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The train itself – a marvel of the age, a monument to the ingenuity of Man and to his ceaseless striving for mastery over the earth. Twenty carriages long and as tall as the great gates of St Andrei’s Cathedral, with towers at either end; an armoured fortress to plough the great iron road that must itself stand as one of the new wonders of the world, a miracle of engineering that lets us traverse once more these barely imaginable distances. The Trans-Siberia Company succeeded where so many others had failed, embarking on a project so fraught with danger that the greatest engineers in the land swore it could not be done. To cross land that has, since the end of the last century, been turning against its occupants; to face strangeness for which we do not have the language to describe; to build a railway to safely carry us over all those perilous miles.


The Cautious Traveller may baulk at the very mention of the Greater Siberian Wastelands, at spaces so vast and unkind and stories so inimical to our sense of all that is decent and human and good. But it is the humble aim of this author to take the Traveller by the hand and act as a constant companion on their journey. And if I myself appear to falter, then know that I too am by nature and inclination Cautious, and that there were times on my journey when the horrors outside threatened to overwhelm me; when reason trembled in the face of unreason.


I was once a Godly man and full of certainties. This book must stand as a record of what I lost along the way, and as a guide for those who follow, in the hope that they may better bear the strange days of their journey, and sleep a little more soundly through the uneasy nights.


From The Cautious Traveller’s Guide to the Wastelands by Valentin Rostov (Mirsky Publishing, Moscow, 1880), Introduction, page 1
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I resolved to begin my journey in Beijing, on the one-year anniversary of the line’s opening. It is four thousand miles to Moscow. The Company promises that the journey will take fifteen days, an extraordinarily short time, in comparison with the many weeks it has taken to cross the continents until now. Of course, the train itself has been long in gestation. The Trans-Siberia Company proposed the building of a railway in the 1850s, half a century after the changes were first recorded, and twenty years after the building of the Walls and the closing of the Wastelands (as they had already come to be called). Tracks would be laid, they decided, starting from both China and Russia, with special trains built that would allow for the laying of rails without exposing the builders to the dangers outside. There were many who doubted the Company’s great gamble, and who criticised the hubris of such an endeavour. Yet whilst it would take two decades and the work of many hundreds of men, the Trans-Siberia Company eventually succeeded in reaching across the Wastelands and connecting the continents by an iron thread.


The Cautious Traveller’s Guide to the Wastelands, page 2





The Liar



Beijing, 1899


There is a woman on the platform with a borrowed name. With steam in her eyes and the taste of oil on her lips. The shrill, desperate whistle of the train turns into the sobbing of a young girl nearby and the cries of the trinket vendors, hawking their flimsy amulets as protection against Wastelands sickness. She forces herself to look up, to stare at it face on, the train that looms above her, hissing and humming; waiting, vibrating with pent-up power. How huge it is, how implacably solid, three times the width of a horse-drawn carriage. It makes the station buildings look as flimsy as a child’s toys.


She concentrates on her breath, on emptying her mind of any other thought. In and out, in and out. She has practised this, day after long day these past six months, sitting at home by the window, watching the pickpockets and traders below, letting it all wash over her, letting her mind run clear as water. She holds on to the image of a river, slow-moving and grey. If she can just let it carry her to safety.


‘Marya Petrovna?’


It is a moment before she realises she is the one the porter is addressing, and she turns to him with a start. ‘Yes! Yes.’ Too loudly, to cover her confusion. Too unused to the unfamiliar syllables of her new name.


‘Your cabin is ready and your luggage has been taken on board.’ Sweat beads on his forehead and leaves a damp, darkened line around his collar.


‘Thank you.’ She is gratified to hear that her voice does not tremble. Marya Petrovna is unafraid. Newborn. She can only go forwards, following the porter as he disappears into the steam, broken by glimpses of green paint and gold lettering in English, as well as Russian and Chinese. The Trans-Siberian Express. Beijing–Moscow; Moscow–Beijing. They must have spent the last months painting and polishing. Everything shines.


‘Here we are.’ The porter turns towards her, wiping his brow and leaving behind a dark, oily smudge. She is uncomfortably aware of her own clothes, chafing her skin in the heat, the black silk drinking up the sun. Her blouse claws at her neck and her skirt is tight around her waist, but she has no time to worry about her appearance because the porter is holding out his arm, stiffly, and she is climbing the high steps up onto the train, her hand taken by another bowing uniformed man; she is being swept along the corridor, thick carpet beneath her feet. She is on the train and it is too late to turn back now.


In front of her, a man with a beard and gold spectacles and the kind of voice that elbows all other voices out of the way leans out of the window and shouts in English, ‘Where is the Station Master? Be careful with those boxes! Oh, I do beg your pardon.’ He squeezes himself against the window and attempts a bow as Marya approaches. She limits herself to a small smile and an incline of the head and leaves him to his hectoring. She has no wish for social niceties, nor the curious, appraising gazes of men, already observing her black mourning garb, noting her solitary state. Let them note. All she wants is to be alone in her cabin, to shut the door and close the curtains and gather a comforting silence around her.


But she is not to be allowed, not quite yet.


‘Really, do stop fussing, I am perfectly capable of looking after myself.’ An elderly lady approaches from the other end of the carriage, dressed in dark-blue silk and followed by her maid. ‘Is this really First Class?’ She peers at Marya, and then at the cabin door beside her. ‘I had been led to believe this train was the finest money could buy. I confess, I cannot see it …’


Hearing the familiar sounds of well-to-do St Petersburg, thousands of miles away from its wide streets and tall houses, gives Marya a painful tug of homesickness.


‘Your cabin, madam,’ says the steward, bowing to Marya but looking nervously at the elderly lady, who enquires, ‘Are you travelling alone?’ whilst swatting away her maid, in her attempts to drape another shawl over her shoulders.


Marya sees a mixture of pity and reproach in her gaze, and flushes.


‘My maid was unable to make the journey. It was too much of a strain on her nerves.’


‘Well, it is good that our nerves are made of stronger stuff. My weak-spleened nephews spent months trying to dissuade me from this journey with tales of all the terrors that may befall us, but I believe they only succeeded in scaring themselves.’ She gives an unexpected smile and pats Marya on the hand. ‘Now then, where is my cabin? If Vera here doesn’t have me stuffed into an armchair with a cup of tea in my hand very quickly, I can’t swear to her behaviour.’


‘Right here, Countess.’ The steward gives a much deeper bow and a theatrical wave of his arm. The maid – Vera – opens the door at arm’s length, as if afraid of the horrors within.


‘Ah! So we are to be neighbours,’ says the Countess.


Marya gives a curtsey.


‘Oh, we shall have none of that here. My name is Anna Mikhailovna Sorokina. And I will call you …?’


Another catch of the breath, a lurch like the feeling of missing a step she hadn’t realised was there, but the Countess seems not to notice. ‘My name is Marya Petrovna Markova,’ she says.


‘Well, Marya Petrovna, I look forward to making your acquaintance further. We shall, after all, have plenty of time.’ And with that, the Countess allows herself to be guided into her cabin by her little maid, who has been regarding Marya from under her eyelashes.


‘Will you require any more assistance?’ The steward licks his lips and swallows. He’s afraid, Marya thinks, and somehow this gives her more courage.


‘No,’ she replies, more firmly than she expected. ‘No, I require no assistance.’


Her bags have been neatly packed onto the rack above the bed, which has been made up into a couch for the day, padded with plump cushions. Everything looks new. The Company must have poured money into it, displaying its confidence in the gold embroidery on the cushions and the bright brass on the walls and the deep-blue carpet, soft beneath her feet. Everywhere there is the lettering of the Trans-Siberia Company, entwined around the flower vase and the light fittings and embossed on the porcelain teacups and saucers on the little table by the window. Her day case sits on the armchair beside it. The window is framed by blinds and blue velvet curtains. On the other side of the glass run two thick iron bars. She stares at them a moment, then walks over to the wall, where two doors are set into the polished mahogany. One opens into a wardrobe, where her dresses and shawl already hang, unpacked by unseen hands. The other opens onto a cabinet with a compact white porcelain sink, shining silver taps and a shelf holding a hairbrush and little pots of creams from Paris, and above it all a silver-edged mirror.


As a child she had been fascinated by the old gilt mirror in her mother’s bedroom. Clouded with silver, she used to think it made her look like a spirit, emerging from the underworld or swimming up out of a lake. Whichever idea happened to catch her fancy, she would enjoy the feeling of being someone else, just for a while, before her mother called her down for tea with her grandmother, or her father quizzed her with mental arithmetic. She had thought that as she grew older she would grow more certain of herself and what she wanted to be. But now, this new Marya, what does she want?


She closes the cabinet door, not wanting to see. From her day bag she takes out a battered book, its cover threadbare and its pages creased with use. She knows every word, could copy every illustration from memory, but there is something comforting about its physical presence. Valentin Rostov’s famous Guide to the Wastelands – her father’s copy, which she would read in secret, dreaming of the train and the world outside its windows, imagining herself onboard. But not like this. Not alone. A sudden, sharp loneliness engulfs her. The train has not even departed yet and she has not followed the first piece of Rostov’s advice: Above all, do not attempt the journey unless you are certain of your own evenness of mind.


Outside on the platform porters and stewards usher the final stragglers aboard and order tearful relatives back towards the gates. Mechanics with oil-streaked faces stride purposefully alongside the train. A gaggle of men with notebooks are kept back by a harassed-looking Station Master. A sudden flash of light, and she sees a man emerge from a black cloth behind his photographic equipment. It will be in all the newspapers tomorrow morning; a journey turned into a story before it has even begun.


A series of clangs proclaim the locking of doors and the dropping of iron bars. She focuses on breathing in and out, in and out. Nothing outside can get in, nothing inside can harm us. She bites her lip and tastes blood. Iron to keep us safe. The platform is empty now but for the small figure of the Station Master. She watches him raise his flag and look up at the station clock. Faces from behind the platform gates stare at faces behind the bars of the train windows. Some of them are weeping. Rostov’s words swim into her mind: It is said that there is a price that every traveller through the Wastelands must pay. A price beyond the mere cost of a ticket on the train.


Rostov paid the price with his faith. With his life, some think. His Cautious Traveller’s Guides had made him famous throughout Europe, directing the traveller to the most hygienic restaurants, the worthiest museums, and the cleanest beaches, noting the finest churches and enumerating their altarpieces and frescoes, their martyrs and saints, for wherever a traveller wandered in that continent, he could know that God wandered beside him. But his final book was a guide to a land that could only be seen from behind glass. No churches remain in the Wastelands of Greater Siberia; no galleries or fountains or public art to tell the familiar stories.


On the platform, a moment of quiet stretches longer than it should have done. Then the flag falls, and the Trans-Siberian Express, in a slow cacophony of steam and screeches and creaking wheels, begins to move. As the train drags itself away from the platform the photographer’s flash goes off and for a moment the clouds of steam are filled with light.


Marya steps backwards, blinking away the sudden brightness, and the train rolls out of Beijing Railway Station, towards the uncertain spaces ahead.





The Child of the Train



Better to be moving. That’s what train folk say. Better to have rail beneath you, wheels to rock you, a far horizon to reach. On Leaving Day most of all, better for the wait to be over. And the wait has been so long, this time. Ten months of enforced stillness; it is enough to send the calmest of minds mad. Zhang Weiwei, sixteen years old, stands at the window in the little vestibule that leads through to the working end of the train. Here, in the carriages closest to the engine – the crew quarters, the garden carriage, the stores – passengers are not allowed; only the porters and stewards rush by, too busy to pay her any attention. She watches the solid stone buildings of the station recede. High walls enclose the track and groups of small children dash sure-footed along them, their faces covered by masks that turn them into yellow-horned, bulbous-cheeked monsters, waving and dancing their ritual of parting or warning or glee. On the other side of the walls, along the alleys and avenues, shutters will be slamming closed, water boiling on stoves will be thrown out as tainted, couplets will be muttered to ward off bad dreams. The city will be listening, and only when it can no longer hear the sound of the rails and the whistle of the train will it let out its breath and go about its business, content to turn its mind away from the nightmares that lie to the north.


She sniffs. How she has missed these acrid smells, the creaking mechanics of her train, the old familiar terror and excitement, the noise – so constant that she ceases to hear it until it is gone. How she has longed, these past months, for movement, for speed; she has craved it like the red-eyed men in Third crave liquor, gasping for the last drops from the jar, maddened to find it empty.


But now that they are moving again the air vibrates with tension. She has heard the whispers among the crew. Too soon. Too soon for the train to ride again; why not wait for winter and the safer passage through the snow, when the land is drowsy with the cold and danger cannot hide amidst the trees? In summer the land is wakeful, hungry. It is too soon to take the risk.


Not soon enough for her. But then again, she is too in love with risk, Alexei always says.


‘And who on this train isn’t?’ she replies, and he has to acknowledge the truth of it; that they are – all of them – half mad with Wastelands sickness already, with a longing and fear that they would struggle to articulate but which beckons them to the Trans-Siberia Company. They are the ones who hear the Wastelands from the safety of their cities and homes, who cannot resist the call of the great train. They present themselves at the grand Company offices in their London headquarters, or on Baiyun Road or Velikaya Street, knock on the famous wood-panelled doors and stand before unsmiling, grey-haired men who regard them sternly and demand to know why they should be thought worthy. Most are turned away. The chosen few are tested and observed for any indications that they may be susceptible to a landscape that disorders the mind, that drives men to throw themselves at the windows of the train, to scratch their fingers bloody at the doors, desperate to reach the outside. Should no such inclination become apparent, they are given the dark-blue uniform of the Trans-Siberian Express, a contract, a handbook and a Bible on which to swear allegiance to the Queen. From that moment onwards they are part of the crew – part of the Company that stretches halfway across the world.


But Weiwei is different. Weiwei is the child of the train. Born neither here nor there, in no country, under no emperor’s star, she came bawling into the world as her mother left it, at the very mid-point of the Wastelands, on the floor of the Third Class sleeping car, on a night when phosphorescence turned the creatures of the plains into ghosts. She was swaddled in sheets bearing the Company crest, and passed between the porters and the cooks and a wet-nurse found amongst the passengers in Third. A week later, when the train stopped at the Russian Wall, she screamed, because until then she had only known movement and noise. Company officials in Moscow were at a loss for what to do with her, never having had to deal with an unexpected orphan before. (Her mother had disguised her pregnancy and had professed herself to her fellow travellers as being quite alone in the world.) But whilst the Company was inclined to frown upon such maternal carelessness, they decided the best course of action would be to return the child to Beijing on board the next train, and to deliver her into the capable hands of the Chinese state.


And so she was carried and fed and changed by her wet-nurse and whatever member of the crew happened to have a free hand at the right moment. But when the train reached Beijing, and the Captain came to take her to the authorities, the stokers said she’d brought them good luck, and that the coals had burned brighter on this journey; the kitchen boys said the butter had turned just right, for the first time, leading a passenger in First Class to compliment the Cook, something which had never been known to happen before. The night porters said they had liked her company, as she had listened solemnly to their bawdy stories and made barely a wail of complaint. And so the Captain said (at least, in the stories Weiwei was told), ‘If she earns her keep she may stay. But there will be no spare parts on this train – she must make herself useful, like all of us.’


Her first job, then, was as a talisman, a good-luck charm. She slept in the warmth of the kitchen or in a nest of canvas sacks in the luggage car or sometimes in the engine box itself, where the stokers would later tell how she would regard the glowing coals gravely, as if she understood even then their importance in keeping her safe. Later, she was put to work carrying messages from one end of the train to the other, and by the time she was six years old she was a rail rat through and through; everyone’s child, and no one’s. No one’s but the train’s.


‘You loitering, Zhang?’


Here he comes now: Alexei, only a few years older than her but already promoted to First Engineer, swaggering down the corridor with a railman’s gait, sleeves rolled up to show the tattoos on his forearms – complex, congratulatory patterns that Company engineers give themselves after each crossing. Marks of brotherhood (she has never seen a female engineer), and of memory. They touch their arms, sometimes, when they talk of journeys past; of cranks that failed and shafts that barely held. Gears and cogs have turned into abstract patterns on their skin; into ways of remembering. She tries to see whether there is a new design, one to mark the last crossing, but he sees her looking and rolls down his sleeves.


She has barely seen him these last couple of weeks, though they have all been quartered onboard whilst in the station, preparing for departure; the engineers and the stewards and the porters and the cooks; the drivers and the stokers, the countless parts of the clockwork of the train as it grinds slowly back into gear. A little rusty, a little slower than before; there’s an odd stuttering to once-familiar routines, a new hesitancy, as if they are all afraid to move too fast in case something should break. The few times she has caught a glimpse of him he has been always moving, filled with a restless energy after their long months of inaction.


‘First check?’ she asks, to fill the silence. She glances at the clock on the wall. Two minutes before the hour.


‘First check,’ he replies. The engineers’ days are filled with checks and tests, a relentless schedule that scrutinises every inch of the train’s complex mechanics, the Company’s much-vaunted proof of the train’s safety measures. ‘They’ve doubled them … We’re not going to have a moment to ourselves.’


They speak in Railhua, the language of the train, a mixture of Russian, Chinese and English that began with the builders of the line, although the Company frowns upon it and tries to insist on the use of English.


‘You’d think they didn’t trust you,’ she says without thinking, then sees his expression darken. ‘I didn’t mean—’


‘It doesn’t matter.’ He brushes it away with a wave of his hand and she is caught by a sharp pang of regret for an ease that has been lost. Another thing that the last crossing took away.


‘Be careful, Zhang.’ He looks like he wants to say more but the clock has begun to chime the hour and he is too much of a railman to ignore it. ‘Just be careful,’ he says again, and she bristles at the implication that she is not.


She sets off in the opposite direction, towards the crew quarters where those workers not currently on watch can usually be found, playing dice or stretched out on their bunks or wolfing down rice and soup in the crew mess. It is as busy and chaotic as the rest of the train, but at the far end of the carriage, set into the wall, is a little shrine containing an icon of Saint Mathilda and a statue of Yuan Guan. A saint and a god to watch over travellers, and over rail people, who, whilst putting their trust in mechanics, in wheels and gears and oil, are also inclined to think that it can’t do any harm to give polite recognition to the numinous, just in case. Which of them, after all, had not seen things in the Wastelands more impossible than these figures who were once said to have done miracles? Weiwei sees one of the stewards bend his head, then place something on the shrine, a surreptitiousness to his movements. He straightens up slowly, glancing around him as if afraid of being watched, then brings his hands together and bows his head again, before hurrying off.


When he has gone she looks more closely to see what he left behind. A glint of bluish-green catches the light from the window; it is a small, perfectly round glass bead.





The Naturalist



There is a man watching birds from the farthest window in the observation car. Azure-winged magpies – Cyanopica cyanus – burst from willow trees as the train roars past, the long feathers of their tails iridescent in the afternoon sunlight. When Henry Grey looks at a living thing he sees it as a system of vessels, connected to each other in a pattern of infinite skill. He wants to get closer, longs to touch each quickening of sinew and twitch of muscle, to feel the pulse of life beneath his fingers. In his mind’s eye he walks the corridors of a great glass building, each room filled with marvellous exhibits behind still more glass, eyes swivelling towards him. They are waiting for him to reveal their secrets. He feels their urgency. He has always felt it – the natural world waiting for him, challenging him. When he looks Heavenwards every bird is writing on the sky in words he longs to understand. Beneath his feet the earth is fat with promise.


He winces as a sharp pain stabs at his abdomen, and rummages in his pocket for the little bottle of pills made up for him at the Foreigners’ Hospital. An ulcer, they had told him; he should try not to exert himself. ‘We advise against both physical and mental exertion,’ the doctor had said, a little Italian who had the manners of all the foreigners Grey had met in Beijing – a tendency to talk too loudly and too fast, as if their attention was always elsewhere. He swallows a pill then takes a seat on one of the couches that run along the centre of the carriage, where passengers may sit back and observe the views through the wide windows that run along three sides of the observation car, the final carriage of the train. Even the roof is made of glass, though, like the windows, it is criss-crossed with iron bars. He watches as the low, ornate buildings of the capital fall away, bell towers and tiled roofs disappearing into the steam. He has found it a loud, tiresome city, excessively pleased with itself, and far too keen to empty an innocent man’s pockets.


‘Fifteen days,’ he says to himself. In fifteen days they will reach Moscow, and the Great Exhibition, and he will at last have the chance to redeem himself. His stomach twinges again but it is the sharp, almost pleasurable pain of expectation. It is the pain he feels when he is on the cusp of a discovery, when an idea is dancing tantalisingly within reach, or when he has found, beneath a rock or within a stream, some new and marvellous creature whose meaning he does not yet understand.


A sudden hearty laugh interrupts his reverie, and a young couple enter the carriage, speaking French. Of the man, he gains only a faintly disagreeable impression of too much hair and too many teeth, but the lady has a pale and delicate kind of beauty. He nods stiffly to them and turns back to the window. He is ill at ease in the company of fellow travellers and has no wish to cultivate new acquaintances. He has met many such travellers in the course of his journeys, at those hotels and inns in which European languages are spoken and the food – whilst a thin imitation of proper nourishment – can be eaten with familiar utensils. He has suffered too many tedious evenings, amazed at how they can speak so long about so little. Though they could be amongst the grandest of mountains or cities, their horizons remain barely wider than the walls of their own estates.


He takes another pill, glancing down at the bottle, which feels considerably lighter than it should do. He should have taken the opportunity to get more, but after months of inaction these last weeks have passed in a whirl of research and preparations.


Grey had reached China by a long and perilous route, sailing around the Cape and travelling slowly across India and then into the country from the south. After his humiliation in London (he should not think of it, even the barest mention makes the pain in his stomach flare up), funds had been tight, but he still had the proceeds from his book, and if he succeeded – well, he would not need to worry about money again. It had taken eight months of travel to collect the specimens he needed, but then disaster had struck – his entire collection of live specimens and most of his belongings had been washed away in a flood in Yunnan, after unusually heavy rains. He had finally arrived in Beijing, with his funds almost depleted, and nothing more to show for his travels than a few cases of insects pinned to felt, some pressed grasses and flowers, and his sketches, only to find, in a final insult, that the Trans-Siberian Express had been suspended until further notice. He had almost given up hope. But then God guided his steps to the man who would lead him to redemption. It is proof, he thinks; proof that God has a plan for him.


More laughter from the Frenchman. It is unbearable. Grey draws himself up to his full height and turns, ready to freeze them with a look, but the man has his wife’s hand in his, and is drawing it to his lips as boldly as if they were quite alone. Henry feels his cheeks flame and tries to sink back down into the couch, but it is too late.


‘Ah, my apologies!’ the man exclaims, in accented English, and bows to Grey. ‘I hope a man may be forgiven for forgetting his manners in the presence of his wife. Guillaume LaFontaine, and my wife, Madame Sophie LaFontaine.’


Grey forces a smile and allows for the smallest incline of his head. ‘Dr Henry Grey,’ he replies, watching for any hint of mockery upon their faces. He has come to know the signs; the twitch of a lip, the sideways glance. How those long-winded buffoons from the Royal Scientific Society had enjoyed his humiliation in London, and even when he escaped the country he could not escape the stares and the knowing smiles. His fall had been reported in scientific journals around the world; had even made its way into the popular press, with its cruel little cartoons. But he sees nothing in the LaFontaines’ expressions to betray any recognition at his name, and holds himself a little easier.


‘I am sure we are to become friends,’ LaFontaine goes on. ‘I expect we shall have much to talk about. My wife knows that I have been bursting with impatience to meet our fellow passengers.’


Traversers, thinks Grey, with some disdain. The wretched Rostov and his book had a lot to answer for – without him the train would have been left to the serious traveller, firm in purpose, not these foolish gamblers, so rich in money and time that they must find dangerous ways of spending it. They take the train only to collect an experience, like a pretty keepsake they can hang on their wall, to boast about to their friends. They will return home to their comfortable lives, their salons and coffee houses, barely touched by the marvels they have seen. He pities them, and finds it a pleasant feeling.


‘I travel for study, sir,’ he says, ‘and fear I will have little time for the pleasures of conversation.’


‘Come, Dr Grey,’ says LaFontaine, ‘surely there is time enough on this moving fortress for anything we like. When else are we to have so many hours and days released from the burdens of yet another art gallery, yet another museum, yet another statue by some long-dead sculptor that one cannot possibly leave without seeing? We are released from the tyranny of decision-making. What restaurant shall we eat at tonight, my dear? Ah, I know it already! Such a blessed relief!’


Grey gives a tight smile. ‘We may certainly be grateful for that. But we must not forget where we are. This is not a journey to be taken lightly.’


As the morning draws on, other passengers begin to enter the observation car, though some take one look at the wide windows and the open sky and back straight out again. A cleric enters, holding an iron cross and rosary in his hands. He has a haunted look, and stands at the far window, turning the rosary around in his fingers and reciting a prayer, more loudly than is surely necessary.


Grey takes the language he is speaking to be Russian, and although he cannot understand a word of it the cadences of the prayer are as familiar to him as his own liturgy back home, a rising and falling of promises and pleas that wrap around him as they leave Beijing behind, travelling now through fields and scattered farm buildings. Those working in the fields stand still and stare. Some of them take off their hats and bow their heads. Some of them make signs in the air; arcane symbols to ward off ill-luck.





Fellow Travellers



The child of the train is quick and clever. She has never grown as tall as she had hoped, so she can still squeeze into the smallest spaces and scramble up into the train’s hidden corners. She has learned all the secrets of the train – how to duck through the kitchen carriages and steal a hot dumpling on the way; how to tiptoe through the garden carriage without disturbing the bad-tempered chickens; how to get to the pipework and wires when things go wrong (and they do go wrong – more often than the Company would like, or would ever reveal to their investors). She runs in time with the rhythm of the train, a rolling, lolloping gait, slaloming between the walls of the narrow corridors along the sides of carriages, dodging passengers still unsteady on their feet and leaving them spinning in her wake, pausing only to sneak into the Third Class kitchen and swipe a handful of dried fruits from underneath the nose of the sleepy kitchen boys.


‘Zhang Weiwei, don’t put on that innocent look with me, I know you’re up to no good!’ Anya Kasharina, the Third Class Cook, is ever-wakeful. Weiwei turns, spreading her hands and shrugging her shoulders. Anya gives one of her famous belly laughs and cuffs one of the kitchen boys over the head. ‘Who let rats into my nice clean kitchen, eh? You need to be more careful in the future!’


Weiwei makes herself scarce before the kitchen boys can take revenge.


Between the kitchens for First and Third Class is a cramped space known to the rail workers as the Divide, or sometimes, sarcastically, as Second Class. Weiwei has never managed to find a straight answer to why the train has a First and a Third class, but not a Second. In his book Rostov argues that the original architects of the Company overstretched themselves and ran out of money, but many of the crew claim that the architects of the train simply forgot. Whatever the reason, on the Trans-Siberian Express, Second Class exists only in this dividing space, where cooks and hands from both kitchens come to snooze or exchange gossip about the passengers. This gives it an unusual neutrality, above the class divisions amongst the passengers, which tend to be replicated in the staff who serve them. And even though the First Class Cook states that the food in Third is not fit for street vermin, and even though Anya Kasharina maintains that the food in First wouldn’t fill up the belly of a gnat, the two cooks have been known to sit on the narrow benches in the Divide, sharing a pot of tea and a slow game of cards.


It is also where the crew come for a moment’s respite from the passengers, so Weiwei is accustomed to putting her ear to the door before entry, in case she should hear any of the gossip that oils the long running of the journey. She listens.


‘… but what’s she going to do? Had her own way for too long, is what they think.’


‘She wouldn’t run the risk of a crossing, though, would she? Not if she really thought …’


‘What you’re forgetting is, she don’t see risk the same as we do. That’s their mistake, too, going along thinking she’s as terrified as they are. That’s not how her mind works, is it?’


Two of the stewards, both of them frequent inhabitants of Second Class. They are speaking of the Captain. They all speak of her like this, half admiring, half afraid.


‘But to risk everyone, after last time … Even she wouldn’t …’


‘Wouldn’t she?’


The stewards’ voices fade in and out. Weiwei imagines them checking over their shoulders. The Captain knows when you’re talking about her, say the crew. They say she’s behind the door before you’ve had time to take a breath. They tell so many stories about her that it is hard to untangle what is real and what has grown into train lore.


This much they are sure is true – that her people had come from the land that is now just within the Wall, that they had grazed their cattle and ridden their horses over the grass, until they were driven away when the changes began; the skin of their animals turning translucent, birds falling from the sky, seedlings bursting through the soil like bubbles through water, too fast to make sense of, sprouting unfamiliar leaves. And so the Captain returns again and again to a lost ancestral land, she forces the train over the traitorous soil and she dares the Wastelands to rise up against her.


But the stories that Weiwei likes best are about the Captain when she was a young woman – when she cut off her hair and joined a train crew, disguised as a boy. Stories of how she worked her way up to become a driver, her secret so well hidden that nobody ever suspected. Stories of how she was one of the very first crew members on the Trans-Siberian Express, and of how the day she was made Captain she announced to the Company directors that she was a woman and they were so shocked (the story goes) that by the time they had gathered their wits she had already reached the train, and her ascent to the lookout tower had been captured by photographers from the world’s press, so it was too late for them to go back on their word.


Weiwei checks over her own shoulder, half expecting the Captain to appear, having read her thoughts – something which she had seemed to do regularly during Weiwei’s childhood, usually when she was sneaking about and listening at doors, just like this. But the corridor is empty, and she feels a twinge of disappointment. She would be happy, this time, to see the Captain approach.


‘I tell you,’ one of the stewards is saying, ‘it’s a bad sign. They should have let us hold the Blessing …’


A pause. Time for an awkward scuffing of a shoe, a worried scratch of the nose.


‘Ill-omened, that’s what this journey is.’ She hears one of the stewards spit on his palm and tap the iron on the windows. ‘And they know it, the Company, just like the Captain does, even though she’s not saying anything. They know it to be true.’


She turns away, not wanting to hear more. The Blessing sets them safely on their journey. Each crew member takes their turn to scatter water on the engine, using a sheaf of willow twigs, watching it sizzle and steam. The water is in a vat containing the fruit and leaves of the season, and soil from the station grounds, and so the train will carry the earth of Beijing or Moscow with it, to help keep it safe from the unkinder land beneath its wheels.


But not on this journey. This journey, the train has gone unblessed.


The Company had always disliked anything they perceived as superstitious or backward, but until recently an uneasy truce had existed. The crew could keep their small rituals, their icons and gods, as long as they were discreet, as long as the passengers found them charming. But now, they have been told, it is time for a change. A new century is approaching – the passengers do not want mysticism, they want modernity. There is no place for these rituals any more, said the Company.


And so the crew complain amongst themselves that the banning of the Blessing is yet another sign that the dusty men in their offices do not understand the needs of the train, and does it not bode ill for this crossing, of all crossings? Have there not been other signs and portents? Wasn’t a white owl seen in the daytime at the Pinghe Temple? Hadn’t a turtle been caught in the river with two heads and with markings on its shell in the shape of a bird in flight?


Two of the porters, recently hired, left for safer work on the South-Eastern line. The Third Class under-steward handed in his notice just the previous day. He had a newborn at home, he said, not meeting anyone’s eye; he had struggled with himself but couldn’t in all good conscience board that train again.


Weiwei has never known the Blessing not to be held. Its absence feels like a weight they are carrying, pulling them back. When she chews on her nails there is no earthy taste.


Third Class smells of sweat, anxiety, food already on the turn. There are two sleeping cars, each holding thirty bunks, arranged in blocks of three. Both cars are full, and stifling already. The Company has lowered the price of tickets, fearful in case passengers decide to stay away. But there are plenty who are desperate to make the journey, despite its dangers. As she passes through, they reach out to tug at her jacket – ‘Where are the bathrooms, where is the water, how does this work?’ Their questions are as impatient and irritating as their grasping hands, though she knows what they are really asking: ‘Is it safe? Have we done the right thing?’ and she cannot give them the answers they want to hear.


In the first of the two carriages passengers huddle alone or in pairs, as if holding their fears around them like a cloak. In the second, however, a little community has already formed: a woman handing around bright-red sugar plums; two traders dealing out bamboo cards and passing a tarnished silver flask between them; a young priest reading aloud from a leather-bound book in a language Weiwei doesn’t recognise, a string of wooden beads between his fingers.


No one is looking out of the windows.


No one but a man with a mop of unruly silver curls, who has folded his long limbs onto one of the small seats that pull out from the wall along one side of the carriage, and who is staring outside so intently that he doesn’t seem to notice the other passengers as they barge past, the dribbles of tea spilling down the back of his coat, the trays of food being whisked past his head.


‘Professor?’ she says, in Russian, touching his shoulder. He spins around as if scalded, but when he looks up at her his face splits into a smile, deepening its lines, and he enfolds her into an awkward, bony hug. She feels a flood of relief. Not everything has changed. Even after everything that has happened, some things remain in their place.


The Professor is not a real professor, though he looks just like her idea of one, and as soon as she was old enough he had taken her under his wing, determined that she should gain a proper education, ‘seeing as the crew of this train do not seem to be providing you with one’. She had pointed out that the stokers and the engineers, the stewards and the porters and even the Captain herself all seemed determined that she should learn every last inch of the train and every last thing about it. ‘An education with books,’ the Professor had said.


He has never, as far as she knows, had enough money to pursue his own studies at a university, because everything he has earned, for all of his life, has been spent on tickets for the train, so that he could study the landscape outside. Members of the Society for the Study of the Changes in Greater Siberia – the Wastelands Society, as it is more commonly known – often travel on the train, and the crew have always felt a certain sympathy with them, recognising a shared preoccupation, though they look pityingly on those scholars who explore Greater Siberia only in books, and who then insist on writing books themselves, so that their Wastelands are nothing but paper forests and rivers of ink, as insubstantial as the scholars themselves.


The Professor, though, is practically train folk himself and, unlike some members of the Society, has other interests to fill his time. He had taught himself Chinese, which Weiwei would sometimes help him with, and he could speak it adequately if unmelodiously, in an accent that always put her in mind of rusting pans rubbing together.


‘Did you not want to study here?’ she asked him once, as they stood in front of the great stone building that he had taken her to, on one of their stays in Moscow. When he told her that this was a place that men went to learn about the world, she was puzzled, because the walls were high and thick as though to keep the world out instead. They watched young men race inside, books beneath their arms, collars high and coats flapping, and she wondered how they were not afraid of being crushed, with all that stone above them. But the Professor just laughed and spread his arms wide. ‘What need do we have for those dusty classrooms?’ It was what he always said when they were on the train – ‘All this,’ he would say, wonderingly, stretching out his arms to encompass the landscape outside. ‘We have all this.’


‘Child!’ he cries, now, holding her at arm’s length as if to get a proper look at her. ‘I wondered when we were going to be graced by your presence. “Has she become too important for Third?” I asked myself. “Has it been so long that she has forgotten her old friends?”’


‘You have only yourself to blame,’ says Weiwei. ‘I am now so educated that I barely have a moment to spare from answering questions. Even the Cartographer insists on consulting me on his new maps.’


The Professor coughs theatrically. ‘Ah, if only that were true.’


Weiwei gives him a mock scowl. Despite all his efforts, she has never been a good student – always too restless, too easily distracted. ‘Well, it is true that I’ve been busy,’ she says. ‘Some of the crew haven’t come back, and the Company is making us all work twice as hard. And of course, there are troublesome passengers to deal with, some of whom are particularly difficult.’


‘I am sure you will deal with them in a fair and just manner. Though of course, if you worked harder at your studies you could gain a promotion, and no longer have to be responsible for such troublemakers.’


Weiwei ignores this, and the twitch of his lips. ‘And your work? Does it go well?’ She says it in a conversational tone, but she watches him carefully.


He doesn’t answer straight away, turning to look out of the window at the grasslands rolling past. ‘I think an old man like me deserves a rest now and again,’ he says, eventually. ‘After everything that happened.’


He looks up at her. But before he can say more he stiffens. She follows his gaze to the doorway, where two men stand, surveying the carriage. They are dressed in black, in suits with tails that could look, if you saw them in the right light, like wings.


‘Ah,’ the Professor says quietly. ‘Our very own birds of ill-omen.’


They are heralded by the clinking of their shoes, polished black and in the European style, with buckles. It is their only affectation: from the feet up, they are as forgettable as the rest of the Company men, with their dark suits and wire-rimmed glasses and humourless smiles.


Li Huangjin and Leonid Petrov are, to use their official titles, consultants, but the crew call them Crows. Doubled, like all Company consultants – one from China, one from Russia; a balance that the Directors in London are careful to uphold. They speak in the dry, long-winded English of the Company, so that Weiwei has forgotten the beginning of their sentences before they get to the end. The Crows rattle their shiny buckles and they peck and peck at the train and its crew. Not even the Captain can keep them away, although Weiwei can see that they do not like the way she fixes them with an icy politeness and an eye as cold as theirs.


Once, in the middle of a crossing, when Weiwei was racing down the corridors, trying to hold her breath between doors (pretending that the poisonous air of the Wastelands had crept its way into the train), she crashed straight into one of the Crows. She staggered backwards and he caught her by the shoulder to steady her.


‘And where are you running to so fast?’ He seemed immensely tall to her, and she couldn’t see his eyes through his glasses, which only reflected her back. She had always done her best to scurry away from the Crows. Their doubleness always frightened her, although she couldn’t say why. But now here was just one of them, and she was struck by the sudden conviction that he would unfold his twin from his own body like another limb.


He leant down, his hands on his knees, and he beamed at her, a smile that scared her more than any of the quick tempers of the stewards. ‘Well now, are you the child of the train or a Wastelands child, running wild like this? You are a member of the Company, and must behave like one.’


She stared at him, speechless.


‘What happens to those who do not maintain our standards?’ He led her to the closest of the vestibule doors, the ones that open into a narrow space, before another door that opens to the outside. Taking out a heavy bunch of keys, he unlocked the inner door. The space between was just big enough for two people to stand, closing the door behind them before opening the one to the outside. He kept his hand on the back of her neck. Through the small window she could see the tundra flashing past, glimpses of bone white beneath the grass. He pushed her further towards the door and reached over to the handle of the outer door, and she let out the terrified squeal she had been desperately holding in.


He stood back from the door, but retained his hold on her neck, forcing her to look out of the window. ‘We leave them outside, where they belong.’


There are times when she still feels that same clutch of fear when passing the doors, and is always relieved on those crossings when the Crows have stayed behind in Moscow or Beijing, rather than joining the crew on the train. Yet in recent years, as the Company has insisted the train make more crossings, their presence has become increasingly frequent. In spite of this, she notices that they still move awkwardly, unable to co-ordinate their strides to the movement of the train. You should let yourself work with the rails, not fight against them – any rail rat knows that.


Now, they walk past the rows of bunks, smiling and nodding at the passengers. Mr Petrov (they insist on the Mr, as if their own names are too weak to stand up by themselves) even bends down to ruffle the hair of a small boy, who gazes back at him, impassively. Weiwei rolls her eyes. They do not stop for long, she sees. They will be on their way to First, to mingle with the passengers the Company prefers, who better fit their image of themselves.


‘Try not to look too much like you’re giving them the evil eye,’ murmurs the Professor.


But she can’t smooth her features into the mask the Company likes.


When they reach the middle of the carriage she stands up straighter, feeling the Professor tense beside her. The Crows give her a cursory nod. ‘We are glad that our most loyal traveller has joined us again,’ says Mr Li to the Professor. ‘We have heard that there have been differences within the Society of late. We do hope that these have been resolved?’


The Professor gives a vague smile and squints short-sightedly at them through his glasses, the very picture of a harmless scholar. ‘Ah, but differences are the life-blood of scientific discourse, are they not?’


‘Indeed they are, indeed they are.’ The Crows smile back.


‘What did he mean, “differences”?’ asks Weiwei, when they are gone, but the Professor just shakes his head.


‘Not now,’ he says, quietly, looking down the carriage as if expecting to see the Crows swooping back.


Weiwei waits for more explanation, but the Professor seems disinclined to talk.


A crow is a sign of sin, the crew say. When the changes began, crows were the only birds that would fly over the Wall, eating carrion from the changed lands, returning with trinkets or bright stones clutched in their claws. This is why people in the north of China throw stones at them; they are tainted.


When she was small she would imagine the Company men flying. She believed that they had wings that unfurled from the black cloth of their coats, that they would take off into the air like the shadow birds in the Wastelands. That they would open their mouths wide and call to each other in clipped and cluttered English, and they would hold all the sins of the train in their claws like a stone, so hard and bright that it hurt to look at it.





The Wall



The saloon car is hot and cramped with the press of bodies. Perfume hangs in the air and catches in Marya’s throat. There is too much material here, too much silk and velvet. She is suffocating in fabric.


The First Class passengers have gathered to mark their approach to the Wall – as is traditional – with a toast. On clear days it can first be glimpsed a mere fifty miles from the capital.


She has heard that there are far fewer First Class passengers than usual, despite the Company’s encouragement, but it still feels crowded, the ladies waving fans in front of their faces, the gentlemen buttoned into starched shirts, faces flushed with the heat and the fiery liquor that stewards bring around on silver trays. Marya takes a sip and winces.


‘They haven’t been able to import any real Russian vodka for months,’ says the Countess, ensconced on a throne of cushions like a small and irascible monarch in the court of a tiny nation. ‘So we must make do, I’m afraid.’ She shakes her head. ‘I fear we have a difficult journey ahead of us. I happened to catch a glance of tonight’s menu and it was not a heartening sight. Poor Vera says her digestive system simply cannot take any more peculiar vegetables.’


Vera purses her lips and nods in silent agreement.


Marya reaches for a suitable response but finds herself at a loss. It is too long since she has been amongst so many strangers. She is aware, for the first time, of the dullness of her dress, beside the bright plumage of these men and women. She cannot help feeling that her falseness must show on her face; that this other Marya will fall from her like an ill-fitting gown.


But Anna Mikhailovna is undisturbed, surveying her court with a critical eye, and her steady stream of observation is rather soothing, demanding that Marya do nothing but listen and murmur in occasional agreement. The Countess’s late husband was a diplomat, she says. ‘Though it was his father who encouraged it. If he’d had his way we’d have lived forever in the Petersburg swamps. It’s only now he’s gone I can travel for the pleasure of it.’ Marya notes that she has retained many of the qualities essential to an ambassadorial life, including a jaundiced eye for her fellow men.


‘And that gentleman with the newspaper is a silk merchant, enormously rich, thanks to this very train, of course. I forget how to call him, they are so strange, these Chinese names. And I heard that the other gentleman goes by the marvellous name of Oresto Daud, and is from Zanzibar, which I confess I would have taken for a made-up place if Vera had not assured me otherwise. Ah, and Herr Schenk, very round and red over there, banking or some such. I met him at the Embassy in Kolkata.’
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