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​Chapter I

​The Archangel Run
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The cold in Arkhangelsk was not a weather condition; it was a verdict. It was forty degrees below zero, a temperature that turned breath to ice crystals before it left the lips and made steel brittle enough to shatter like glass.

Raymond Clinton lay flat on the corrugated iron roof of Warehouse 4, indistinguishable from the snowdrifts that had accumulated there. He was dressed in a white, down-filled camouflage suit, a ghost against the frozen sky. Beneath it, however, he wore the bespoke, fur-lined wool of a man who appreciated that survival was a matter of quality.

He checked the luminous dial of his wristwatch. 02:14. He was behind schedule.

Below him, the Russian munitions yard was a hive of activity, illuminated by the harsh, yellow glare of arc lights. Steam hissed from the waiting locomotive, a massive, armour-plated beast belching black smoke into the pristine night. Men in thick grey coats were loading crates onto the flatbed cars. The crates were marked with the innocuously boring stencil of "Agricultural Supplies," but Raymond knew better. He knew because he had spent the last week drinking vodka with the harbour master in a dive bar in the Solombala district.

Inside those crates were gas shells. A new, blistering agent designed to turn the lungs of men into liquid. And they were heading south, to the Eastern Front, to break the line held by the British, Americans and Germans.

It was time to close the account.

Raymond slid down the icy roof slope, moving with a fluid, practised grace. He dropped the last ten feet, landing in a snowbank with a soft whump that was lost under the chugging of the train engine. He moved quickly, staying in the deep shadows between the warehouse and the tracks.

A sentry turned the corner, a Mosin-Nagant rifle slung over his shoulder, a cigarette glowing in the dark. He was bored, cold, and looking at his boots.

Raymond didn't hesitate. He didn't scramble or panic as he might have done a year ago in Folkestone. He stepped out of the shadow, a single, fluid motion. His hand clamped over the man's mouth, and his other hand drove a slender, needle-point stiletto into the base of the skull. It was over in a second. No struggle. No sound. Just a body going limp in his arms.

He dragged the sentry into the shadows and checked the man’s pockets, retrieving a set of heavy iron keys and a Tokarev pistol. Useful.

He moved to the train. The guards were concentrated near the engine, warming their hands by the boiler. Raymond slipped under the third carriage, the smell of grease and hot metal filling his nose. He pulled himself up between the couplings and used the keys to crack the seal on the crate nearest the door.

He didn't need to open it fully. He just needed a gap.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver cigarette case. It was a beautiful thing, engraved with his initials, a gift from a grateful "Karl Müller" to himself. He pressed a hidden catch on the side. The case didn't open; instead, a faint, rhythmic ticking began inside.

It wasn't just a case. It was a delayed-action incendiary device, courtesy of a brilliant, terrified little man von Kleist had found in a Munich university. It burned with a heat intense enough to melt through the casing of a gas shell and ignite the propellant within.

He slid the silver case into the gap in the crate, pushing it deep among the straw packing.

"Do enjoy the smoke," he whispered.

He dropped back down to the tracks. The train whistle blew, a lonely, mournful shriek in the frozen night. The wheels began to grind, metal screeching on metal. The train lurched forward.

Raymond didn't run away from the train; he ran with it.

The yard was waking up. A spotlight swept the tracks, catching him for a split second, a white figure sprinting alongside the moving iron beast. Shouts erupted. A rifle cracked, the bullet pinging off the rail near his foot.

He ignored it. He focused on the ladder of the last fuel tanker car as it passed him. He reached out, his gloved hand closing around the freezing cold rung. The momentum jerked his arm hard, threatening to dislocate his shoulder, but he held on. He swung his legs up, hauling himself onto the narrow walkway of the tanker just as the train gathered speed, leaving the shouting guards and the sweeping lights behind.

He climbed to the top of the tanker and sat down, the wind whipping his hood. He lit a cigarette, shielding the flame with his hand, and checked his watch.

02:27.

Four minutes later, as the train was crossing the frozen Dvina River bridge, the cigarette case did its work.

It started as a bright, magnesium-white flash from the third carriage. Then, a second later, the night was torn apart. The explosion was a dull, heavy THUMP that he felt through the metal of the tanker. A fireball blossomed, orange and oily, rolling up into the sky. Then the gas shells began to cook off, a series of secondary pops and hisses.

The train shuddered and groaned, the coupling behind the burning carriage snapping. The front half of the train surged on, while the burning wreckage ground to a halt on the ice, a pyre of chemical fire illuminating the frozen river.

Raymond took a drag of his cigarette, watching the destruction recede into the distance. The gas would never reach the front. Miller, Atkins, and Schroeder would have one less horror to face.

He stood up on the moving tanker, balancing against the wind. He was miles from the city now, heading south into the endless Russian winter. He had a long walk ahead of him to the rendezvous point, but the cold didn't bother him anymore.

He was a ghost. And the winter was his home.
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​Chapter II

​The White Hell
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The mud of France had been a living thing, a hungry, sucking beast that tried to pull a man down into the earth. But the cold of the East... the cold was a dead thing. It was an absence. An absolute, crystalline void that didn't just want to kill you; it wanted to stop you from ever having existed.

Sergeant Frank Miller sat on a wooden crate in the forward sap of the Allied line, somewhere on the border of East Prussia. He was wrapped in so many layers of wool and sheepskin that he felt less like a soldier and more like a tick about to pop, but he was still shivering. The condensation from his breath froze instantly on his scarf, forming a crust of ice that chafed his chin.

"You know," Corporal Atkins murmured from the darkness beside him, his voice muffled by a balaclava. "I actually miss the rats. At least they were warm."

Miller grunted, shifting his weight. His boots, supposedly insulated "winter issue," felt like blocks of concrete. "Don't let Schroeder hear you say that. He'll find you a rat and make you cook it."

"With a nice Riesling sauce, ja," a deep, gravelly voice rumbled from the firing step.

Schroeder Dieter Schroeder didn't look back. He was staring out into the white nothingness of No Man's Land, his eyes narrowed against the glare of the moon on the snow. He was a statue of field-grey wool and grim determination. Since they had arrived here two months ago, the German Captain had become even harder, if that were possible. He wasn't just fighting for survival anymore; he was fighting a personal war against the country that had killed his brother. If he could have fought the actual men who killed him, he likely would have done so bare-chested and with nothing but his fists as weapons.

"Anything moving, Dieter?" Miller asked.

The German gave a snort before replying," Nothing moves in this. Even the wolves are smart enough to stay underground. But they are out there. I can smell them. The Ivan tobacco."

Miller sniffed. The air was so cold it burned his nostrils, smelling only of ice and ozone. He couldn't smell tobacco. But he didn't doubt Schroeder. If the German said the Russians were there, they were there.

They were part of the new Joint Allied Expeditionary Corps: a strange, polyglot army of American doughboys, British tommies, and German landsers thrown together to hold the line against the "Red Tide." It was a logistical nightmare and a diplomatic miracle, held together by shared misery and the realisation that the enemy in front of them had endless reserves of men to throw into the meat grinder.

"Flare," Atkins whispered.

A thump sounded from the rear, followed by a hiss. A star shell burst overhead, bathing the landscape in a harsh, flickering magnesium light.

The world turned into a high-contrast photograph. Black trees, white snow, and... shadows.

Thousands of shadows.

Miller’s heart hammered against his ribs. They weren't hiding. They weren't crawling. They were standing up, a vast, dark ocean of men in greatcoats, standing in the snow less than two hundred yards away. Just standing there silently.

"Contact!" Miller roared, kicking the warning gong: an empty brass shell casing hanging from a post. "Stand to! They're coming!"

The trench erupted into chaotic activity. Sleeping men tumbled out of dugouts, fumbling with bolts, cursing the cold. Machine gunners stripped the covers off their Maxims and Vickers guns.

"Here they come," Atkins said, levelling his Lee-Enfield. "The poor bloody bastards."

The Russian wave didn't charge. They didn't scream "Urra!" as they usually did. They just began to walk. It was a slow, trudging, inexorable advance, a wall of humanity pushing through the thigh-deep snow.

Not wasting time trying to make sense of what he was seeing, Schroeder bellowed, "Fire!"

The Allied line opened up. It was a solid wall of noise, the chatter of machine guns and the crack of rifles merging into a single, tearing sound.

Miller fired his Springfield, working the bolt with numb fingers. He saw a Russian officer in the front rank spin and fall. He saw three men behind him drop. But the line didn't falter. It didn't break. The men behind simply stepped over the bodies of the dead and kept walking.

"They're not stopping!" a young American private yelled, his voice cracking with panic. "Why aren't they stopping?"

"Because they have more men than we have bullets!" Schroeder shouted back, firing short, controlled bursts with his MP 18. "Aim low! Break their legs!"

It went on for twenty minutes. A slaughter. A massacre. The snow in front of their wire turned from white to grey, then to a dark, slushy red. The bodies piled up in mounds, creating grisly ramparts that the living used for cover.

And still, they came.

Miller slammed a fresh clip into his rifle. The barrel was smoking hot, the heat shimmering in the freezing air. This wasn't a tactical assault. This wasn't an attempt to take a trench. This was suicide. It was as if their generals were simply trying to empty their own country of men.

"They're hitting the wire!" Atkins shouted.

A group of Russians had reached the barbed wire entanglements. They didn't have wire cutters. They threw themselves onto the barbs, using their own bodies to form bridges for the men behind them.

"Grenades!" Miller ordered. "Check them at the wire!"

A volley of Mills bombs and stick grenades sailed through the air, landing among the cluster of men at the wire. The explosions were muffled by the snow and the bodies, dull crumps that sent sprays of red slush into the air.

The attack broke. Not because of a command, but because there was simply no one left standing in the first wave. The survivors, dazed and leaderless, began to crawl back towards their own lines, leaving a carpet of dead behind them.

"Cease fire!" Miller yelled, his voice hoarse. "Save your ammo! Watch the flanks!"

The silence returned, heavier than before. It was broken only by the groans of the wounded out in the snow, a terrible, low chorus of agony.

Schroeder lowered his submachine gun. He took off his helmet and wiped his brow, steam rising from his head. "Madness," he muttered. "Absolute madness. Why? Why throw away a regiment for a hundred yards of snow?"

"Distraction," Atkins said, lighting a cigarette with shaking hands. "Has to be. They're keeping us busy."

"Busy for what?" Miller asked, looking out at the carnage. "What is worth this?"

Later that night, intelligence officers brought a prisoner down the line: a Russian sergeant they had pulled from the wire, half-frozen and delirious with pain. They stopped near Miller's dugout for water.

The prisoner was babbling, his eyes wide and unseeing. He kept repeating the same phrase over and over, gripping the intelligence officer's coat.

"What's he saying?" Miller asked.

The intelligence officer, a weary British captain, looked grim. "He's raving. Says they were ordered to attack to clear the way. Says they had to make a path for the Zheleznyy Tsar."

"The what?" Atkins asked.

"The Iron Tsar," the captain translated. "Some kind of... ghost train. Says it eats cities. Says it brings the White Fire."

Schroeder looked up from cleaning his weapon, his eyes sharp. "White Fire?"

"Phosphorus, maybe?" the captain shrugged. "Superstitious nonsense. They're terrified of their own shadows."

The prisoner was dragged away, still muttering.

Miller looked at Schroeder. The German wasn't dismissing it. He looked worried.

"White Fire," Schroeder repeated softly. "My brother... in his last letters... he mentioned rumours from the prisoners he took. They talked about a fire that does not go out. A fire that burns on ice."

Miller looked out at the frozen darkness of the East. The victory at the wire suddenly felt very small.

"If there's a train out there," Miller said," and it needs an entire army to die just to clear its path... I don't want to meet it."

"We may not have a choice," Atkins said, flicking his cigarette butt into the snow. "If it's coming, it's coming for us."
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​The Pale Horse
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The next morning, the order came down.

It was delivered by a haggard liaison officer who didn't wait for tea. Their brief, brutal defense had confirmed the General Staff’s worst fears: the Russian line was hardening further south, and the sheer volume of men they were throwing into the East Prussia sector was a massive feint.

The German and American armies were shifting south, desperately trying to reinforce the vulnerable underbelly of the front where the Russians were believed to be preparing their main thrust. The Trinity was to be part of the emergency transfer: trucked south for forty-eight hours through a maze of secondary roads, pushed past crumbling Polish units, until they reached the new, fragile defensive line being drawn near the Bug River.

The cold was still a dead thing, but the air now carried a different fear: the knowledge that they were racing towards the true heart of the coming storm. They were no longer in East Prussia; they were deployed to the secondary trenches surrounding Kovel Ridge, a small granite spine that overlooked the rail line leading into Brest-Litovsk. This was where the Allied army would either hold or be broken.

The train south from Arkhangelsk was not the Iron Tsar. It was a rattling, wheezing cattle train, re-purposed for human misery and devoid of any comfort save for the collective, steaming body heat of its passengers. It smelled of unwashed bodies, damp wool, stale urine, and the acrid, biting smoke of the mahorka tobacco that every Russian soldier seemed to chain-smoke, and it was a scent that clung to the rough timber walls like a shroud.

Raymond Clinton sat in the corner of a third-class carriage, his collar turned up against the biting drafts that whistled through the gaps in the planking, his cap pulled low over his eyes. He was no longer the white-clad commando of the rail yard, a creature of violence and ice who had left a burning wreck on the Dvina. He was now "Anders Vestergaard," a Swedish timber merchant with the papers to prove it and a demeanour of bored, neutral irritation that deflected scrutiny. He maintained the posture perfectly: shoulders slightly hunched against the cold, eyes weary but arrogant, even as his mind raced, cataloguing threats, checking exit routes, and calculating timelines.

He watched the landscape roll by through the frosted window, an endless, monochrome blur of birch trees and snow, interrupted only by the occasional burnt-out farmhouse or the skeletal remains of a siding, stark monuments to the civil war bleeding the country dry. It was a vast, empty country, big enough to hide anything. Even an army. Even a weapon that could end the world. The silence of the Russian interior was not peaceful; it was heavy, a suffocating blanket that concealed a thousand sins.

He touched his breast pocket. Inside, wrapped in oilskin, was a fragment of the shipping manifest he had pulled from the crate before destroying it. It was scorched and smelled of the chemical fire, the edges crumbling to ash, but the destination stamp was still legible, inked in a severe, bureaucratic purple: Object 77. Sector Ladoga.

Ladoga. The great lake north of Petrograd. A bleak place of ice and storms, far from the prying eyes of the world, where the water froze hard enough to carry trucks and secrets were buried deep beneath the slush.

The train shuddered into Vologda station three hours late, disappearing into a cloud of hissing steam and coal dust that obscured the platforms and stung the eyes. Vologda was the junction of the north, the vital, beating heart where the lines from Archangel, Petrograd, and Moscow met. It was a bottleneck of humanity. Soldiers heading to the front, their faces grim and set, rifles slung over heavy coats; refugees fleeing the fighting, carrying their entire lives in pathetic, frozen bundles; and the grey, silent men of the secret police watching them all with the cold detachment of wolves circling a herd.

Raymond stepped onto the platform, his breath pluming in the frigid air. The noise was a physical wall: shouts, whistles, the clanging of metal, and the crying of children huddled against their mothers' skirts. He moved with the crowd, careful not to look too purposeful, adopting the confused, slightly overwhelmed gait of a foreigner in a strange land. He wasn't looking for an exit; he was looking for a man.

Smith had given him a name, a remnant of the old network that Finch hadn't managed to burn because Finch hadn't known he existed. Oleg. The Stationmaster. A man who saw everything that moved on rails and remembered it all, a man whose silence had been bought long ago.

He found the stationmaster's office at the end of Platform 1. It was a small, brick bunker with frosted windows, guarded by a bored-looking militia man who was more interested in shielding his cigarette from the wind than in his duty. Raymond didn't approach the door directly. Instead, he walked to a samovar vendor nearby, the steam rising invitingly into the night. He bought a cup of tea that tasted like hot dishwater and rust, and he waited, letting the steam warm his face while his eyes scanned the perimeter, marking the patrols, the exits, and the shadows.

Ten minutes later, a heavy-set man in a greased railway uniform emerged, wiping his hands on a rag. He looked tired, carrying the kind of bone-deep exhaustion that comes from juggling too many lies for too many years. This was Oleg.

Raymond waited until Oleg moved towards the coal bunker behind the office for a smoke, away from the militia man's line of sight and the glare of the arc lights. He followed, slipping into the shadows of the coal pile, his boots silent on the packed snow.

"Do you have a light for a freezing Swede?" Clinton asked in Russian, pitching his accent perfectly foreign, but fluent, the voice of a man doing business.

Oleg froze mid-motion, the match in his hand flickering out in the wind. He didn't turn around immediately. "I have no light. Only darkness."

"Darkness hides many sins," Clinton completed the code, his voice low.

Oleg turned slowly. He looked at Raymond - at the expensive boots, the calm eyes, the stillness that marked him as something other than a merchant - and spat on the ground. "You are the Englishman? The one Smith said would come? I thought you would be taller."

"I am who I need to be," Raymond replied.

"You are a fool," Oleg grunted, finally lighting his cigarette with shaking hands. The flare of the match illuminated a face etched with fear. "The north is burning. Did you hear about the train on the Dvina bridge? Someone blew a chemical shipment to hell. The Oprichnina are swarming like angry wasps. They are checking papers, searching bags, and tearing up floorboards. They are looking for a saboteur, and they will burn this city to the ground to find him."

"Let them look," Raymond said calmly, stepping closer so their conversation was lost in the hiss of a venting engine nearby. "I need to know about Object 77."

Oleg flinched as if struck. He looked around nervously, his eyes darting to the busy platform, terror warring with his exhaustion. "You do not say that name," he hissed. "Not here. Not anywhere. That is a name for the dead."

"Why? What is it?"

"It is not a 'what'," Oleg whispered, stepping closer, the smell of cheap vodka and coal dust rolling off him. "It is a grave. A factory built into the ice near Lake Ladoga, accessible only by a single rail spur that doesn't appear on any civilian map. They say it is run by a man named Solokov. A chemist. A madman who traded his soul for formulas."

"Solokov," Raymond repeated, memorising the name, filing it away in the steel trap of his mind. "What is he making, Oleg?"

"Death," Oleg said simply. "Not the gas. The gas is old news, yesterday's weapon. This... this is something else. I saw a manifest once, weeks ago, before they made security tighter than a duck’s zadnitsa. It spoke of 'White Fire.' Phosphorus. Magnesium. And something... biological. Something that clings. Sticks." He shuddered, a tremor that had nothing to do with the cold. "They say it burns on ice. They say water only feeds it. Makes it burn fiercer. They say it eats the air itself, suffocating you while you burn."

Raymond felt a chill that pierced his heavy coat and settled in his marrow. White Fire. It sounded like a myth, a soldier's campfire story designed to scare recruits. But Smith didn't send him to hunt myths, and Oleg wasn't a man given to flights of fancy.

"The train that blew up," Raymond said. "Was it carrying this White Fire?"

"No," Oleg shook his head violently. "That was the test. A trial run for the delivery system to see if the casings would hold up in the cold. The real shipment... the main production run... it is moving next week."

"Moving where?"

"To the front," Oleg said. "But not on a regular train. You cannot put that kind of weapon on a cattle car; it is too unstable, and it requires stability. Temperature control. Heavy armour."

"The Iron Tsar," Raymond said softly, testing the name on his tongue.

Oleg’s eyes widened, the whites visible in the gloom. "You know of it?"

"I've heard whispers. Does it exist?"

"It exists," Oleg said grimly. "I routed it through here a month ago, heading north to Ladoga empty. It is a monster, Englishman. An armoured fortress on wheels. It has guns big enough to sink a battleship mounted on flatbeds. It has its own power plant. And it belongs to Volkov. He travels in it. He lives in it. It is his castle."

"If the weapon is at Ladoga," Raymond reasoned, the pieces clicking into place," and the train is at Ladoga... then Volkov plans to pick up the shipment personally."

"And take it south," Oleg finished. "To the line. If he unleashes that fire on the trenches... or on a city... there will be nothing left but ash." He trailed off, the horror of it too large to articulate.

"He won't," Raymond said, his voice hard, absolute. "I need a ticket to Petrograd, Oleg. Tonight. I need to get to Ladoga before that train leaves."

"Petrograd is a closed city," Oleg warned, shaking his head. "You need military clearance, internal passports, stamps from the Cheka... A timber merchant cannot just walk in."

Raymond reached into his coat and pulled out a small, heavy pouch of gold sovereigns. Real gold. In a starving country, it was more powerful than any general's signature, more persuasive than any ideology. He pressed a few coins into Oleg's hand.

"Get me on a train. A cargo train, a mail train, I don't care. Get me to Petrograd."

Oleg weighed the pouch. He looked at Raymond, then at the gold, calculating the risk against the retirement it promised: a dacha in the south, far away from the snow. "There is a mail train at midnight. Carriage four. I will leave the door unlocked. It carries diplomatic pouches; they do not check it often." He paused, looking Raymond in the eye. "Be careful, Englishman. The Oprichnina... Volkov's Wolfguard... they are not like the police. They do not arrest people. They feed them to the dogs."

"I like dogs," Raymond said coldly.

He turned and walked back onto the platform, blending into the crowd of refugees and soldiers, a wolf in sheep's clothing. He had a name: Solokov. He had a location: Ladoga. And he had a target: a train called the Iron Tsar.

The hunt was on.
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​Chapter IV

​The Night of the Wolf


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


The darkness on the Eastern Front was not simply the absence of light; it was a physical weight, a heavy, suffocating blanket of ice and silence that pressed down on the world, threatening to crush anything warm enough to breathe. In the forward listening post, a shallow, camouflage-covered pit dug into the frozen earth of No Man's Land, silence was the only armour they had. Even the beating of their own hearts felt dangerously loud, a rhythmic drum that might draw predators from the gloom.

Sergeant Frank Miller shifted his weight, the frozen mud beneath him crunching softly like breaking bone. He winced, the sound seeming deafening in the stillness, echoing in the tight confines of the pit. Beside him, Schroeder didn't move a muscle. The German was staring out into the blackness of the pine forest ahead, his breath pluming in slow, rhythmic clouds that vanished instantly into the frigid air. He had become part of the landscape, a statue carved from field-grey wool and hate, his eyes reflecting the nothingness of the night.

"Easy, Frank," Corporal Atkins whispered, his voice barely a breath, a ghost of a sound. He was huddled over a thermos of coffee that had gone cold three hours ago, clutching it with mittened hands as if it were a talisman against the encroaching frost. "You're twitchy tonight. Like a cat in a room full of rocking chairs."

"I don't like it," Miller muttered, his eyes straining against the gloom until they watered. "It's too quiet. After the attacks last week... where are they? Where's the mob? Where's the artillery?"

"Maybe they ran out of men," Atkins suggested hopefully, though his tone betrayed his own doubt. "Or maybe the vodka finally froze in the bottle." 

"Russia does not run out of men," Schroeder said, his voice a low, gravelly rumble that seemed to come from the earth itself. "And Ivan does not sleep. If he is quiet, it is because he is hunting. The bear is most dangerous when you cannot hear him breathing."

They fell silent again, the weight of the German's words settling over them like snow. The listening post, codenamed "Outpost Zero", was five hundred yards ahead of the main Allied line, a tiny island of life in a sea of death. Their job was simple and suicidal: listen for the squeak of artillery wheels, the tramp of boots, or the clink of metal that would signal the next human wave. If they heard it, they fired a flare, cranked the field telephone, and prayed they could run back to the line before the shelling turned their position into a crater.

But tonight, there was no clatter. No shouting. Just the wind soughing through the pines with a mournful, hollow sound and the occasional crack of a tree splitting in the frost, sounding like a sniper's rifle.

Then, Schroeder stiffened. It was a subtle movement, a tightening of the shoulders, but to Miller and Atkins, it was a scream. He slowly, agonisingly slowly, raised a gloved hand. Listen.

Miller strained his ears, pushing past the thudding of his own pulse. At first, he heard nothing but the wind. Then, he caught it. A soft, rhythmic hiss-crunch, hiss-crunch. It was faint, almost subliminal, like the sound of silk dragging over sand.

"Skis," Miller breathed, the word freezing on his lips.

"Not conscripts," Schroeder whispered, sliding the safety off his MP 18 with a click that sounded like a thunderclap. "Patrol. Elite. Regular infantry do not move like ghosts."

Shapes detached themselves from the tree line, coalescing out of the shadows. They were not the grey-coated, stumbling figures of the regular Russian army, burdened by heavy packs and fear. These men were dressed in white winter camouflage that rendered them almost invisible against the snow, blurring their outlines until they looked like drifting mist. They moved with a fluid, predatory grace, skiing silently through the drifts, their bodies angled forward, their weapons held ready. They carried automatic weapons, not bolt-action rifles, but short, ugly submachine guns that promised a storm of lead.

"Wolfguard," Schroeder hissed, his voice laced with a venomous recognition. "Volkov's dogs. The Oprichnina. They are not here for ground. They are here for blood."

There were twelve of them. They weren't attacking the main line in a wave. They were hunting. They were sweeping the grey zone, looking for the eyes and ears of the Allied army, blinding them before the next strike. They moved in a spread formation, covering ground with terrifying speed and silence.

Miller did the maths instantly, his mind clicking into a cold, tactical gear. Three against twelve. They were cut off. If they fired a flare, they'd be lit up and slaughtered in seconds, sitting ducks in a hole. If they used the phone, the wire might already be cut, or the voice on the other end too slow to react.

"Let them pass?" Atkins whispered, his grip tightening on his Lee-Enfield until the wood creaked. "Maybe they'll miss us."

"No," Schroeder said, shaking his head imperceptibly. "They are heading for the sap. They will find the replacement team coming up to relieve us. The kids. The ones who laugh too loud and smoke too much."

Miller looked at the German. Schroeder's face was set in stone, a mask of tragic resolve. He wasn't thinking about survival; he was thinking about the eighteen-year-old boys from Ohio and Sussex who were currently crawling up the communication trench behind them, oblivious to the wolves descending on their flank.

"Ambush," Miller decided, the cold knot in his gut turning into a hard, hot stone of resolve. "We hit them hard, fast, and then we run like hell. We make them wish they had stayed in bed."

"Grenades," Schroeder said. "On my signal. Wait until you can see the whites of their eyes... if they have eyes."

The three soldiers, the Trinity, moved with a silent, practised coordination born of months in the grinder. They unclipped grenades. Mills bombs for Atkins and Miller, the heavy stick grenades for Schroeder. They pulled the pins, the metal rings cold against their fingers. They waited. The seconds stretched into hours.

The white-clad skiers glided closer. They were fifty yards away. Thirty. Twenty. Miller could see their faces now: hard, bearded faces under white fur hats, eyes scanning the snow with the confidence of wolves in a sheep pen. They looked arrogant, untouchable.

"Jetzt!" Schroder barked, the word shattering the silence. "Now!"

They threw. Three dark shapes arced through the night air, converging on the centre of the patrol.

The skiers, elite as they were, reacted instantly. "Granata!" one shouted, his voice sharp with alarm, diving into the snow.

But deep snow muffles movement, not explosions. The grenades detonated in a series of dull, thumping cracks that threw up geysers of snow, dark earth, and shattered skis. Screams shattered the silence, raw and human.

"Fire!" Miller roared, rising from the pit like a demon from the earth.

He opened up with his Springfield, working the bolt with a speed born of panic and muscle memory. Bang-click-clack-bang. He dropped a man trying to unsling a machine gun, the round taking him in the chest. Beside him, Atkins's Lee-Enfield cracked rhythmically, a metronome of death, picking out targets with cool and calm precision. Schroeder's submachine gun tore into the confusion, spraying a fan of lead that kept heads down.

The Wolfguard didn't panic. That was perhaps the most terrifying thing about these elite soldiers. The survivors rolled into cover behind the snowdrifts and the bodies of their comrades, returning fire instantly. Their bullets snapped over the lip of the pit, chipping the frozen earth and sending shards of ice into Miller's face, before rising again and moving.

"They're flanking!" Atkins yelled, ducking as a burst of automatic fire chewed up the sandbag next to his head, spraying him with sand.

Two of the white figures were moving fast to the left, circling the pit, using the distraction of the main firefight to get a kill angle. They moved like ghosts, their skis carving silent arcs in the snow.

"I have them!" Schroeder roared. He vaulted out of the pit, exposing himself to fire. He didn't run away; he charged at the flankers, screaming a Bavarian war cry that sounded like tearing metal. He fired from the hip, his MP 18 flashing in the dark, a one-man army of rage.

It was madness. It was suicide. It was magnificent.

The flankers, startled by the sheer ferocity of the counter-attack, hesitated for a split second. It was enough. Schroeder cut them down, then dived behind a tree stump as the rest of the patrol focused their fire on him, pinning him down.

"Cover him!" Miller yelled, his throat raw. He stood up fully, ignoring the bullets buzzing like angry hornets around him, and fired the last rounds in his clip at the main group, suppressing them with sheer volume of fire.

"Atkins! Phone!"

Atkins grabbed the field telephone handset and cranked the handle frantically. "Zero to Battery! Zero to Battery! Fire mission! Danger Close! Drop it on our heads, for Christ's sake! Coordinates Alpha-Zero-Nine!"

A crackle of static, then a calm British voice. "Battery acknowledged. Shot out."

"Down!" Atkins screamed, tackling Miller into the bottom of the frozen pit.

Three seconds later, the sky fell in.

The Allied artillery, pre-sighted on their position for exactly this eventuality, walked a barrage of high-explosive shells right across the front of the listening post. The ground heaved. The noise was a physical blow that drove the air from their lungs and turned the world into a shaking, deafening kaleidoscope of fire and mud. The shock waves pummelled them against the frozen earth, rattling their teeth.

It lasted thirty seconds. Then, silence. Ringing, painful silence.

Miller pushed himself up, spitting dirt and blood. "Dieter?" he croaked, his ears ringing.

"Here," a voice groaned from the darkness to their left.

Schroeder limped back to the pit, dragging his leg. He tumbled in, his face blackened by soot, a new rip in his coat oozing blood. He was grinning. A terrible, skull-like grin that showed teeth stained with grit.

"Did you see them run?" he rasped, coughing. "The wolves run just like the sheep when the fire falls."

Miller looked out over the snow. The patrol was gone. Shattered bodies in white lay scattered in the craters, staining them red. The "Wolfguard" had been broken.

"We need to move," Atkins said, checking the German's wound, his hands steady despite the adrenaline. "Before they send the rest of the pack. They'll know exactly where we are now."

"Let them come," Schroeder said, reloading his weapon with shaking hands. He looked north, into the deep, frozen dark of Russia. "We know what they are now. They are just men. And men can be killed."

Miller looked at his friends. They were battered, bleeding, and freezing to death. But they had held. They had faced the best Volkov had, and they were still standing.

"Yeah," Miller said, helping Schroeder to his feet, feeling the solid weight of the man. "Let's go home."

They began the long, painful crawl back to the main line, leaving the broken wolves in the snow behind them. The Night of the Wolf was over. But the Winter was just beginning.
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​Chapter V

​The Night Train
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The mail train did not have seats; it had shelves that were barely fit to be called even that. Raymond Clinton sat wedged into a corner of the mail carriage, his knees drawn up to his chest, surrounded by canvas sacks stamped with the double-headed eagle of the Tsar, a symbol that was rapidly becoming a ghost in its own country, fading under the grime of war and revolution.

The carriage was unlit, save for the occasional, strobing flash of sparks from the locomotive’s wheels visible through the cracks in the rotting and well-worn floorboards. The noise was a deafening, rhythmic clatter of iron on frozen iron, a physical assault that vibrated through the timber walls of the train carriage and into Clinton’s bones, rattling his teeth with every uneven joint in the track. It was a cold, miserable, and jarring journey; a purgatory on wheels. Compared to the roof of the warehouse in Arkhangelsk, however, exposed to the biting wind, it was almost luxurious.

He was "Anders Vestergaard," a Swedish timber merchant returning from a failed venture in the north. His papers, forged by Smith's best engraver in London, a man who worked in a basement that smelled of acid and copper, were in his breast pocket. They were perfect. The ink was the correct shade of bureaucratic violet; the stamps were aged with tea and friction to mimic months of handling; the paper felt right to the touch, heavy and official. But in this new, paranoid Russia, perfection was often grounds for suspicion in itself. To be too clean was to be hiding something.

On boarding the mail train, Clinton saw that he was not to be alone in his misery. The carriage was occupied by two other clandestine travellers who had likely paid Oleg the same exorbitant bribe. One was an old woman bundled in so many shawls she looked like a heap of animated rags, clutching a wicker basket that smelled faintly of garlic sausage and palpable fear. She rocked back and forth with the motion of the train, mumbling prayers to a God who seemed to have abandoned this railway line long ago. The other passenger was a man in a frayed army greatcoat, stripped of insignia, who sat staring at the sliding door with the hollow, thousand-yard stare Raymond had seen on Miller and Atkins in France. A deserter. He was a man who had walked away from the meat grinder, only to find himself trapped in a different kind of cage.

Neither of them spoke. In Russia, silence was the only safe language. Words were weapons that could be turned against you, and trust was a currency too devalued to spend.

Raymond checked his watch in the gloom, shielding the radium dial. 03:00. They were halfway to Petrograd. He shifted his weight, trying to find a comfortable position on the hard floor, feeling the hard lump of the Tokarev pistol he had acquired from the sentry in Archangel, when he took the keys. It was tucked into the small of his back, a cold, reassuring weight against his spine. He hoped he wouldn't have to use it. A gunshot in this confined, echoing space would be deafening, and a dead body was difficult to explain to a ticket inspector, even one as corrupt as Oleg.

Even as he was thinking this, the train began to slow.

It wasn't a station stop. There were no lights outside, no sensation of switching tracks, no whistle. Just the screech of brakes applied with sudden, violent force. The carriage shuddered and groaned, the mail sacks toppling over in a heavy, dusty avalanche. The old woman whimpered, a sharp sound like a kicked dog, clutching her basket to her chest. The deserter’s hand went instantly to his boot, presumably for a knife, his eyes snapping into focus with the desperate alertness of a hunted animal.

Clinton stayed relaxed. He forced his muscles to uncoil, assuming the posture of an annoyed businessman woken from a nap. Panic kills, Smith had taught him in the quiet rooms of the training house. Indignation protects. Be the man who has a right to be angry.

The train ground to a halt in the middle of the desolate, frozen wilderness. For a long minute, there was only the hiss of venting steam and the howling of the wind outside, a lonely sound that emphasised their isolation. Then, breaking the near-silence, voices. Harsh, shouting voices that were barking orders. Then the crunch of heavy boots on packed snow.

The heavy sliding door of the mail carriage was wrenched open, the rusted runners screaming in protest at the unwanted intrusion.

A beam of harsh, white electric light cut through the gloom, blinding them, slicing through the darkness like a physical blow. Dust motes danced in the beam as it swept over the cowering passengers.

"Papers!" a voice barked, rough with authority and icy air.

Three men climbed into the carriage, bringing with them a gust of freezing air. They were not the regular militia, conscripts in ill-fitting wool. They wore long, black leather coats over white winter uniforms, and their papakha fur hats bore a distinctive silver badge: a wolf's head.

The Oprichnina. The Wolfguard.

Raymond felt a cold prickle of recognition at the base of his neck. These were the same elite troops he had been informed that Schroeder had identified on the front line. Volkov’s personal inquisitors, his private army of fanatics. If they were stopping trains this far behind the front, they were terrified. The destruction of the gas shipment had rattled the cage, and the wolves were out hunting.

The lead officer, a man with a face like a hatchet and eyes that looked like chips of flint, swept the torch over them. He ignored the old woman, dismissing her as irrelevant refuse. He stepped over the fallen mail sacks and kicked the deserter’s boot hard.

"Up," he ordered.

The deserter scrambled to his feet, trembling, the knife in his boot forgotten in the face of such overwhelming menace. He handed over a crumpled, stained identity book, his hands shaking so violently he almost dropped it. The officer glanced at it, curled his lip, then tossed it onto the floor.

"Deserter," the officer said, his voice flat and devoid of any judgment or pity. It was merely a classification. He didn't ask a question. He didn't ask for an explanation. He drew a Nagant revolver from his holster and shot the man in the face.

The crack of the gunshot was ear-splitting in the wooden box, a thunderclap that left a ringing silence in its wake. The deserter collapsed backwards onto the mail sacks, dead before he hit the canvas, a spray of red mist painting the wall behind him. The old woman screamed, a high, thin sound, and buried her face in her shawls, rocking violently.

Raymond didn't flinch. He forced himself to remain seated, his heart hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs, but his face a mask of shocked, angry outrage.

The officer turned the gun towards Raymond. The barrel was still smoking, the smell of cordite filling the small space. "You. Stand."

Raymond stood up slowly, brushing straw from his expensive wool coat with deliberate, fussy movements. He looked at the dead body with a grimace of distaste, then at the officer, and curled his lip.

"Is this how you treat passengers?" Raymond asked in Russian, heavily accented with Swedish vowels, pitching his voice to carry a note of arrogant entitlement. "I paid a great deal of money for this... transport. I did not pay to witness a murder."

The officer stepped closer, the torch beam playing over Raymond’s face, searching for a crack in the mask. "Your Russian is good for a Swede."

"I trade in timber," Raymond said, handing over his papers with a steady hand. "I have spent ten years in your forests. Though if this is how you conduct business, shooting men like dogs in the night, I shall take my trade to Finland. They are more civilised there."

The officer snatched the papers. He scrutinised them, looking for the flaw, the hesitation. He held the pages up to the light, checking the watermarks. He looked at the photo, then at Raymond, comparing the man to the document.

"Arkhangelsk," the officer noted, his eyes narrowing. "You came from the north."

"A wasted journey," Raymond said, injecting a note of bitter frustration into his voice. "The port is closed. My shipment is rotting on the dock because your military has commandeered every train for its own use. I am going to Petrograd to lodge a formal complaint with the Trade Ministry. I have contracts that are being ignored."

"There is no Trade Ministry anymore," the officer sneered, a cruel smile touching his lips. "Only the War Ministry. And they do not care about your timber, Swede."

He handed the papers back, shoving them into Raymond's chest, but his eyes didn't leave Raymond’s face. He was a predator, sensing a heartbeat, looking for fear. "Open your coat."

Raymond unbuttoned his heavy wool coat, his fingers steady despite the cold. He was wearing a simple, well-cut suit underneath. He raised his arms.

The officer patted him down. His hands were rough, intrusive. He checked the pockets. Wallet. Cigarettes. Lighter. He moved to the back.

Raymond’s muscles tensed, coil upon coil. The Tokarev was there, tucked into his waistband. If the officer found it, Raymond would have to kill all three of them. He calculated the angles of attack in a split second. A throat strike to the leader, seize the revolver while he choked, shoot the two guards by the door before they could unsling their rifles. It was possible. But it would end the mission. He would be a fugitive in the snow, miles from anywhere.

The officer’s hand brushed the small of Raymond’s back.

He stopped.

He felt the lump.

Raymond prepared to move. He shifted his weight to the balls of his feet, ready to explode into violent action.

The officer reached in and pulled out... his flask of brandy. He had missed the gun by an inch. He unscrewed the cap, sniffed it, and took a long swig. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, grinning.

"Confiscated," the officer said, pocketing the silver flask. "War tax."

He stepped back. He looked at the dead deserter, a heap of rags and blood, then at the terrified old woman, and finally back at Raymond.

"Welcome to Russia, Mr Vestergaard," he said with a mocking smile. "Do not leave the train until Petrograd. The wolves are hungry tonight, and they do not care about Swedish passports."

He turned and jumped down into the snow. "Clear!" he shouted to the men outside.

The heavy door slammed shut, plunging the carriage back into darkness once more.

Clinton let out a breath he didn't realise he had been holding. His heart was hammering against his ribs, a frantic rhythm that matched the ticking of the rails as the train lurched back into motion with a groan of indignant metal.

He sat down on the mail sacks, inches from the cooling body of the deserter. He felt the weight of the Tokarev against his spine. It had been close. Too close.

The Oprichnina were not just soldiers; they were fanatics. They operated with total impunity. And they were looking for him... the net was tighter than he had thought.

He looked out through the crack in the floorboards as the train gathered speed. The snow beneath the carriage was stained red where the deserter’s blood was dripping through the gaps, leaving a trail for the wolves to follow.

He was heading into the heart of the beast. Petrograd. The City of Bones. If the Wolfguard were this vicious on a random train in the wilderness, what would they be like in the city itself?

He checked his watch. 04:30.

He lit a cigarette, the flame illuminating the dead man’s face for a brief second: a face of surprise and finality. Raymond didn't look away. He dragged the smoke deep into his lungs, letting the nicotine settle his nerves.

"Rest in peace, comrade," he whispered into the dark. "Your war is finally over."

He settled back against the cold wood, pulling his coat tight. He had to sleep. He had to be ready. Because when this train stopped, the real game would begin.
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​Chapter VI

​The City of Bones
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Petrograd was a dying queen, dressed in rags and freezing to death in the dark.

The train had crawled into the Finlyandsky Station just before dawn, disappearing into a cavernous hall of steam and shouting soldiers. Raymond Clinton, still wearing the persona of Anders Vestergaard like a second skin, had stepped onto the platform and felt the dark despair of the city settle on him like a physical weight, a heavy shroud of misery. It was not the sharp, clean panic of a battlefield; it was the slow, crushing suffocation of a city that had forgotten how to hope. The air smelled of wet coal, unwashed bodies, and the faint, sickly-sweet scent of rot that the cold could never quite mask.

It was colder here than in the north. Not because of the temperature, but because of the stone. The great granite embankments of the Neva River seemed to radiate a deep, ancient chill that sucked the warmth from the air, a cold that seeped through the soles of boots and into the marrow of bones. The wind coming off the frozen Gulf of Finland carried the taste of salt and ice, a relentless assault that scoured the streets clean of life.

He walked down the Nevsky Prospekt, once the glittering jewel of the Empire, the avenue of princes and poets. Now, it was a tomb. The shop windows were boarded up with rough timber or smashed, revealing empty, looted interiors like gaping mouths. The ornate gas lamps were unlit, standing like skeletal sentinels over a dead city. The grand pastel facades of the Italianate palaces, once a riot of yellow and pink, were peeling, stained with soot and neglect, their plaster crumbling like old bone. The people he passed were not citizens; they were shadows. They walked with heads down, wrapped in layers of grey wool and rags, clutching ration cards like holy relics. They did not speak; they did not look up. To make eye contact was to invite trouble, or worse, to acknowledge a shared humanity, a shared truth, that was too painful to bear.

There were no stray dogs in Petrograd. They had all been eaten months ago.

Raymond checked his reflection in a darkened shop window. He looked the part: a prosperous, annoyed foreigner, his coat heavy and expensive, his expression one of disdain for the squalor that surrounded him. But inside, his stomach was a tight knot of tension. The Wolfguard officer on the train had been right: the city was crawling with them. He saw their black leather coats on every corner, standing in pairs like crows, watching the bread lines, watching the trams, watching the silence. They were the new aristocracy, the lords of this frozen hell, and their currency was fear.

The Wolfguard were the police above the police, the elite soldiers, the death squads. To earn their attention was to invite trouble, or worse.

He needed a safe harbour. Smith had given him an address, memorised in a warm London office that now felt a universe away. Griboyedov Canal. Number 14. Apartment 3B.

He turned off the main avenue, navigating the maze of canals. The water was frozen solid, a ribbon of grey ice thick with garbage and snow. He found Number 14, a crumbling yellow tenement that leaned precariously over the canal. The entrance smelled of boiled cabbage, damp plaster, and the sharp, ammonia tang of cat urine. He climbed the stairs, the wood groaning under his boots as if protesting his weight and very presence.
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