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About Ben Creed

BEN CREED is the pseudonym for Chris Rickaby and Barney Thompson.

Chris, from Newcastle upon Tyne, found his way into advertising as a copywriter and, after working for different agencies, started his own. He has written and produced various TV programmes for ITV and Five, and some award-winning experimental fiction.

Barney Thompson read Russian at university and later studied at the St Petersburg Conservatoire under the legendary conducting professor Ilya Musin before choosing a different career as a writer, editor and journalist. He has worked for The Times and the Financial Times, among others, and is now at the UN.

Their highly praised debut as Ben Creed was a CWA Gold Dagger finalist and a Times ‘Thriller of the Year’.
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I trust no one, not even myself.

Joseph Stalin

It is better to be hanged for loyalty than be rewarded for betrayal.

Vladimir Putin





The Party could not fail to realise that such a mass influx [throughout] 1930–33 represented an unhealthy and undesirable expansion of its membership. The Party knew that not only honest and loyal people were joining its ranks, but also chancers, careerists, seeking to exploit the Party’s good name to further their own ends. The Party could not but be aware that its strength lay not only in the number of its members but above all in their quality. This raised the question of regulating the composition of the Party . . . Only after [a series of measures to suspend and verify Party memberships] was the admission of new members and candidate members into the Party resumed. As a result of all these measures, the Party was able to purge its ranks of chance, passive, careerist and directly hostile elements, and to select the staunchest and most loyal people. It cannot be said that there were no serious mistakes in the way the purge was carried out. Unfortunately, there were more mistakes than might have been anticipated. There is no doubt that we shall have no further need of resorting to mass purges. Nevertheless, the purge . . . was unavoidable and, on the whole, it produced positive results . . . for the Party is strengthened by cleansing itself of dross.

Joseph Stalin, speech to the 18th Congress of the All-Union Communist Party concerning the mass purges of delegates that had followed the 17th Congress, 10 March 1939
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14 February 1953

The man and woman lay on the icy ground, hands reaching out to each other, as if on a macabre date. They looked oddly contented, he thought. Almost peaceful. Love and Death frozen in a fatal embrace.

Rossel shivered. Corpses did not bother him – he had seen plenty. But the Leningrad winter gnawed into your bones, its never-ending darkness tinged with the damp that drifted in off the Baltic Sea and seeped into the streets.

The spotty young militia corporal standing next to him pointed at the two bodies he and his colleagues had dumped by the side of the road.

‘Like I told you, comrade, all blood and gristle,’ he said. ‘A mess.’

Rossel did not reply. In his head, an orchestra growled, a chorus thundered, a hero was forced to confront his nightmares . . .


Always the same thoughts

Always that terrible dream . . .



As he stared down at the victims, the cold stung his ears, his lips, the nape of his neck.

The young officer, perhaps unnerved by the lack of reaction from this tall, pale stranger whom he had just escorted from the opera house to the scene of the crime, filled the silence.

‘Dirty old bastard and his whore, I reckon,’ he said with a hint of satisfaction. He rubbed his pockmarked face. ‘When a woman is all painted like that . . .’


And the dark visions of the funeral

Rise before as if they were real . . .



Rossel shook his head to dispel the music, but Tchaikovsky was not easy to dismiss. To distract himself, to gain some contact with the external world, he turned to the officer and looked him up and down. The boy’s uniform was smart enough, though there was a line of grime along the top of his collar. His cheeks were scarred by his acne, his eyes tiny, a little like a pig’s. More than ten years his junior, Rossel thought.

He looked over the lad’s shoulder. Four or five other militia officers loitered, backs to the crumbling nineteenth-century façade of the Finland Station, staring at him. They were annoyed by Rossel’s presence and let it show.

‘Swarthy bastard. Big nose, too,’ he heard one of them say to another as he pointed at the body of the man. ‘A kike, maybe?’ The other officer began laughing.

Photographs and notes had been taken, passers-by long since questioned. Dinner would be cold by now, but at least beds would be warm, with wives and girlfriends in them.

And yet they were still hanging around until this . . . well, was he from the militsiya or not? A dishevelled spectre who wore the boots and trousers of a standard militia uniform underneath a long civilian coat. A grubby sweater. A woollen hat. No indication of rank. How many uniform violations was that?

But the officers kept their mouths shut because he was a friend of Captain Lipukhin. Or Captain Cirrhosis, as his underlings called him behind his back, thanks to the vodka that was always on his breath. Not that they cared much about that, other than to laugh at him. The drunker the captain, the less he bothered them.

A few metres away, under a flickering street light, Lipukhin was finishing a conversation with another militia officer who was trying to lean away without making it too obvious. The captain looked around, needing a moment for the world to come into focus.

‘Revol?’ he said.

The other militia officers straightened. A lazy movement – resentful habit rather than obedience.


What is our life? A game!

Good and evil merely dreams . . .



‘Revol . . . Rossel!’

The orchestra in Rossel’s brain vanished. Only the plaintive cry of a lone violin remained – his instrument. At least, the one he used to play before a state security interrogator had put an end to that career.

‘What do you think?’ said the captain.

The one question every Soviet citizen did their best to avoid.

Rossel looked at the group of officers, then at the bodies. He shrugged.

‘Arranged like that, they do look like lovers, Comrade Captain,’ he said. ‘But I can see that’s not how they were found.’

Lipukhin was overcome by a short but ferocious bout of coughing.

‘Love?’ the captain said once he had recovered. ‘You might be right. Most murders I’ve been involved with have had something to do with it. Either too much of it or not enough.’

Rossel twisted the end of the cardboard filter of his papirosa and lit the tobacco.

‘This isn’t a murder, though, is it?’ he said.

Lipukhin raised his eyebrows and took a moment to answer.

‘Yes,’ the captain said. ‘Well, is it? Is that what you think?’

Rossel exhaled a thin trail of smoke.

‘Outside the Finland Station, at a tram stop, two people hit by a car,’ he said. ‘A job for the transport police, surely? Or does the State Automobile Inspectorate not operate at this late hour? Who called you out?’

‘The incident was reported four hours ago, around eight o’clock. I got a call about fifteen minutes after that.’

‘A call from whom?’

A pause before the captain answered.

‘The blue-hats.’

Rossel gave him a sharp look.

‘Ah . . . Unusual.’

Lipukhin avoided his gaze.

Rossel turned back to the unfortunate couple.

What did he think?

It depends on who is asking, comrade.

‘Any witnesses?’ he asked Lipukhin.

‘Not so far.’

Rossel reached into his coat pocket and took out a small, sharp stone. He rolled it between his gloved thumb and forefinger and stared down at the two corpses.

‘I have a joke to tell you later, Ilya. You’ll like it.’

‘A good one?’

Rossel leaned closer towards his friend and dropped his voice to a whisper.

‘In the camps, I used to think so.’

Fat flakes of snow were silhouetted by the light of the street lamps – ‘ice moths,’ as his mother had called them. But in the middle distance was an interesting potential witness: Lenin himself, his huge hand pointing towards the frozen River Neva.

Rossel pulled hard on the papirosa. It felt better to fill his lungs with smoke than this dank, briny air.

His thoughts, had anyone been able to hear them, were that he would prefer not to have been greeted earlier that evening by three of Lipukhin’s militia officers as he was leaving the Kirov Theatre after a performance of Tchaikovsky’s opera, The Queen of Spades. That he would rather have walked home, lingering over the route to his dingy room in the south-west of the city, the masterpiece ringing in his skull, filling his soul and elbowing aside every other emotion he did not want to feel. That the car journey to the Finland Station in an unheated Pobeda had made him nauseous thanks to the stink of petrol and the malodorous militia officers jammed into the back seat alongside him.

That these days he was a nobody. A pen-pusher. Like most former Gulag prisoners, a husk. And – despite being recently restored to the main department of the Militia – that he’d rather keep it that way.

‘Revol, your thoughts, please.’ Lipukhin made a final plea.

Rossel bowed his head. Breathed in and out. Then lifted it again.

‘All right,’ he said.

The dead male stared into the night sky, stupefied by whatever he saw in the cosmos. Elderly, perhaps in his seventies, enveloped in a grey coat. Not one from a Soviet factory line, though – it was thicker and tougher. Tall and broad-shouldered, he looked like he’d once carried plenty of muscle. Blood had leaked out of his skull, staining the thick snow in the shape of a halo. In the harsh, unearthly blaze from the lamp above their heads, the stain was more like ink than blood. His face was dusted with stubble. The nose was large, beaky and misshapen, like a wedge of cardboard you’d shove under a wonky table leg.

As for the rest of his mangled body, the young officer had summed it up well. A mess.

Rossel sighed and fumbled for another cigarette. He turned to the female corpse.

Like her companion, she had been dragged by the militia officers out of the middle of the road, where she had fallen after being hit by whichever vehicle had struck them, and deposited on the pavement next to the Finland Station. The woman’s long, brown-blonde hair covered her face and Rossel knelt to push it back. Matted and stiffening, it slid off her cheeks like a filthy curtain. She was younger than the man – late forties, he’d say. The unscathed side of her face was encrusted with make-up. Lips a crimson pout. One eye a riot of mascara.

He had seen plenty of women who sold sex. But he wasn’t certain this was one of them. A woman forced to resort to prostitution didn’t own a necklace like that, for starters. You’d sell it long before you’d sell yourself to a passing traveller for a clandestine assignation up against a railway station’s wall.

With the forefinger of his gloved right hand, Rossel tilted the face. The other eye was no longer in its socket. Under a blazing yellow police lamp, the face was a horror, as if half of its owner was still asleep and the other half already rotting in the grave.

He looked up, assessing the surroundings again.

The approximate location at which the car had hit the two victims was on the other side of the road, about fifteen metres away. The couple, the officers reckoned, had been standing at, or next to, the tram stop down the western side of the Finland Station. None of them could say exactly where, though, because the corpses had been moved to get them off the tram tracks and away from the road.

Had Rossel still been a senior lieutenant in the militia – his rank until an investigation he’d conducted had ruffled feathers at the highest levels of the Party and earned him a spell in a Siberian labour camp – he would have bawled them out for that.

The victims had left twin tracks on the road with their heels, the trails bisected by the tyres of the few cars that had passed this way since the incident. If the vehicle that had collided with them had been coming from the embankment, it would either have travelled up Lenin Square or along Komsomol Street before veering right. In the latter case, it would have had to slow down to avoid skidding before . . .

He looked over at what remained of the tram shelter. One end had been virtually destroyed. The roof of it slumped to the ground.

Rossel crunched his way across the road, ignoring the tutting and muttering of the militia officers.

The tram stop split the road into two. Out of the morass of tyre tracks, one set detached itself from the rest and led straight to the shelter. A major deviation from the general flow of traffic.

He followed the tracks. The vehicle had thumped up the kerb. To have hit the man and woman with enough force to kill them outright, it must have smashed into them first before crashing into the structure. He scanned the snow for blood and found it, plenty of it. It was smeared on the wooden debris of the shattered shelter, too.

Rossel looked around.

So where – if the car had roared off, like the officers had said – were the tyre tracks leading from here back to . . .

Movement. A man, appearing out of nowhere, was walking from Lenin Square towards them. As one, the militia officers took a step forward to intercept the stranger and direct him to the opposite pavement.

As one, they froze.


A three? A seven? An ace . . .



The uniform was dark green from head to foot, save for the stiff, yellow epaulettes and the familiar blue band above the black peak of his cap.

‘Touch those bodies again, you mongrel bastards,’ shouted the man, ‘and I will have every one of you shot.’

State security had arrived.
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The colonel from the MGB, Ministry of State Security, searched the bodies as if he was rummaging through laundry looking for a spare shirt.

‘What are you looking for, Comrade Colonel?’ Rossel said.

He felt the militia officers’ unease. Only fools asked questions of the blue-hats.

The colonel adjusted his cap but did not reply, as if to signal it was his prerogative to disregard anyone or anything as he saw fit. He wrenched the coat of the female victim back and forth, reaching into her bloodstained blouse. Rossel caught a glimpse of flesh, her chest and nipples stained with blood and dirt, before the colonel pulled the coat back into position and did up a button, as if to belatedly protect her modesty.

‘Did anyone take her papers?’ the MGB colonel asked.

His voice was cold, mechanical, world-weary. He stood and stepped under the street light. Middle-aged. Black hair over grey eyes that held yours for a second longer than you wanted. He seemed somehow insubstantial – fleeting, like a grainy figure on old film. The shadow of a shadow.

The colonel repeated the question, and the militia officers shook their heads. A line of schoolboys in front of a particularly strict teacher. Lipukhin did the same.

‘How about him, the big man, Fat Rumyantsev, over there?’ The blue-hat pointed to the male corpse. Rumyantsev was a popular clown who performed on TV. ‘Papers? Possessions?’

Again, they shook their heads – ‘No, comrade, sorry, comrade . . .’

Rossel looked around for the car that had brought the colonel to the Finland Station but couldn’t see one. Odd, he thought. MGB officers didn’t walk.

‘How did you hear of this incident, Comrade Colonel?’ he asked.

Again, he was ignored.

‘What else have you found out?’ demanded the blue-hat. ‘Did anyone see anything?’

The young officer with the pockmarked face stepped forward and flipped open his notebook. His hands were steady. His voice was not.

‘A railway worker called Viktor Belov, Comrade Colonel, is the closest thing we have to a witness,’ the youngster said. ‘He was on his way home at the end of his shift. Lives nearby. He was round the front of the station and didn’t see the incident but heard it, he said – a big bang but no screams.’

The MGB man opened his mouth, but Rossel spoke first.

‘Did Comrade Belov see what he thought caused this noise?’

Pockmarks swallowed.

‘Yes . . .’ He tailed off, still uncertain of Rossel’s status, settling for a simple ‘comrade’. He cleared his throat. ‘It was a large car, a Pobeda. Black. The car was going round the corner heading west. Towards the centre of town. It was almost gone by the time he got here.’

‘Did he see who was inside?’ Rossel asked.

‘No.’

‘Number plate?’

‘No.’

‘Were both victims already dead by the time Comrade Belov reached them?’

Rossel could see the MGB colonel’s grey eyes inspecting him. Not with hostility but with curiosity, as if he were a beetle under a glass dome, about to perform another diverting trick.

The militia officer hesitated.

‘Answer him,’ said the colonel.

‘The woman was apparently dead, Comrade Colonel, but the man was still breathing.’

Rossel was about to ask another question. But the colonel took a step towards him and poked him in the shoulder.

‘I’ll ask him, Comrade Whoever-you-are,’ he said. ‘So that your natural curiosity does not incriminate you any further.’

He turned to the officer.

‘Did this still-breathing man say anything?’

A nod.

‘Yes. Something strange.’

‘Which was?’

The officer flicked nervously through the pages of his notebook.

‘“Will it snow, Soselo? Will it rain? Is there a storm coming?” That’s what the witness told me.’

Rossel knelt in the damp snow by the male victim. He began pulling back the man’s coat and unbuttoning his jacket and shirt.

‘You,’ said the colonel. ‘What is your name?’

‘Rossel, Comrade Colonel. Revol Rossel.’ He pulled the man’s shirt open.

Nothing on the chest or shoulders. He inspected the man’s hands.

‘Rank?’

‘Senior militiaman,’ said Rossel.

He got back to his feet. Nothing on the hands, either. He looked up to see all the militia officers staring at him. Senior militiaman was the second-lowest rank.

The militia was under the control of the MGB, though the power and prestige of an agent of state security far outstripped the street-level officers who were tasked with maintaining good socialist order – a worthy objective but not a prestigious one.

The colonel smiled. But it did not reach his eyes.

‘Your station?’ he asked.

‘Station 33,’ said Rossel. ‘Kirovsky District. This evening, however, Comrade Captain Lipukhin and his fellow officers from Station 17, in the Smolny administrative area, asked me to help them.’

He gestured at the surrounding officers, who looked as frightened as their captain.

‘Despite this unusual arrangement, Comrade Colonel,’ he said, ‘I am absolutely certain that we all have a common goal in identifying this unfortunate couple and establishing the circumstances of—’

‘And this is who I am,’ said the colonel. He held up his MGB card and opened it, revealing a small photograph of himself and a name. Rossel only had time to read Vishensky before the colonel snapped the ID shut and stowed it in a pocket. ‘I want to know why you were looking for papers on the dead man’s body. You saw me search. Do you imagine I am incompetent and missed them?’

‘Not papers. Tattoos,’ said Rossel. ‘The name Soselo is not a Russian one. If anything, it feels like a nickname, and therefore possibly a Thieves’ nickname.’ The Thieves were a criminal caste with their own hierarchy and code. ‘If he was a Thief, it is probable that he would have spent time in a corrective labour camp and acquired tattoos which, as you know, denote criminal history, length of sentence, status and other markers of identity.’

Like the tattoo I have.

No one, and least of all a senior militiaman, would usually dare talk to a member of the MGB in this way. The colonel kept his eyes fixed on Rossel. The audience held its breath.

‘Your friend is amusing, Comrade Captain,’ Vishensky said at last. ‘But if I were you, I’d rein him in.’

Lipukhin nodded hard enough to snap his own neck.

The MGB officer gestured at the bodies. ‘A lovers’ tiff, that’s all this is,’ he said. ‘Do you understand me, Comrade Captain? They meet. An exchange is proposed, money for sex. They haggle over the price. A drunken argument ensues. Lost in it, our two lovebirds tumble into the road and, bang, some half-pissed factory manager driving back home to Primorsky knocks them over. Put that in your report and have it on the relevant desk first thing in the morning.’

His gaze swept over them all.

‘Vigilance is crucial to the health of Soviet society. If the militia are wasting time on a pair of sordid parasites knocked over by a careless driver, then they are disregarding far more important matters. The protection of Socialist property. Political reliability among the residents of Leningrad. Maintenance of Soviet order. Have these bodies disposed of, have the tram shelter repaired. Distribute leaflets exhorting our growing class of car owners to be more vigilant on the roads. I will not hear any more of this.’

‘Yes, Comrade Colonel. Of course,’ said Lipukhin.

With a last glance at Rossel, Colonel Vishensky turned and began to walk away. As they watched, he veered left, across the square, striding towards Lenin’s enormous statue. And, after another few paces, faded into the darkness.

A low sun flickered through the branches of the birch. The kind of burnt red sunset, she thought, only a master of broken colour like Monet could capture.

Is it preferable to die in a moment of beauty or on a day of drizzle and gloom?

Not for the first time, Zlata Sidorenko considered this.

The painter half-turned in the back of the huge limousine and watched the high metal gates clang shut behind her. The road ahead was smooth, but the trees on either side were tightly packed, suffocatingly thick.

Like the wild, hostile forests of folklore.

The ones where the Leshi hid. A shape-shifting spirit who could assume any human form. A fearsome Slavic woodland deity who led travellers astray – abducting tiny children whom he would share with chorty – evil, black-horned devils.

Guards bearing submachineguns and draped in ammunition lined the route. They watched the vehicle pass, scanning the number plate, the driver, the speed at which it was travelling. Looking for any signs that something might be amiss.

Inside the black Packard, the two enormous MGB agents who had knocked on her door and given her ten minutes to pack a bag – and her brushes and paints – remained still and silent. They did not have hooves, nor any sign of tails. But Zlata did not feel reassured. She had long since given up asking them the question that ran around her head.

What have I done?

She had always kept her public art within the boundaries of Socialist norms. Comrade Zhdanov, famous for his doctrine on the purity of purpose of Bolshevik art, would have been proud of her – ‘The only conflict that is possible in Soviet culture is the conflict between good and best.’

Pompous prick.

Her true work, the expression of her real creative spirit and desires, she kept hidden. The blue-hats who had dragged her from her home in Leningrad had not made the slightest attempt to search for it. So they had no idea it existed, or they would have torn the place to pieces.

Nevertheless – the painter scolded herself – she had made an error somewhere.

The limousine swept on for another minute. Ahead, she could see a squat building, too large to be a house, yet too grand to be a prison or a labour camp, or somewhere worse . . . Painted green as if, like the Leshi, it had been swallowed by the forest.

Not a killing ground, then. She exhaled. A Party dacha.

More armed guards, dozens of them, some standing stiff to attention, others peering out from behind trees.

The car stopped.

‘Out.’

Zlata forced her legs to obey.

‘Inside.’

‘My bag?’

‘It will follow. Along with your other things.’

‘So I’m to stay here?’

No answer. Only sullen, downturned faces.

The house was large, dwarfing any dacha she had ever seen. Just two storeys high, it stretched left and right, with a circular, glass-covered veranda at one end.

The biggest of the men who had sat next to her in the car took her elbow and urged her forward. He pushed open a heavy wooden door that creaked on its hinges and ushered her inside. Everything was polished wood, paintings and objets d’art. The boots of other MGB officers echoed in the grand hallway.

Zlata looked off to the left, unsure why she was drawn to the closed door with a tiny red star on it.

‘I wouldn’t go in there, girl,’ said the guard.

The others laughed.

I’m no girl, you big, dumb bastard.

‘You are to go upstairs. Follow me.’

As they ascended the staircase, Zlata felt she was walking into a miasma of dust. If the ground floor had been eerie, it had at least seemed to be warm enough for human presence; up here, the air was darker and colder.

They bore right. ‘Second door down,’ said the guard.

But as they walked along the corridor, a different door at the end began to open. The guard stopped dead, tugging on her arm so that she did the same.

A short, stocky figure filled the frame. The sun had fallen to a level between the trees and the clouds so that light burst into the room, silhouetting this apparition.

When he spoke, there was no doubting his identity. The voice – low, quiet, with only a hint of a Georgian accent – was less commanding than the one she had heard on the radio. Yet it was still so familiar to her it might have been her father’s calling to her from the next room.

‘Ah,’ said Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili.

The guard saluted with such vigour that Zlata thought she heard the stitching of his uniform tear.

The small man the Soviet press never stopped calling ‘Great’, ‘Beloved’, ‘Bold’, ‘Wise’, ‘Inspirer’ and ‘Genius’ stepped closer to them. His scent caught in her nostrils. Musky and cloying. Troinoi, she thought. A mass-produced aftershave you could smell on the trolleybus.

She hadn’t expected him to smell like that.

Of what then – blood?

‘Comrade Stalin,’ said the guard, finding his voice again. ‘This is the painter, Zlata Sidorenko.’

‘Yes,’ said the apparition, ‘I know.’
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