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Prologue

 

Suddenly the moon broke through the clouds, illuminating the dark figure marching towards the Soviet soldiers. It moved in a curiously ‘steady’ manner, and appeared to be fully covered in some sort of gleaming, jet-black armor, head to toe.

 

What the hell is this?
thought Commander Georgy Krylov frantically.

 

Aloud, he said, ‘Fire!’

 

A multitude of weapons opened up, more and more Soviet troops spreading out behind the ruined walls and buildings.

 

Whatever it was barely paused as the bullets ricocheted off its armor.

 

Krylov now observed that the black-armored figure was carrying its own weapon. This was cradled in its right arm with the left, thickly-gloved (
was
that a glove?) hand holding the area close by the muzzle.

 

But this gun looked
huge
– more like something you’d expect to see hanging from the underside of a wing of a fighter-plane…

 

Slowly, as though in a nightmare, Krylov saw the figure (bigger than any man he’d ever seen, although maybe that was the effect of the armor) bring this strange, outsized gun up to bear...

 

‘Keep firing – use your grenades!’ screamed the Soviet officer, as the massive gun erupted into life.

 

Instantly a man to Krylov’s left began shrieking, his left arm gone at the shoulder. Other men began desperately trying to stem the spurting blood, calling out for a medic.

 

The commander gave a wild yell, firing his own pistol until the hammer was clicking on an empty chamber…

 

The old walls and torn-down buildings, used as cover by Krylov’s men, were being blown apart by the incredible weapon the armored figure was wielding.

 

Krylov snatched a wild glance around. Everywhere his men seemed to be falling. Screaming as the nightmare figure clad in that impenetrable black armor continued its remorseless march forward, firing all the while…

 

*

 

…The orders were such as might have been given to a mechanical infant. Simple and direct –

 

‘March forward’, ‘Fire’, ‘Destroy’, ‘Return when finished’.

 

It saw the world with a large
–

 

+

 

–
in the centre of its vision. If it could now see almost as easily in darkness as it did in light, then it did not consciously realize this.

 

Its orders were given and it fulfilled them. Every time the
‘+’
alighted on one of its designated targets, its finger applied a precisely-determined amount of pressure on the trigger of the weapon it carried, and that target ceased to exist.

 

It heard the screaming, yelling and shouting that always accompanied this part of its mission, but such sounds stirred nothing within it.

 

It only responded to its orders. Given by men in uniform and peaked hats stood in front of it, their men stood around. And when it was done – when its mission was complete – the same men sometimes crowded around it, grinning, perhaps slapping its arms and back as though in –

 

It didn’t know. Immediately it discontinued this line of thought as being irrelevant. Always the next order came, from the man or men it recognized as being in authority –

 

‘Get back in the lorry.’

 

And so it was returned to the one whose authority it recognized most of all. The man it knew had constructed it; who had spoken to it and implanted his voice deep into its conscious.

 

And if one day this same voice was ever to speak and give a direct order…

 

Then, above all else – it would obey that order.

 

Whatever it was… 

 

 

1

 

 

‘…I can’t promise you that
you
’ll enjoy this, you little bitch. But you can rest assured that
I
will, anyway,’ declared SS
Sturmann
Rudolf Baer.

 

With one meaty hand, he was attempting to open the fly of his dirty camouflage combat trousers. The other hand was around the throat of the young, dark-haired woman he’d found hiding here in the barn, crouched behind some old, rotting bales of hay.

 

So that the woman couldn’t cry out (not that Baer expected any of the inhabitants of this wretched village to come to her aid – not if they knew what was good for them), the SS trooper’s powerful hand was also keeping her jaw tight shut. She was making a strange mewling noise, her eyes screwed tight shut as the tears coursed down her cheeks.

 

Baer liked that; in fact, it made him even harder.

 

‘Oh yes, here it is,’ he told her, leaning down to almost whisper in her ear.

 

He was now holding his enlarged organ in his hand, the tip of it slimy with pre-cum. He’d already torn away most of this young slut’s clothes; all he needed to do was locate her hole, stick it in, and then thrust away for all he was –

 

Baer’s lustful thoughts were abruptly curtailed, as he was pulled off the woman by the collar of his combat jacket. He spun around, attempting to locate this sudden attacker. He snarled as he saw the pale face with the shiny scar that ran from underneath the right eye down almost to the mouth.

 

He clenched his fist, uncaring that he was about to strike an officer. This wasn’t
his
officer, after all. He answered to another – one who was far more tolerant of the types of recreation required by certain SS troopers…

 

With his right hand, he swung a hard punch. But the officer with the pale face and the shiny scar used his left arm to block the blow, before it could connect with his jaw. Almost simultaneously, he put his right forearm around the back of Baer’s neck, pulling him forward into a vicious headbutt which broke the SS trooper’s nose with an audible
crack
.

 

‘Those are the sort of moves you learn when you’ve seen some
real
combat, you piece of shit,’ Lieutenant Colonel Karl Brucker curtly informed Baer. ‘Now, get the hell out of here while you can still walk.’

 

The SS trooper crouched over, swearing, blood dripping from between the fingers which covered his crushed nose. With a venomous glance at the officer who’d hurt him, Baer then made for the entrance of the barn…   

 

Brucker briefly watched him go, before turning his attention to the young woman who was starting to stand. She’d done the best she could at redressing herself in her old, torn clothing; she stared at Brucker almost with disbelief.

 

‘It’s all right – you’re safe now,’ Brucker told her tiredly. But she only continued to stare at him.

 

Brucker sighed, fatigue making his vision swim slightly.

 

He knew what this young, not-unattractive woman was seeing – and hearing. Another dirty, bearded man, hard-eyed and dressed in a ragged camouflage uniform. Speaking in a guttural and utterly incompressible language. There was a Mauser M712 pistol worn in a holster on his belt; an MP 40 submachine gun carried on a strap on his back.

 

How was this woman to know that she was hardly much younger than Freda, the name of Brucker’s wife whom he’d last seen at their home in Mainz almost two years before? She’d been pregnant then; and since that time Brucker had received several letters – and also a small photograph.

 

A boy, Max. His son. The ultimate reason for Brucker having fought tooth and nail to survive these many cold, bitter, hungry, lonely months.

 

The photo showed a smiling Freda holding Max in her arms. Brucker always kept the photo close on his person. Undoubtedly, it was his most treasured possession.

 

One day, vowed Brucker, he’d also hold his son in his hands and actually see him in the flesh…

 

One day…

 

He just had to stay alive
…

 

Alive…

 

‘You have to come outside with me – out… side…’ said Brucker, pointing towards the entrance of the barn as he slowly enunciated the last word. As though this might somehow make her understand what he was saying.

 

But she only shook her head, and then began to cry again as she muttered something in her own language. Brucker knew what she was afraid of. Outside was more of the scum exactly like the man who’d just tried to rape her. Brucker would have liked to inform her that he and his men were entirely different…

 

But there were only five of them left, now…

 

‘Brucker!’

 

Brucker turned his face sharply back towards the barn door, to see who’d just called out his name and was now advancing rapidly towards him.

 

‘Ackermann,’ he said guardedly.

 

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, striking one of my men?’ demanded Ackermann.

 

Brucker stared hard at the fellow officer, who stopped just a couple of feet away from him. Ackermann’s narrow, wolf-like eyes blazed with fury.

 

‘That… man… was about to rape this woman,’ said Brucker levelly.

 

Ackermann gave the young peasant an uncaring glance.

 

‘And for that you have to break his nose?’ he then barked at Brucker, spittle spraying from his thin lips. ‘Because he’s just fooling around with this little tramp? Who cares!’

 

Brucker took a deep breath. Already, he’d realized that Ackermann and his soldiers possessed a type of morality wholly different from his own – and that of the four men under his command

 

‘Ackermann, my men and I may have been ordered to join forces with you and your… soldiers,’ he began, attempting to keep his voice calm. ‘But I’m buggered if that means I’m going to stand by and watch as a girl gets raped – or indeed, if your men do anything that contravenes the rules of war.’

 

“The rules of war’,’ repeated Ackermann, barely keeping the sneer out of his voice. ‘We are engaged in dealing with dangerous partisans, in hostile territory. If you and those few men you still command wish to remain alive, I suggest that you remove these extremely naïve blinkers of yours.’  

 

‘This is some God-forsaken village lost somewhere in Poland, where the people are too busy starving to death to concern themselves with becoming ‘partisans’, stated Brucker angrily. ‘Maybe you would like – as my men and I did – to spend two years fighting along the Eastern Front. Then perhaps you can talk to me about having ‘blinkers’.’
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