not one wasted word, not one wasted bullet. Certainly he had nothing but disdain for the PPSh I carried as my weapon of choice. It was crude but effective for an amateur like me. To him it was a blunt tool, like the club of a caveman.


  That night we were lying atop a vantage point, waiting for his quarry to appear at a German lookout position opposite us. Uralsky would refuse to acknowledge my presence once his target was in play, but it was my best chance to talk with him while we were waiting, away from the others. I asked him how he became so skilled as a marksman.


  "Practice," he said.


  I waited for him to say more, having once been told in a psychology lecture that most people could not stand any gap in conversation which lasted more than a few seconds. The vast majority would feel obliged to say something, anything, to break a silence after seven seconds. Uralsky felt no such obligation. He sat for most of a minute, staring straight at me, refusing to give in to my ploy. I cracked first, inevitably.


  "I could practice the rest of my life and never be as good a shot as you."


  "You started too late," he replied.


  Another long silence followed, after which I abandoned any attempt to outwait him. "When did you start shooting?"


  "Young."


  "Fifteen? Ten?"


  "Seven."


  "Bojemoi! I don't think I'd even seen a gun before I was ten."


  Uralsky smiled, but did not reply. This is like drawing blood from a stone, I thought. Time to try another approach.


  "Who taught you to shoot?"


  "My father's father. We hunted wolves and other predators in the snow. The meat was cured so it could keep us alive through the winter. The pelts got sold at market in the spring to buy what we could not grow or make ourselves." I listened, fascinated by this account of his early life. It was the most I had ever heard Uralsky say in one day, let alone a single conversation. As he talked, his left hand gently stroked the side of his rifle, like a lover's caress. "But the pelts had to be perfect, otherwise they were worth nothing."


  "How could a pelt be flawless if you shot the wolf?"


  Uralsky tapped a finger below one of his eyes. "You shoot the animal through here, at such an angle that the bullet does not escape their body." He frowned. "I miss my grandfather. Yuri looked a lot like him, you know."


  "I didn't."


  Uralsky nodded sadly. "The blond hair and the beard, the size of him... They were just the same. Just the same..."


  I was just about to ask another question when movement on the far side of no-man's-land caught Uralsky's attention. Within moments he was fully stretched out on the ground, all talk of his grandfather and Antonov forgotten, utterly focussed through the sniper sight atop his rifle. Two hours I waited beside him, and in that time no movement came from Uralsky. He could have been a statue, but for the trickle of urine that escaped him after a hundred minutes.


  Eventually the waiting got too much for me and I crawled down backwards from our vantage point, leaving him to finish the job. I could be of no further use and might distract him from the target. Better I return to camp to see what had become of Yatsko. It was not like him to stay away from us for an entire day. Besides, I wanted to know what Brodsky had to say about the dead rising from their graves.


  



  I got back to find Strelnikov dead, Sophia sobbing by a fire, and Eisenstein staring distractedly at the full moon overhead. I hissed a curse and bent down to examine Strelnikov's body, pressing my fingers against the side of his throat, searching for a pulse. His neck was broken and his lifeless eyes stared past me, a startled look of disbelief fixed on his features. The skin across his face was torn and ripped, with several fragments of fingernail still lodged in the bloody flesh underneath. I tried closing his eyelids but they refused to obey, so I laid a plashch-palatka rain cape over his head. Sophia was in no shape to answer any questions so I approached Eisenstein instead. He acknowledged my presence, but little more.


  "What happened here?" I asked. He ignored me. "Grigori, I need to know what's been going on. Yatsko could be back soon and-"


  "Yatsko is already back," Sophia interjected. "He saved me, not Eisenstein."


  "Saved you from what?"


  She pointed at Strelnikov, her hand trembling in mid-air, her eyes refusing to look at the corpse beneath the rain cape. "Him."


  When I first arrived, Sophia was facing away from me, so I didn't see how torn her clothes were, nor did I notice the bruises and cuts on her face. She had been fighting and she had lost, but Strelnikov had lost more. He had lost his life. Glancing about, I could see no sign of Yatsko, so I moved closer to Sophia and handed her a hip flask of crudely made vodka. The dead man's grisly necklace of garlic and human tongues was on the ground between her feet; Sophia must have torn it off him during their struggle. I removed it from her sight while she drunk gratefully from my flask, her face reacting with satisfaction to the pain caused by the alcohol as it moistened her split, bloody lips.


  "Do you want to talk about it?" I asked gently. "If you don't, I understand, but it might be better if-"


  "He was waiting for me when I got back from patrol," she muttered, staring deep into the fire, its flames reflected in her eyes.


  "Strelnikov?"


  Sophia nodded, careful not to say his name out loud. "I tore my gymnastiorka on some barbed wire, so I went down into one of the bunkers to darn it. He was waiting for me. He had been drinking, I don't know for how long, but the place reeked of cheap alcohol. Some kind of brandy, I think. He came out of the shadows and got in between me and the doorway. Said I had been teasing him for weeks, months, giving him glimpses of me. Said he knew I wanted him, but Eisenstein had gotten to me first. Now that was over, it was his chance." She shook her head. "I never gave him any reason, never..."


  "I know."


  She wiped her nose on the sleeve of her tattered khaki blouse. "I tried to fight him off, down in the bunker. I fought with everything I had, ripped half my nails off clawing his face, but he was too strong for me, too strong. He tore my clothes, pinned my arms above my head, trying to force himself inside me. But I stopped him," she said, smiling with grim satisfaction before the horror of what she'd been through claimed her once more. "I shoved my knee so hard into his groin it lifted him clear off the ground. He fell over backwards and I ran outside screaming, calling for help."


  "When was this?"


  "One hour ago, maybe two. I don't... don't remember exactly." She took a deep breath. "I made it this far when I saw Eisenstein. He was sitting in exactly the same place he is now. He never moved from that spot the whole time. Strelnikov found me, got me cornered. I screamed at Eisenstein to help, to defend me, but he looked right through me. Strelnikov pinned me down on the ground. This time he beat me to make sure I wouldn't fight back. Everything after that was a blur. Then I heard a cracking, popping sound, like little firecrackers going off. When I opened my eyes, Strelnikov was dead and Yatsko was wiping his hands clean. He saved me from... He saved me."


  As Sophia said this, Yatsko emerged from one of the bunkers and walked towards us. He stopped on the other side of the fire, his face impossible to read.


  "Get yourself changed and cleaned up," he said gruffly to Sophia. "I sent for Brodsky; he should be here soon. The captain will want to talk to you." Sophia nodded numbly, standing up with some difficulty. "Zunetov, you better help her."


  "No, I can do this by myself," Sophia insisted, but she didn't move, her eyes fixed on Eisenstein nearby. I went round the fire to talk with Yatsko, who had folded his arms across his chest.


  "What you did was the right thing," I told him quietly.


  "I don't need your approval," he sneered.


  "I know, but I want to thank you. I was wrong about you. I never thought you would intervene like that."


  Yatsko snorted. "I know how your mind works, Zunetov. You think you're clever, but you know nothing about me. I don't pretend to be a good person, but I'm not a rapist. If I want to hurt someone, I do it in other ways."


  "I'm... sorry," I said feebly. "I misjudged you."


  "Save your confessions for a priest," Yatsko scowled before stomping off.


  Once he had gone, I saw Sophia move closer to Eisenstein, her eyes still ablaze with anger. "You sat there, watching what that scum tried to do to me, not lifting a hand to help. Why?" she demanded.


  But Eisenstein did not reply, did not even look her in the eyes.


  "Why? Tell me!" Sophia cried, but still got no reaction. She slapped Eisenstein hard across the face, again and again, exhausting her fury upon him. He took each blow without flinching, making no attempt to defend himself. Finally, when her anger had run its course, she staggered back from him, sadly shaking her head.


  "Have you become a monster too, Grigori? Is that it? What makes you any better than Strelnikov or Constanta or any of the other fiends that walk this battlefield?"


  Finally, he looked up at her, one hand rubbing the bandage on his neck. "You don't understand," he said before getting up and walking away.


  Sophia was sobbing again so I helped her back to the bunker. I looked away as she got changed, not wanting to intrude on her pain. Once she was ready to face the others, we emerged into the cool night air. Ahead of us Brodsky was standing over Strelnikov's corpse, demanding answers from Yatsko. Eisenstein waited nearby, paying little attention to them.


  "There's something you should know about Grigori," I whispered to Sophia. "It can't change what's happened, but it might make a difference to how you feel about him."


  "I doubt that," she said mournfully.


  "When we were escaping from Ivanovskoe, Eisenstein was-"


  But my next words were drowned out by the return of the inhuman wailing noise. The previous night it had been insistent, but still sounded as if the source was some distance away. Now it was all around us, so close it felt like whomever or whatever making the howling was a few metres away. We looked round, searching for the source, our nerves set on edge by the cacophony.


  "Lenin's beard, what is that?" Brodsky asked, bellowing to be heard.


  Uralsky ran into view, sprinting back to camp from the front line, pointing over his shoulder. "They're coming for us," he gasped between breaths. "All of them!"


  "Who's coming for us?" Brodsky demanded, moving to see what had so perturbed the normally implacable sniper. Uralsky grabbed the captain by the arm, refusing to let him pass.


  "Our own men and women," he said, terror in his eyes. "The Germans are sending our own dead to kill us!"


  Chapter Twelve


  



  "That is impossible!" Brodsky shouted, still struggling to be heard over the inhuman howling coming from all around us. "The dead do not rise from their graves. Even if they did, they are already dead. They have no will, no life left in them. You must be mistaken. The Germans have obviously dressed themselves up in Red Army uniforms and are attempting some macabre deception to-"


  The wailing suddenly stopped, catching the captain by surprise. Like the rest of us, he looked around, trying to deduce why the shrieking had ceased. When no answer was obvious, Brodsky resumed talking.


  "As I was saying, this is obviously a fanciful ruse by the Germans, nothing more."


  Uralsky shook his head. "I saw a face I knew amongst them - Borodin. At least, what was left of him. These resurrected, they're coming for us. All of us."


  I could never recall seeing the sniper scared before, not even when we had been surrounded by vampyr in enemy territory. Uralsky rarely showed his feelings, preferring to keep calm and cool. I had decided that the sharpshooter must not be afraid of anything, even his own demise. But the sight of our dead comrades crossing no-man's-land had rattled him badly.


  "Nonsense," Brodsky insisted. "I'll prove it to you. If the dead are rising up to attack the living, why isn't Strelnikov among them?"


  "Perhaps his corpse is too fresh?" Yatsko speculated. He crouched beside the body and drew back the rain cape to reveal Strelnikov's face. It was bloated and purple, and red welts were visible around the neck. The eyeballs had turned black, something I had seen with corpses that had been killed by asphyxiation. But from what Sophia had told me, Yatsko had broken Strelnikov's neck, not strangled him. I was about to ask Sophia about this, but she could not bring herself to look at the body. The memory of what he had tried to do to her was still too fresh, too recent.


  "See?" Brodsky asked triumphantly. "I told you it was nonsense. This-"


  Suddenly Strelnikov sat upright, his body folding forward like a puppet controlled by invisible strings. His head swivelled round to stare at Yatsko with those bleak, black eyeballs. Strelnikov drew back his lips, revealing a pair of vicious fangs in both his upper and lower jaws. He hissed hungrily at Yatsko.


  "Get away from it," I urged Yatsko. "Bojemoi, get the hell away from it!"


  But Yatsko seemed to be mesmerised by the spectre of his dead comrade, unable to break eye contact with it. The thing that had been Strelnikov smiled gleefully, tipping back its head a fraction, like a cobra about to attack a victim. Then the back of the corpse's head exploded. A bullet had entered through the left eyeball and exited through the rear of the skull, taking blood and brains and bone with it. What was left of Strelnikov slumped over backwards, dead again.


  I turned to see where the shot had come from. Uralsky was crouched on the ground, a wisp of smoke curling from the end of his rifle. "I didn't even know Strelnikov was dead," he said quietly. "But there are dozens more like him, all marching across no-man's-land towards our front line."


  "I'm convinced," Yatsko announced, scrambling to his feet, backing away from the remains of Strelnikov. "Grab your weapons and every box of ammunition you can carry. We've got an army to fight!"


  "But how do we kill soldiers who are already dead?" I heard myself asking.


  Uralsky walked towards the dead man, having regained his composure. The sniper nudged the body but it did not respond. "Head shot works well."


  "Uralsky's right, aim for the head," Yatsko snarled. "Now grab your weapons and get to the front line! Do it!" He snatched up an ammunition box in one arm and a machine gun in the other and then ran forward with Uralsky close behind him. I glanced at Brodsky, curious for his response. It was days since I had last seen the captain and he looked ill and undernourished. His skin was washed out and rubbery, so loose it was hanging from the bones of his face. I would not have recognised him but for the uniform.


  "You heard Yatsko. Get to the front line, both of you!" Brodsky shouted at Sophia and me. "I want to have a word with Eisenstein before I make my report on what's happening to HQ. Go!" We grabbed our weapons and sprinted after the others, leaving the captain and Eisenstein together beside Strelnikov's corpse.


  As we ran, Sophia tugged on the sleeve on my gymnastiorka. "You were going to tell me something about Grigori."


  I shook my head. "It doesn't matter now."


  "Yes, it does," Sophia insisted. "Tell me."


  I slowed to a halt, my mind racing. We were running towards a battle with an unknown number of foes, from which neither of us might return. Looking back now, I still don't know whether I should have told her the truth. But I thought she deserved to hear it from somebody, after all she'd been through. So I told her what had taken place on the railway tracks near Ivanovskoe, what Constanta had done to Eisenstein and what had been happening since that tragic day. Sophia's shoulders sagged and she took a step back, shaking her head, trying to grasp it all.


  "I... I suppose I knew," she whispered, her voice just audible over the sound of gunfire and men screaming on the front line. "But I... I didn't want to believe it. Not him... Not Grigori..."


  "I shouldn't have told you," I said regretfully.


  "No, you were right," she insisted. "Go. Go and help the others."


  "Where are you going?"


  "Back to see him," Sophia answered, already running towards the camp. "I have to talk with him before it's too late."


  Again, I agonised, unsure whether to follow her or continue on to the front. It was the sound of men dying ahead that solved my dilemma. Eisenstein and Sophia would have to resolve their own problems. I had other battles to wage. Grabbing the ammunition Sophia had abandoned, I hurried towards the fighting.


  



  The front line was chaos with a dozen different squads scrambled together, all facing an implacable enemy. Uralsky and Yatsko had dived into whatever gaps were available when they arrived. I followed their example, forcing my way between two burly sergeants armed with sturdy machine guns. The one on my left glared at my uniform, noticing the lack of insignia.


  "Did you bring more ammunition, convict?" he asked. I planted the box between us and ripped open the lid. He glanced inside and nodded. "Then you're welcome here. Any idea how we stop these things?"


  I looked out over no-man's-land. The normally barren, soulless expanse of wasteland was a swarming, pulsating mass of movement. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of corpses were stumbling towards us. This army of the dead extended as far as I could see to the east on my left, and to the west on my right. Where had so many Russian corpses been found to make such an army, I wondered? Then I saw there were as many German uniforms as there were Red Army uniforms among the throng. Amidst them were civilians, too, also raised from the dead to attack us. Those that could not walk crawled across the ground, pulling themselves ever nearer. I did not believe in God but I had once read the Bible, thinking it essential to make an informed decision about religion. The grotesque, horrific scenes I witnessed that night were like some Biblical vision of the Apocalypse.


  "Shoot for the head," I eventually replied.


  To prove my point I aimed my PPSh at the nearest corpse and opened fire, blowing the top of its skull off with a volley of shots. The thing that had once been a private in the Red Army went down and stayed down.


  "Pass it on," I told the sergeant, selecting another target. The soldier on my right saw what I was doing and followed my example. He told the private on his right where to aim and ordered him to pass the information on. Within a minute or two the message must have filtered a hundred metres in either direction, because the firing from our front line changed. Instead of randomly blasting anything that moved, my comrades were choosing their targets and firing in single shots or short bursts. The shuffling corpses went down in droves, dozens collapsing to the ground until they created a carpet of the dead. Still the ones behind them kept coming, walking on the remains of those that had already fallen. We kept firing, taking out wave after wave of shambling, listless creatures, until the carpet grew into a mound, and then into a wall of dead bodies. Still more of these things kept coming, until our rifles and submachine guns were running out of ammunition.


  "Bojemoi," the sergeant on my left said. "How many more of these bastards are there?"


  "Hundreds," a voice behind me replied grimly. I swung round to see Eisenstein, a PPSh nestled in each arm. For the first time in weeks he looked alive, his face full of vigour, his eyes hungry for the fight. He opened fire over the top of us, sweeping his weapons from side to side, decimating the front ranks of the resurrected, and the ranks beyond them. When his submachine guns ran out of rounds, Eisenstein tossed them aside and drew his silver-edge sickle from the sheath on his back. He looked along the front line, studying the faces of the men and women as one by one they exhausted their weapons' supply of ammunition.


  "From now on, we'll have to resort to hand-to-hand combat!" Eisenstein yelled out to everyone. "Keep clear of their mouths, it seems to be their main weapon. Those who have them, use bayonets. Otherwise, get out your entrenching tool, or anything else you might be carrying that can be used as a weapon. If you haven't got anything else, turn your rifle around and use the stock as a club to beat these bastards back to the hell they came from!"


  Eisenstein smiled with satisfaction as his order was followed. Yatsko and Uralsky moved from the front line to stand on either side of Eisenstein. I went to join them, hastily assembling my entrenching tool with its sharpened edge. As I did so, Sophia emerged from the shadows, clutching a rifle with a bayonet fixed to the barrel. I smiled at her but she did not smile back, her face pale and drawn. She's been through a hell of a lot, I reminded myself. Was it any wonder she didn't smile?


  "Ready?" Eisenstein asked us, but we did not need to reply. "March!"


  We strode forward in a V-formation, Eisenstein taking the lead and the rest of us flanking him. As we reached the front line, the soldiers guarding it divided to let us pass. The sergeant who had been on my left resumed that position, moving forward with the rest of us, a bayonet mounted to his weapon. More and more of the others joined us as we advanced on the resurrected. The dead shuffled closer, their lifeless eyes staring past us. The nearer we got, the more I could see of these horrible creatures. Some were little more than walking skeletons, a few desolate scraps of skin and cloth and dried tendons connecting their bones. Others were more recently buried, maggots and worms falling from empty eye sockets or porous wounds.


  The worst part was the smell: rotting flesh and putrid decay hung in the air like a fog, polluting every breath, stifling our senses. I felt my stomach turn over and retched a stream of pale yellow bile, but I kept my place in the wedge as it marched relentlessly towards the throng ahead of us. When we were all a few metres from the resurrected, Eisenstein raised his voice and his sickle.


  "Charge!" he bellowed, accelerating into a sprint.


  We all ran after him, all shouting our traditional war cry: "Urrraiii!"


  Then we plunged into our enemy, bayonets stabbing through skulls, Eisenstein's sickle mercilessly scalping the dead. I swung my entrenching tool through the air as if it was an axe, crunching the blade through skin and bone, trying to block out the sound of skulls cracking open like boiled eggs. At first we drove a wedge deep into the ranks of the resurrected, forcing them back until we had almost broken through the army of the dead. But their numbers were too great and not enough of those defending the front line had come with us. Many had stayed behind, determined to stand their ground but unwilling to risk their lives out in no-man's-land. Eisenstein paused from culling our enemy to see what was happening.


  "Form into a circle!" he shouted. "Stand shoulder to shoulder!"


  We did as he commanded, those at either end of the wedge collapsing inwards, coming together to form a vast circle. The dead surged in around us too, cutting off any chance of escape. We would have to fight our way free or die trying; there was no other alternative now.


  "You've led us to our own deaths!" Yatsko snarled at Eisenstein, using the stock of his PPSh as a club to cave in the skull of another lifeless foe. "We were safe while we stayed behind the front line!"


  "Nowhere is safe from death," Eisenstein replied, decapitating an enemy with his sickle and then slicing the head off another with a flick of his wrist. "But this way we have a fighting chance of seeing another sunrise."


  I looked up at the full moon overhead, the shadows of its craters like the empty eyes of a skull watching us.


  "Watch out!" the sergeant on my left warned, shoving me out of the way as a Russian corpse tried to attack my throat. It switched the angle of its lunge and bit the sergeant instead, its broken teeth plunging deep into the flesh of his right forearm. He cried out in pain before stabbing his bayonet through his. It collapsed to the corpse-strewn ground.


  "What happens if they bite you?" the sergeant asked fearfully, staring at the teeth marks filling with blood on his arm.


  "I don't know," I admitted. I fought off three more of the resurrected, giving us a moment's grace from further attacks before looking at his wound. The blood turned from red to crimson, and then darkened until black liquid was oozing from the bite marks. The sergeant paled, his eyes fixed on the mutating blood.


  "That thing must have infected me," he gasped, incredulity filling his face. "I can't let this spread any further or else I'll end up like one of them."


  "What do you want me to do?"


  The sergeant thrust his arm out in front of him. "Cut it off!"


  "What? Are you insane?"


  "Cut it off! That's my only chance!" He looked at me, his eyes pleading.


  I paused to decapitate another corpse and then swung my entrenching tool through the air in a broad arc, slicing the edge down through the sergeant's arm at the elbow. His forearm fell to the ground, black maggots spilling from the end of the stump, writhing and twisting. The sergeant stared in horror at his elbow. No blood gushed from the stump. Instead, more black maggots were crawling around the freshly severed end. We both watched as they ate their way into the flesh, disappearing inside what was left of his arm.


  "Bojemoi," he whispered, "we're too late..." Realisation dawned in his eyes, a look of bleak desolation. "Kill me."


  "I..."


  "Kill me... Please," he begged, "before it's too late."


  I drew back my weapon, pausing for a moment. The sergeant nodded, a single black tear escaping his right eye. I sliced his head off with a single blow. The soldier who had been on the other side of the sergeant came closer until we were shoulder to shoulder once more. Neither of us dared look down.


  



  On and on the battle raged, our vast circle slowly being whittled away, as one by one the resurrected got the better of us. We must have been a hundred strong when Eisenstein led us out into no-man's-land. By the time we had formed into a circle, a dozen were already lost. Within ten minutes another twenty had fallen, either taken by the lifeless or killed by their comrades to spare them being resurrected. Each of those ten minutes felt more like an hour, the attacks upon us relentless, remorseless and utterly merciless. My arms ached, the muscles screaming for respite from swinging the entrenching tool, but I kept fighting as we all did. We had no choice. To stop fighting was to admit defeat and invite death.


  After half an hour that felt more like an eternity, I was surprised to see a gap in the resurrected. Their ranks were finally beginning to thin out, the decline in numbers accelerated by snipers still on the front line picking off the lifeless from the fringes of those surrounding us.


  "Not long now," a woman's voice said on my left. I realised Sophia was standing beside me, while Uralsky remained resolute by my right shoulder. I glanced quickly round and was shocked to see there were only a dozen of us left alive in no-man's-land. During the course of the battle our circle had collapsed and reformed itself several times. We had been staggering slowly back towards our own front line, but the lifeless kept getting in the way. Now, there was but a single line of resurrected between us and safety.


  We could make it, I realised, before raising my voice so the others could hear me. "We can make it!" I pulled my weapon from the head of one corpse before using it to stove in the skull of another. I heard Uralsky gasp beside me.


  "Yuri?"


  Antonov was standing in front of Uralsky, but there was little left of the man I remembered so fondly. The stake was still embedded in his chest where Uralsky had put it, to stop him from coming back to life as one of the vampyr. That much it had achieved, but Antonov had still been resurrected from his grave to join the forces ranged against us. His empty eye sockets stared mournfully at Uralsky, his hands reaching forward as if to embrace an old friend.


  "That thing isn't Yuri anymore," I said out the side of my mouth at Uralsky. "Finish it off. Quick!"


  "What if part of him is still alive?"


  "He's gone. You know he's gone - finish him!"


  "But he still looks so much like my grandfather," Uralsky said. He raised his weapon, ready to stab the bayonet into Antonov's corpse, but couldn't go through with it.


  "I can't..." he whispered, lowering his bayonet. "I can't."


  I was about to intervene but saw another of the resurrected looming towards me. I shoved the blade of my entrenching tool into the creature's mouth, through the brain stem and out the back of its head, and then flung the severed skull in a high arc over my shoulder. By the time I turned back to help Uralsky, it was too late. The thing that had been Antonov was gnawing on the sniper's neck, a jet of blood spurting from the wound. Uralsky did not cry out, did not protest. He simply nodded to me, knowing what had to be done.


  Eisenstein got to him first, slicing the sickle through Uralsky's head before using it to finish off the lifeless body of Antonov as well.


  "Let that be an end to it."


  A volley of shots rang out and the last of the resurrected fell at our feet, joining the carpet of corpses that covered the ground. Most of no-man's-land was hidden beneath this mass of death. Even in those last few minutes of fighting, we had lost four more to the lifeless army, including the implacable Uralsky. From the eight members of the Smert Krofpeet, only four remained: myself, Sophia, Yatsko and Eisenstein. But how much longer could any of us trust Eisenstein?


  



  We staggered back to our front lines, eight survivors from the hundred who had gone out to fight the resurrected. As we neared the Red Army trenches, the inhuman wailing started up once more from the German side of no-man's-land, but nothing moved in response to the howling.


  "We killed them!" Yatsko shouted across the wasteland of bodies. "You can call all you want, nobody's coming!"


  Brodsky was waiting for us when we climbed past the soldiers guarding the front line positions. "I want all those corpses burned," the captain told Yatsko. "Send a squad out with kerosene, have them pour it over the remains, and then set the lot on fire. Otherwise we'll have an epidemic on our hands within a week." Brodsky noticed that Eisenstein was among the few survivors. "Since he seemed so eager to venture out into no-man's-land, he can lead the squad back there."


  "Hasn't he done enough?" Sophia protested.


  "You've already cost me one of my convicts tonight," the captain sneered. "Better for you to stay quiet and stay alive." Brodsky told us to remain where we were while he sent for the leaders of all the units that had been guarding the front line. Once the men were gathered, he climbed atop one of the trench ramparts to address them all.


  "Now hear this. I forbid any mention of what happened here tonight to pass beyond this place. Our soldiers fight to the death for Mother Russia, gratefully laying down their lives to defend her from the fascist invaders. How do you think they would react if someone told them that the Germans can raise the dead to attack us? Tell others what you witnessed and it will destroy morale. I hereby make it an offence, punishable by execution, for anyone to speak of this battle, even among those who were present with you. If it is never spoken of again, then nobody will ever know it took place. In case you doubt my word or my resolve in this matter, know this: there are members of the NKVD amongst you. They will enforce my order. Stay silent and you will stay alive. Let the secret of this terrible night die here with all those who lie out in no-man's-land. That is the price we must pay for our victory!"


  The captain climbed back down from his vantage point, giving Yatsko a glare. "You have your orders; carry them out." Brodsky marched away, staggering slightly as he departed for his quarters. We all watched him leave, nobody saying a word until he was out of earshot.


  "This is madness," I protested to Yatsko, keeping my voice down to stop it reaching beyond the members of the Smert Krofpeet. "We should be warning others of this danger, not suppressing the truth."


  "What we think does not matter," Yatsko replied quietly, his eyes flickering towards Eisenstein and Sophia. "All that matters is that we fight and, if necessary, die for our country. The truth is a luxury in war. Haven't you realised that yet?"


  Chapter Thirteen


  



  Winter finally came for us in December that year, freezing the air and the water, stealing away our precious hours of daylight. We knew our generals were planning a counter-strike to lift the siege in January. The German line blocking overland access to Leningrad was at its narrowest along the southern shore of Lake Ladoga. Once our troops crossed the Neva River and took Shlissel'burg, there would be less than twenty kilometres between them and the rest of the Red Army. We had to be ready to attack whenever the order came.


  What remained of the Smert Krofpeet spent the last days of 1942 re-arming and preparing for what lay ahead. Twice more we heard the eerie wailing during those long nights, but no empty graves were found during December. Perhaps the supply of corpses had been exhausted during the fighting in no-man's-land. Fresh orders had since passed along the front line, requiring the decapitation of any and all corpses before burial. The official explanation for this was a sudden rise in banditry now that winter was slowing the importation of new food supplies to the blockade. This excuse made little sense, but there was much about the war that made little sense. By then most people had lost the will to question such peculiarities.


  Those of us who had survived that horrific battle with the resurrected knew the truth behind the order. But none of us spoke about what we had witnessed, except among those we knew and trusted. The Narodnyi Komissariat Vnutrennikh Dei was making little attempt to hide its increasing presence near the front line. The rare, uncensored letters we received from people outside the blockade talked about a decree from Stalin published five months before, demanding there be no more retreats.


  "Not one step back - this must now be our slogan," Stalin was quoted as saying. To reinforce this order, NKVD men with machine guns were often placed behind soldiers as encouragement to keep advancing. Those who dared turn back were summarily executed. Such measures had not been necessary around Leningrad because the front line was static. It was the arrival of these NKVD enforcers that inadvertently confirmed that the counter-strike was not far away. The remorseless brutality of the Narodnyi Komissariat Vnutrennikh Dei was legendary. I knew the truth of that reputation better than most, having been a political officer. The NKVD would not hesitate to execute anyone who disobeyed a direct order, such as Brodsky's command that none of us were permitted to speak of our battle with the resurrected. What I have written thus far, it is the first time I have dared mention these events.


  Many things troubled me about that bloodbath in no-man's-land. How were the Germans able to raise the dead and form them into an army to fight against us? The most obvious answer was that the Germans had had little to do with it. I thought it more likely that the Rumanians had turned our own deceased against us, though I had no evidence at the time to support this belief. I had seen what Constanta and his kind could do with my own eyes and I had little doubt they were capable of even worse.


  One night Yatsko and I sat beside a small fire, talking about the things we had seen and experienced. I had developed a grudging respect for Yatsko since his intervention to save Sophia from Strelnikov. He was no angel, but none of us were; otherwise we would not have been members of a shtrafroty.


  "What I don't understand is how the fascists ever formed an alliance with the vampyr," Yatsko whispered to me, careful to keep his voice from carrying to any of the soldiers sleeping nearby. Numbers along the front line were growing by the day, as preparations accelerated for the January counter-strike, codenamed Operation Spark.


  I told Yatsko the rumours I had heard during my time in Moscow, tales about Hitler's fascination for the occult and all things supernatural. "The Führer is supposed to have sent spies around the world in search of legendary artefacts like the Spear of Destiny and the Arc of the Covenant; artefacts he believes will bring him greater power. Perhaps one of his spies went looking for one of these relics in Rumania and found the vampyr instead." I believed that the alliance had formed in Berlin, and was forced upon the rank and file of the Wehrmacht. "Remember what Haustein said? He and his men were ordered to cooperate with Constanta, no matter what. Haustein was willing to fight alongside us against the vampyr, rather than become one of their thralls. I don't believe most of the Germans are any happier than us about having the undead in their midst."


  Yatsko grimaced. "That's how I feel about Eisenstein lately."


  "What do you mean?" I asked quickly, trying to hide my dismay at his comment. Had Yatsko deduced that Eisenstein was halfway to becoming vampyr?


  "Since Ivanovskoe, he's been... different. When Brodsky put me in charge, I thought Eisenstein would make things difficult, challenge my authority. Instead he started... I don't have the words to describe it."


  "Try," I urged.


  Yatsko frowned. "He became a different person, going off on his own all the time. He stopped caring about anything or anyone besides himself." Yatsko leaned closer to me, making sure what he said next stayed between us. "As for our battle against those - things - in no-man's-land... An hour before that he wouldn't lift a finger to stop Strelnikov hurting Sophia. Then he turns up like a man possessed, takes command and leads a hundred soldiers into battle! What the hell happened to him in that hour?" Yatsko sat back again, his eyes watching the fire, his face troubled by shadows. "Like I said, he makes me uneasy."


  Men from another combat unit joined us and we couldn't discuss the subject any further. But Yatsko's words underlined my own feelings. Eisenstein changed that night we fought the resurrected, but how and why? I was determined to find the answers to those questions before the counter-strike was launched. If I was going to trust Eisenstein with my life, I needed to know what he had become.


  



  It was the first week of January before I discovered the truth, but what I found did little to ease my disquiet. We had been relocated to the frozen shores of Lake Ladoga, where the Neva River acted as no-man's-land between us and the German stronghold of Shlissel'burg. We all knew the shift brought us one step closer to the counter-attack: Operation Spark. Eisenstein and Sophia had become close again since Strelnikov's death, spending most of their time together, whether on patrol or resting in one of the underground bunkers. Eisenstein was strong and full of life once more, the listless shadow of recent months banished. By contrast Sophia was becoming increasingly pale and wan, struggling even to fulfil her duties as radio operator.


  She often complained of stomach cramps and nausea, making me wonder if she was pregnant. It was difficult to be sure if she was suffering from morning sickness as the onset of winter had reduced each day to a few hours in length. But Sophia's nausea did occur at about the same time every day, which seemed to confirm my suspicions. Sexual activity between soldiers was never welcome in the Red Army, but the presence of women in front line units had complicated the matter greatly. I decided to ask Sophia directly and bring the truth out into the open. If she was pregnant with Eisenstein's child, I felt it was wrong to include her in any attack against the Germans.


  Before her reconciliation with Eisenstein, she'd paid a former silversmith in another company to turn her crucifix into a dozen silver bullets, giving half of the precious ammunition to me. Sophia and I agreed to use them on Eisenstein if the vampyrism tainting his body took too strong a hold upon him. If she was carrying his child, would she still be able to fulfill that promise? It was another difficult question, but one I still had to ask her.


  The next time I saw Sophia, she was retiring to one of the bunkers, looking about furtively to check nobody was watching. I waited a few minutes to see if anybody else joined her. Satisfied that she must be alone, I went to the underground entrance. Before I could go inside I heard what sounded like two people making love inside. Sophia was moaning quietly while a man was breathing heavily with excitement. I did not consider myself any sort of moral guardian, but I could not let this continue. If the NKVD caught them, both Sophia and her lover would almost certainly be executed. I had to intervene, no matter how embarrassing it might prove to be.


  I marched into the bunker and cleared my throat loudly. A familiar scent assaulted my nostrils: not the sweaty musk of two people having sex, but another smell, hot and vaguely metallic. "Have you any idea how dangerous what you're doing is? I... "


  Words failed me after that, as my eyes adjusted to the dim light inside the bunker and I saw what was going on.


  Sophia was lying on the ground, her gymnastiorka hanging open and her breasts spilling out. When I first spoke her head was tilted back in apparent ecstasy, teeth biting down on her lower lip. Eisenstein was crouched beside her, one of his hands groping her breasts. His other hand was clenched around Sophia's right wrist, pinning it to the packed earth floor. He looked at me guiltily, his lower lip and jaw wet with blood - Sophia's blood. She had two fresh puncture wounds on her right forearm and dots of crimson around them where Eisenstein had been suckling.


  "Bojemoi," I gasped. "What are you doing?"


  Eisenstein wiped his face with the back of one hand before licking the blood off his chin, savouring every drop. "Sophia has been helping me."


  She sat up abruptly, pulling her blouse together and doing up the buttons. "Victor! What are you doing here?"


  "I thought you were pregnant," I replied. "I came to confront you about it, to see if I could get you to admit what was wrong, to explain why you were always tired and nauseous at the same time every day." I laughed bitterly at how wrong I had been. "How long has this been going on?"


  "Since the night Strelnikov died," Sophia said shamefacedly. "When you told me what had happened to Grigori, I went to him and offered to help. I thought if he drunk a little of my blood, it would make him stronger and turn him back into the man he used to be."


  I pointed at Eisenstein, who had retreated to a corner, still licking the back of his hand. "Is that the man he used to be, Sophia?"


  She couldn't meet my gaze. "He was, for a while. But then he needed more of my blood to sustain himself. Then more still."


  "What about the wounds on his neck?" I demanded.


  "He won't let me look at them."


  I moved over to Eisenstein, watching him carefully. "I need to see where Constanta bit you. I need to know how far you have gone, Grigori," I said quietly.


  "Leave me be," he hissed.


  "I can't do that. I made a promise to you and to myself. You said if I saw you changing into one of the vampyr, I should finish you off and save you from that fate. I swore I would keep that promise, no matter how much it hurt either of us."


  "Leave me in peace!"


  "I can't do that, not now. Not after what I've seen. I should have realised sooner what was going on, but I didn't want to think about it. Now you've left me with no choice."


  I drew the Nagant pistol from the holster on my right hip and aimed it at Eisenstein.


  "This gun contains six silver-tipped bullets. Unwrap the bandage from your neck or else. Man or vampyr, the ammunition in this pistol will kill you, you can be certain of that."


  He faced me, his eyes wild and fearsome, his fangs proudly bared. "I don't believe you, Zunetov. Where did you get silver-tipped bullets?"


  "Does it matter?"


  "I suppose not," Eisenstein snarled, his voice darker and more sibilant than usual, like a cornered serpent. He glared at Sophia but she did not waver.


  "Grigori, do as Victor asks," she pleaded.


  I closed my finger around the pistol's trigger. "Now."


  Slowly, methodically, he unwrapped the bandage, coiling the material into a roll. As the last piece came away, Eisenstein tilted his head aside so we could see the vampyr wounds.


  Sophia sobbed and ran from the bunker, while I swallowed hard, trying to stop myself from retching. Eisenstein's neck had turned black around the infected area. The wounds were larger than I had ever seen them, suppurating sores lined with row upon row of tiny, snapping teeth. I peered more closely and was sickened to see tiny tongues inside each wound, writhing and twisting. I almost expected these vile mouths to start talking, hissing and calling to me, summoning me nearer.


  "Satisfied?" Eisenstein asked, and I hastily nodded. "Judging by your face, it's worse than before."


  "Yes."


  "The hunger grows stronger every day. It's all I can do to resist it, to stop myself from completely draining Sophia of blood. She's kept me going, though I can barely stand to be outside in the daylight anymore. How I will survive in summer, I do not know."


  "You'll be a true vampyr by then," I said.


  "Not while I still have my faith," Eisenstein murmured. He reached inside his gymnastiorka and brought out the Star of David. "If I were a true vampyr, simply touching this should burn my flesh. But its presence by my heart and Sophia's love have kept me pure." Then he remembered the wounds on his neck. "Mostly..."


  "What are you going to do?"


  "I need your help. I have to stop the infection spreading through my body. Cauterising the wounds is not enough anymore. I must try to burn them out for good."


  "How?"


  Eisenstein held out the Star of David. "You must hold it against the wounds while I put the bandage back on. I do not have the strength to do that alone."


  I did as he asked, trying to shut out his screams as I shoved the Jewish symbol deep into the twin mouths. It was large enough to reach inside both wounds simultaneously. The tiny mouths spat and hissed at me in protest, moist tongues squirming about, trying to avoid the searing touch of the icon. The sickly smell of burning meat violated my nostrils, forcing tears into my eyes. I took care not to put my fingers into the screaming mouths, fearful that the teeth would tear the flesh from my bones. Once the Star of David was firmly lodged in both wounds, I nodded to Eisenstein. He wrapped the bandage tautly round his throat, trapping the emblem against his infection.


  "How does it feel?" I asked nervously.


  Eisenstein smiled and I could see his fangs had diminished, closer in size to normal teeth. "Like hell has set fire to my neck, but better than it was. Thanks." He staggered a little, but stayed upright, resting a hand on my shoulder. "Don't tell Yatsko or Brodsky what's happened to me. I doubt they'd understand."


  "What about Sophia? She can't keep giving blood to you like that."


  "I know," he said. "I restrict the amount I take, to stop her becoming tainted like me, but eventually my bloodlust will get the better of me. The sooner we can find Constanta and end this, the better for all of us. I'll go and talk to Sophia, explain what we've done. Hopefully it will give her a respite from my hunger."


  Eisenstein strode from the bunker, leaving me behind to contemplate what I had seen. In truth it was a miracle he had not already become a vampyr, but the transformation was getting closer by the day. The man I had come to trust and respect was dying, a little at a time.


  



  On January the eleventh Brodsky and the other squad commanders returned from Red Army field headquarters with confirmation of what we had all known was coming. At dawn we were to begin an all-out assault on the German front line, crossing the frozen surface of the river to attack the enemy trenches. If we broke through those the stronghold of Shlissel'burg lay beyond, a forbidding maze of bombed-out buildings and basements. How many Germans were waiting for us on the other side of no-man's-land was not known, nor how many might be secreted inside Shlissel'burg. I watched as Brodsky consulted with the leader of the NKVD troops about the best place to position his men and their machine guns.


  "We'll be lucky to make it across the Neva," Yatsko commented sourly, "let alone into Shlissel'burg. That bastard will have us gunned down in a moment if we hesitate."


  "We know," Sophia said. "You did the same to us, remember?"


  "Brodsky was pointing a pistol at my head!"


  "What's passed is passed," Eisenstein cut in, stepping between the two of them. "We have to depend on each other if we're going to get through this. Let's concentrate on getting ready for tomorrow; that should be our priority."


  The captain noticed the four of us watching him and strode towards us, his face more haggard than ever. "I have good news. My true talents have finally been recognised, so I am being redeployed elsewhere. Should you survive the next twenty-four hours, you will have a new captain by this time tomorrow."


  "What's their name?" Yatsko asked.


  Brodsky sneered. "I neither know nor care. If I never set eyes on you scum again, it would still be too soon for my liking. In the meantime, I have volunteered you for patrol along the shoreline of Lake Ladoga. The others need to rest before tomorrow's attack. Convicts like you deserve no such respite." He stalked off, scratching distractedly at his grey, pallid face.


  "And they say leadership is a dying art in the Red Army," Eisenstein joked, but nobody smiled. Patrolling the frozen surface in sub-zero temperatures was no laughing matter, especially when the cold fell to minus forty degrees. We all put on extra layers of clothing before marching to the nearby edge of Lake Ladoga. With the sun already setting, the vast blue expanse of frozen water resembled a mirror reflecting the dark blue sky. To our right we could see the German-occupied shoreline, emerging from a transparent, silvery mist. Eisenstein and Sophia offered to head in that direction, while Yatsko and I turned north.


  The two of us trudged across the undulating ice, the shoreline marked by dense clumps of silver birch trees in the distance that vanished and reappeared beyond the contours of the frozen lake. Ladoga was full of deep furrows and high ridges, some as hard and sharp as glass. Variations in temperature meant that the appearance of the ice changed from one day to the next. At times it was cloudy, almost opaque, too dense to see anything inside. On other occasions the ice was nearly transparent, allowing us to see whole families of fish that were caught inside it as if imprisoned in some vast freezer. It was such a section that Yatsko and I found as we reached the most northerly edge of our patrol area. I looked down and was startled by the clarity of the ice. It gave me a curious feeling of giddiness, like I was suspended on a glass roof that could crack and shatter from underneath me at any moment. I pointed this out to Yatsko, who grunted, unimpressed.


  "Let's get back, there's nothing out here," he said gruffly.


  I moved to follow him but something trapped within the ice caught my eye. A blast of bitterly cold wind blew a dusting of translucent crystals across the ice, so I crouched down to wipe them away. As I did, I got a better look at what had glinted beneath the surface. A row of human faces were gazing up at me, their lips thin and shrivelled, their eyes shining, almost alive. I jumped backwards in shock and promptly fell over, crying out in surprise.


  Yatsko came back to see what was the matter. He was less startled by the collection of corpses caught in the ice, but it still gave him pause. "They must have fallen through when the ice was forming," he said quietly.


  I felt something hard and cold digging into one of my gloved hands. I lifted it away and saw a thin slither of metal protruding from the ice. "This looks like somebody's identity tag." I tried to pull it free but the tag was frozen in place. The tip of my bayonet made short work of the ice. Within a minute I could read what was imprinted on the metal: BRODKSY, A. If I had felt cold before, this discovery chilled me to the marrow.


  Yatsko came to see what I was looking at. "Bojemoi," he whispered after reading the tags. "These can't belong to the captain, can they?"


  I shook my head, not wanting to believe it possible. "There must be dozens of men called Brodsky inside the blockade. It can't be him. We saw the captain less than an hour ago."


  Yatsko pulled on the metal chain that looped through the tags, but the rest of the chain was still buried within the frozen ice. It was more opaque there, and it was harder to see what was below the immediate surface, but I could make out a shape that resembled a human head.


  "We'll have to dig this out," Yatsko decided, "see whose neck the chain goes around." He stabbed the ice with his bayonet.


  I joined in, attacking from the other side. It was nearly dark by the time we'd chipped away enough ice to expose the top of the body. It wore the uniform of a Red Army captain, but the corpse's skin had been removed.


  "That's Brodsky," Yatsko said fearfully, sitting back on his haunches.


  "How can you tell?"


  "Ignore what's missing and look at what's left: his profile, the shape of his nose, the colour of his eyes. That's Brodsky or else it must be his identical twin."


  I didn't want to admit it but Yatsko was right. In a drunken rant one night the captain had told me bitterly how he was an only child. This frozen body was Captain Alexandr Brodsky, formerly in command of our shtrafroty unit.


  "How long has he been here?" I wondered out loud. "Weeks? Months?"


  Yatsko shrugged. "That's the least of our worries. If this is Brodsky, who has taken his place? Who's been giving us orders and putting us through hell?" He tried to pull the corpse from the ice, but it remained frozen in place.


  I struggled to my feet and set off, hurrying as fast as I could across the ice towards our front line positions.


  "Where are you going?" Yatsko called.


  "We've got to get back," I shouted over my shoulder. "We've got to warn the others. If there's an impostor in charge tomorrow, it'll be a bloodbath!"


  



  I reached the northern edge of the Neva as Eisenstein and Sophia returned from their patrol. At first neither of them believed what I was saying, until Yatsko caught up with us and showed them a grisly trophy he was carrying in his knapsack: Brodsky's skinless, decapitated head. Yatsko had cut it off with his bayonet, enabling him to remove the identity tags. Sophia was sickened by what she saw but Eisenstein said nothing at first, the muscles along his jawline rippling as he contemplated the remains of our dead commander.


  "Brodsky's been acting strange for months," he eventually commented. "Now I guess we know why..."


  "Then who...?" Sophia began.


  Eisenstein smiled grimly. "Let's find out."


  He marched towards the captain's tent, the rest of us following close behind. Sophia and I drew our pistols, both of them loaded with silver bullets. Eisenstein pulled his sickle from its sheath, while Yatsko fixed a bayonet to his rifle. As we approached the tent, I noticed a faint mist dissipating in the freezing air outside, a cold breeze carrying it away towards the German positions. I didn't think anything of it at the time since my mind was still turning over the grisly discovery we had made on the ice. I was trying to deduce when the real Brodsky might have been killed. How did his body end up in Lake Ladoga? Why had it become trapped in the ice? How had the impostor tricked us into believing he was Brodsky? Had he used some vampyr mind control to convince us he spoke with the captain's voice? I decided such questions did not matter now. I have to concentrate on the here and now, I told myself.


  Eisenstein paused outside the tent and cleared his throat. "Captain Brodsky, we need to speak to you. We found something... disturbing on patrol." No reply came from inside, but I could see the flame of a kerosene lamp throwing shadows against the canvas walls.


  "Captain, we need you to come out and see this, sir."


  Still nothing: no words, no sounds from within.


  "Captain, if you don't come outside now, we will be forced to come in," Eisenstein warned. Again, all was silent inside. "Very well, you leave us no choice." He turned back to make sure we were ready before entering the tent.


  I was last in, ready to shoot if the impostor fought back or attacked the others. The interior was all but empty. The captain's uniform was folded neatly on the ground, next to the kerosene lamp and a pile of burning ashes. A cot lay to one side, unused and undisturbed. Eisenstein crouched to study the embers of the small fires.


  "Somebody was burning documents here until a few minutes ago. This ground is still hot to the touch," he said.


  Sophia sifted through the charred remains, attempting to piece together some unburned fragments of paper. Most were corners or edges without anything useful left on them. She did, however, find some numerals and three words underlined in red ink.


  "Victor, can you translate these?" she asked.


  I glanced at the text: Dämmerung, Tod and Aufstieg.


  "Twilight, Dead and Rise. Or Growth: the last one could mean Growth."


  "What does that mean, twilight of the dead? If the dead rise, it brings twilight for the living?" Sophia asked, confusion evidence on her face.


  "I don't know," I had to admit. "There's not enough here to decipher."


  "He's already gone," Eisenstein decided. "The impostor - whoever or whatever he was - told us he was leaving. We've come too late to stop him."


  "Well, the impostor must have left in a hurry," Yatsko said quietly, pulling something from the shadows beneath the empty cot, "because he left this behind."


  He stood up and slowly unrolled a long coil of wet, pink fabric that dripped blood on the ground. I realised it was not made of fabric. It was made of skin... Brodsky's skin. The captain's skin had been removed from his body and was worn by the impostor as a soldier wears a uniform. I retched but did not vomit, while Sophia went pale and quiet. Eisenstein ignored our distress and retrieved a single sheet of paper that had gotten adhered to the sticky, moist skin.


  "They must have missed this when burning the other documents," Eisenstein said quietly.


  I looked over his shoulder at the page. Much of the writing had been smeared with blood, making the ink run, but a few German words and phrases were still legible. Eisenstein handed the page to me for translation. "What does it say?"


  "There's a lot missing," I replied, skimming over what did remain to see if I could make sense of it. "But this looks like a recall order, telling the impostor to return to base. The others are withdrawing soon. Their master says they are needed elsewhere on the Eastern Front. And there's a time and a place for a rendezvous: a small log cabin on the shore of Lake Ladoga, three kilometres east of Shlissel'burg, at the first midnight after the Red Army launches its counter-strike." I smiled, knowing the end of the document would please Eisenstein. "Constanta says he looks forward to meeting Maga again."


  "That must have been the impostor's real name: Maga," Yatsko realised. "Doesn't sound very German, does it?"


  "He was Rumanian," Eisenstein said angrily. "We had one of those bloodsucking bastards in our midst all this time and didn't realise it."


  "Bojemoi," Sophia whispered. "He must be the one who had the NKVD brought in, to make sure nobody tried to retreat. I was wondering why all the other captains obeyed his orders without question when before they treated him like scum... He even helped the NKVD men find the best positions to set up their machine guns. It'll be a slaughter."


  "We don't even know if the orders to advance tomorrow are real," Yatsko added. "This Maga could have falsified them to send our troops into a trap."


  "We have to stop the advance," I said.


  "It's too late for that," Eisenstein replied. "We can't prove Brodsky was an impostor. We're convicts and nobody would believe us."


  Yatsko shook the discarded skin in his grasp. "What about this? Isn't this proof enough? I've got his head and his identity tags too."


  Eisenstein smiled wryly. "Ivan, why were you sentenced to this shtrafroty?"


  "I attacked a senior officer; nearly beat him to death."


  "What do you think will happen if you present the skin and decapitated head of your current commander to another officer? You'll be in front of a firing squad within minutes, if not sooner. No, we can't tell anyone our suspicions. Even if we did, they'd never believe us. I wouldn't."


  "So what can we do?" Sophia asked.


  "The only way to stop this madness is to attack the source. We have to find Constanta. Either we kill him, or else bring him back to Leningrad to stand trial for war crimes. The people deserve to know what kind of monsters the fascists have unleashed against us."


  I felt my stomach lurch at the prospect of invading German-held territory again. "Last time we went behind enemy lines, many of us didn't make it back," I muttered.


  "Last time they knew we were coming," Eisenstein replied. "Brodsky - Maga - sent us into a trap. The vampyr infiltrated our ranks and put one of their own in charge of the Smert Krofpeet. What better way to stop a squad called Death to Blood-Drinkers? But now we have the element of surprise on our side."


  I crumpled the blood-stained document in my hand. "This could be another trap, another trick. Maga might have left this piece of paper here deliberately, to lure us into another confrontation with the vampyr."


  "Perhaps, but I doubt it. He couldn't know you and Ivan would find Brodsky's body. He was expecting us to die with the others when we advance on the Germans at dawn. Even if this rendezvous is a trap, I'm going to be there. I want to finish this, once and for all. Who's coming with me?"


  "I will," Yatsko volunteered. "Better to die fighting for a cause you believe in than getting machine-gunned down by your own side."


  Eisenstein nodded. "Sophia?"


  "You believe killing Constanta will lift the curse he has put upon us all?"


  "Yes, I do," he replied.


  She smiled at him for a moment. "Then I will stand beside you." The three of them all looked at me expectantly.


  "I can't."


  "Can't, or won't?" Yatsko demanded.


  Eisenstein stepped between us. "No, Ivan. This has to be Zunetov's choice. We shouldn't force him to come with us; that would make us little better than those we would defeat." Eisenstein rested a hand on my left shoulder. "We must leave soon. To avoid alerting the Germans, we'll skirt their front line by going out on the lake and then come back in to shore after we've bypassed Shlissel'burg. If you change your mind, you'll know where to find us."


  "I won't, I'm sorry."


  "Do what you think is best. We all understand." Yatsko snorted derisively behind Eisenstein. "But some of us understand better than others."


  I left them inside Brodsky's tent to plan their attack on the vampyr rendezvous. I had survived one suicide mission into enemy territory, and I had no intention of going on another. As I walked away, an officer with a captain's insignia hurried past me, his face hidden from view by a peaked cap. I did not recognise him, but as he passed a familiar scent lingered in the air for a moment: hot and metallic, like freshly spilled blood. I looked over my shoulder and saw the officer making for Brodsky's tent.


  "Captain, could I ask you something?" I called after him, but the officer kept walking. "Captain, is something wrong?"


  He stopped, realising I was calling after him.


  "What is it? I'm busy making preparations for the advance," he snapped.


  I strode towards him, one hand resting on the butt of my pistol. "I'm looking for Captain Brodsky. I haven't seen him for several hours and I need to check some important details about the advance." I kept talking as long as I could, giving myself time to get close to the officer. "Do you know where he is, sir?"


  "No. Why should I?"


  "Because you were walking straight towards his tent," I said.


  "I didn't realise that was his," the officer replied, his face betraying unease. "I was in there earlier, talking with another captain, but I didn't catch his name."


  "Brodsky, Alexandr Brodsky."


  "Indeed. Well, I left an important document in Captain Brodsky's tent and I need to retrieve it," the officer said quickly. "So, if you'll excuse me..."


  I pressed my pistol into his ribs as he tried to leave. "Each of the bullets in this weapon is tipped with silver. Maybe one will be enough to kill you, maybe not. Maybe silver only kills your kind if it makes a wound that would be fatal to normal people. Try to escape or call for help, and we'll soon learn the truth."


  "This is outrageous!" the captain blustered. "I am an officer in the Red Army and you are threatening my life! I will have you executed for this act of mutiny."


  I shoved him into the tent, surprising the trio plotting and planning within. "That was quick," Eisenstein said. "I knew you'd come around eventually but..." He stopped and looked at the officer. "Who's this?"


  "I think he's the impostor," I replied. "Claims he left an important document in here, but says he knows nothing about Captain Brodsky's disappearance."


  "All of you will stand trial for insubordination and sedition," my captive began, "unless you release me at once. I will not tolerate-"


  He abruptly stopped talking as Eisenstein produced the blood-smeared page we had found under Brodsky's skin. The officer peered at it. "I have never seen that document before in my life."


  "He's lying," Sophia snapped.


  "Probably," Eisenstein agreed, "but there's a quick way to prove it. Ivan, go and fetch the string of garlic bulbs Strelnikov collected." We had kept the dead man's most prized possession as another potential weapon against our undead enemy, but I had insisted on removing the severed tongues from the necklace. Yatsko grinned from ear to ear but Sophia grabbed his arm before he could leave.


  "I've something that should be just as effective," she said, reaching into her knapsack for a drinking flask. A cross was etched into the flask's casing.


  "On second thought, why waste time having scum like you tried?" the officer said superciliously. "I notice none of you have insignia. That means you must be part of some penal company. You deserve nothing more than execution."


  Eisenstein nodded to Sophia. She poured a little of the liquid from the flask on to her fingers, then flicked the moisture into the officer's face. He screamed in agony as the liquid burned small holes through his face, as if she had thrown acid at him. He tried to wipe his face dry but this only succeeded in transferring some of the liquid to his fingers. They, too, began to blister, wisps of grey smoke rising from the bubbling skin.


  Sophia smiled. "Holy water, collected from the last consecrated church still standing south of Leningrad. Utterly harmless for humans, but to vampyr..."


  I pressed the barrel of my pistol against the creature's temple. "Start talking, and no more lies; otherwise Sophia will empty that flask over your head.'


  "This is outrageous," the vampyr protested. "I refuse to submit to..." His words died away as Sophia stepped closer to him, taking a sip of holy water from her flask. Sophia smiled at the Rumanian before spiting the liquid into his face. He cried out in agony, the holy water eating all the way through one of his cheeks to reveal rows of razor sharp teeth in his mouth.


  Eisenstein folded his arms. "We will kill you, bloodsucker, have no doubts about that. But we want some answers first."


  "Why should I tell you anything?" the vampyr sneered.


  "Give us what we want and your death will be swift and merciful. Defy us and your suffering will be great." Eisenstein smiled. "I don't imagine vampyr experience pain or fear that often. You are stronger and less vulnerable than humans. There is not much that can hurt you, even less that can kill you. As a result, torture will be a novel and excruciating experience. You've already had a taste of what we can do. There's plenty more where that came from, unless you answer our questions."


  The creature's eyes narrowed. "What do you want to know?"


  "Your name is Maga, yes?" When the vampyr did not reply immediately, Yatsko grabbed the flask from Sophia and held it over our captive's head.


  "Answer the question, djavoli!" he warned.


  "Your name is Maga, yes?" Eisenstein repeated.


  "Yes."


  "And you are one of Constanta's men?"


  "I am a disciple of Lord Constanta," Maga said grandly.


  "It's nothing to be proud of, you bastard," Yatsko snarled.


  "That's where you're wrong. I am one of the ten, those chosen by our lord personally to act as his emissaries, to do his bidding. We were all sired by him."


  "Sired?" I asked.


  Maga gave me a withering look. "When a vampyr creates another vampyr, he becomes their blood father. Lord Constanta was born of the Sire, so to be sired by our lord means I am but two generations from the father of us all."


  Eisenstein held the bloody document in front of Maga. "I believe you came back for this. It says you are to rendezvous with Constanta at midnight tonight, three kilometres east of Shlissel'burg."


  "Are you tell me all this, or trying to find out if I can read?" Maga asked archly.


  Yatsko let a single drip of holy water fall on our captive's scalp. He hissed and spat at us, his face contorted in pain.


  "We ask the questions," Eisenstein replied dryly. "You have a rendezvous with Constanta at midnight. Why?"


  "We are required elsewhere along the Eastern Front."


  "Why haven't the vampyr launched an all-out assault inside the blockade?" Sophia asked. "You could fly in as bats or float past our front line positions as mist, then transform to your real selves and attack the civilian population."


  "We decided against that strategy," Maga said airily.


  "You mean your numbers are still limited," Eisenstein deduced. "You don't have enough vampyr for such an operation. That's why Constanta was turning Germans into his thralls, why he had to resurrect our dead to be his foot soldiers." Maga did not reply, but his scowling face spoke volumes. "Let's get to some specifics. How many vampyr will be guarding Constanta at this rendezvous tonight?"


  "I don't know."


  Eisenstein nodded to Yatsko, who dipped his fingers into the holy water.


  "I don't know!" Maga insisted, his eyes fearfully watching Yatsko. "Most of our kind are deployed elsewhere, away from Leningrad. Berlin has decided that the blockade is a low priority. That's why I am being withdrawn."


  "How many guards does Constanta usually have?"


  "Two, at most, and they are ceremonial. He is stronger than all of us; only one generation from the Sire himself."


  A thought occurred to me. "Even if we can destroy his guards, we still need a way to prevent Constanta from escaping. What's to stop him turning into mist or a bat, and simply flying away when we attack?" I wondered out loud.


  "We'll have to turn his weaknesses to our advantage," Eisenstein said.


  "My lord has no weaknesses," Maga boasted.


  "Everyone has weaknesses, even vampyr," Sophia said quietly, her eyes lingering on Eisenstein. "We could put Strelnikov's garlic necklace on Constanta. That might stop him."


  Eisenstein nodded. "We'll take it with us. Let's get ready to move. We need to leave before the advance begins."


  "What about this... thing?" Yatsko asked, preparing to empty the flask over Maga's head. "Should I finish it off?"


  "Save the holy water. We may need it later." Eisenstein drew his silver-edged sickle and showed it to the vampyr. "My friend Yuri died because of you."


  "You will all die if you try to capture Lord Constanta," Maga predicted. "He will tear your bodies apart and feast on your souls."


  "He already has," Eisenstein whispered before decapitating the vampyr.


  All of us watched silently as Maga evaporated into a cloud of ash and soot.


  "Let's go," Eisenstein quickly ordered.


  Chapter Fourteen


  



  The four of us were already out on the ice when the advance began at dawn. We heard the sounds of gunfire and explosions, screaming and pain, cries for help and cries for mercy. But we hardened our hearts and continued east across the frozen lake, ignoring the plight of our comrades on the shore. We had another battle to fight; another enemy to face. Only two of us would survive the conflict that lay ahead. You know that I must have been one of the survivors, otherwise I could not be writing these words. Now I must tell you what happened to the others: who lived and who died, for better and for worse.


  Finding the rendezvous site proved simpler than I had expected. The ruins of Shlissel'burg were obvious, even from the undulating surface of the frozen lake. We marched onwards for another hour, everything but our eyes masked from the bitter, sub-zero winds by scavenged scarves and winter camouflage clothing. A thin column of black smoke rising from the shoreline drew us to a small log cabin in a clearing, looking out over the lake. There were heavy wooden shutters closed over the large windows that faced Lake Ladoga. The cabin was surrounded on three sides by tall silver birches, and a dirt track led away into the forest. The smoke issued from the squat cabin's chimney, and a plentiful supply of chopped wood was stored beside the cabin in a lean-to.


  "How kind," Yatsko growled. "His lordship has started a fire for us so we can thaw out."


  "This must be the dacha of some official," Sophia decided.


  "I don't see any sentries," Eisenstein observed. "All the thralls must be busy helping to defend Shlissel'burg. If Constanta and his vampyr guards are inside, they will not risk coming out in daylight. That must be why the shutters are closed over the windows, to block out the sun."


  We crept across the ice towards the lake's edge, our white garb helping us blend into the frozen expanse. As we neared the shore, a black German staff car appeared through the trees and parked by the cabin. Two soldiers jumped from the front seat to stand guard, while an adjutant held the rear door open. A portly German general emerged, lazily acknowledging his junior officer's salute before waddling into the cabin through a door. The adjutant hastily returned to the vehicle's interior, no doubt eager to keep warm. The two sentries started a slow circuit of the clearing, sharing a cigarette while talking in low voices.


  "I've seen that general before," I told the others. "I can't recall his name, but he came to Moscow when Hitler and Stalin agreed the Non-Aggression Pact. He's one of the Führer's most trusted advisors."


  "What the hell is he doing here and why now?" Yatsko wondered. "The Red Army is less than ten kilometres away on either side of this place."


  "He's risking a lot coming here," Eisenstein agreed. "Hitler must have sent him to talk with Constanta. We have to find out why. Yatsko, stay here with Sophia, and keep an eye on those sentries. Zunetov and I will go closer and see if we can hear any of what is being said inside."


  Before we could reply, an artillery bombardment shattered the peace nearby. A shell exploded a kilometre to the west, close to Shlissel'burg. The resulting fireball curled upwards into the sky, distracting the two sentries.


  "Now's our chance," Eisenstein said, tugging on my sleeve. We ran across the frozen soil to the cabin, keeping low to the ground, before concealing ourselves behind the woodpile in the lean-to. I expected to hear the guards shout at us, or the fatal sound of gunfire. But no shouts or shots came. We had slipped past them.


  "Well?" Eisenstein asked. I pressed an ear against the cabin wall, trying to make out what was being said inside. But all I could hear were muffled voices and murmurings. I shook my head and shrugged. Eisenstein produced his bayonet and dug the sharpened tip into the space between logs where the wall was thinnest. By edging the blade back and forth, he slowly created a small gap between the logs. Once he removed the bayonet, I pressed my head as close as I could to the gap. The voices inside were now clearly audible.


  "The Führer is unhappy about the lack of progress made by your forces," a gruff German complained. "You promised our alliance would yield results, yet we have seen little evidence of that."


  "It would be easier if your glorious leader did not keep changing his mind," a man replied, his German tinged by a Rumanian accent that I recognised within moments. I gave Eisenstein a nod and mouthed Constanta's name to him before returning to the conversation inside.


  "My men have been divided across too many campaigns in too many theatres of war to have a significant impact. You have them fighting all across Europe as well as helping to keep control of your U-boat crews in the Atlantic. You even have them assisting the Japanese in the Pacific. Here in the east, my men are constantly being shifted from one part of the Ostfront to another. We were about to make a breakthrough at Stalingrad until the Führer - in his wisdom - decided to redeploy us elsewhere. I had one of my best disciples embedded behind the enemy's front line not ten kilometres from here, but now I am having to pull him out for a new assignment; something forced upon me by orders from Berlin. We need time to cultivate our war of terror on the Russians, time you simply do not give us."


  "I came here for answers, not excuses," the general barked. "You personally promised the Führer results-"


  "That was before I lost most of my men at Ordzhonikidze!" Constanta raged. "The soldiers who killed them there were German, remember, not Russian."


  "An isolated incident... Only a handful of that mutinous rabble survived."


  Another voice spoke, in a language I did not recognise but with an accent similar to that of Constanta. It must be another vampyr, talking privately with the hauptmann in their own tongue, I thought. They were joined by a third Rumanian voice who sounded angry and bitter. Constanta seemed to agree with whatever his colleagues were saying before he switched back to German.


  "As my colleagues have pointed out to me, the incident at Ordzhonikidze set back our efforts by a year, if not longer," the vampyr leader said sternly. "Perhaps you'd be so kind as to remind your leader of that fact. He might also like to recall that it was he who stipulated my men and I operate in secret, so nobody knew of our presence on the battlefield. That directive, made over my objections, has significantly hampered our efforts to prosecute this war."


  Constanta paused, and I could hear the general shifting uncomfortably in the long silence that followed.


  "You might also care to tell him this," Constanta eventually continued. "We fight alongside your army because we have a mutual enemy, the Russians, and because you were winning. We do not believe in your cause; we have our own quest, our own crusade. Should the tide of war turn against your forces, we would have to rethink our alliance. Remember our agreement: once the war is over, we shall have a sovereign state of our own. That alliance becomes null and void if you cannot deliver a victory, general."


  "Are you threatening me, Hauptmann?"


  "Merely stating a truth, however mercenary it may seem to you."


  Eisenstein tapped me on the shoulder. "What's happening inside?"


  "They're arguing. Seems the vampyr are not happy with how they are being used by the Germans, while the Führer wants them to be more effective."


  "Interesting," Eisenstein said. "Any indication how many are inside?"


  "Constanta and the general, plus two more men I suspect are Rumanians. If there are others, they're silent as the grave. Why?"


  "We planned to capture Constanta and take him back as our prisoner. But if we could bring the general as well..."


  I could see where his thoughts were leading. "It would prove that the Germans are in league with vampyr, and be a massive embarrassment for the Axis forces."


  "Precisely. I'll get the others over here so we can storm the cabin."


  But before Eisenstein could move from the lean-to, we heard a truck approaching through the woods. A troop carrier appeared from between the trees, coming to a halt inside the clearing. More than a dozen German soldiers disgorged from the vehicle, taking positions around the cabin and scanning their surroundings.


  "Bojemoi!" Eisenstein exclaimed in exasperation. "Now what?"


  A young officer emerged from the truck and marched to the cabin. I resumed eavesdropping on what was being said inside. The officer entered, curtly apologising for his interruption. At least two Red Army units had bypassed Shlissel'burg and were approaching the cabin from the west, he reported. Another unit was also headed this way from the east and could reach the area before midnight. The officer had been sent to escort the general back to HQ.


  "They must know I'm here," the general decided.


  "You have a spy within your staff," Constanta observed. "None of my men would ever betray the location of this rendezvous point."


  "You are welcome to come back with me, hauptmann," the general offered gruffly.


  "I am meeting my disciples here. I will not abandon them. Unlike some, those of us in the Rumanian Mountain Troops pride ourselves on never leaving behind one of our own, no matter how great the risks involved. Besides, I doubt the Red Army will make it here before midnight."


  "On your own head be it," the general replied. "I will leave two of my men here as sentries for your protection." He bid Constanta farewell and hurried out of the cabin, accompanied by the junior officer. The general scuttled towards his staff car as another mighty explosion shook the ground.


  Beside me Eisenstein was cursing beneath his breath. "Dubiina! We should have grabbed the general when we had the chance." Within a minute the staff car was driving into the woods, followed by the troop carrier with its soldiers. Only the two sentries remained behind, left to fend for themselves.


  "We can still take Constanta prisoner," I whispered. "He's the reason we came here, remember?"


  "I know," Eisenstein lamented, shaking his head. "You're right. But now we have to deal with those sentries as well as the vampyr guards inside the cabin."


  The two Germans had resumed their slow circle of the clearing, casting nervous glances towards Shlissel'burg in the west, where explosions were continuing.


  "They'll come past the lean-to on their next circuit," Eisenstein calculated. "That's our best chance. We can't let them make a sound in case it alerts the vampyr."


  He handed me his bayonet before drawing the sickle from its sheath. Then we waited, crouched behind the woodpile, listening intently for the sound of the sentries approaching. After what seemed an eternity, the two men came towards the lean-to, the frozen grass crunching beneath each footstep. They were complaining about the general, wondering how he had stayed so fat while those on the front line survived on the most meagre rations.


  Privileges of rank, I thought.


  The sentries passed the woodpile, oblivious to our presence. Eisenstein nodded and we edged out after them, matching their footsteps. I crept up behind the soldier nearest the cabin and clamped my left hand over his mouth, while my right stabbed the bayonet through his back and out his chest. He thrashed and flailed, but I twisted the blade in the wound before pulling it free. My victim slumped to the ground, blood and steam escaping from the holes I had left. Eisenstein sliced his sickle across the other sentry's neck, severing both the windpipe and carotid artery in one swift, brutal movement. Once both men were dead, we dragged their bodies into the shadow cast by the woodpile before signalling for Yatsko and Sophia.


  When all four of us were together, Eisenstein outlined his plan in a whisper. "There are three Rumanians inside, in the room nearest the side door. I've visited a few dacha like this, and they tend to have one large room with an adjoining bedroom and kitchen. Our sole target is Constanta; the other two must be eliminated as soon as we get inside. Yatsko, you and I will throw open the shutters covering the largest windows. Sophia and Zunetov, once you hear the shutters opening, go in through the door and shoot Constanta's guards with the silver-tipped bullets. I know you've only got six each, but use as many as you need to finish them off. Yatsko and I will come in through the windows and corner Constanta. He's stuck inside until sundown, so he can't escape. Any questions?"


  "Do you think this will actually work?" Yatsko asked doubtfully.


  Eisenstein grimaced. "It has to."


  



  Three minutes later Sophia and I were kicking in the cabin door, ready to open fire. Constanta was backing towards us when we entered, retreating from the wintry sunshine spilling in through the windows. He saw us and lashed out, knocking the pistol from my hand before fleeing into an adjoining room and slamming the door after him. That left his vampyr guards. One was on fire, screaming and howling as daylight burned him alive. The other snarled at us while trying to pull his comrade to safety. Sophia shot the burning vampyr, using all of her bullets. He exploded into dust and ash as I retrieved my weapon from the floor.


  At the same moment, Eisenstein and Yatsko crashed in through the windows. Before Yatsko had time to straighten up, the second vampyr was on him, biting at his face. I emptied my pistol into the creature, which shrieked furiously before exploding. Eisenstein was first to reach Yatsko. He had curled into a ball on the floor with his hands over his face.


  "Ivan, how badly did it hurt you?"


  "D-Don't look at me," Yatsko whispered. "Just kill me... while you still can."


  "Not until you show us what happened," Eisenstein insisted.


  Slowly, hesitantly, Yatsko uncurled himself. "Happy now? Like what you see?"


  The right side of his face had been gnawed away by the vampyr in a matter of moments. The upper jaw bone was exposed, as was the cheekbone, each of them strangely white amidst the blood. The skin was torn apart all the way to Yatsko's hairline and his right eyeball was missing. I watched in horror as his teeth began to change, elongating into fangs.


  "Grigori, kill me," he pleaded. "I don't want to live like this, like one of those things. Do me that mercy, yes?"


  Eisenstein swallowed hard. "Are you sure?"


  Yatsko nodded. "I can feel the infection spreading already, the bloodlust growing inside me, boiling in my veins. The hunger: it's getting stronger by the second." He closed his remaining eye. "You haven't much time."


  "Shoot him," Eisenstein urged Sophia and me.


  "We're out of bullets," she replied.


  "Hurry," Yatsko urged, dropping his knapsack and submachine gun to the floor beside him. "I can't hold this back any longer."


  Eisenstein rested his sickle against Yatsko's neck. "Forgive me."


  He ripped the blade sideways and Yatsko's head tumbled to the floor. Moments later both the head and body were replaced by a cloud of dust and ash, each particle glistening in the sunlight that filtered through the broken windows. Behind me hinges creaked on the door through which Constanta had fled.


  "Everybody get into the sunlight, now!" Eisenstein ordered. Sophia and I joined him by the windows as mist drifted into the room.


  "Sophia, do you still have your drinking flask?" I whispered. She smiled and undid the bottle's lid, flicking a few drops of holy water into the air. The liquid sizzled as it passed through the mist, drawing an angry howl from Constanta. He coalesced into human form, smoke rising from burnt sections on his face.


  "Curse you," he snarled. "I thought communists did not believe in God."


  "I was christened in an orthodox church," Sophia replied. "I still believe."


  "I look forward to the day science finally destroys religion, once and for all," Constanta said. He contemplated the remains of his guards. "Well, if you've come to kill me, it's a little late. My work here is done. Most of my brethren have already moved on to other battles, other parts of the war. My thralls are being redeployed along the Ostfront, as the Germans like to call it. The seed of the Sire is spreading. Soon it shall consume all who would oppose it."


  Eisenstein retrieved Strelnikov's necklace of garlic from my knapsack and threw it at Constanta. "Put that on."


  The vampyr folded his arms. "Why should I?"


  Sophia tipped more holy water into her left hand and threw it in his face. Constanta cursed and snarled, wiping the liquid from his features and burning his hands in the process.


  "Put it on," Eisenstein commanded. Reluctantly, the vampyr did as he was told, picking the necklace up and slipping it over his head, careful to keep the garlic away from his exposed skin.


  "That's better," Eisenstein said. "You see, we don't plan to kill you... yet. We are taking you prisoner. While we wait for our comrades to reach this cabin, you will tell us about the deployment of your disciples and thralls. Afterwards we will hunt them down and destroy them, until not a single vampyr remains."


  "And why should I tell you anything?" Constanta inquired snidely. "You haven't enough holy water in that flask to torture me effectively."


  "There is more than one faith in the world," I said, unclasping the five-pointed badge from my ushanka hat. The hammer and sickle emblem was emblazoned into the centre of the star: gold on red. "This is the symbol of my beliefs. I would sacrifice my life for what it represents. Is that enough to hurt you?"


  I grabbed Constanta's arm and pressed the badge against the back of his hand. It burned the vampyr, the stench of burning hair and skin rising from him. Constanta pulled his lips apart to display his fangs, but shied back when I shifted the red star up to his snarling face. "I'll take that as a yes."


  "It will be dusk soon," the vampyr lord hissed. "I have others of my kind coming here to meet me. You shall not escape them!"


  "The late Captain Maga, I presume?" Eisenstein asked, smiling broadly. "He's the one who told us where to find you, djavoli, before we killed him."


  The floor beneath us trembled as another explosion shook the ground nearby. "That was close," Sophia said. "The fighting can't be far away."


  Constanta stared at Eisenstein, his eyes narrowing. "I know you, don't I?"


  "We've met before."


  "I drunk from you, near Ivanovskoe," the vampyr said. "You should have turned long ago. How have you resisted the effects of my bite? The call of blood is too strong for mortals. Most succumb within moments."


  "My faith has kept me pure," Eisenstein exclaimed.


  "Liar," Constanta said, gloating. "I can see in your eyes you've drunk blood from another human to stay alive, as we do. How can you walk in daylight without burning?"


  "I believe!"


  "In what? The Nazarene who sacrificed his life for a misbegotten flock?"


  "My faith is older than that," Eisenstein said, slowly unrolling the bandage from his throat to reveal the silver Star of David buried where Constanta had bitten him. Eisenstein dug his nails into the flesh on either side of the emblem and tore it free, wincing in pain.


  "I believe in the faith of my parents and of their parents; the faith of all the generations that came before them, stretching back thousands of years. Wearing this emblem is the reason I was sentenced to spend the war as part of a penal company. But it has kept me from giving in to your hellish influence and it shall be my redemption yet!"


  Eisenstein strode towards the vampyr and thrust the Star of David against Constanta's forehead, letting it burn deep into his skull. The Rumanian screamed, both hands trying to beat Eisenstein away, but the Jewish soldier was a man possessed.


  "You tried to turn me, you bastard! I have suffered more torments than I ever thought possible because of you. Now I shall repay every moment of pain and anguish and fear. Die, you godless fiend!"


  An explosion rocked the cabin, then another and another. I looked out of the broken windows and saw troops emerging from the forest. Beyond them the sun had dipped below the horizon, another brief winter's day already over.


  "There's a squad of soldiers approaching the cabin," I called to Eisenstein.


  "Good," Sophia said. "The sooner our troops get here, the better."


  "Those aren't our troops," I said, squinting to see their insignia in the gloom. "They're not German, either. Those aren't Wehrmacht uniforms."


  "Then who the hell are they?" Eisenstein demanded, twisting round to see.


  I felt my stomach lurch as the truth struck me. "Rumanians."


  "Bojemoi," Sophia gasped. "There must be a dozen of them!"


  "I told you I had others coming to meet me here," Constanta said, forcing Eisenstein's hand away from his face. "Captain Maga was but one of my disciples stationed inside the blockade." The vampyr lord threw back his head and screamed, his voice an unearthly howling wail. It was the same cry that had raised the dead against us.


  Outside, the vampyr ran towards the cabin, their fangs glinting in the twilight. Constanta finished his summoning cry, smiling at each of us in turn.


  "I only let you have your fun to give my men time to get here. Now, it is our turn."


  Chapter Fifteen


  



  Eisenstein ran to the room where Constanta had originally taken shelter. "This is the bedroom. We can barricade ourselves inside!" he called from the doorway. "Zunetov, drag his lordship over here. Sophia, bring Ivan's knapsack and the PPSh. We'll need every weapon we've got. Move!"


  I propelled Constanta across the room, using my red star badge to force him towards the bedroom while Sophia grabbed Yatsko's discarded equipment. I risked a glance back at the shattered windows. The other vampyr were almost upon us.


  "Come on!" I shouted at Sophia, urging her to move faster. I shoved Constanta through the doorway and Sophia followed us in. Once we were all inside, Eisenstein slammed the door and tipped a wooden bed frame over in front of it, blockading the entrance. The bedroom had a single, rectangular window that faced east. "We have to barricade that too," I shouted, pointing at the glass.


  Eisenstein strode to a sturdy wardrobe standing in a corner. "Give me a hand with this. Sophia, keep watch over the hauptmann." The hefty piece of furniture was even heavier than it looked, but with a mighty effort Eisenstein and I shifted it in front of the window. As we finished I heard glass smashing and fingernails scratching at the back of the wardrobe. Eisenstein gave a grim smile of satisfaction. "That should keep them out until our comrades get here," he said.


  "How soon you mortals forget," Constanta gloated. "My kind can transform themselves into all manner of creatures. We can become a mist no thicker than a few molecules. You can never shut us out, not once we've been invited inside."


  "That's why you sent Maga a letter summoning him here," I realised.


  "Precisely. All the others received similar letters, similar invitations. You have not barricaded them out; you have merely created your own death trap." As the vampyr lord spoke, a wisp of mist appeared beneath the door, oozing in from the main room of the cabin. Another found its way past the edges of the wardrobe, insinuating itself into the bedroom.


  Eisenstein shoved Constanta against the nearest wall and pressed his sickle to the Rumanian's throat. The skin sizzled and burned as the blade's silver edge dug into him.


  "Order the others to stay out or else I take your head off. Silver kills your kind, so I've little doubt it can hurt you too."


  "I've told you before, fool. Even if you kill me, I shall be resurrected by my master. The Sire's power is like that of the gods themselves. I can be resurrected from the smallest speck, even from ashes. I can never be truly killed."


  "Maybe, maybe not," Eisenstein replied. "But I doubt even you can grow a new head quickly, you godless bastard. Tell your disciples to stay out."


  Constanta stared into his captor's eyes but Eisenstein did not waver, did not submit. "I will do as you ask. But be warned: eventually my disciples will take matters into their own hands. Even I am not indispensable for our crusade to be a success." He gave a low, wailing cry and the two clouds of mist slowly withdrew, leaving the way they had entered. Eisenstein removed his sickle from Constanta's neck, letting the vampyr step away from the wall.


  A brace of explosions shook the ground beneath our feet and shards of glass fell from the broken window behind the wardrobe.


  "That came from the east," Sophia said, hope in her eyes. "This area could be liberated by morning."


  "You will not live that long," Constanta predicted. "You will let your guard down and my disciples will overwhelm you. It is inevitable."


  "Shut up," Eisenstein snapped, gathering all the knapsacks in a corner to assess our supplies of weapons and ammunition. I had brought Uralsky's small crossbow and stock of wooden bolts, while Yatsko's knapsack contained a heavy hammer and half a dozen sharpened stakes. Sophia had half a flask of holy water, while Eisenstein kept his sickle close at hand. We also had several bayonets. All our other weapons - rifles, submachine guns and pistols - were next to useless against vampyr.


  "We've more than enough here to kill a dozen of Constanta's men, but only if they attack one or two at a time. If they all get in at once..."


  "As I said, you will not survive until dawn," the Rumanian sneered, one hand rubbing the angry red scar the sickle had left on his neck.


  "And I told you to shut up!" Eisenstein snapped.


  "What's the matter? Not had your taste of human blood for the day?"


  "I'm warning you," Eisenstein snarled, aiming the crossbow at Constanta's groin. "Another uninvited comment and I take you apart, one piece at a time."


  Sophia sank into a corner. "How long until dawn?"


  "Twelve hours, fifteen; maybe more," I said quietly, standing where I could keep watch over the door and the wardrobe for any new vampyr intrusion.


  "We'll be fine while we have him as our captive," Eisenstein insisted, pointing at the hauptmann. "He's the key to everything that's happened."


  "What was your plan?" Constanta asked. "Take me back to Leningrad so I would confess my involvement in the German war effort? That's no secret. Everybody knows the Rumanians formed an alliance with the Axis forces."


  "But vampyr involvement in the Great Patriotic War is a secret," Eisenstein retorted. "Our people deserve to know what kind of creatures we're facing. They would redouble their efforts to vanquish the fascist invaders if they knew the monstrosities the Germans have enlisted to help Hitler's insane warmongering!"


  "Perhaps," the Rumanian conceded. "But you would never get me to confess to anything I didn't wish to say. Your faith and your weapons might hurt me, but they are not enough to kill me. I am one of the undead; I have nothing to fear from you. Even if you found some way to destroy me forever, another would rise in my place, and another and another if need be. We are legion."


  "What is your crusade?" I asked. Constanta turned his attention to me, arching an eyebrow at my temerity in questioning him. "You told us you were not indispensable for the success of your crusade. And you told the general your kind do not believe in the German cause. You have our own quest, your own crusade. What is your crusade?"


  "You overheard my conversation with the general? That is unfortunate," the vampyr said thoughtfully. "But you will not live long enough to share that information with anyone else."


  "Answer his question," Eisenstein growled. "You obviously consider yourselves to be our superior. Enlighten us. Tell us about your great crusade."


  "What I told the general was the truth. We do not believe in the German cause. We allied ourselves with Hitler and his Nazis simply because they were winning the war by the time the conflict reached our borders. Had the battle been flowing in the opposite direction, we would have put aside our traditional dislike of the Russians and allied ourselves with the Red Army. That might still happen, should the current situation around Leningrad and Stalingrad prove to be the shape of things to come. Even if the Nazis lose this war, we shall emerge triumphant from the conflict. We are the future, not you mortals."


  "How can you hope to win?" Sophia asked. "There are millions of us for every one of your kind. You can never overcome such odds."


  "While the living keep killing each other, the undead only grow stronger. We are creating an army of thralls to do our bidding once this war is over. In the chaos and anarchy afterwards, the vampyr shall rise up and claim their rightful place as the true master race of Europe. Then our influence shall spread even further. Already the Sire has several of my blood brothers fighting in places like the Pacific Rim and the Atlantic."


  "Today Leningrad, tomorrow the world - is that it?" Eisenstein asked.


  Constanta smiled. "Something like that. It will take decades but our time is coming. The end is in sight for humankind. The age of the vampyr beckons."


  "Never," Eisenstein vowed. "We'll never give in to the likes of you: a parasitic subspecies with grand ideas about its station. You survive by feeding off the likes of us. Russia used to be exactly the same: the aristocracy getting fat and bloated, feeding off the lifeblood of the people. But twenty-five years ago we had a revolution to get rid of parasites like you. We won't let ourselves be enslaved again. Your crusade is doomed to failure, djavoli."


  The Rumanian smiled, his eyes fixed on Eisenstein's exposed neck. The area where the Star of David had been strapped was already recovering, the scorched wounds reforming into tiny, hungry mouths. "You cannot fight off my influence forever, human. Soon you will be my thrall, until death do us part."


  "I've enough strength left to see you damned," Eisenstein snarled.


  A fresh batch of explosions rocked the cabin, landing to the east and to the west. They were close enough to shake dust from the ceiling over our heads, making everyone look up. Like the walls of the cabin, the roof was made of rough-hewn logs. The wall dividing us from the main part of the building did reach all the way up to the roof, but there were small gaps between the wall and the roof logs. Above us was a thick cloud of mist that must have been slowly gathering during all the time we were talking with Constanta.


  "Bojemoi. It's a trick!" I shouted. "He's been taunting us so we wouldn't notice the others slipping into here!"


  "Get ready!" Eisenstein shouted, throwing the crossbow and bolts across the room to me. Sophia grabbed her drinking flask and threw a handful of holy water into Constanta's face, burning the skin from his skull. He screamed in pain, summoning the other vampyr down to protect him. By the time they had coalesced into human form, the three of us had backed into a corner of the bedroom where all the other weapons were stored. Eisenstein retrieved his sickle as Sophia picked up the hammer and half of the wooden stakes.


  Six of the vampyr formed a shield around Constanta, while the others slowly advanced on us. I fired my first bolt and missed all of them, the wooden shaft embedding itself in the wall above Constanta's head. I willed my hands to stop shaking long enough to load another bolt into the crossbow. By the time it was in place the vampyr were almost on top of us. Eisenstein sliced his sickle through the air, removing two of their heads with a single blow. As the creatures exploded into dust and ash, I got off another shot, firing at point blank range into the chest of another vampyr. The angry creature stumbled backwards, looking down in dismay at the quarrel protruding from its torso, before exploding like the others. Sophia darted forward and stabbed one of her wooden stakes into the vampyr. A moment later she hammered it home and the fiend died, squealing in protest at being despatched.


  The other two vampyr threw themselves at us simultaneously. Sophia ducked beneath their lunge by dropping into a crouch. One of the monsters closed a cold, grasping hand round my neck, shoving me back against the wall. The blow nearly dislodged the crossbow from my grasp but I clung on to it, my fingers desperately fixing another bolt into position. The other vampyr attacked Eisenstein, smashing his sickle to the ground. It drove him back into the corner, but Eisenstein found one of the bayonets and rammed the steel upwards through the creature's mouth and into its brain. Sophia sprang up from the floor and finished the monster off with another stake, hammering it through the creature's back.


  I used one arm to keep the vampyr attacking me away from my neck while getting my crossbow into position. "Take this, you bloodsucking podonok!" I shouted, firing my weapon. The vampyr vanished, replaced by a cloud of debris.


  Eisenstein retrieved his sickle while Sophia turned to see what the other Rumanians were doing.


  "Bojemoi, they're setting the svolotch free!" she cried, pointing at our enemies. Two of the disciples were carefully lifting the necklace of garlic from around Constanta's neck. I rapidly reloaded my crossbow and fired, destroying one of the vampyr. But the other one completed the task, even though his hands were burning from contact with the garlic. No sooner had the necklace been removed than Constanta dissolved into a cloud of translucent mist, his sneer of triumph hanging in the air a moment later than the rest of him, taunting us. I reloaded and fired again, but my bolt passed harmlessly through the mist before killing another of the remaining vampyr. Then the cloud began dissipating as quickly as it had formed.


  "No!" Eisenstein shouted, lunging across the room. "You're not getting away from me again!" His sickle decapitated one of the Rumanians and stabbed into the chest of a second, piercing the creature's heart. Both bloodsuckers exploded, but another dived at Eisenstein and buried its fangs into his neck.


  "You'll have to do better than that, zasranec," Eisenstein retorted. He punched the creature in the head, sending it staggering backwards as two jets of blood shot into the air from the wounds on Eisenstein's neck. He sliced the head off his attacker, turning the vampyr into dust like its comrades. I loaded another bolt into my crossbow and finished off the final disciple, the one that had been nursing its scorched hands.


  "Where did Constanta go?" Sophia asked, her eyes searching the room for any trace of the vampyr lord. I looked round but could see nothing to show he was still inside.


  Eisenstein rammed his shoulder into the wardrobe, forcing it away from the window. It was still dark outside, but I could see explosions and the muzzle flash of gunfire among the trees outside.


  "The battle has nearly reached us," Eisenstein said. "Constanta will be able to slip away in the confusion. We'll never find him now!" He screamed a curse, slamming a fist against the wardrobe.


  I heard a whistling sound, getting lower in pitch as it got louder.


  "Incoming!"


  All of us dived to the floor as the cabin took a direct hit from an artillery shell. I never knew which side had fired the projectile, but the effects were devastating. The door splintered inward, shredding itself against the bed frame, while the roof collapsed. Broken logs tumbled down all around us, one of them crushing Eisenstein's right leg underneath it. He howled in pain, his cry not unlike the one Constanta had made a few minutes earlier.


  When the dust and debris from the explosion began to settle, I picked myself up and struggled over to where Sophia and Eisenstein were. She was already trying to move the fallen log off his leg, but it was too heavy for her. I got my fingers underneath it and managed to shift the log to one side. Eisenstein screamed in pain again as the circulation slowly returned to his crushed limb.


  "Water. Get him some water," I urged Sophia. She went in search of the drinking flask while I assessed the damage to Eisenstein's leg and neck.


  "How bad is it?" he asked weakly.


  "Your tango dancing days may be over," I said, attempting a joke.


  "I meant the neck wound."


  "I know what you meant," I replied, peeling back the collar of his gymnastiorka to see where the vampyr had bitten him. The new wounds were already forming into tiny mouths, each one opening and closing hungrily. "No worse than what Constanta did to you."


  "That bad?" Eisenstein asked, resignation in his voice. I saw Sophia coming back with the drinking flask and merely nodded. She crouched beside him, unscrewed the lid and tipped a little liquid on his dry lips. They burned and sizzled, the holy water scalding his mouth and chin. He cried out despite himself.


  "Grigori, I'm so sorry," Sophia said, wiping the holy water away.


  He smiled at her, sadness in his eyes. "It doesn't matter now. You'll have to find Constanta without me. You have to stop him."


  "Don't give up on us yet," she pleaded, standing up again. "I'll get some ice from the lake's edge. You can suck chips of that for moisture."


  "No, don't leave me," Eisenstein said. "There's something I need you to do for me. Both of you."


  "What is it?" I asked, already suspecting what his answer would be. But he didn't reply. Instead, his eyes widened as he looked past Sophia. I twisted round to see what had taken his attention.


  Constanta was standing behind Sophia, his lips drawn back to reveal his fangs. She realised something was wrong and glanced back in time to see the vampyr lord looming over her. Sophia flung the last of the holy water into Constanta's eyes, blinding him. He howled at her and wildly flailed the air with his talons; viciously sharp nails cutting skin and artery and flesh. Then he turned into mist and was gone, a passing cloud lost in the fog of war. It all happened in a matter of seconds, life and death colliding in the time it took me to react.


  Sophia collapsed in a heap by Eisenstein, her neck sliced apart in four places, blood forming a pool on the floor beneath her. She tried to speak but couldn't, her vocal chords torn apart by Constanta's savagery. Eisenstein embraced her, his hands tenderly cradling her head, his tears falling onto her face like a baptism. Sophia touched a finger to her neck, dipped it in her blood, and then ran the finger across Eisenstein's lips, nourishing him. Her eyes closed and did not open again. The last sound she heard was Eisenstein's weeping.


  I watched her die, but I was utterly numb, unable to think or even feel. Another life lost to the vampyr: another victim, another callous killing. Sophia was gone and so was a part of me. I could not grieve like Eisenstein. He had lost his lover and his soul. All I had lost was the ability to cry. It seemed like nothing at the time, but it has troubled me ever since. Strange the things you lose in war.


  



  We waited another eleven hours before the Red Army advance finally reached our position. The cabin took no more direct hits, though it might have been a relief if it had. I made a field dressing for Eisenstein's crushed leg, using wood from the shattered lean-to as splints and Sophia's portyanki to bind the wood in place. He helped me dig a hole in the ground where the lean-to had been. Fortunately, the woodpile had protected the soil from the elements, so the ground wasn't frozen. I finished the job Constanta's talons had started and cut off her head to make sure she couldn't be resurrected by the vampyr. We found an old kerosene lamp in the ruins of the cabin and used its remaining fuel to set fire to her body, adding wood to the blaze to give Sophia a proper funeral pyre. That way she could rest in peace for eternity, with any taint of the vampyr burnt from her body.


  I left Eisenstein to say his goodbyes as the fire burned down, wandering to the edge of the frozen lake to smoke a cigarette. Somewhere along the way I had taken to tobacco. It got some heat into my lungs and kept my fingers occupied: good distractions from having to think or feel or wonder. I didn't want to do any of those anymore. After a while Eisenstein limped down to join me, watching the sunrise in the distance. He stared at the golden disc as it crept above the horizon, letting the light wash over him. Perhaps he hoped it would destroy him, extinguish the exquisite pain he must have been feeling. But, unlike most vampyr, he remained curiously immune to the sun.


  "It seems my curse is to live, to survive," he said eventually.


  I handed him something I had discovered in the remains of the cabin: a small silver emblem, the six-pointed Star of David. Eisenstein smiled as he took hold of it.


  "This has been my salvation and my damnation, Victor. It was a political officer, a kommisar like you used to be, who caught me wearing the Star of David. He accused me of being disloyal to the Communist Party because I put my religion ahead of everything else. I tried to tell him that denying my faith was like denying my ability to think, but he would not listen. He told me I would end up in a shtrafroty if he ever got his way. He was true to his word."


  "What happened to him?"


  Eisenstein smiled. "The fool tried to tell a general how best to organise the blockade's front line defences. The general was not impressed by this upstart and had him made a captain in the Red Army. After that, the general sent the former kommisar to a front line shtrafroty unit to help organise the defences. The captain's name was Alexandr Brodsky." Eisenstein closed his hand around the Star of David. "Despite everything that's happened, I still believe in the revolution, just like I believe in my faith. If you don't have anything to believe in, you might as well as dead - or even undead."


  I heard soldiers approaching through the silver birch trees. "What do we do now? Should we tell them what's happened here?"


  "Would you believe our story?"


  "I suppose not, but..."


  Eisenstein laid a hand on my shoulder. "Have you any portyanki left? I need to bandage my throat before those soldiers get here. One pair of vampyr bite marks on the neck is hard enough to explain, but two, that's inviting trouble."


  I dug in my knapsack and found enough strips of cloth to bind his wounds. "What will you put against the new bites to stop that infection from spreading?"


  He produced a red star badge with the hammer and sickle emblem inside it and shoved that against his latest bites. Eisenstein winced as the badge burnt into the skin, a wisp of smoke rising into the air.


  "Like I said, I still believe in the revolution. That and my faith will do the job."


  I helped him finish binding the two emblems in place, sealing his bites again.


  "You didn't answer my other question, Grigori. What do we do now?"


  Eisenstein smiled. "You've never called me Grigori before, I think. Constanta was right about one thing - the siege of Leningrad is effectively over if this advance breaks the blockade. That's why the vampyr were pulling out. There's nothing more they can do here. This battle is over, but the war goes on. Not just the Great Patriotic War with the fascists, but humanity's war with the undead. We need to find allies, people like us, who know what we do, and who are willing to find and fight these monsters. People who will help us hunt the vampyr to the ends of the earth, if need be. We can't fight this war alone, you and I. We need help."


  The smile faded from his features, his face a sallow husk of what it had once been. When he spoke again, his voice was a whisper of pain and torment. "You already know how this will end."


  I remember something Constanta had mentioned during his meeting with the general, about losing many of his kind during an attack by German soldiers at Ordzhonikidze. The incident sounded like a coordinated effort to destroy the vampyr by men who were supposed to be their allies. I mentioned this to Eisenstein, who thought it offered hope.


  "Remember Haustein, the German officer we tried to bring back from Ivanovskoe?" he asked. "This proves that not all the fascists are willing allies of Constanta and his kind. Who knows, perhaps one day we and the Germans can recognise the vampyr as a common foe, and unite to wage war against them. We'll need such alliances to have a hope of winning."


  Russian soldiers emerged cautiously from the trees to our left. I yelled to them and they shouted back, wondering how we had gotten here before them.


  "It's a long story," I replied.


  EPILOGUE


  



  "You already know how this will end."


  That's how I began this story and that is how I end it. You know how this part of the story finishes. History tells you that the Red Army advance code-named Operation Spark led to the overland blockade of Leningrad being lifted a few days later. Many thousands of kilometres to the south, the German troops at Stalingrad were close to surrendering. The tide of war had turned against the invaders. True, the city of Leningrad would not be truly liberated for another year, but the war of terror against its people and its defenders was over. Constanta and his kind did not trouble those within the blockade again.


  For Eisenstein and myself, this was merely the beginning of a long journey together. We would fight in many more battles, see many terrible things and powerful foes. We would find allies on our own side and, eventually, a few among those we once considered our enemy. We would see a lake of human blood and witness the downfall of Berlin. We would experience horrors to chill the coldest of hearts and forge friendships that would last a lifetime. How long our lives would last was another matter entirely.


  The Siege of Leningrad was over, but the war for the future of humanity was only beginning. I was a soldier in that war. I carry the scars left by that terrible conflict, the wounds on my body and the marks on my soul. But I never shed another tear, not from the day I saw Sophia Gomorova die. I sometimes wonder if I will ever cry again. It does not matter, but it is the sort of thing that keeps me awake at night - that, and my memories of Borodin and Uralsky, Strelnikov and Yatsko, Antonov and Brodsky, and poor Grigori Eisenstein. No man living or dead deserves what happened to him. Some are fated to give everything they have for others, and Grigori Eisenstein was such a man. But that is another story, another tale. Believe me, if you wish, but now you know a little of the truth. And you already know how this will end.


  GLOSSARY


  



  Russian words or phrases, unless otherwise stated. German nouns are usually capitalised. Russian words are written as phonetic spellings.


  



  Aufstieg - Growth (German)


  bliad' - whore


  bliatz - bitch


  Blitzkrieg - Lightning War (German)


  Bojemoi! - My God!


  burzhuiki - free-standing stove


  Chort tzdbya beeree! - The devil with you!


  da - yes


  dacha - holiday home


  Dämmerung - Twilight (German)


  Djavoli - Devil, Devils


  Doroga Zhizni - Road of Life


  dubiina - idiot


  Feuerzauber - Fire Magic (German)


  gaduka - snake, serpent


  gefreiter - Lance-Corporal (German)


  gymnastiorka - shirt or blouse


  Halt! Wer geht dort? - Halt! Who goes there? (German)


  Hände hoch! - Hands high! (German)


  hauptmann - Captain (German)


  kasha - grain porridge


  kommisar - political officer


  Leningradskaia Pravda - Leningrad Truth


  Leningradskoi armii narodnogo opolchaniia (LANO) - Leningrad People's Militia Army


  Leutnant - 2nd Lieutenant (German)


  Mestnaia protivo-vozdushnaia oborona (MPVO) - local air defence


  Moisin - rifle


  Narodnyi Komissariat Vnutrennikh Dei (NKVD) - People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs


  Obergefeiter - Corporal (German)


  oblast - region


  Ostfront - The Eastern Front (German)


  pilotka - cap


  plashch-palatka - rain cape


  podonok - A person that is the lowest of the low


  portyanki - Narrow cloth strips wrapped round feet as socks


  Pravda - Truth, a Russian newspaper


  samovar - a metal urn for making tea


  shapka-ushanka - synthetic fur-lined hat


  sharovari - trousers similar to jodhpurs


  shtrafroty - penal company


  Smert Krofpeet - death to blood-drinkers


  statsionar - convalescent hospital


  svolotch - bastard


  telogreika - quilted jacket


  tselka - virgin


  Tod - Dead (German)


  tovarisch - friend


  Univermag - A co-operative store


  Upravlenie po delam iskusstv (UPDI) - Council for the Arts


  ushanka - fur-lined hat


  valenki - boots made of pressed felt


  Vampyr - Vampire (German)


  vospitanie - moral upbringing


  Wehrmacht - The German Armed Forces (German)


  zasranec - asshole
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