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Chapter 1: Operation "Vlaus"
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Autumn 1942. The main forces of the German 4th Army, commanded by General Otto Reingradt, had approached Stalingrad. It was supported by the 2nd Panzer Army of General Stein, advancing from the south and attempting to close the ring of encirclement around Soviet forces. This was the culminating moment of Operation "Vlaus" — a massive Wehrmacht offensive in the southern sector of the Eastern Front.

Among the attacking forces were not only regular units but also an elite — fighters of the sabotage unit "Brandenburg-300," trained in disguise, reconnaissance, and demolition work. They spoke Russian, wore the enemy's uniforms, and destroyed communications and command posts before the main forces engaged in battle.

The best of them were gathered into a special detachment under the control of the Abwehr — Germany's military intelligence. It was called Spezialkommando "Nachtgreifer" — the "Night Predators." Their task was to penetrate deep into the Soviet rear.

The detachment numbered thirteen men. They were led by Oberleutnant Franz Hagen — a fanatic of the Reich and a cold-blooded strategist. Under his command were:

- Friedrich Wessel — radio operator, knows Russian, a former student in Moscow.

- Karl Günzer — combat engineer, a master of demolition work.

- Max Stolz — machine gunner, coarse, prone to violence.

- Walter Klein — sniper, secretive, hardly speaks.

- Josef Mayer — medic, holds humanist views, in conflict with Hagen.

- Erich Beck — driver and mechanic, a pessimist who has begun to doubt the ideology.

- Rudolf Fischer — specialist in bladed weapons, a former athlete.

- Hermann Krüger — scout, navigates well in forests, superstitious.

- Paul Gelzer — chemist, prepares incendiary mixtures, a toxic personality.

- Hans Eberhard — a former policeman, accustomed to carrying out orders without question.

- Wilhelm Schmidt — young, a new recruit, not yet hardened at heart.

- Hans Tollmann — liaison to the Abwehr, watches over the detachment's loyalty, does not take part in combat.

The "Night Predators" were dropped behind Soviet lines to destroy strategic objects and disrupt vital communications. The detachment had been thoroughly prepared for this mission; its task consisted of sabotage operations: destroying bridges, damaging railways, and demolishing ammunition and supply depots.

At night, when the whole area was swallowed in darkness, the detachment moved deep into the rear, slipping unseen through the forests and empty villages. Using camouflage, they evaded patrols and followed the instructions received from the Abwehr. Franz Hagen, the detachment's commander, adhered strictly to the plan, and it seemed their operation would succeed. The Germans hoped to remain undetected, since their task demanded maximum secrecy and speed. Within a few days they were to carry out a series of explosions and vanish before Soviet forces could react.

However, something went wrong. During one mission in a village called Tikhonovka, as the group tried to destroy a small bridge in order to halt the delivery of weapons to the front from the interior, they ran into an unexpected threat: not far from the front line, a boy spotted them. He was a teenager, one of the local residents, who had apparently seen the movement of soldiers too many times. Though he was just a village child, his eyes were full of alarm. The fighters of the "Night Predators" could not see him in the darkness as he stood off to the side, but his gaze nevertheless met that of one of the detachment's members — Max Stolz, the machine gunner, who was more coarse and prone to violence. But this moment proved fatal.

Max Stolz:

— Oberleutnant Hagen, near that haystack by the house I saw movement — it's probably a child.

Franz Hagen:

— Schmidt, Krüger, eliminate the target. Don't open fire, act quietly.

Schmidt and Krüger, hearing the order, only nodded and moved toward the target Hagen had indicated. The rest of the operatives withdrew into the forest to avoid possible Soviet patrols and civilians, and spotted a haystack, beside which stood a bucket of water. Hermann Krüger, with his sharp instincts, realized the bucket had been brought there only recently, since the drops on its rim had not yet run down to the bottom — meaning someone had just set the bucket down, carrying it somewhere.

Krüger:

— Wilhelm Schmidt, look at me. (Points and whispers.) He's either in the hay or in the house, hiding, frightened. You go into the house, I'll search here; if he's in the hay, lack of air will soon force him out.

Schmidt confirmed he understood the task, nodded, and went into the small hut that resembled a peasant's home.

Hermann Krüger, understanding that no one must learn of their presence, since that would risk the failure of the mission, drew a knife from its sheath and began stabbing into the hay, trying to find someone inside. Having probed with the knife, he concluded that there was most likely no one in the hay, since it looked as if it had been lying undisturbed for a long time. Looking around, he spotted in the distance the silhouette of a man on horseback, about 400 meters away, and assessed the situation: if the rider noticed them, eliminating him would be difficult, since he could gallop away. So he called out:

— Wilhelm! Let's go! Lots of civilians!

Wilhelm Schmidt ran out of the hut and asked:

— Where?

Krüger pointed toward where he had seen the rider and whispered:

— We need to leave. If they spot us, the operation is finished.

Schmidt:

— But what about the Oberleutnant's order?

Krüger:

— There's no one here. We need to go, we'll only make things worse.

And the two of them ran toward the forest, trying to catch up with the rest of the group. As they ran, Krüger said:

— We'll tell the Oberleutnant that we eliminated the target.

Schmidt:

— But that's not true!

Krüger:

— You idiot, Schmidt! They could execute us for the truth. Do as I say. We're not getting out of here alive anyway, you understand that.

Schmidt:

— Damn it, Krüger, you're violating Abwehr regulations!

Hermann Krüger, possessing a quick analytical mind, without hesitation approached Wilhelm Schmidt and struck him five times with a knife in the stomach, then cut his throat. Hermann Krüger was a cruel man and a very calculating strategist; he knew how to think and act fast — all of this he had learned at the sabotage and reconnaissance school in Quenzsee, located near Zossen (south of Berlin), close to a major Wehrmacht command center. There, saboteur agents, spies, radio operators, and translators were trained, along with psychological and physical conditioning. The course included disguise as civilians and enemy soldiers, weapons handling, demolition work, radio operations, and language study — Russian in particular. It was there that Hermann Krüger acquired these skills.

Krüger quickly calculated that searching for the peasant near the hut could cause panic among the locals and lead to discovery, but at the same time he understood: if he returned with Schmidt's body, and Schmidt might have let it slip to Hagen that the mission had failed, that could result in both of them being executed. So, making an instant decision, Krüger eliminated Schmidt and immediately invented a story, which he told Franz Hagen as soon as he returned to the group.

Hagen:

— Krüger, where is Wilhelm Schmidt?

Krüger:

— The civilian's tracks led to the haystack and to the house. We split up: Schmidt searched the hut, I searched the haystack and the stable. Then I heard sounds of a struggle in the house and ran there. When I entered, Schmidt's head had already been smashed with a hay rake. I eliminated the peasant and took Schmidt's body into the forest, where I hid it.

Hagen:

— Damn it... Two specially trained fighters, and you couldn't handle one peasant. Wonderful. We've lost a man before the mission has even begun. Now there are twelve of us.

Franz Hagen muttered something more under his breath and walked away. Krüger, looking at his comrades, caught the suspicious gaze of Max Stolz. He understood that his story seemed doubtful to everyone except Stolz: in the machine gunner's eyes there was a clear "no" — a look that said, "I don't believe you."

In the hut where Hermann Krüger had killed his fellow soldier Wilhelm Schmidt, a simple Soviet boy named Alyosha climbed down through the chimney of an old Russian stove caked with soot. He was an orphan who had only recently learned that his father had died at the front, defending the approaches to Stalingrad. Proud of his father the hero, Alyosha did not lose his composure and understood who these men were and why they had infiltrated his village. Without hesitation, he ran toward the Soviet military unit stationed not far from his village and reported that he had seen a German sabotage group near the village of Tikhonovka. This news was reported to GRU Colonel Vasily Nikolayevich Kuzmin, who in turn reported it to the head of NKVD counterintelligence, Major General Nikolai Yevgenyevich Merkulov.

Merkulov, in cooperation with Kuzmin, decided to throw all the forces of intelligence and counterintelligence into finding and eliminating the German reconnaissance-sabotage group.

Oberleutnant Franz Hagen, realizing they might have been discovered and that their presence in the enemy rear could be known, ordered his group to proceed immediately with the mission, bypassing the risk of discovery and putting the fighters' lives and their evacuation at risk. Then the group, led by Oberleutnant Hagen, the "Night Predators," began the immediate execution of the operation to mine the bridge over which Soviet forces delivered ammunition to the front line. The task was simple: destroy the logistics of weapons supply to the front, in order to undermine the Soviet forces' ability to defend.

There was no time for reconnaissance or study of the bridge's guard detail, and Hagen's group moved out toward the bridge for one final discussion of each fighter's role before the immediate execution of the operation.
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Chapter 2: Flashpoint
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The fighting was fierce. Soviet forces were holding the defense of Stalingrad with their last strength. The German army had not been prepared for such resistance. The operation assigned by the Abwehr to the "Night Predators" was critically necessary to support and advance the German troops.

Oberleutnant Franz Hagen understood this better than anyone. Having made camp in the forest leading to the bridge the "Night Predators" were to blow up, Franz Hagen addressed the group:

Franz Hagen:

— The task given to us must be carried out at the cost of our lives. The bridge must be destroyed — this will buy our troops time to advance and the chance to encircle the city.

Walter Klein, your task is to find and eliminate the enemy while the rest of us advance toward the objective. Then you are to eliminate, with a precise shot, the driver of the truck carrying the ammunition.

Friedrich Wessel, your task is to get behind the wheel of that truck after Walter has eliminated the driver, start it, and drive it to the checkpoint disguised as a Soviet driver. Deliver the explosives to the bridge. As soon as you pass the checkpoint, abandon the truck immediately.

Paul Gelzer and Karl Günzer, your task is to lay the explosives around the entire perimeter of the bridge. Hans Eberhard will assist you with this.

Everyone else advances with me through the forest below the bridge. All targets — civilian and military — are to be eliminated without being noticed.

And remember: you are the children of Germany, and our cause is just. We are building the Great Future of Germany.

You are not soldiers. You are the flame of rebirth. In your hands lies the fate of the future. Your steps are the march of the new order. We are the chosen. We are hope for a bright future for millions of people.

Our strength lies in the fact that we do not doubt. We do not seek justice — we create it. The bridge must be destroyed. Because every one of their railcars of ammunition is a spit in the face of our future. Every step they take forward is an insult to the blood that flows in our veins. And we do not forgive. We punish.

You have no right to fear. To pity. To mercy. Only to fury and duty. Everything that breathes on the other side of the front will either bow down or be destroyed. This is not a choice. It is a sentence. And you are its executioners. You are the children of the Rebirth!

If any of you have doubts, let him stay here. We do not take doubt into battle. We go with iron in our hearts and truth in our hands. We go to put an end to it, not to ask "why."

Today you are not merely saboteurs. You are punishment. You are judgment. You are executioners. And if it is necessary to burn together with this bridge — you will burn, but you will take a thousand enemies with you.

Long live order. Long live strength. Long live Germany!

They shouted this, raising their arms in salute to their Führer, who was many kilometers away from them. But his spirit was with them.

Franz Hagen's speech struck the detachment like a whip — every word left a scar. Not of pain, but of fanatical resolve. His voice thundered like steel, tempered by hatred and unconditional faith in the superiority of their ideology. Around him there were no longer people — there were tools, machines, possessed by an idea. The fighters' eyes burned not with fear, but with a hunger to carry out the order.

Walter Klein was the first to respond — his face frozen in a wolfish grin. He was a hunter. And now he knew: the enemy was prey, and the forest was his territory. Silently he slipped into the darkness, as if dissolving into it, preparing to clear the way.

Friedrich Wessel headed toward the approach to the bridge, preparing to replace the Russian truck driver, already mentally settling into the role. He was not merely to carry the explosives — he was to carry the verdict. Every turn of the wheels brought the bridge closer to death. But beneath that calm lay the certainty of a man resigned to death, who would gladly give his life if it brought them closer to victory.

Paul Gelzer and Karl Günzer hauled heavy sacks of explosives without a word. Their movements were
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