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			TABLE-TALK 1918

			As the day drew to an end and twilight fell, the station suddenly came to life. A rumour had spread that there was going to be a train to Moscow. Two days previously, near the settlement of Ivashenkovo, locals had stopped an ‘express’ and robbed it after taking up a rail. Although it was only minor damage, there was no one to repair it – the line repairmen’s trade union was holding a meeting.

			And then suddenly – a train! Somehow or other it had been discovered that the Moscow train would take an alternative route along the Sergievsky Plant line and the carriages would arrive at Platform Three. People grabbed up their bundles, suitcases and little kiddies and went dashing off there.

			In the year since the Empire’s inglorious end, the Samara railway station, one of the finest in the nation, had deteriorated, like that baron in the play The Lower Depths by the proletarian writer Maxim Gorky, becoming more shabby and frayed, debased and decayed, until it hit rock bottom. They had stopped heating the premises back in December, and in the glacial winter season the two upper storeys stood empty – people ran up there to relieve themselves in whatever spot they could find: the station lavatories weren’t working. The waiting rooms on the ground floor were not heated either, but it wasn’t cold in there. People sat or lay on the benches, the windowsills and the buffet counters, or simply on the floor, and they warmed the air with their breathing, smoking, coughing and cursing.

			And now approximately half of this grey-brown mass had roused itself and moved. The other half, which needed to travel in the opposite direction, stayed where it was.

			The rumour proved to be true. Soon a train rolled up to the platform, panting out bluish smoke. It was not a long train, but neither was it merely a goods train, it had genuine passenger carriages: a blue first-class carriage at the front, followed by a yellow second-class carriage, and then three of the green, common or garden variety.

			A crush immediately formed at the entrance to each of the carriages, and it was densest, of course, at the blue one. In the name of equality and brotherhood, all the tickets were identical, without place numbers and, naturally, without any classes – travel wherever you get a seat: if you can get a seat, that is.

			The militiaman with a red ribbon on his sleeve and another on his cap struck the butt of his rifle against the platform.

			‘Form a queue, citizens! Show your tickets!’

			But instead of a queue, everything happened in Charles Darwin style as the strongest and nimblest shoved the others out of the way or squeezed them aside. Right at the front of them all was an elderly, short Oriental with slanting eyes – a Chinaman, or perhaps a Kirghiz. Like a broom, the revolution had swept in all sorts of different people from Russia’s peripheral territories, including some kinds that had never been seen before out here in the sticks. Everyone had suddenly started feeling miserable in their own places and a fine dust of humanity had gone flooding along the roads, halting in some places to eddy up into swirling dust devils.

			‘And where are you going, barging in with a great huge bundle like that?’ the militiaman barked. He had a rifle and he liked being a boss, even if only a little one. In these new times, a man without a position and a weapon had become a nobody.

			The presumptive Chinaman really did have a huge, long bundle wrapped in sheepskin thrown over his shoulder, but it couldn’t be very heavy – the half-pint was holding it up quite easily.

			‘Don’t go shoving that ticket at me, you foreign devil! There was a decree – no large items of luggage. One of the measures to counter profiteers and speculators.’

			‘I have two tickets, dear sir,’ said the Oriental, bowing together with his burden. ‘Two praces.’

			He spoke Russian well, except for his pronunciation of the letter ‘l’.

			‘That’s not allowed, get out of here and don’t block the citizens’ way through! Who’s next?’

			The slow-witted Chinaman didn’t move from the spot and his round face continued beaming in a broad smile.

			‘Two tickets, two praces, dear sir,’ he repeated.

			An immense hand with a blue anchor tattooed on it grabbed his shoulder from behind and a great hulk of a sailor, standing a whole head taller than the crowd, boomed at the obstinate nuisance:

			‘Are you plain deaf or just plain stupid? Didn’t you hear what he said? Clear off now, before you get thrown under the carriage.’

			The Oriental replied without turning around or stopping smiling:

			‘You crear off, you typhus rouse.’

			He shifted his free elbow backwards gently and the sailor suddenly stopped being so tall as he doubled right over.

			The Oriental told the militiaman:

			‘You’re angry, comrade, because you’re not feering werr. You need to take a rie-down.’

			‘A doctor, then, are you?’ the militiaman snapped fiercely. ‘Right then, show me your papers.’

			‘Yes, yes, I’m a doctor,’ said the Oriental, nodding. ‘You have a bad pain right here.’

			He prodded the militiaman at some spot on his stomach. And it turned out that there was indeed a ‘bad pain’ at that very spot – the state official gasped, turned very pale, dropped his rifle and staggered.

			‘He’s not feering werr,’ the Chinaman explained to the other passengers, gently taking hold of the militiaman’s collar. ‘He’s going to rie down for a rittur whire. Move over, citizens . . . Thank you very much.’

			He laid the swooning servant of socialist law and order out on the platform, hoisted his own load a little bit higher on his shoulder and walked up the steps, taking his time. The others rushed after him.

			Once inside, the passengers who were so eager to ride in first class discovered that they had backed the wrong horse. Some Ussurian Cossacks, who did not wish to be parted from their own horses, had recently travelled home from the front in this respectable carriage and, like the Samara station, it had fallen victim to the revolution. The sour odour of horses had irrevocably impregnated the walls, while the partitions, shelves, little tables and seats had all been consumed in a campfire that had left a blackened indentation in the floor at the centre of the devastated empty space. Only a single compartment at the end had survived, and the first people to burst in hurried towards it, although their movement could not really be described as ‘hurrying’. No one dared to overtake the polite Chinaman with his cumbersome burden, and he moved staidly, without any fuss. It was only after the Oriental had looked around and taken his seat, setting his bundle in the seat beside the window in a vertical position, that the most combative of the other passengers started rushing into the compartment. The second person in was the gargantuan sailor, who had already recovered from the blow.

			‘Don’t mind if I go up on top, do you?’ he asked respectfully, and occupied a really sweet spot on one of the luggage shelves, where he could stretch out at full length.

			Following that, the compartment was stormed by agile youngsters. Two railway station urchins, who cut profitable deals by occupying good seats and then relinquishing them for a substantial consideration, installed themselves: one, with flaxen hair, took a seat opposite the Chinese bundle, and the other, with ginger hair, took a place on the second luggage shelf. Another three people could now occupy seats down below. A girl, wrapped almost right up to her eyes in a vermilion shawl, plumped down beside the flaxen-haired brat. And lagging only very slightly behind her came a slim, panting youth in a grammar-school greatcoat and peaked cap.

			‘Hoop-lah, I got a seat!’ the girl shouted joyfully. ‘And I’m not getting up, not for all the tea in China.’

			The grammar-school student said:

			‘Veni, vidi, vici. Ooph.’

			The final place, the one beside the Oriental, went to an agile little priest, who had slipped through under the arm of some bungler.

			‘Hey, Father, that’s not right,’ said the bungler. ‘I was in front of you!’

			Unwinding a chunky, hand-knitted scarf and extracting a silver pectoral cross from under it, the reverend father declared:

			‘As it says in the Gospels, my son: “But many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first.” What right do we sinners have to complain about that? Would you like me to bless you thrice with the thrice-sacred benediction? Well now, that’s your loss.’

			And he jiggled about, settling in so thoroughly that it was immediately clear – this man wasn’t going to get up either, not for all the tea in China.

			The compartment was fully occupied, but the seating arrangements were not yet final.

			‘Who wants a lying place, a fine, rich one? And who wants the very best place by the window?’ the urchins yelled.

			‘How much?’ asked the bungler who had been overtaken by the priest. But when he heard the price – a hundred roubles – he spat and withdrew.

			The place by the window was bought by a fat-cheeked woman in a short sheepskin coat, who haggled the price down to seventy Kerensky roubles and a boiled egg. The juvenile profiteer popped the spoils into his cap and disappeared.

			But the second, ginger-haired urchin was unlucky. Instead of paying, a clean-shaven citizen in a short winter fur coat and a low, round astrakhan hat took the little lad by the scruff of his neck and flung him out through the door without saying a word.

			‘You some kind of contra, are you?’ the pipsqueak screamed. ‘I’ll shiv you good!’

			But the shaven-headed individual merely clicked his tongue obnoxiously and bared his teeth to reveal a glinting gold crown. The urchin disappeared in a flash.

			* * *

			In this way the aristocracy of the train was constituted by those who had installed themselves in the only compartment of the blue carriage. The other passengers settled down higgledy-piggledy along the walls and on the floor of the carriage’s main section. Without any bells or announcements, in true revolutionary style, the steam locomotive jerked into motion, the carriages clattered against each other and the train set off.

			‘Too-too-oo!’ droned the murky March twilight.

			‘May the Lord watch over travellers and wayfarers,’ the priest droned in a sing-song voice. ‘And may things be better for us at the end of the journey than at the beginning, otherwise what point is there in travelling?’

			‘That’s for sure,’ the man with the gold crown agreed, leaping up nimbly onto the upper shelf. ‘This town’s garbage. If it disappeared it would be no loss.’

			‘Oh, what are you saying? I’ve got a home and kin in Samara,’ the woman said reproachfully, but amicably, without any malice.

			Everyone was delighted that they had installed themselves so successfully.

			The conductor peeped in – apparently there were still conductors to be found on trains.

			‘I’m not offering the others any,’ he said, nodding offhandedly at the open area of the carriage, ‘but if you like, I can let you have some kerosene. Eighty roubles a little bottle. Enough to light you all the way to Moscow, if you’re careful how you burn it.’

			Needless to say, there was no electricity on the train, and black holes were all that remained of the lamps, but there was a kerosene lantern, not yet lit, hanging from the ceiling.

			The price was insane, but the passengers didn’t want to travel in the dark, they could already hardly see each other as it was.

			‘Let’s chip in ten apiece,’ said the woman, clarifying the proposition for the Chinaman: ‘You’re sitting in two places, so you pay twenty.’

			The Oriental bowed without arguing, but problems arose with the other occupants of the compartment.

			‘I haven’t got any money at all,’ the grammar-school student sighed. ‘And anyway I can sleep in the dark, in fact it’s better that way.’

			The girl refused too:

			‘And I’m getting off at the first station. I’m from near Bezenchuk. Why should I pay for Moscow?’

			The priest recited a verse of poetry:

			Not in the lamp’s inefficacious glow

			Lies your defence against the dark,

			But in the strong shield bright faith will bestow

			When kindled by pure prayer’s invigorating spark.

			‘Well, have it your own way,’ the conductor said with a shrug.

			But at that point the man with the crowned tooth leaned down from above and thrust a banknote at him with a grand flourish.

			‘Here, take a hundred, Peaked Cap. No change required. I’m paying for the entire agreeable company. That’s Yasha Black for you.’

			With the compartment illuminated by swaying, reddish light, the travellers were able to get a better look at each other. And travelling conversations started up – conversations specifically suited to revolutionary times, when people are cautious at first and don’t mention their names. (The man with the crowned tooth didn’t count – it was unlikely that he was called Yasha, let alone Black.)

			The most talkative of them all was the reverend father. He told them that he served a parish in the Syzran district and had travelled to see the bishop in Samara, because he didn’t have an archpriest to go to and his stipend hadn’t been paid for a long time, but he had made the journey in vain, by God’s will, and merely wasted his money, because the diocesan town residence was now occupied by a Poor Peasants’ Committee. ‘But never mind,’ he said, ‘we’ll get by somehow even without a stipend, the Lord won’t abandon us, and as the rector at the seminary always used to say: “A good priest will never go short.”’

			The girl had been living in town as a servant in the house of a ‘legal advocate’, but he had ‘got beggared’, because who needed the laws now, and the other gentlefolk had gone bust too, so there were no jobs to be had anywhere, but her father and mother were at home, and now eligible suitors had come back from the front.

			The stout woman made a living by barter. She carried essential goods from Samara round the villages and returned with foodstuffs.

			‘So where are the goods?’ doubting Yasha asked her. ‘It looks to me like you’re travelling empty-handed.’

			The woman hesitated about whether to tell him, but she really wanted very badly to boast. She reached in under her skirt and plonked a little sack down on the table.

			‘There. A pound of needles. Out in the country the women have nothing to sew with. They give a sack of flour for a single needle.’

			That was serious riches for revolutionary times and everyone was respectfully silent for a while. But Yasha still expressed doubt.

			‘They might give you it, but how will you transport that much back to the city? One cart won’t be enough. You need horses and wagons. And they’ll confiscate the flour at the tollhouse. And they could just bump you off as a speculator. Goods may come cheap, but shipping can be costly.’

			The woman winked at him cunningly.

			‘The father of my godchild works in the Department of Railways. We’ve come to an arrangement. I give him half of the flour, and he gets it delivered, all present and correct.’

			Well now, that made them respect her even more.

			Then the grammar-school student made them all laugh.

			‘I’m going out into the country to barter for food too. In here . . .’ – he slapped himself on the chest – ‘. . . I have a stamp album. I’ve collected stamps all my life, since the second class. Foreign stamps. Last summer I was offered a Swedish bicycle and an air rifle for them. So it seems like I did the right thing. And I won’t let them go cheap.’

			They laughed loud and long at him – the little priest putting his hand over his mouth, the women squealing and Yasha guffawing at the top of his voice. Especially when the youth batted his eyelids and babbled: ‘I don’t know what to take to barter with. This is my first trip.’

			The only ones who didn’t join in the mirth were the sailor, who had pulled his pea jacket up over his head as they set off and started snoring, and the Chinaman, who kept rearranging his bundle and probably didn’t understand Russian very well anyway.

			‘And you, comrade, what necessity is it that has you travelling?’ the woman asked Black, throwing her head back to look up and nudging the girl next to her in the side, since he couldn’t see that from up there.

			‘I’m a traveller through the worldly elements,’ the inhabitant of that exalted spot replied. ‘An observer of life.’

			‘We know all about these observers, you just keep an eye on your little knick-knacks,’ the speculator whispered to the girl, and put the precious little sack away, back under her skirt.

			And then came the turn of the Oriental, whom they had all been glancing at curiously from the very beginning.

			‘And I suppose you’re taking fabrics to barter, citizen Chinaman?’ the irrepressible woman asked. ‘If it’s calico, that’s always in demand. But if it’s your Chinese silk, you need to know the right places. I can give you a few hints.’

			‘No,’ the Chinaman replied curtly, unwrapping the upper section of his bundle for some reason.

			‘“No” what, begging your pardon?’ the woman insisted, without waiting for him to continue.

			‘I’m not Chinese. I’m Japanese. And this isn’t fabric.’

			He folded back the edge of the sheepskin and parted a flannelette cloth, and a pale face with white hair and a neat little black moustache appeared in the gap. It was completely still and the eyelids were closed dolefully.

			‘A corpse!’ the girl squealed, cringing on her seat in fright. The priest crossed himself, Yasha Black swore raucously and the woman screamed so loudly that the sailor woke up and jolted upright.

			‘This is not a corpse, it is my master. He is sreeping,’ the Japanese said sternly, wiping the forehead of his strange travelling companion with a small handkerchief.

			The grammar-school student whistled in admiration.

			‘Well, stone the crows. Lord Ruthven, straight up!’

			* * *

			Masa knew who Lord Ruthven was. A kuetsuki from an old English novel. A kuetsuki is a creature from the world beyond. He sleeps during the day and sucks human blood at night.

			The boy didn’t know how close his guess was to the truth: Masa’s master really was sleeping. And today he really had dined on human blood.

			The final portion of the nutritional mixture prepared according to Professor Kirichevsky’s prescription had run out the day before, and in the whole of Samara there had not been a single drop to be found of the basic ingredient, cod liver oil. And so Masa had fed his master with his own blood, after mixing a little flour into it.

			The very first professor, back in the cursed city of Baku, had said: ‘The injured man still has his swallowing reflex, which means that he won’t die immediately. He’ll live for another month or two. If that can be called living.’

			On its way out the bullet had passed through the upper right section of the skull. Masa’s master had been saved from death only by the fact that it was a small-calibre revolver. The killer had been given the gun by a woman who loved Masa’s master. Masa simply could not understand whether this was karma’s mercy or its malicious mockery. Perhaps it would have been better if that akunin had used his own usual forty-five and Masa’s master had died immediately, and not tumbled into a black hole from which he could not be dragged back out.

			‘This is all quite astonishing,’ the great luminary of neurosurgery, Kirichevsky, had said months later, in his Moscow clinic. ‘Mr Fandorin is not dying, but he is not living either. Fortunately, modern-day science does not know much about the organisation of the brain.’

			‘Why “fortunatery”?’ Masa had asked at the time.

			And the sensei, the wise man, had replied:

			‘Because where there is no firm knowledge, one can still hope for a miracle. Concerning the brain we know that it lives according to certain laws of its own and is capable of spontaneously duplicating its own functional channels. New channels can be formed, bypassing the old ones. Apparently, the patient was a man of phenomenal brain and motor activity, was he not? People like that quite often emerge from a coma.’ Only of course, after these encouraging words, the sensei had also added: ‘But even in a case like that, such severe injury to the right frontal lobe usually results in the patient becoming an idiot when he regains consciousness.’

			After that there had been many more professors. And they had said different things. The previous autumn, when the revolutions had made it really difficult to get hold of medicines, Masa had asked himself whether it was not time to stop tormenting a poor body in which no soul remained. A single pinch of his fingers, and it would all be over. The master himself would probably have demanded it if he could speak. But on the other hand, if the master could speak, why should Masa pinch his fingers together?

			At the most bitter moment of Masa’s torment, Kiri-sensei (that was what the Japanese called Professor Kirichevsky for the sake of brevity) had said that in the Volga city of Samara there was a certain Chinese healer by the name of Chang, who achieved incredible results by means of heating certain cunning little needles and jabbing them into the body. A colleague in the military hospital there had written to the professor, explaining how the Chinese healer had brought back to consciousness an injured man whose skull had been pierced through by shrapnel. Of course, all of the man’s intellectual functions had been compromised, but he walked about, ate and reacted to simple commands.

			Masa tried to picture his master reacting to simple commands, but he couldn’t manage it. His master had never obeyed commands of any kind. Nonetheless, the Japanese had made his preparations and set out. The trains were still running at that time, and it was even possible to order a motor carriage with medical orderlies to get to the station.

			In the five months he had spent in Samara, the country had fallen apart with incredible speed and a kind of reckless jauntiness, as if for a thousand years it had just been waiting for a chance to crumble into dust. Masa did not like the revolution, and for a very simple reason: in such times it had at first become difficult to support an invalid, and then absolutely impossible. Money was swiftly losing its value, goods and food, not to mention medicines, had all but disappeared, and there was no order left in anything. The most galling thing of all was that Chang-sensei’s treatment sessions had been producing results. Lord Ruthven? The boy should have seen Masa’s master before Samara. He was as pale and fleshless as an Egyptian mummy. But the Chinese healer’s needles and burning herbs had made him fill out and gain colour – a genuine Momotaro, the ‘Peach Boy’ from the Japanese folk tale. Sometimes he started moving his lips, as if he was talking to someone. Just a little bit longer, and perhaps he would have woken up. But Chang-sensei had said that he wouldn’t stay in Russia any longer, because everyone here had gone insane. He had said there was a revolution in China too, but it was better to live among one’s own madmen than among foreign ones. And he had set out for Nanking. Well, Masa couldn’t detain him by force, could he?

			‘It’s corred a “coma”,’ the Japanese explained to his travelling companions. ‘A Greek word. It means “deep, deep sreep”. My master has been in a deep, deep sreep for more than three years. He srept through the war and he srept through the revorution.’

			‘Lucky man,’ the woman sighed. ‘I wish I could have gone to bed in 1914 too and told everyone: “Wake me up, good people, when life sorts itself out again.” That wouldn’t be bad, eh? Everyone fighting each other, slaughtering and plundering, and he just keeps snoring away.’

			‘You foor!’ Masa barked at the stupid woman. ‘If my master hadn’t forren into a deep, deep sreep in 1914, none of this would have happened – there wouldn’t have been any war or any revorution. He wouldn’t have ret it happen.’

			His outcry set the woman blinking, and all the others went quiet.

			They’re all glancing at each other, thinking that my atama is addled, Masa told himself with a sigh. He hadn’t used his native language for so long that he had started thinking in Russian, but sometimes he inserted Japanese words, in order not to forget nippon-go completely.

			‘Never mind. When my master awakes, then we’rr see,’ the Japanese said threateningly, not addressing his travelling companions, but speaking into empty space.

			‘You need to place your trust in the Orthodox God and pray,’ the priest advised him. ‘In times of many horrors there are also many miracles. As the saying goes: “A simple prayer to God – and lo and behold! – you’re cured.”’

			‘I have prayed. To the Orthodox God and a non-Orthodox God, I’ve prayed to orr sorts of gods.’

			‘That means you did it wrong. I can tell you that as a professional,’ said the priest, livening up. ‘For the relief of the distressed in mind you should not appeal directly to the Lord, you have to appeal through the Blessed Virgin, the comforter of all who sorrow and pine. Let me show you how . . .’ He raised his face to the smoke-stained ceiling and chanted soulfully, in a tearfully trembling voice: ‘Immaculate Mother and Intercessor, intercede for me with your Most Holy Son for the healing of the mentally disturbed . . . what’s his first name?’

			‘Erast.’

			‘The mentally disturbed Erast. Look down on him from on high and return his reason to him.’

			‘Amen,’ said Masa with a sigh. He thought for a moment and crossed himself. It couldn’t do any harm.

			The sailor on the shelf looked down from on high.

			‘Pooh! You idle, good-for-nothing priests should be set to work. All you do is tell lies and gorge yourselves.’

			‘A bite to eat would be good all right,’ said the man of God, not offended in the least. ‘Shall we have supper, brothers and sisters?’

			And they all began their supper, each of them eating what he or she had. The grammar-school student unwrapped a meat-rissole sandwich, the girl took out a thick slice of bread, sprinkled with salt, the sailor propagated a robust smell of herring through the air and Yasha Black munched on something crunchy up on his shelf.

			The woman dined more substantially and abundantly than all the others. She took out some boiled eggs and about ten potatoes, and soon she had heaped up shells and peelings right across the little table.

			‘Isn’t it a sin to guzzle meat or milk during Lent?’ she asked the priest with her mouth full – he was feasting on neatly cut slices of sausage.

			‘It is permitted to consume meat and milk on a journey, if you don’t have any Lenten fare,’ the reverend father replied, ‘but if you, my daughter, wish to treat me to some root vegetables, I shall refrain from the sin of pig’s flesh.’

			The woman merely snorted, but Masa sighed. He also had a lump of pig’s flesh – a half-pound chunk of fatty bacon – lying close to his bosom, but he had to stretch it out as far as Moscow. Heh, if someone had told Masahiro Shibata in the time of his distant Yokohama youth that he would feed on the stale fat of a pig that had died long ago, he would have puked. But on a journey fatty bacon was more convenient than anything else. You couldn’t eat a lot of that vile kuso, because it was disgusting, but it gave you strength. And after all, he would have to feed his master with blood once again, or perhaps even twice.

			‘It looks like we’ve skipped past Ivashenkovo,’ the female speculator announced, gazing into the darkness outside the window, where not a single light was shining. ‘If we can just keep rolling as far as Bezenchuk – after that they don’t get up to any mischief.’

			‘Who gets up to mischief?’ asked the sailor, also staring out into the pitch-blackness.

			‘The devil only knows. They put a log on the rails, and that means: stop right here! And then they walk through the carriages, robbing people.’

			‘And what if you don’t stop? A log, so what? Crunch straight through it with the wheels, and it’s anchors aweigh!’

			‘Then they’ll start shooting at the locomotive. And you’ll be lucky if they use rifles, they could use a machine gun,’ the grammar-school student said with a nervous shudder. ‘Last week near Syzran they killed the driver like that and the train flew off the rails on a bend. A lot of people were killed and injured. So you have to stop.’

			The little priest crossed himself.

			‘The villains have gone totally berserk. Human life isn’t worth a kopeck to them.’

			The travelling observer of life also knew about the local problem.

			‘It’s the peasants around here. The soldiers have come back from the front. I can understand them. Why sweat and strain? It’s easier to earn a living with a rifle on the road. Clodhopping brutes.’ He hung down and grinned at the female passengers. ‘The first thing they do is rummage under the skirts of the women and girls. They know where your kind hide your loot.’

			The girl wasn’t frightened and she snickered.

			‘The only thing I’ve got to hide up there is girls’ business.’

			Yasha smacked his lips fruitily, the grammar-school student looked askance at the girl beside him, and the sailor chortled, but the woman became uneasy.

			She pulled out her cherished bundle of needles again and started turning her head this way and that, wondering where she could hide it – and then she had an idea. She put it on the table and heaped potato peelings over it.

			‘If anything happens, God forbid, don’t give me away.’

			‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for they have nothing to hide,’ the reverend father declared didactically. ‘Therefore shall they know no fear when there is gnashing of teeth, the earth shudders and there are horrors on the road . . .’

			He jinxed them.

			Iron teeth suddenly started gnashing, the earth shuddered, the carriage lurched and the lamp jolted and went out. The train braked sharply, reducing speed. The passengers travelling facing backwards were pressed up against the wall. Those who were sitting or lying facing forwards were sent flying. Masa struck his chest against the little table, the sailor was flung off the luggage shelf and the little priest crashed into the girl.

			The darkness was filled with cries of despair, women’s shrieking and children’s wailing. But then the train stopped dead. Outside two shots rang out one after the other.

			‘Well, here we are, a hold-up.’ Yasha Black chuckled nervously. ‘I’ve seen all sorts of things in my life, but I’ve never been robbed before.’

			* * *

			Probably the most surprising thing of all was the silence. On the other side of the carriage wall a baby started whimpering, but immediately fell silent again. No one said anything in the compartment either. Those who had fallen over went back to their places and rollicking Yasha clambered back up onto his shelf.

			In the darkness nothing could be seen and nothing could be heard.

			But then a match scraped, and a little flame flared up, illuminating a sullen and dissatisfied face with narrow eyes.

			It was the Japanese, who had hoisted his sinister travelling companion back onto the seat and got up to light the extinguished lamp.

			When there was light, it turned out that the passengers might not have been saying anything, but they had certainly not been sitting stiffly to attention either. Everyone was behaving rather strangely.

			The grammar-school student had taken off his greatcoat, turned it inside out and put it back on. From the outside it had appeared quite respectable, but now it turned out not to have any lining and it had been transformed into some kind of grey sackcloth garment.

			The girl leaned down, running her hand over the dirty floor, and then started rubbing that hand over her face.

			The sailor crossed himself with rapid, sweeping movements, holding his peakless cap in his hands and moving his lips.

			And the priest, for whom it might have seemed more appropriate to pray, stuffed the silver cross into his bosom, pulling out to replace it another cross of the same size, but made of iron, which he installed at the centre of his chest.

			Yasha Black sat cross-legged up on his shelf, stuffing something under the tattered panelling of the ceiling.

			‘I’m hiding my wallet,’ he said with a wink, noticing a glance from the Japanese. ‘If they frisk me, I’m clean.’

			The woman behaved in the most surprising way of all. She hoisted up her skirt and shoved a large dried perch in under her pink underwear.

			Masa was particularly intrigued by this operation.

			‘Why are you shoving a dried fish into your drawers, citizen?’

			‘Didn’t you hear? They reach in under your skirt first. If they don’t find anything, they’ll swear at me, or give me a beating. But at least this is some kind of booty. Maybe they’ll leave me alone,’ the woman explained in justification of her action. ‘What are you doing just sitting there like that? Don’t you have anything to hide?’

			They heard a crude voice roaring outside the carriage, punctuating every phrase with obscene profanities:

			‘Don’t get up! Just sit quietly! If anyone starts yelling his head off, I’ll give him a bloody mug. If anyone budges . . . he gets a bullet in the forehead!’

			The grammar-school student said in a whisper:

			‘I’ll stick my head out and take a look.’

			He opened the door a little and glanced out cautiously.

			‘Well! What’s out there?’ the girl asked after a minute, tugging on his coat-tail. ‘How many of them are there?’

			‘One,’ the boy announced, sitting back down in his place. ‘With a sawn-off rifle. He’s taking small items – watches and rings – and putting them in a sack.’

			‘Onry one?’ Masa asked curiously. ‘And they ret him take their things?’

			‘You just try not letting him take them,’ the sailor boomed from up aloft. ‘I dare say there are others waiting down by the embankment, with wagons.’

			‘I doubt that.’ The Japanese scratched his round chin thoughtfully. ‘Then he wouldn’t just take smorr things. Perhaps the bandit is compretery arone. He put down a rog, stopped the rocomitive and now he’s walking arong, robbing peopur.’

			‘Even if he is alone, he must be an absolute brute.’ The sailor’s teeth chattered. ‘If he blasts you with a sawn-off, it’s sweet repose with all the saints.’

			Masa pondered philosophically: a wolf also sneaked into the fold on his own and chose which sheep to drag away, and the others stood there meekly and didn’t even bleat. In truth, everyone decided who he was in life: a sheep, a wolf or a man.

			‘A-a-ah . . .’ the female speculator suddenly cried out, but softly, as if she was uncertain. She slapped her hand down on the little table and howled, this time at the top of her voice. ‘A-a-a-ah! They’ve gone! The needles have gone! Help! I’ve been robbed!’

			The heap of peelings must have been scattered when the train braked so abruptly, and the little sack was not there under them.

			‘Look on the floor,’ said the priest. ‘Why start imagining sinful acts immediately?’

			The woman plopped down onto all fours and groped around under the table.

			‘They’re not there! Oh, Lord, they’re not there! I’m finished! I bartered all my property for those needles! A wardrobe with a mirror, two feather beds, five poods of potatoes, a gold ring, a sewing machine. And I took a thousand roubles from the father of my godchild! Now I’m done for! Ooooh!’

			She started howling again.

			‘Ai-ai-ai,’ the reverend father said sympathetically. ‘That’s especially bad, about the father of your godchild. If he’s a boss, it means he has resources. You wouldn’t want to offend him. The only advice I can give to you, my daughter, is to pray.’

			But Black grinned, baring his teeth:

			‘Neatly worked. I applaud the deed. Which of you is so nimble-fingered? I was up here on top, I didn’t fall off the shelf.’

			‘That’s a lie, you swindler!’ the sailor flung at him. ‘You jumped down too. The question is, what for?’

			‘Oh, God in heaven, oh, disaster! Oh, I’m done for!’ the woman wailed shrilly, still crawling around on the floor. ‘I might as well not go home!’

			The door flew open with a crash.

			‘Who’s bawling in here? I told you, no yelling!’

			Everyone froze.

			A terrifying man was standing in the opening, illuminated by the reddish kerosene light and framed in blackness. He was wearing a soldier’s greatcoat and a city man’s hat like a fur pie, evidently only just taken from someone. The bandit’s lumpy face was bearded, his eyes were wild and he was holding a Mosin-Nagant rifle with the barrel and butt sawn off. He had a sack over his shoulder.

			‘Hey, you, on the floor! Sit down and shut up!’

			The woman plopped down into her place. She carried on lamenting, but silently, weeping floods of tears.

			‘Travelling in a compartment,’ the bandit declared with satisfaction. ‘That means you have something to take. Will you hand it over, or shall I bump someone off as a warning? What have you got?’ he asked, starting with the grammar-school student.

			‘There,’ said the youth, showing him a little album. ‘Stamps. I’m hoping to barter them for food. My father was killed in the war. My mother and I have been left alone. We’re starving. But you take them, comrade. They’re good stamps. There’s even some from Madagascar.’

			The bandit just cursed. He tore the album out of the student’s hand, hit him over the head with it and flung it on the floor.

			‘What have you got?’ he asked, leaning down to the girl.

			‘Mister, I’m from Kalinovka,’ she said, raising her grimy face. ‘Ten versts from Bezenchuk. Savel the blacksmith’s daughter. Maybe you know him?’

			‘I’ve heard of him. Why are you all dirty like that?’

			The girl immediately calmed down and her teeth glinted in a smile.

			‘I thought, what if it’s strangers, so I smeared my face. So they wouldn’t rape me. No need to be afraid of our own, though.’

			The swashbuckling individual didn’t like the idea of someone not being afraid of him. He raised his sawn-off rifle and fired into the ceiling. Debris rained down. The girl squealed and others in the carriage started wailing.

			‘Put everything valuable in the sack! Come on! Afterwards I’ll search everyone. If I find anything on anyone, I’ll kill them!’

			And he clattered his breechblock.

			After that the plundering went smoothly. First the sailor hung down from the shelf and handed over his watch. The priest hesitated briefly and pulled out the silver cross. Even Yasha, squinting at the rifle muzzle, swore and tugged two rings off his finger.

			‘What about you, you tough old bird?’ the bearded man asked, taking aim at the crying woman.

			She hoisted up her skirt and slapped the dried perch down on the table.

			‘There, that’s the last thing I have, may you choke on it. I haven’t got anything else. Someone else robbed me before you . . .’

			She banged her head down on the table and her shoulders started shaking.

			That only left the Japanese. At first he examined the bandit with interest, but soon started feeling bored and even yawned.

			‘Have you got anything, slanty-eyes? I know your kind. A quick frisk, and the gold comes pouring out.’

			‘Yes, I’ve got something,’ Masa said with a nod, and yawned again. He was feeling drowsy. ‘Ten-roubur gold pieces.’

			The robber was amazed. He aimed his sawn-off rifle.

			‘Let me have them. Where have you hidden them?’

			‘Right here,’ said Masa, slapping himself on the chest, where the last eight gold pieces were lying in a little silk bag. ‘Take them yourserf, round-eyes.’

			He hadn’t decided yet whether to break the impolite narazumono’s wrist or simply dislocate it. But the narazumono surprised him by firing immediately, without any dilly-dallying, aiming at Masa’s forehead.

			Masa dodged the bullet, of course. Without even straightening up, he flung out his hand and grabbed the gun, swinging his feet round in a sweeping movement, and the bad man plonked down onto his knees. Since the bullet had landed somewhere very close to his master, Masa turned his head to look back – and froze in amazement.

			Erast Petrovich was still sitting there as motionless as ever, but the bullet had flown by within a hair’s breadth of his temple, leaving a long scorch mark.

			Masa’s eyes misted over in fury.

			‘Bukkorosu dzoooo!’1 he roared, flinging the rifle aside.

			Grabbing the blackguard who had disturbed his master’s calm sleep by the throat with one hand, he drew his other hand back, clenched into a fist, intending to break the foul bridge of this villainous akuto’s nose.

			A quiet, rasping voice exclaimed peevishly:

			‘Sonnani sakebu na.’2

			Not believing his ears, Masa looked round.

			His master’s eyes were open slightly.

			‘Damare, atama ga itai,’3 said Erast Petrovich, squinting at the light.

			* * *

			The first and most important duty in a man’s life is gratitude. It comes before everything else.

			And therefore Masa set the bandit on his feet, handed him the silk bag of gold coins and bowed.

			‘Thank you, envoy of good karma . . . Where are you going? What about your rifur?’

			These final words were addressed to the fleeing bandit’s back.

			Well, Butsu be with him.

			Having performed his duty, Masa dashed back to his master, who was still saying something, but Masa couldn’t make out the words, because the moment the bandit disappeared, the female speculator had started bawling her eyes out again.

			‘Quiet, you stupid woman!’ the Japanese hissed, glancing round briefly.

			The woman obediently started crying more quietly.

			‘Damn it, what bright light,’ Masa’s master complained, although the light was extremely dim. ‘I can’t see a thing, it’s blinding. But I can hear a woman crying.’

			He spoke hoarsely, as if his throat had grown rusty. Masa cautiously touched the mark left by the bullet. A mere trifle, there wouldn’t even be a blister. Perhaps after all the sessions with Chang-sensei one more cauterisation was all that had been needed.

			‘I want to know why a woman is crying,’ Masa’s master said quietly but firmly.

			‘Is that the only thing you wish to know?’ the Japanese asked cautiously, recalling Professor Kiri’s warning about damage to intellectual functions.

			Fandorin blinked and shook his head gently.

			‘No, I have many questions. Everything is somehow . . . strange. But first the woman must be helped. No doubt she has suffered some misfortune.’

			‘My life is ruined,’ the woman said in a loud, flat voice. ‘I’ll hang myself, I swear, I’ll hang myself.’

			‘Erast Petrovich Fandorin,’ said Masa’s master, introducing himself. ‘I beg your pardon for remaining seated. For some reason I can’t get up. And I can only see you indistinctly . . . What has happened to you, madam?’

			‘“Madam”,’ the sailor chuckled up above them. ‘All the ladies and gentlemen have scarpered at this stage. The last . . .’

			Masa showed him his fist without saying anything and the churlish ignoramus shut up. Thank God, Masa’s master didn’t seem to have heard what he had said, otherwise he would have started asking questions that it was still too soon to answer.

			‘I’ve been robbed,’ the woman complained to this new man. ‘One of these Judases in here.’ She gestured, taking in everyone in the compartment.

			Something snorted in the night and the carriage swayed and set off.

			‘We’re on a train. In a compartment,’ Masa’s master said, and shook his head again. ‘But there are too many people for a compartment.’

			He started listing them, talking to himself.

			‘The two of us. The lady who has been robbed. A young lady with a dark complexion. Two men on the luggage shelves for some reason. A priest. And . . .’ He peered into the opposite corner, where the philatelist was putting on the greatcoat that he had turned back the right way out. ‘. . . And an expelled grammar-school student.’

			‘What makes you think I was expelled?’ the youth asked in surprise.

			‘You have no buttons in your buttonholes and no crest on your cap.’

			‘You’ve lost your mind. Who goes around wearing eagles nowadays?’

			Masa showed the youth his fist too.

			‘Master, you have stopped stammering,’ he said, coughing to clear his throat, which agitation had tightened. His heart had also started aching.

			‘That is because I am asleep. In my dreams I never stammer,’ Fandorin explained. ‘However, that is unimportant. Ladies must be helped, even in dreams. What has been purloined from you, madam?’

			‘Needles. Almost a whole pound! In a little sack! Oooh!’

			The sailor hung down from the shelf.

			‘You should have kept a sharper lookout. Now stop snivelling.’

			‘Needles. A sailor instead of luggage,’ Erast Petrovich stated without any surprise. ‘What nonsense.’ And he turned patiently towards the woman, no doubt regarding her as a vision in a dream. ‘At night I often dream of some absurd crime or other that I absolutely must solve. And I always solve it. You will stop weeping so loudly if the needles are found, will you not? What are they made of, iron?’

			‘What else?’ the woman sniffled. ‘Gold?’

			‘I don’t know. Anything can happen in a dream. Did anyone leave the compartment?’

			‘Na-ah . . .’ the female speculator wailed. ‘You’re right, comrade! We have to search them all! Let your Oriental friend here search them all.’

			‘Comrade?’ Masa’s master looked at him, as if expecting some kind of freakish antics from him too. Masa gazed wide-eyed at his master. Then suddenly he pinched himself hard on his fat cheek – perhaps he felt frightened that he might have fallen asleep and dreamed Fandorin’s awakening.

			Erast Petrovich nodded to himself, as if consenting to abide by the rules of this whimsical dream.

			‘We are not going to search anyone. We have not been granted the right to do that by any judicial authority. And in addition there are ladies present. But I trust that no one will object to a remote search?’

			‘Object to what?’ the sailor asked suspiciously.

			Yasha said:

			‘I’m not letting myself be frisked, no matter how. Without a warrant – screw that.’

			Masa got up and cast hard glances at both of them. There were no more objections.

			‘Everyone agrees, master.’

			‘Excellent. I hope you have my ferroattractor with you?’

			‘Of course. I always have it with me,’ Masa replied without hesitation, suddenly feeling very uneasy. He didn’t have a clue what a ferro . . . tractor was, but he couldn’t possibly sabotage the mentally unstable man’s hopes.

			‘What’s a ferroattractor?’ the grammar-school student asked.

			‘An extremely powerful magnet. It is required in investigations when small metal objects have to be found at the scene – a pistol shell case, for instance. My assistant will now run the ferroattractor over the clothing of everyone who is present, without touching their bodies. If someone has concealed four hundred grammes of iron needles about their person, they will start jingling. Masa, show them how it works. Begin with me, so that no one will be offended.’

			The gaze that the master fastened on the Japanese was somewhat hazy, but firm. Masa thought for a moment before triumphantly extracting from his bosom a little block the size of two matchboxes, carefully wrapped in a small piece of rag.

			He raised it in the air, showed it to everyone and started moving his hand around Fandorin. Suddenly his hand seemed to jerk of its own accord and stick to the breast pocket of the warm jacket that could be seen through the gap in the parted sheepskin bedspread. The Japanese took out the metal comb with which he restored the parting in Fandorin’s hair every day.

			‘And now you.’

			The block first attached itself to Masa’s chest; the Japanese took out a little baptismal cross and showed it to everyone, but especially to the priest.

			‘My baptismar name is servant of God Masair.’

			And then the sensitive device moved downwards, towards his feet, and there proved to be a razor in his boot top. Masa used it to shave his master in the mornings and on one night, only just recently, he had used it to kill a man who foolishly attacked him in the street.

			‘Science,’ the reverend father said respectfully. ‘Right then, check me too.’

			‘Oh, what’s that?’ the grammar-school student suddenly exclaimed. ‘Look here.’

			He squatted down, dissolving into shadow – the light of the lamp did not reach down that far.

			‘What’s that you’re hiding with your shoe? Move your foot over,’ the grammar-school student said to the girl, and then straightened up. He was holding a little sack full of needles in his hand.

			‘Mine! Mine!’ the woman howled, bounding to her feet. ‘They’re all there, all of them, my little darlings! Ooooh!’

			It was noteworthy that she didn’t stop bawling, her wailing merely ceased being doleful and became joyful instead. And immediately, while she was still rejoicing, she gave the girl a heavy thump on the ear.

			‘Lousy bitch! Thief! Brazen hussy! You sat beside me, acting innocent!’

			‘I didn’t take them! Honest to God, I swear! I didn’t take them, missus!’

			And she started crying too.

			‘Shame on you, young man,’ Fandorin told the grammar-school student. He was still blinking at all the noise. ‘You have all the habits of a professional thief. Not only did you steal the needles, now you’re trying to shift the blame onto an innocent young lady. If this were not a dream, at the next stop I would hand you over to the station constable.’

			‘Co-constable?’ the youth babbled. ‘Station constable? My God, I’d ask for nothing more if only the constables came back. My God, going to the grammar school, instead of jolting about in these appalling trains, and no more sticking my hand into people’s pockets . . .’

			And he started crying too.

			Why didn’t I realise it myself? Masa reproached himself. He’s a professional dorobo, plying his trade on the trains. He said this was his first trip, but he knew where trains are robbed on the line and how. He said he was starving, but he has a white bread sandwich with a meat rissole.

			But all of this was absolutely unimportant.

			‘What happiness!’ Masa sobbed, wiping away his tears and putting the chunk of fatty bacon back in his pocket. ‘Master, you’re not an idiot!’

			Now half the compartment was weeping: the happy woman, the ‘innocent young lady’, the thief and Masa. The little priest was also sniffling compassionately and attempting to say something, but no one was looking at him.

			‘Thank you for that flattering assessment,’ Erast Petrovich muttered. ‘The needles have been found, but it still hasn’t got any quieter. I’m fed up with this dream. I hope the next one will be better.’

			And he closed his eyes, went limp and started breathing sleepily – not in the barely audible way he was breathing before, but with deep, regular breaths.

			‘There now, and you doubted,’ the reverend father declared, finally managing to battle his way through the noise, ‘but didn’t I tell you that in times of many horrors there are also many miracles? You only need to know to whom to pray for what. Address prayers for the mentally distressed only to the Intercessor, the Virgin Mary. So will you persist in your lack of faith now, my son?’
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