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​The Wolf of Moscow: Bolshevik Russia’s First  Serial Killer

Moscow, 1921. As Lenin's New Economic Policy creates new opportunities, men begin disappearing from the horse markets—traders, farmers, merchants carrying cash for legitimate purchases. British correspondent Thomas Ashford notices the pattern, but Soviet authorities dismiss reports: missing men are assumed to have abandoned families or fled debts.

Inspector Kashin identifies a suspect in April 1921 and is ordered to stop investigating. Political considerations override public safety. The NEP's legitimacy cannot be questioned. Serial murder doesn't fit the propaganda narrative of socialist progress.

Eighteen months and at least thirty-three victims later, the GPU finally arrests Vasili Komaroff, a horse trader who lured buyers to his stable at 26 Shabolovka Street, murdered them with hammer and knife, and disposed of bodies in the Moscow River. The trial is swift. The execution swifter. Soviet justice claims triumph.

But Ashford has documented the truth: the delayed investigation, the destroyed witnesses, the conspiracy of silence, the gap between propaganda and reality. Forced to leave Russia, he publishes the complete account from exile, ending with a warning from Moscow—new bodies are appearing. New patterns emerging. New predators operating.

The wolf may be dead, but the forest still breeds predators.
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​PART ONE: THE COLLAPSE (1917-1920)


​Chapter 1: "The Last Train from Petrograd"
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October 27, 1917

The train lurched to a stop at Moscow's Nikolaevsky Station with a metallic shriek that seemed to embody all the agony of Russia herself. Through the frost-rimmed window, I could see soldiers—Red Guards, they called themselves now—running along the platform, their rifles held at angles that suggested either uncertainty or menace, perhaps both. I pressed my credentials folder against my chest beneath my overcoat, a talisman of dubious protection, and wondered for the hundredth time since leaving London whether I had made a terrible mistake.

My name is Thomas Ashford. I am thirty-two years old, a correspondent for the Manchester Guardian and several American syndicates, and until six weeks ago, I believed I understood revolution. I had covered the Dublin Rising, interviewed suffragettes in Holloway Prison, witnessed food riots in Berlin. I thought I knew what happened when the established order collapsed.

I knew nothing.

The carriage door was wrenched open by a boy who couldn't have been more than sixteen, wearing a soldier's greatcoat that hung to his ankles and a red armband that seemed to be the only uniform the new order required. "Papers," he demanded in Russian, his breath visible in the cold air, his hand trembling slightly on his rifle stock.

I produced my documents—the official letters from the Ministry of Information in London, the provisional credentials from the Russian embassy (dated before said embassy had severed relations with His Majesty's Government), and most importantly, the letter from Maxim Gorky that a contact in Stockholm had assured me would open doors. The boy examined them with the intense concentration of someone who had perhaps only recently learned to read.

"English," he said, not as a question but as an accusation.

"English," I confirmed, trying to keep my voice level and unthreatening. "Journalist. Here to report on the revolution. I am—" I searched for the right word in my limited Russian—"drug. Friend. To the workers."

It was a lie, of course. I was neutral, or tried to be. But neutrality, I was learning, was not a concept that held much currency in this new Russia.

The boy studied me for another long moment, then jerked his head toward the platform. "Go. Registration at Soviet. Metropol Hotel for foreign press." He thrust the papers back at me with something that might have been respect or might have been disgust. At sixteen, in the midst of revolution, perhaps the emotions were indistinguishable.

I stepped down onto the platform and into bedlam.

The station was a churning mass of humanity that seemed to move in all directions simultaneously. Soldiers, workers, peasants with bundles that contained everything they owned, women clutching children, old men who looked bewildered by the sudden inversion of everything they had known—all of them shouting, weeping, arguing, singing. A group of workers stood on a luggage cart, one of them reading aloud from a proclamation while the others cheered. Red banners hung from the iron girders of the station roof, some professionally printed, others merely bedsheets painted with slogans in uneven letters: "ALL POWER TO THE SOVIETS," "PEACE, LAND, BREAD," "LONG LIVE THE OCTOBER REVOLUTION."

October. They were calling it the October Revolution already, though by the Western calendar it was still only the 27th and the actual storming of the Winter Palace had occurred just two days prior. The Russians, still using the Julian calendar, reckoned it as November 7th. Already, I was learning, time itself had become a matter of political perspective.

I pushed through the crowd toward what I hoped was the exit, clutching my single valise. I had traveled light—two suits, spare shirts, notebooks, pencils, a Kodak camera I had been warned might be confiscated, and a pistol I had been warned I might need. The pistol was a Webley .38, tucked in a specially sewn pocket inside my overcoat. I had never fired it at a human being and prayed I would never need to.

"Monsieur! Monsieur! You are English, yes?"

I turned to find a man in a fur-trimmed coat pushing toward me through the crowd, one hand waving a fedora in the air as if hailing a cab on the Strand. He was perhaps forty, with a neat beard and eyes that sparkled with either amusement or mania.

"French," he said, switching to accented English when he reached me. "Marcel Fontaine, Le Temps and Le Figaro. I heard you speaking English with the guard. You are press, yes? First time in Moscow?"

"Thomas Ashford," I said, shaking his hand. "Manchester Guardian. And yes, first time. I was in Petrograd three weeks ago, but—"

"Ah, but Moscow is different, mon ami. Moscow is where the heart of Russia beats, where the soul is. Petrograd is the brain, cold and Germanic. Moscow is fire and passion and—" He made an expansive gesture that nearly knocked a babushka's bundle from her arms. "—chaos. Beautiful, terrible chaos. Come, we share a taxi. If we can find one. If taxis still exist. Yesterday I saw a man riding a bicycle with a pig in the basket. This is the new Russia!"

Despite everything—the cold, the exhaustion, the surreal displacement of finding myself in the midst of a revolution whose outcome might determine the course of the war, of history itself—I found myself laughing. Marcel Fontaine had that effect. I would learn, in the weeks and months to come, that this irrepressible humor was both his greatest strength and his most dangerous weakness in a place where laughter could be interpreted as counterrevolutionary sentiment.

We made our way through the station and out into the October afternoon. Moscow sprawled before us in all its contradictions—gilt domes and wooden hovels, wide boulevards and narrow alleys, the ancient and the merely old, all of it covered in a thin layer of early snow that was already turning to grey slush under the feet of thousands. The air smelled of coal smoke, horse manure, and something else—something acrid that I would later recognize as the lingering scent of recent gunfire.

"The Metropol is not far," Marcel said, leading me toward a line of droshkies—horse-drawn carriages—that waited at the station entrance. "If we are lucky, they will have hot water. If we are very lucky, they will have food. If we are extraordinarily lucky, the shooting will not start again before dinner."

"The shooting?"

"Mais oui. There are still pockets of resistance. Yesterday, fighting near the Kremlin. The day before, someone shot at the Bolshevik headquarters. Whether it was White officers, Socialist Revolutionaries, or merely bandits taking advantage of the chaos—qui sait? Who knows? In Moscow now, everyone has a gun and an opinion, and most are willing to use both with equal abandon."

We found a driver willing to take us for what seemed an exorbitant number of rubles—I was still learning the currency, which seemed to fluctuate in value hourly—and set off through streets that looked like a stage set for the apocalypse. Everywhere were signs of recent violence: bullet holes in building facades, broken windows, overturned vehicles, bloodstains dark against the cobblestones. But equally everywhere were signs of exultation: red flags, portraits of Lenin and Trotsky, crowds gathered around speakers, spontaneous demonstrations that blocked traffic and dissolved as quickly as they formed.

At one corner, a group of workers was dismantling what looked like an Imperial eagle from the front of a government building, cheering each time they loosened another bolt. At another, a bread queue stretched around the block, women and old men standing in patient misery, stamping their feet against the cold. The juxtaposition was jarring—triumph and suffering, celebration and desperation, occupying the same space and time.

"You see?" Marcel said, gesturing at the scene. "Revolution is not one thing. It is all things at once. It is the best of us and the worst of us, given permission to emerge. The question is which will prevail."

The Metropol Hotel, when we finally reached it, stood like an art nouveau island in a sea of chaos. Built only fifteen years earlier, it was all curves and color, with majolica panels and stained glass that seemed almost obscene in their beauty against the grey violence of the streets. Red Guards stood at the entrance, but they waved us through when Marcel flashed his press credentials. Inside, the lobby was a strange amalgam of old world elegance and revolutionary fervor—crystal chandeliers hung above soldiers sprawled on velvet divans, bourgeois potted palms shared space with proletarian propaganda posters.

At the reception desk, a clerk in a waistcoat that had seen better days examined my papers with the weary expression of a man who had processed too many foreign journalists and expected to process many more.

"Room 347," he said in heavily accented English. "Breakfast is served from seven to nine, when there is breakfast. Hot water is available from six to eight in the morning and six to eight in the evening, when there is coal for the boilers. The restaurant is requisitioned by the Moscow Soviet in the evenings for meetings, but you may dine there at luncheon. Payment is in advance, in hard currency if possible."

I paid him in British pounds, which he accepted with an expression of profound relief—clearly, he shared the population's skepticism about the ruble's future value.

"The press corps gathers in the bar," the clerk added, handing me a large brass key. "Most evenings after eight, when they have finished filing their dispatches. Assuming the telegraph is working. Which it often is not."

Marcel clapped me on the shoulder. "Come to the bar at eight, Thomas. I will introduce you to the others. We are a small tribe here, the foreign press. We must look after one another. This is not London or Paris. In Moscow, these days, one never knows."

He left me with that ominous observation, and I climbed the stairs to my room—the lift, naturally, was not functioning. Room 347 was small but adequate, with a bed, a desk, a chair, and a window that looked out over Teatralny Proezd toward the Bolshoi Theatre. As I stood at that window, watching the crowds surge past below, watching the red banners snap in the wind, watching history unfold in real time, I felt the familiar thrill that had driven me into journalism in the first place. This was why I had come. To witness. To record. To try to make sense of the senseless.

I sat at the desk and opened my notebook, dating the first page: "Moscow, October 27, 1917." Then I began to write, trying to capture impressions while they were still fresh:

"Moscow is a city at war with itself. The Revolution is here, tangible and immediate, in the red flags and the armed workers and the dismantled symbols of Imperial power. But the old Russia is here too, in the churches that still ring their bells, in the queues for bread, in the faces of the people who look more frightened than liberated. The Bolsheviks have seized power, but power in Russia has always been a slippery thing. Can they hold it? Will they moderate or radicalize? And what will become of Russia if they fail—or if they succeed?"

A knock at the door interrupted my writing. I opened it to find a young woman in a plain dark dress, her hair pulled back severely, carrying a leather portfolio under one arm.

"Mr. Ashford?" she said in English that was nearly unaccented. "I am Anna Volkova. I am assigned to you as translator and guide. By the Foreign Press Bureau of the Moscow Soviet. If you would like."

She said this last part with a slight emphasis that suggested the choice was, in fact, largely illusory. Nevertheless, there was something in her eyes—intelligence, wariness, and what I would later recognize as barely suppressed desperation—that made me like her immediately.

"Miss Volkova," I said, shaking her hand. "Please, come in. I could use both a translator and a guide. My Russian is execrable, and I know Moscow not at all."

She entered with the careful movements of someone accustomed to navigating dangerous spaces and sat in the room's single chair, her back very straight, her hands folded over the portfolio in her lap.

"I speak English, French, and German," she said, with the air of someone presenting credentials for employment. "I was a student at Moscow University before the war. Languages and literature. My family—" She paused, seemed to reconsider what she had been about to say. "My family believes in the Revolution. I can help you meet the right people, explain what you are seeing, arrange interviews. I know Moscow. I know who to trust and who to fear."

"And which are you?" I asked, sitting on the edge of the bed. "Someone to trust or someone to fear?"

For the first time, something like a smile crossed her face. "In Moscow now, Mr. Ashford, we are all both. The question is which impulse is stronger on any given day."

It was perhaps the most honest thing anyone had said to me since I'd arrived in Russia.

"Call me Thomas," I said. "And I suspect we're going to work well together, Miss Volkova."

"Anna," she replied. "And I suspect you are right. Now, shall I explain what you need to know to survive here? It is not a short list."

For the next hour, she briefed me on the situation with crisp efficiency. The Bolsheviks had taken Moscow three days ago after a week of fighting. The resistance had been fiercer here than in Petrograd—over a thousand dead, many of them civilians caught in crossfire. The Kremlin had been shelled. Parts of the city were still contested. Armed workers' patrols roamed the streets at night, stopping anyone suspicious. Checkpoints had sprung up throughout the city, manned by various factions, and knowing which passwords and papers to show at which checkpoints was essential for survival.

"The city is divided," Anna explained, producing a hand-drawn map from her portfolio. "Here, the Bolsheviks are firmly in control. Here, the situation is uncertain. Here—" she indicated several districts—"do not go at night. Perhaps not even during the day. There are armed bands, deserters from the war, criminal elements taking advantage of the chaos. The old police have vanished. The new workers' militias are still organizing. In the space between, anything can happen."

"And food?" I asked, remembering the bread queues I had seen.

"Catastrophic," she said flatly. "The harvest was poor. The transport system is collapsing. The Germans have occupied the most productive agricultural regions. Here in Moscow, we have perhaps three weeks of grain at current consumption levels. The Bolsheviks have promised to solve this. How, I do not know. Perhaps by decree. They seem to believe decrees can change reality."

There was a bitter edge to her voice that surprised me. For someone assigned by the Soviet as an official translator, she seemed remarkably willing to criticize.

"You sound skeptical," I observed.

"I am Russian," she replied, as if this explained everything. Perhaps it did. "We have had many governments promise many things. The Tsar promised reform. Kerensky promised democracy. Now Lenin promises peace, land, and bread. The promises change, but the hunger remains."

"Then why do you work for them? For the Soviets?"

She looked at me with an expression I couldn't quite read. "Because in Moscow now, everyone works for someone. And I chose the Bolsheviks over the alternatives. At least they do not pretend to care about God and Tsar. At least their lies are fresh ones."

Before I could respond, the sound of gunfire echoed from somewhere in the city—a sharp rattle that made us both freeze.

"That is from the Arbat district," Anna said after a moment, her voice matter-of-fact. "There is a pocket of resistance there. Military cadets, I think. It will be finished by tomorrow. One way or another."

She stood, smoothing her dress. "You should rest, Thomas. Tonight you will meet the other correspondents, and they will fill your head with their theories and their gossip. Tomorrow, I will take you to register with the Foreign Press Bureau, and then we will begin work. What sort of stories do you want to write?"

"The truth," I said, knowing how naive it sounded even as I said it.

Anna smiled, a sad, knowing smile. "Then you have chosen the wrong profession, I think. Or the wrong country. Or perhaps the wrong century. But we will do our best."

She left me then, and I returned to my window, watching darkness fall over Moscow. Lights were beginning to appear in windows across the city, though far fewer than there should have been—coal and oil were scarce, and people were learning to live in darkness. In the distance, the Kremlin's walls glowed red in the last rays of the setting sun, an optical illusion that seemed laden with symbolism.

Another burst of gunfire, closer this time. Then silence, heavy and oppressive.

I checked my watch: half past seven. Time to dress for dinner and meet my fellow correspondents. Time to begin the work of trying to understand what was happening in this mad, magnificent, terrifying country. Time to start documenting whatever came next.

I changed into a clean shirt and my better suit, though I suspected such bourgeois niceties were becoming obsolete. Then I tucked my notebook into my jacket pocket—a journalist without his notebook is no journalist at all—and headed downstairs to the bar.



The bar of the Metropol Hotel had been transformed into something resembling a particularly disreputable gentlemen's club, if such clubs were populated by foreign correspondents in various states of dishevelment and revolutionary fervor. The room was thick with cigarette smoke and louder with argument. Perhaps twenty men—and two women—occupied the tables and bar, their nationalities evident from their dress and their volume.

Marcel spotted me immediately and waved me over to a corner table where he sat with three others.

"Ah, Thomas! Come, meet the tribe. This is Arthur Ransome, working for the Daily News, though I suspect really working on a Russian fairy tale collection and perhaps falling in love with revolution, or a revolutionary—the distinction is unclear." He indicated a lanky man with round spectacles and a somewhat disheveled appearance who raised his glass in greeting.

"Marcel exaggerates," Ransome said in a mild voice. "I merely believe we should try to understand what's happening here rather than immediately condemning it as barbarism."

"Which the rest of us do?" challenged a severe-looking woman with iron-grey hair. "I am Louise Bryant, Mr. Ashford. I write for several American publications, and I believe in reporting what I see, not what I wish to see."

"Louise is married to John Reed," Marcel interjected. "Who is somewhere in Petrograd, also reporting, also believing, also wishing. They are both very earnest and very American."

"And this," Marcel continued, gesturing to a young man who couldn't have been more than twenty-five, "is Philips Price, the Manchester Guardian, which makes you colleagues, Thomas. Though Philips has been here since before the revolution and has gone somewhat native, I think."

Price grinned. "If by native, you mean I've learned to speak Russian and actually talk to Russians rather than merely observing them like zoo specimens, then guilty as charged."

I liked him immediately. I also noted, with a journalist's instinct for such things, that he and Ransome exchanged a glance that suggested they were allies in whatever ideological divisions split the correspondents gathered here.

"Sit, drink," Marcel commanded, pouring me a glass of vodka from a bottle on the table. "Welcome to Moscow. Welcome to the end of the world, or the beginning of a new one. Time will tell which."

I sat and drank—the vodka was raw and burned going down—and listened as they talked, argued, theorized, and gossiped. They were, I realized, as much a part of the story as anything happening in the streets outside. Foreign correspondents are always both observers and participants, never quite neutral despite our pretensions. We shape the stories we tell by our presence, our questions, our inevitable biases.

Ransome was cautiously optimistic about the Bolsheviks, believing them to be authentically populist, driven by genuine idealism however flawed. Price seemed to share this view, though with more reservations. Louise Bryant was harder to read—she seemed impressed by the revolutionary fervor while remaining skeptical of the leadership. Marcel was openly cynical, convinced the Bolsheviks would either moderate into irrelevance or radicalize into tyranny, with no middle path possible.

Others joined the conversation as the evening progressed. A German correspondent who predicted the revolution would collapse within weeks, bringing Russia back into the war as a German puppet state. An Italian who insisted the real story was the coming peasant uprising, which would make the Bolshevik seizure of power look like a drawing-room comedy. A Swedish photographer who spent most of his time complaining about the difficulty of obtaining film and chemicals.

And then, near ten o'clock, Anna Volkova appeared in the doorway of the bar.

She looked different than she had in my room that afternoon. She'd changed into a dress that, while still plain, was more elegant, her hair was down, falling to her shoulders, and she'd applied a touch of cosmetics. The transformation was subtle but striking. Several of the correspondents noticed her arrival; I watched Philips Price half-rise from his chair before apparently thinking better of it.

She scanned the room, caught my eye, and approached our table.

"Forgive the interruption," she said, her voice tight with controlled urgency. "Thomas, I need to speak with you. Privately. Now."

The lightness of the evening evaporated. Marcel and the others recognized the tone—something was wrong.

I followed Anna out of the bar and into the lobby, which was nearly empty at this hour save for a few soldiers sleeping on the sofas and the night clerk dozing at his desk.

"What's happened?" I asked.

"The registration office," she said, keeping her voice low. "I went this evening to prepare your paperwork for tomorrow. There was a man there, asking about foreign correspondents, specifically about British correspondents who had just arrived. CHEKA."

The Cheka. The Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution and Sabotage. Lenin's secret police, created just days ago, already feared.

"Why would they be interested in me?"

"Because you are British," Anna said, her frustration evident. "Because Britain is at war with Germany, and there are those who believe the Bolsheviks are German agents, and others who believe the British are here to sabotage the revolution, and everyone suspects everyone. Because in Moscow now, paranoia is a survival mechanism."

She grabbed my arm, her fingers digging in with surprising strength. "Listen to me carefully. You must be very correct, very transparent. You must file your articles through the censors, attend the official briefings, never be caught somewhere you should not be. You are being watched. We are all being watched. Do you understand?"

I understood. Or thought I did. Later, I would learn that I understood nothing. That the paranoia of those early days was merely a preview of what was to come. That the Cheka was only beginning its education in the arts of suspicion and control.

"I understand," I said. "Thank you for the warning."

"It is not just a warning," Anna said. "It is the reality you must accept if you want to survive here. In Moscow now, there are only three types of people: the watchers, the watched, and the dead. Choose which you will be, Thomas, and choose wisely."

She released my arm and turned to go, then paused. "Tomorrow, nine o'clock. I will meet you in the lobby. We will go to the registration office together. Dress respectably. Bring all your credentials. And for God's sake, leave the pistol in your room. They search foreigners now."

"How did you know about the pistol?"

She looked back at me with an expression of infinite weariness. "Because every foreign correspondent who arrives in Moscow now brings a pistol. And most of them are found, confiscated, and used as evidence of counterrevolutionary intent. Do not be a fool, Thomas. Be a survivor."

Then she was gone, disappearing into the Moscow night, leaving me standing in the lobby of the Metropol Hotel, wondering what sort of story I had stumbled into and whether I would live to write it.

I returned to my room and sat at my desk, trying to process everything I had witnessed in my first day in Moscow. The gunfire that had punctuated the evening, now silent. The revolutionary fervor and the bread queues. The hope and the fear, existing side by side, inseparable and irreconcilable.

I picked up my pen and wrote:

"First impressions of Moscow: a city divided against itself, a revolution that has won the battle but not yet the war, a population that seems to exist in that strange space between exultation and terror, where the future is both infinitely promising and utterly terrifying. The Bolsheviks speak of peace, land, and bread, but tonight I heard gunfire in the streets and was warned that I am being watched by the secret police. The old order has fallen, but what will rise in its place? Paradise or tyranny? Or perhaps, in Russia, they have always been the same thing.

I came to Moscow to witness history. Tonight, I realize history is not something that happens to other people. It is happening to me, to all of us, whether we will it or not. The question is not whether we will be changed by what comes next. The question is whether we will survive it."

I set down my pen and went to the window one last time. Moscow sprawled below me in darkness, punctuated by scattered lights and the occasional flame of a fire. Somewhere in that darkness, in the slums and markets and stables of the city, forces were at work that I did not yet understand. The Revolution was only the beginning. The real story—of survival and death, of hope and horror, of ordinary people caught in extraordinary times—was still waiting to be discovered.

And waiting, though I did not know it yet, was a man named Vasily Petrov, who would soon become Vasili Komaroff, and who would teach me that the greatest monsters are not found in political movements or revolutionary fervor, but in the dark spaces of the human heart, where ideology cannot reach and where hunger—whether for power, for money, or for death itself—remains the oldest and most terrible truth of human existence.

But that knowledge lay in the future. Tonight, I was simply a foreign correspondent in a strange land, trying to make sense of chaos, trying to survive long enough to tell the story.

Tomorrow, I would begin to learn just how dangerous that story would become.
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​Chapter 2: "The City of Bread Lines"
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December 15, 1917

The queue stretched around the block, a serpent of human misery coiled in the grey dawn. I had been standing in it for three hours, my feet numb in boots I'd had specially made in London and which were proving woefully inadequate for a Russian winter. Around me, women stamped their feet and clutched their ration cards and shopping bags, their breath forming clouds in the frigid air. No one spoke. We had learned that conversation expended energy better conserved for the waiting.

This was my third bread line in as many days. Not because I was starving—the Metropol still had food, for hard currency—but because this was where Moscow now lived. In the queues. In the waiting. In the slow, cold mathematics of survival.

Anna stood beside me, wrapped in a coat that had once been good quality but was now patched at the elbows. She had taught me the etiquette of the bread line: arrive before dawn, bring something to sit on if you were old or infirm, know your ration category, never complain, never ask when the bread might arrive. The bread would arrive when it arrived, if it arrived at all.

"This is shorter than yesterday," she observed, her voice flat. "Yesterday, the queue on Arbat Street was twice this length. And the bread ran out before half the people were served."

"What did they do?" I asked. "The ones who didn't get bread?"

"They went to another queue. Or they went home. Or they went to the black market, if they had money. Or they didn't eat." She said this with the matter-of-factness of someone reciting weather conditions.

I scribbled notes in the small notebook I kept in my coat pocket, my fingers clumsy with cold. This was the reality of revolutionary Moscow, three months after the October uprising. The initial euphoria had curdled into something darker, something that tasted of empty stomachs and broken promises.

The Bolsheviks had taken power promising peace, land, and bread. They had delivered on peace, of a sort—the armistice with Germany had been signed just days ago, though the terms were devastating, surrendering vast territories. Land was being redistributed, though the reports from the countryside were confused and often contradictory. But bread? Bread remained an elusive dream, a promise that retreated further with each passing day.

"The problem," Anna said, as if reading my thoughts, "is that the peasants have no incentive to sell grain at the prices the government sets. And the government has no means to force them, not yet. So we wait. And the bread does not come. Or comes in quantities that are never enough."

A commotion erupted near the front of the queue. A woman was arguing with the shop attendant, her voice rising in desperation. "But I have children! Four children! This ration is not enough!"

The attendant's response was inaudible, but his gestures were clear: the ration was the ration. There was no more. The woman began to weep, clutching her meager loaf to her chest as if it were a child itself.

I wanted to give her money, to buy her bread from the black market, to do something. But Anna's hand on my arm stopped me.

"Don't," she said quietly. "It will only cause resentment. Everyone here has children. Everyone here is hungry. If you single her out, the others will turn on her. And on you."

"This is intolerable," I said.

"Yes," Anna agreed. "But it is also reality. Welcome to the dictatorship of the proletariat, Thomas. Where everyone is equal in their misery."

There was a bitterness in her voice that had become more pronounced over the weeks I had known her. The initial caution had given way to something darker, a disillusionment that seemed to grow with each passing day of worsening conditions.

We finally reached the front of the queue two hours later. The bread was dark, heavy, mixed with sawdust and other adulterants to stretch the flour supply. But it was bread, and in Moscow in December of 1917, that was everything.



December 20, 1917

The Foreign Press Bureau occupied three rooms on the third floor of a building on Kuznetsiky Most that had once housed a merchant's office. Now it was staffed by young Bolsheviks who viewed foreign journalists with a mixture of suspicion and opportunism—we were useful for spreading the revolutionary message abroad, but also potentially dangerous, capable of telling stories the regime preferred left untold.

I sat in an uncomfortable chair, waiting to submit my latest dispatch for censorship. The room smelled of tobacco, unwashed bodies, and the peculiar odor of bureaucratic power—paper, ink, and fear.

My article was about the bread queues, about the daily struggle for survival in revolutionary Moscow. I had tried to be balanced, to acknowledge both the Bolsheviks' intentions and the harsh realities of implementation. But I knew from experience that balance was not what the censors were looking for.

The young man who finally took my article was perhaps twenty-two, with wire-rimmed spectacles and the intense gaze of the true believer. He read it slowly, his lips moving slightly, making marks with a blue pencil.

When he finished, he looked up at me with an expression of disappointment, as if I were a promising student who had failed a test.

"This will not do," he said in heavily accented English.

"What specifically is the problem?"

"You focus on the difficulties. The queues. The shortages. You do not explain why these difficulties exist."

"I mention the disruption of the war, the—"

"You do not mention the sabotage," he interrupted. "The hoarding by kulaks. The counterrevolutionary elements who deliberately create shortages to undermine the people's government. You present these problems as if they are the fault of the revolution, when in fact they are the legacy of the old regime and the actions of our enemies."

This was the pattern now. Every problem was blamed on sabotage, on counterrevolutionaries, on the persistence of old ways. The revolution itself was perfect; only its enemies prevented paradise from manifesting.

"I can add a paragraph," I said carefully, "explaining the government's position on the causes of the shortages. Would that be acceptable?"

He considered this, then nodded. "Yes. And you must remove this section." He pointed to a passage where I had quoted a woman in the bread line saying she had more food under the Tsar. "This is counterrevolutionary propaganda."

"It's what she said."

"Then she is a counterrevolutionary, and you are amplifying her message. This cannot be published."

I felt the familiar frustration rising—the journalist's eternal battle between truth and access, between telling the story and being allowed to remain in place to tell future stories. If I fought too hard, my accreditation would be revoked. If I compromised too much, I would be nothing more than a propaganda organ.

"I'll make the changes," I said.

He handed back the article, now heavily marked in blue pencil. "Resubmit tomorrow. And Mr. Ashford? In the future, please remember that you are here as a guest of the Soviet government. We welcome foreign press coverage, but only if it serves the truth of the revolution."

As I left the building, I found Anna waiting outside, stamping her feet against the cold.

"How bad?" she asked.

"Half the article. Maybe more." I showed her the marked-up pages.

She scanned them quickly. "You're lucky. Last week, they rejected everything Philips Price submitted because he mentioned the closing of the opposition newspapers. They threatened to revoke his credentials."

"Is that what we've become?" I asked. "Lucky to have only half our work censored?"

"Yes," she said simply. "That is exactly what we've become. Now come. I've arranged a meeting for you. Someone who might be useful."

"Who?"

"Commissar Yevgeny Dmitriev. He works in the Moscow Soviet, coordinating food distribution. He's agreed to speak with you, give you the official position on the supply situation. It might help you write articles that pass the censors more easily."

"A minder, you mean. Someone to ensure I toe the party line."

Anna stopped walking and turned to face me, her expression hard. "Thomas, you have a choice. You can maintain your ideological purity and be expelled from Russia, unable to report anything. Or you can be pragmatic, cultivate sources, learn to navigate the system, and perhaps tell some portion of the truth. Which do you prefer?"

She was right, of course. She was almost always right about how to survive in this new Russia.

"When is the meeting?" I asked.

"Now."



Commissar Yevgeny Dmitriev received us in a converted classroom in what had once been a gymnasium and was now the headquarters of the Moscow Soviet's Food Distribution Committee. The walls were covered with maps, charts showing rail lines and grain stores, production figures that I suspected were more aspirational than actual.

Dmitriev himself was not what I expected. In his mid-forties, he had the look of a former teacher or clerk—neat, precise, with silver-rimmed spectacles and well-kept hands. He wore a simple tunic without insignia, the studied plainness of a man committed to revolutionary egalitarianism. But his eyes were intelligent, and when he shook my hand, his grip was firm.

"Mr. Ashford," he said in excellent English. "Miss Volkova tells me you are writing about our food situation. Good. It is important that the world understands what we face."

He gestured for us to sit at a table covered with reports and ration cards. A secretary brought tea—real tea, not the ersatz mixture of herbs most Muscovites now drank—a small luxury that spoke of privilege even in this supposedly classless society.

"I will be direct with you," Dmitriev said, "because I believe you are an honest journalist, and I respect honesty. The food situation is catastrophic. We have perhaps two weeks of grain reserves at current consumption levels. The railway system is collapsing—we have fuel for perhaps one train in four. The most productive agricultural regions are under German occupation. And the peasants who do have grain are hoarding it, waiting for prices to rise or refusing to accept our currency."

I was surprised by his candor. Most Soviet officials spoke only in euphemisms and propaganda slogans.

"Then how do you propose to solve this?" I asked, taking notes.

"We have several measures underway," Dmitriev said, his tone becoming more formal, more official. "First, we are organizing supply detachments—workers from Moscow who will go to the countryside to requisition grain from kulaks who are hoarding. Second, we are establishing committees of poor peasants to help identify hoarders. Third, we are improving the distribution system here in the city to ensure fairness and prevent speculation."

"Requisition," I said. "You mean confiscate."

"I mean take what is needed to feed the cities. The peasants will be compensated fairly."

"With currency they don't trust, at prices below market value."

Dmitriev's expression hardened slightly. "Mr. Ashford, we are building a new society. The profit motive that drives the market economy is precisely what we are trying to eliminate. If we allow speculators to exploit hunger, we become no better than the system we overthrew."

"But if the peasants have no incentive to produce surplus—"

"They have an incentive," Dmitriev interrupted. "The incentive of building socialism. The incentive of feeding their worker brothers in the cities. The incentive of not being branded as kulak hoarders and enemies of the people."

There it was. The threat beneath the ideology. Produce and sell at our prices, or be designated an enemy.

"I see," I said carefully.

Dmitriev leaned back, seeming to recognize that he had revealed more than he intended. When he spoke again, his tone was softer. "You must understand, Mr. Ashford, we did not create this crisis. We inherited it from centuries of Tsarist mismanagement, from three years of catastrophic war, from the sabotage of the provisional government. We are attempting to solve problems that would challenge any government, and we are doing so while simultaneously fighting counterrevolutionaries who would see us fail. It is not ideological rigidity that drives our policies. It is necessity."

There was something almost pleading in his voice, as if he wanted me to understand, to believe, to validate the choices he was being forced to make.

"I appreciate your candor," I said. "May I ask you a question off the record?"

He considered, then nodded.

"Do you believe it will work? The requisitions, the committees, the planned economy? Do you believe you can eliminate the market and replace it with something better?"

Dmitriev was silent for a long moment, staring at the maps on the wall as if they might contain an answer.

"I believe we must try," he finally said. "Because the alternative is to accept that human nature is fundamentally selfish, that the strong will always exploit the weak, that suffering is inevitable. I cannot accept that. None of us who made the revolution can accept that. So yes, I believe it must work, because if it does not, then what was it all for?"

It was the most honest thing any Soviet official had said to me, and it made Dmitriev both more sympathetic and more dangerous. He was not a cynic or a power-seeker. He was a true believer, and true believers were capable of justifying anything in service of their faith.

As Anna and I left the building, she pulled me aside.

"He likes you," she said. "That's good. Cultivate him. He can help you, get your articles through the censors, provide access."

"He's also a fanatic," I observed.

"Yes," Anna agreed. "But a useful fanatic. And in Moscow now, we take our allies where we find them."



January 8, 1918

The Cheka headquarters occupied a former insurance building on Lubyanka Square, an imposing structure that seemed to loom over the surrounding streets with malevolent authority. I had no intention of going there willingly, but sometimes circumstances left one with little choice.

Marcel Fontaine had been arrested.

The news had reached the Metropol that morning: Marcel had been taken from his room at three a.m. by Cheka agents, along with his notes, his typewriter, and all his personal papers. No explanation had been given. No charges had been filed. He had simply disappeared into the building on Lubyanka Square, and no one knew if he would emerge.

A group of us—Ransome, Price, Louise Bryant, and myself—had come to demand his release, or at least to learn what he was accused of. We had brought our credentials, letters from our publications, even a hastily obtained letter from the Foreign Press Bureau stating that Marcel was an accredited journalist operating within the bounds of Soviet regulations.

None of it mattered.

The Chekist who received us—a young man with a shaved head and the dead eyes of someone who had seen too much or felt too little—listened to our protests with apparent boredom.

"Citizen Fontaine is being questioned regarding suspicious activities," he said in Russian, which Anna translated with visible reluctance.

"What suspicious activities?" Ransome demanded.

"That is not information we share with foreigners."

"He's a journalist," Louise Bryant said, her voice sharp with anger. "He has diplomatic protection."

"Diplomatic protection ended when the revolution began," the Chekist replied. "Now there are only those who serve the revolution and those who oppose it. We are determining which category Citizen Fontaine falls into."

"When can we see him?" I asked.

"You cannot."

"When will he be released?"

"That depends on the investigation."

It was a conversation with a wall, with a system that acknowledged no authority but its own, that recognized no rights beyond what it chose to grant. We could have been speaking to the void for all the effect our protests had.

As we turned to leave, the Chekist added, almost as an afterthought: "You should all be careful. Foreign journalists are watched. We know where you go, who you meet, what you report. If you engage in activities detrimental to the revolution, you will face consequences. Citizen Fontaine is learning this lesson. I suggest you learn from his example."

Outside, in the grey January cold, we stood in a small circle, our breath forming clouds of steam.

"What do we do?" Price asked.

"We file protests with our embassies," Louise said. "We write about this. We make noise."

"And risk being arrested ourselves," Ransome observed. "That's what they want. They want us frightened, compliant."

"Then they've succeeded," I said. "Because I am frightened."

Anna had been silent throughout the exchange, but now she spoke, her voice low. "You should all return to your hotels. Do not congregate. Do not discuss this in public. Thomas, come with me. There is something you should see."

I followed her through the streets, both of us silent. The city seemed darker than usual, more oppressive, as if the very air had been poisoned by what we had just experienced. The Cheka was not just a police force. It was the manifestation of the revolution's paranoia, its conviction that enemies lurked everywhere, that constant vigilance and ruthless suppression were necessary for survival.

Anna led me to a small café on a side street, one of the few still operating. We sat in a corner, away from other customers, and she pulled a folded newspaper from her bag.

"Read this," she said, pointing to a small article on the third page.

The headline read: "Counterrevolutionary Bandits Killed in Shootout with Workers' Militia."

I read the brief article. Three men had been found dead in an apartment on the Arbat, their throats cut, their possessions stolen. The militia had attributed the murders to "counterrevolutionary bandit activity" and promised swift justice.

"I don't understand," I said. "What does this have to do with Marcel?"

"Read the other articles I've marked," Anna said.

I flipped through the paper. Five more small articles, all similar. Murders, robberies, disappearances. All attributed to counterrevolutionaries, bandits, saboteurs. All dismissed as political crimes rather than criminal ones.

"This is happening every day now," Anna said quietly. "The violence. The crime. But the regime cannot acknowledge it, because crime is not supposed to exist in a socialist society. Crime is a product of capitalism, of inequality, of the bourgeois system. So every murder is counterrevolutionary violence. Every robbery is sabotage. Every disappearance is desertion or emigration."

"How many?" I asked.

"I don't know. Dozens? Hundreds? The numbers are obscured in propaganda, explained away, attributed to political enemies rather than ordinary criminality. Moscow is becoming a very dangerous place, Thomas. And the authorities are either unwilling or unable to acknowledge it."

I thought about the bread queues, the desperate faces, the cold calculation in people's eyes as they assessed whether the person next to them might have something worth stealing. Revolutions destroyed old orders, but they didn't eliminate human nature. If anything, they unleashed it, removing the constraints that civilization had slowly, painfully constructed.

"Why are you telling me this?" I asked.

"Because you're a journalist. Because someone should know. Because if Marcel was arrested for reporting on things the regime doesn't want reported, perhaps we should report them anyway. Not loudly. Not obviously. But truth should not die just because it's inconvenient."

It was the most passionate I'd ever seen her, and it made me realize how carefully she usually controlled herself, how much she concealed beneath the surface of professional competence.

"What happened to Marcel?" I asked. "What did he write that got him arrested?"

"He reported on the closing of the Constituent Assembly. He was sympathetic to the Social Revolutionaries. He suggested that the Bolsheviks were establishing a dictatorship rather than a democracy."

"All true."

"Yes. Which is precisely why he's in Lubyanka."

We sat in silence for a moment, the weight of our situation settling over us like the snow that was beginning to fall outside.

"Will they release him?" I asked.

"Perhaps. If his newspaper applies enough pressure. If the Foreign Ministry intervenes. If the Cheka decides he's more useful as a warning than as a prisoner." She paused. "Or perhaps not. In Moscow now, people disappear. And we learn not to ask too many questions about where they went."



January 15, 1918

Marcel was released after a week in custody. He returned to the Metropol looking ten years older, his usual ebullience replaced by a haunted quietness. He wouldn't speak about what had happened during his interrogation, but the bruises on his wrists and the way he flinched at sudden sounds told part of the story.

"They wanted to know who my sources were," he said finally, late one night when only a few of us remained in the bar. "They wanted names. Everyone I had spoken to, everyone who had given me information. They said I was part of a counterrevolutionary conspiracy, that my reporting was designed to undermine the revolution."

"What did you tell them?" Ransome asked.

"Nothing. Everything. I don't know." Marcel's hands trembled as he reached for his glass. "You think you'll be brave, that you'll resist, that you'll protect your sources. But when they... when they make it clear that they have all the time in the world and you have none... You tell them things. You give them names. And then you hate yourself."

"You did what you had to do to survive," Louise Bryant said firmly.

"Did I?" Marcel looked at her with hollow eyes. "Because the people I named—they'll be questioned next. And what will they say? What names will they give up? Where does it end?"

No one had an answer.

"I'm leaving," Marcel said. "As soon as I can arrange transport. I'm going back to France. This—" He gestured vaguely, encompassing the bar, the hotel, Moscow, the revolution itself. "—this is not a story I can tell. Or perhaps it's the only story, and I'm too much of a coward to tell it."

He left a week later. Most of us gathered to see him off at the station, though the goodbye was subdued, almost furtive. We all understood that we were one wrong article, one suspicious contact, one intercepted letter away from the same fate.

As Marcel's train pulled away, Anna stood beside me on the platform.

"This is the pattern now," she said. "People arrive full of idealism or curiosity. They see the reality. And they leave, if they're lucky. The ones who stay either become complicit or victims. Sometimes both."

"Which will I be?" I asked.

"That depends on how much truth you're willing to sacrifice for survival. And how much survival you're willing to sacrifice for truth."

It was a question I couldn't answer then. I'm not certain I can answer it even now, years later, with the benefit of hindsight and distance. In Moscow in the winter of 1918, we were all making compromises, all drawing lines we swore we wouldn't cross until circumstances forced us to cross them. The revolution was eating its children, as revolutions always do. But it was also eating its witnesses, its documentarians, anyone who tried to maintain a position of objective observation.

That night, I returned to my room and wrote in my journal, not for publication but for myself, trying to maintain some record of truth even if it could never be shared:

"Moscow is transforming before our eyes, and not into the paradise promised by the propagandists. The bread queues grow longer. The cold grows deeper. The Cheka grows bolder. And every day, in the small articles buried on page three, the evidence accumulates: Moscow is becoming a city of predators and prey, where the old social contracts have dissolved and nothing has yet emerged to replace them.

Marcel's arrest was a warning to all of us. Tell the approved story, or face consequences. But what happens when the approved story diverges so far from reality that reporting it becomes a form of fiction? What is a journalist who cannot tell the truth?

Dmitriev says they're building a new society. Perhaps they are. But societies are not built in a day, and in the space between the old world and the new, there is only chaos. And in chaos, monsters thrive.

I don't yet know what monsters Moscow harbors. But I am beginning to suspect that they are worse than anything the revolution itself has produced. Because revolutions are at least driven by ideology, by some vision of a better world, however flawed. But the violence emerging in the streets—the murders dismissed as counterrevolutionary activity, the disappearances explained away as desertion—these are driven by something older, something that ideology cannot touch.

Human evil. Human hunger. Human indifference to human suffering.

The revolution promised to eliminate these things. Instead, it has merely removed the mechanisms that once constrained them. And in the vacuum, they flourish."

I set down my pen and went to the window. Below, Moscow lay dark and cold under a fresh fall of snow. Somewhere in that darkness, people were dying. Some from starvation. Some from cold. Some from political violence.

And some, I was beginning to suspect, from causes that had nothing to do with revolution or counterrevolution, but from the oldest cause of all: one human being's willingness to murder another for profit, for pleasure, or simply because they could.

The bread lines would continue. The censorship would continue. The Cheka would continue its work of surveillance and suppression. And somewhere in the chaos, hidden in plain sight, predators were learning that Moscow in 1918 was a hunter's paradise, where victims were plentiful and authorities were too distracted by political enemies to notice ordinary monsters.

I didn't know it then, but one of those monsters was already at work. A man who had recently changed his name, who was learning the horse trade, who was discovering that in revolutionary Moscow, murder could be very easy indeed.

But that knowledge lay in the future. For now, I was simply a correspondent trying to survive the winter, trying to tell some portion of the truth, trying to navigate between the Scylla of censorship and the Charybdis of expulsion.

Trying, above all, to bear witness to history, even when history itself seemed determined to erase all witnesses.

The snow continued to fall, covering Moscow in a white shroud, beautiful and deadly, concealing everything beneath its surface. Just like the revolution itself.
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​Chapter 3: "Civil War Comes to Moscow"
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April 3, 1918

The execution took place at dawn in the courtyard of the Butyrka Prison, a massive brick fortress on the northern edge of Moscow that had held prisoners under the Tsars and now served the same purpose for the Bolsheviks. I stood with a small group of foreign correspondents, permitted to witness as a lesson in revolutionary justice, though I suspected the real lesson was about power and fear.

There were twelve condemned men, former officers of the Imperial Army, accused of counterrevolutionary conspiracy. They stood against a wall pocked with bullet holes from previous executions, their hands bound, their faces showing varying degrees of terror, resignation, and defiance. No blindfolds were offered. The revolution wanted its enemies to see their fate.

The commander of the firing squad—a young man I recognized from the Moscow Soviet, one of Dmitriev's subordinates—read the charges in a voice devoid of emotion. Conspiracy. Sabotage. Plotting to overthrow the workers' government. The evidence had been extracted through interrogation, the trials had lasted less than a day, and the appeals had been denied by the Cheka with bureaucratic efficiency.

"Any last words?" the commander asked, a formality without meaning.

One of the condemned, an older officer with a white mustache, drew himself to attention. "Long live Russia," he said clearly.

The volley of shots cut him off mid-word.

I had seen death before. I had seen men killed in the trenches during my brief time reporting from the Western Front. But there was something different about this—the calculated coldness of it, the administrative precision, the sense that this was not war but rather the machinery of state terror finding its rhythm.

Eleven more shots. Eleven more bodies crumpling against the wall.

"You will report that justice was served," the commander said to us, his voice still emotionless. "That enemies of the revolution met the fate they deserved. You will report that the workers' government will show no mercy to those who would return Russia to slavery."

We were dismissed. No questions permitted. No examination of the bodies allowed. We filed out of the prison courtyard in silence, each of us carrying the weight of what we had witnessed.

Outside the prison walls, Anna was waiting with a droshky. She took one look at my face and said nothing, simply directing the driver to take us back to the Metropol. But as we rattled through the Moscow streets, she finally spoke.

"How many?"

"Twelve."

"It will be more tomorrow. And the day after. The Cheka is accelerating. The Civil War is spreading, and they're eliminating anyone they consider a potential threat. Former officers, nobles, bourgeois, clergy—anyone who might oppose them."

"This isn't revolution," I said, my voice hollow. "This is terror."

"Yes," Anna agreed. "But perhaps all revolutions are terror, when you strip away the rhetoric. The French had their guillotine. Now we have our firing squads. The machinery is the same. Only the justifications change."

I wanted to argue with her, to insist that there must be a difference between necessary violence and systematic murder. But I couldn't find the words. The image of those twelve men falling kept replaying in my mind, and beneath it, the growing realization that this was only the beginning.



June 22, 1918

The refugees began arriving in late spring, as the Civil War spread across Russia like a cancer. They came from the south, fleeing the White armies led by Generals Denikin and Kolchak. They came from the west, displaced by German occupation. They came from the countryside, escaping the requisition squads and the violence between Red and White forces that left villages burned and populations scattered.

They came to Moscow because it was the heart of Soviet power, the one place that seemed stable in a country tearing itself apart. But Moscow had no room for them, no food to feed them, no shelter to house them. They accumulated in the railway stations, in the parks, in abandoned buildings, in makeshift camps on the outskirts of the city.

I went to the Kazansky Station to report on their arrival, and what I found was a vision of human misery that exceeded anything I had yet witnessed. Thousands of people crammed into every available space—the platforms, the waiting rooms, the corridors, even the tracks themselves. The smell was overwhelming: unwashed bodies, sickness, the sweet-sick odor of infected wounds and untreated illness.

"How many are there?" I asked Anna, who had become indispensable in navigating these scenes, her Russian fluency and her knowledge of who to approach making her far more than just a translator.

"In this station alone? Perhaps five thousand. Across the city? Tens of thousands. Maybe more. No one is counting accurately. The Soviet doesn't want to admit the scale of the problem."

We moved through the crowds, and Anna helped me conduct interviews. A family from Rostov, fleeing ahead of White Army advances, the father shot through the shoulder in a skirmish. A widow from Ukraine with three children, her village burned, her husband hanged by either Reds or Whites—she wasn't certain which and said it didn't matter, dead was dead. An old priest whose church had been sacked, his icons burned, his fellow clergy executed for refusing to surrender church gold to feed the cities.

Every story was a tragedy. Every face was a testament to the cost of civil war.

As I took notes, a woman approached us, clutching an infant wrapped in rags. The child wasn't moving, and even from several feet away, I could see it wasn't breathing.

"Please," the woman said in Russian, her voice cracked and desperate. "Is there a doctor? My baby—she hasn't woken since this morning. Please, is there a doctor?"

Anna's face went pale. She touched the woman's arm gently. "Where are you from?"

"Kursk. We've been traveling for two weeks. Please, my baby needs a doctor."

Anna looked at me, and I saw in her eyes what she wouldn't say aloud: the child was already dead, had probably been dead for hours, but the mother was too exhausted, too traumatized, or too desperate to accept it.

"I know a doctor," Anna said quietly. "Come with us."

We took the woman—her name was Katya, she told us, and her daughter was called Anya—out of the station and into the street. Anna hailed a droshky and gave an address I didn't recognize. The ride took us south, into a district of Moscow I hadn't yet visited, where the buildings were smaller and shabbier, where the revolution's slogans on the walls competed with older advertisements that no one had bothered to paint over.

We stopped in front of a narrow building that might once have been a shop. A hand-painted sign read: "People's Clinic No. 7."

Inside, the clinic was chaos. The single large room was packed with wounded and sick, lying on makeshift beds, on the floor, against the walls. The air was thick with the smell of blood, carbolic acid, and despair. Three or four people in stained white coats moved among the patients with the exhausted efficiency of those who had long ago exceeded their capacity but continued working through sheer will.

One of them looked up as we entered—a man in his late thirties, with dark hair gone grey at the temples and eyes that had seen too much. He took in our group with a single glance: the foreign journalist, the translator, and the refugee woman clutching her dead child.

He approached us, wiping his hands on his already-filthy coat.

"Anna," he said, his voice low. "This is not a good time."

"It's never a good time, Mikhail," Anna replied. "But this woman needs help."

The doctor—Mikhail—looked at the woman, at the bundle in her arms, and his expression shifted into something unbearably gentle.

"May I?" he asked, holding out his hands.

Katya hesitated, then slowly, as if moving through water, handed over the infant.

Dr. Mikhail Sokolov—I would learn his full name later—took the child and moved to a slightly clearer space near a window. He unwrapped the rags with careful hands, examined the small body, listened for breathing that wasn't there, felt for a pulse that had long since stopped.

Then he rewrapped the child with the same gentle care and returned to the mother.

"I'm very sorry," he said in Russian, his voice infinitely kind. "Your daughter is at peace now. She's not suffering. She's been gone for some hours."

Katya stared at him, not comprehending or not willing to comprehend. Then, slowly, the truth settled over her like a physical weight, and she collapsed to her knees, clutching the bundle to her chest, a sound emerging from her throat that was barely human—the keening of a mother who has lost everything.

Sokolov knelt beside her, one hand on her shoulder, not speaking, simply present in her grief. After a long moment, he looked up at one of his assistants.

"Maria, please help this woman. Find her a clean space. Some tea if we have any. And when she's ready, help her arrange... arrangements."

The assistant—a young woman who looked like she might once have been a nurse in a proper hospital—came and gently helped Katya to her feet, guiding her to a corner of the clinic where she could mourn in relative privacy.

Sokolov stood, his knees cracking, and regarded Anna and me with tired eyes.

"This is what you brought me?" he asked, though there was no accusation in his voice, only exhaustion. "Another tragedy I can document but not prevent?"

"I didn't know the child was dead," Anna said. "I'm sorry, Mikhail. This is Thomas Ashford, a British journalist. He's reporting on the refugee situation."

"Reporting," Sokolov repeated, as if the word was in a foreign language. "Yes, well, report this then: we are overwhelmed. This clinic was designed for perhaps twenty patients. We have over sixty. We have no proper medicines, no anesthesia, no antibiotics. We have bandages that we wash and reuse until they fall apart. We have instruments I sterilize in boiling water when there's coal for the stove. We have three doctors and two nurses for the entire district, and one of the doctors drinks to deal with what we see here every day."

He gestured at the room. "These are the lucky ones. They made it to Moscow. They found a clinic. They'll receive some treatment. But for every one of them, there are ten more dying in the railway stations, in the streets, in abandoned buildings. And there's nothing I can do. Nothing any of us can do."

"May I interview you?" I asked, knowing it was perhaps the worst possible time but also knowing that this was exactly the sort of testimony that needed to be recorded. "For the British papers. The world needs to know what's happening here."

Sokolov laughed, a bitter sound. "The world needs to know. Yes, I'm sure the world is very concerned about Russia tearing itself apart. Will knowing change anything? Will it stop the war? Will it send us medicine?"

"It might create pressure for aid," I said, though even I could hear how weak it sounded.

"Pressure. Aid. Kind words from foreign governments that are either trying to destroy us or waiting to see which side wins before deciding whether to recognize us." He shook his head. "But yes, fine. Interview me. Tell your readers about the humanitarian catastrophe. Perhaps it will make them feel something before they turn the page to the cricket scores."

Anna put a hand on his arm. "Mikhail, he's trying to help."

"I know," Sokolov said, his voice softening. "I'm sorry, Mr. Ashford. I'm not angry at you. I'm angry at... everything. Come, sit. I'll tell you what you want to know. But first, I need to finish stitching a wound. Would you like to watch? It might make your article more vivid."

I followed him to a makeshift operating table where a man lay with a deep gash across his chest. Sokolov worked with practiced efficiency, his hands steady despite his exhaustion, explaining as he worked.

"This is a saber wound. White cavalry. He was in a village near Voronezh when both sides passed through fighting each other. He wasn't a combatant, just a farmer, but a cavalryman struck him anyway. Maybe on purpose, maybe by accident. It doesn't matter. The result is the same."

He continued stitching, his voice taking on a lecturer's tone, perhaps falling back on old habits from medical school.

"What you need to understand, Mr. Ashford, is that civil war is not like the Great War. In the trenches, you have armies fighting armies. Combatants versus combatants. But civil war—it's a snake eating itself. There are no clear lines. Villages change hands three times in a month. Everyone is a potential enemy. A farmer might hide White soldiers one day and Red partisans the next, not from conviction but from survival. And everyone suffers."
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