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Chapter 1 Farewell
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Beijing's winters are always cold, but this year was reported in the news to be the coldest in fifty years. Days of heavy snow had wrapped the entire city in silver and white. The gray sky was filled with drifting flakes that melted into the pale ground until heaven and earth became one vast sheet of white. Cars that were usually impatient on the road now crawled forward cautiously, like gentlemen with their hands behind their backs, pacing instead of charging. Pedestrians wrapped themselves tightly in thick coats, masks covering their faces, stepping carefully through the snow and leaving long trails of creaking footprints behind them.

A man in a black wool coat, a light gray scarf around his neck, brushed the snow from his shoulders and pushed open the wooden door of a small cafe. At this hour there were only a few scattered customers sitting by the floor-to-ceiling windows, quietly enjoying their leisure.

He hesitated for a moment before walking toward a woman seated alone in the innermost corner.

She was a beautiful young woman, no more than twenty-five or twenty-six, fashionable and striking. Her long hair flowed over her shoulders, and her bright red coat made her look even more radiant. She glanced up at the man, said nothing, then tightened her collar and turned her head aside.

"Why didn't you order anything?" The man took off his coat, sat opposite her, and asked slowly.

The woman did not reply. A hint of melancholy clouded her expression. The man signaled the waiter and ordered a cappuccino for her and a latte for himself. They stirred their cups quietly, sinking together into silence.

"You didn't ask me here... just to drink coffee, did you?" the woman asked softly, eyes fixed on the white foam swirling above her cup.

"Mm. Tomorrow... I'm leaving."

Her hand stopped mid-motion. After a long silence she finally spoke. "Steward Bryce... you really don't have to go. I know... I hurt you. But if you're just trying to avoid me, we can simply stop seeing each other. You don't have to run so far away."

"... "

"I'm sorry, Steward."

"This isn't about you. Don't blame yourself. This is my choice."

"Will you come back?"

"Maybe... "

Silence fell once more. After a while, Steward reached into his coat pocket and placed a delicate red box in front of her.

"You always said you loved this bracelet's design. Take it... as a keepsake."

Inside the box lay a platinum bracelet sparkling under the warm cafe lights, a small heart-shaped pendant engraved with the single character for "Steward." Her eyes reddened. She forced a smile. "We won those, remember? Back in Hawaii. There was that diving competition, and the prizes were a pair of matching bracelets... I only casually said I liked the design, and you jumped into the sea to compete with those foreigners just to win it." Her voice tightened. She slipped the bracelet onto her wrist. "There should have been a men's bracelet too... "

Steward nodded. "I kept it."

Again, silence lingered until their meeting neared its end. Finally, Steward stood, put on his coat, and smiled faintly at her. "There's nothing left here for me to hold on to. I hope you and he will be happy... I'll forget you."

Watching him walk away, the woman could no longer hold back her tears.

Steward was a painter living in Beijing. Orphaned from childhood, he had grown up in an orphanage where his natural gift for drawing had quickly revealed itself. Though he didn't understand the concept of art back then, everything he drew came alive on paper. The director recommended him to an affiliated fine arts high school, officially setting him on his artistic path. After graduating from the Academy of Fine Arts, he declined an opportunity to teach and instead dedicated himself to creating art at home. Fortunately, he wasn't the kind of person who buried himself in solitude; he had made many friends who helped him build a reputation. Within just a few years, he rose from an unknown painter to a respected name in the art circle.

It was during one of his solo exhibitions that he met Song Ting, a dance student at an art institute. They fell quickly, deeply in love. Having grown up without family, Steward longed desperately to build a home of his own. But that dream shattered. Two years later, when he arrived at Song Ting's apartment building with a ring in his pocket and joy in his heart, he saw her in a luxurious car, passionately kissing another man. His world collapsed. From that day on, he locked himself inside his studio, drowning himself in his work. His friends, worried by how withdrawn and numb he had become, dragged him outside whenever possible—sketching trips, drinks, singing—to keep him from sinking any further. Life eventually returned to something resembling normal, but only he knew the shadow in his heart had never truly faded.

Until half a month ago, when he received an invitation from the Repin Academy of Fine Arts in Russia. They invited him to take part in an academic exchange, with a full year of study and creation there, alongside many renowned masters and rising stars of contemporary art. It was not only a milestone in his artistic journey, but also a chance to let go of the past and begin anew. After much thought, Steward decided to go.

Before leaving, the only thing he still couldn't let go of was the woman who had once brought him happiness and love, yet had also taken everything away. He decided to see Song Ting one last time. Perhaps he would never return. Perhaps this would be their final farewell.

Leaving the cafe, the biting wind made him shiver. He took in a deep breath of icy air, rubbed his hands together, stuffed them into his pockets, and stepped into the snow, each footfall crunching softly. At that moment, he felt strangely relieved, as though a heavy weight had finally been lifted. This love had been just one stop on his journey. Song Ting had reached her destination, but he still had farther to go. He believed that somewhere ahead, there would be a station meant just for him.
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Chapter 2 The Vanished Car No. 18
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There are many ways to travel between China and Russia. Naturally, flying is the fastest and most convenient, but many people still choose to travel by train. Though the journey takes longer, passengers can admire the scenery along the way and gradually experience a different foreign atmosphere. For travelers with flexible schedules, it's an attractive choice.

For an entire era, China's classic green trains symbolized long-distance rail travel. The K19 International Train departs from Beijing, passes through major northern cities such as Tianjin, Tangshan, Shanhai Pass, Shenyang, Siping, and Changchun, and finally arrives at Manzhouli—the last station on Chinese soil—where car wheels and chassis are changed and border procedures are completed before the train heads into Russia.

After passing Shenyang, dawn gradually broke outside the windows. The train wound through endless snow-covered mountain ranges. Unlike autumn's vibrant scenery, now everything stretched out in a vast, blinding white. Tall trees were heavily draped in soft snow, and scattered farmhouses flashed past the window, vanishing in an instant. Though the snowy views were rare and beautiful, many passengers still felt slightly disappointed by the monotony.

Car No. 18 was at the tail of the train. Like the other cars, it was divided into several compartments, each with two bunks, a small table, and a chair by the window.

In compartment No. 5 sat Matthew Grace, a tall, broad-shouldered former soldier with a strong square face. After retiring, he settled in Tianjin and went into the fur business. Every autumn he personally traveled to Russia to purchase goods. Business in previous years had been average, but this winter, with unusually severe cold sweeping across northern China—and news reports warning that the freezing weather might last a whole month longer than usual—the fur market exploded with demand. So he decided to seize the opportunity and head back to Russia again, hoping to end the year with great profit.

Right now, however, joy was the last thing on his mind. His stomach was growling loudly, yet no food vendors had appeared. Lying on the upper bunk, rubbing his belly, he grumbled, "They say K19's service is great, but what's going on this time? Not even a single snack cart has come by. I've been starving since last night. If I don't get food soon, I might not even make it to Russian soil before keeling over!"

Sitting across from him was a handsome young Russian with a tall nose and brown hair, about the same age as him. Hearing Matthew's complaint while gazing out at the snowy view, he turned and smiled.

"Brother Matthew, you've been complaining the whole way. I offered you my food, but you wouldn't eat it. Should I go to the dining car and buy something for you?"

Matthew slowly pushed himself up, waved dismissively, and sighed. "No need. I'm not interested in that stuff... You know, kid—"

"My name is Sasha."

"Yeah, yeah, whatever kind of 'Sha' you are. You said you studied in Beijing for two years, right? Your Chinese is pretty good. Didn't expect your taste to turn Chinese too! Look at the things you brought: fried dough, pastries... you even brought roast duck! Do Russians really like such greasy food?"

Sasha chuckled. "They're specialties from Beijing. I brought them home for my parents."

"Then I absolutely can't eat them. Listen, Sasha, you must know that Russian food I like... that kind of pie, like our stuffed flatbreads. Sweet ones, savory ones, all kinds of fillings. The last time I had one, it tasted like liver—absolutely delicious."

"You must mean oladyi, one of our traditional foods. Some are filled with pork liver, beef liver, zucchini, apples, many different flavors."

"Yes! That one! Strange name though."

"So... are you waiting for the train staff to sell them again?"

"Exactly! Last time I ate them on this very train. They were amazing. But this trip, I haven't seen anyone selling them even once. Sigh... I can't believe I can't even satisfy such a small craving."

"If that's all it is, don't be upset. You can come to my house. My mother makes the best oladyi, and also blini, cutlets, and borscht. Everything is delicious."

"Haha, really?" Matthew perked up instantly. Climbing down, he wrapped an arm around Sasha's shoulder enthusiastically. "Little brother—no, Brother Sasha—Russian people really are China's good friends! So tell me... do you also have something to drink?"

"Of course. How about kvass?"

"You mean that weird drink we also have in China? Nah. It's not quite beer, not quite soda."

"Then compote. Sweet fruit drink—very good."

"I'm not a kid. I like something stronger."

"Vodka?"

"That's it! Tastes like our Tianjin liquor. You drink, right?... What? You don't? Impossible! A man has to drink!" Matthew laughed wildly, shaking Sasha's shoulder as he went on and on excitedly about food and drink, as if all his hunger could be solved by just talking.

Meanwhile, Anna pushed a catering cart out of the dining car, just like every trip. Since departure from Beijing, the short-distance passenger cars had been packed so tightly she couldn't move through them before Shenyang. Around the New Year season, migrant workers from the northeast returned home in huge numbers. Shenyang was a major stop; nearly half the passengers got off there every time. After that, the cars always felt suddenly spacious. Those continuing their journey would sprawl lazily across their seats, savoring a brief period of comfort.

"Meals! Hot meals! Stir-fry, noodles, and authentic Russian dishes!"

She had just passed through car No. 16, and most of the food was already sold out. Anna was an ethnic Russian Chinese girl, and it had been her idea to introduce Russian cuisine on board. Sometimes she even helped cook in the dining car, which was why the flavors here were so authentic—so authentic that even Russian passengers praised them with thumbs up.

The train began slowing again, brakes screeching slightly before coming to a stop.

"Where are we now?"

"Siping."

...

"Your Russian dishes are amazing. Give me two more portions!"

"I'm sorry, sir. Supplies are limited. I have to take this last cart to the final car. If there's still some left after that, I'll come back. Otherwise, other passengers will complain. There's only Car No. 18 left—please wait a bit longer."

The train slowly left Siping Station. Anna continued pushing her cart toward Car No. 18.

Normally, the connecting corridor between two cars was always crowded with smokers. But today it was strangely empty. Even the corridor door had been shut by someone. Suspicious, Anna leaned closer and peered through the small window toward Car No. 18.

What she saw made her break into a cold sweat—

Beyond the window, there was no train car at all.

Only blue sky. White clouds. And the railway tracks stretching into the distance... narrowing... then disappearing.

Was she already at the last car?

But... Car No. 18 should be there.

She staggered back in shock, looked up, and froze.

This was clearly Car No. 17.

Car No. 18... had vanished.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3 Departure
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"Anna, seriously, did you not sleep well lately? I was just in Car No. 18 ten minutes ago looking for the conductor. How could it suddenly disappear? It's broad daylight—what nonsense are you talking about? Want a vacation that badly? Then at least find a better excuse. By the way, someone back there was just asking about your Russian dishes."
Leaning lazily against the corridor wall, attendant Guozi grinned at the pale, trembling Anna.
"Guozi... have I ever joked about something like this? I haven't even used my three-day marriage leave yet! Car 18... really... it's gone! Completely gone!"

Anna had no mood for small talk. Panic filled her face.

"Gone? What is this, some David Copperfield magic trick? A whole train car vanishing just like that? You must be exhausted."

"Stop laughing already! I know this train better than my own home. I can't be mistaken. Guozi... what if... it somehow detached?!"

Slowly, the smile faded from his face. Although he and Anna always joked around, he knew she would never lie about something like this. More importantly, the terror in her expression couldn't be faked.
He straightened instantly, squeezing past the food cart and running toward Car 18.
When Anna finally caught up to the end of Car 17 again, she saw Guozi standing stiffly, pressed against the carriage wall, staring wide-eyed out the window. The two exchanged a glance—and in each other's eyes, they saw the same fear and disbelief.

With trembling hands, Guozi fumbled for his intercom, steadied himself, and spoke slowly.

"Conductor... Car 18... it's... gone... "

***
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Steward entered his studio, flipping through paintings from his earlier years. Memories flooded in. A few of the pieces showed Song Ting—her familiar smile, her charming eyes—so vivid that they still pulled his mind back to those moments.
Had he really let her go?
He sat before an unfinished painting, lit a cigarette, and stared blankly. The canvas was chaotic: broken brush strokes, heavy colors, only a shattered vase vaguely recognizable in the middle. It reflected perfectly his state of mind back then—messy, suffocating, lost.

He gave a bitter smile, exhaled a cloud of smoke, and tore the canvas down. Just as he was about to begin packing his art supplies, rapid knocking sounded at the door.

It was Professor Armand Connie, his longtime friend from the Academy. He rushed in, throwing off his coat.

"Do you know what happened today?"

"What happened? Whatever it is, it has nothing to do with me anymore."

"Listen to yourself. Sounds like you're becoming a monk instead of going abroad. I'm telling you, this has everything to do with you. Check the news on your phone."

Armand sat while Steward scrolled through the headlines. After a moment, the professor spoke again.

"This is seriously strange. I think you should postpone your trip to Russia."

"... Is it really that terrifying? Could it just be some technical issue? Before Siping Station, people were still entering Car 18. After leaving Siping, it vanished. Maybe someone tampered with the connections between cars?"

"If only it were that simple. The latest investigation results are out. They reviewed all surveillance footage from Siping Station—this is where it gets unbelievable. Car 18 was clearly visible entering the station. It was also visible while the train was parked inside. But once the train departed, K19 was briefly blocked in camera view by another passing train for about two minutes. When it reappeared on screen... Car 18 was gone. In just two minutes. Tell me, who on earth has the ability to make a train car disappear?"

"No eyewitness accounts?"

"Plenty! Station workers, waiting passengers—hundreds of people were there. Yet not a single person noticed anything unusual. No one saw the car detach. It simply vanished into thin air."

"... What does this have to do with me? I wasn't on that train."

"Not yet. But you're boarding K19 next week, same route, same direction. Aren't you the slightest bit worried?"

"You want me to fly instead?"

"I already checked—no tickets left."

"So what? Walk to Russia?"

"If you could, sure. What I'm saying is: delay your trip."

"Professor Armand, you're overthinking it. Things like this don't keep happening. Even if it's strange, it won't repeat endlessly. Besides, I can't delay. Everything in Russia has already been scheduled."

"No room for discussion?"

"No room."

The professor sighed.
"You and that stubborn temper... I knew persuasion was pointless. Fine, I won't nag anymore. Tonight I'll gather some friends. Let's at least give you a proper farewell."
***
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Departure day crept closer. Steward finished packing and entrusted his home and studio to Professor Armand. These last few days were the most relaxed he had felt in a long time—filled with endless gatherings and farewells. Yet the heavier the atmosphere of separation, the more reluctant he felt to leave his homeland and his friends.

Only when he finally boarded the northbound train and waved to those sending him off did the reality truly hit him. Leaving home meant loneliness and helplessness. For the first time, he felt a deep, quiet sorrow.

He removed his scarf and hung it aside, then sat by the window, glancing curiously at the young man lying on the upper bunk opposite him. The guy looked about twenty-something, pale-skinned, wearing black-rimmed glasses, lost in thought while staring at his ticket.

"Traveling alone? Going to Russia? To study?"

The young man glanced at him, nodded, then returned to staring at the ticket. After a long silence, he suddenly spoke.

"Did you notice?"

"Notice what?"

"We're in Car 18. The same number as the one that disappeared."

"Oh? So what are you trying to say—that we're going to vanish too?" Steward chuckled. "Didn't expect someone so young to think so much. That missing car incident definitely isn't some supernatural nonsense like the media claims."

"Oh? Then what do you think it is?"

"I don't believe in ghosts or spirits."

The young man shook his head.
"So you think terrorists did it? For what purpose then? If it really were terrorists, wouldn't they have made demands by now? But up to this moment, there hasn't been a single claim of responsibility."
"... Until there's solid evidence, everything is just speculation."

"Solid evidence? I doubt there will ever be any. Didn't the press conference say so already? They used every possible technology—speed positioning systems, transponder tracking, satellite monitoring—and found nothing. That only proves one thing: this incident cannot be explained by science."

Steward fell silent.

As much as he resisted believing in anything supernatural, everything about the investigation so far seemed to defy logic.
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Chapter 4 Ghost Train
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"Have you ever heard of the Ghost Train?"
The young man climbed down from his bunk, opened a can of potato chips, and handed it to Steward.
Steward took a few chips politely and shook his head.

"You've at least heard of Gogol, right?"

"The great Russian writer. People call him the Dickens of Russia."

The young man nodded and continued while chewing.
"Gogol died in 1852. In 1931 his remains were moved to the Danilov Cemetery in Moscow. But when his body was exhumed years later... his skull had mysteriously disappeared. After many twists and turns, his relative, a naval officer named Nojatsky, eventually obtained the skull. He entrusted an Italian officer to deliver it to a Russian lawyer. Around the spring of 1933, that Italian officer boarded a train carrying Gogol's skull in a box. When the train entered a long tunnel, the officer's younger brother Tony decided to play a prank and secretly took out the skull. But at that moment, a strange voice echoed in his mind—'Leave now. Run!'
Taking advantage of the brief slowdown as the train moved through the tunnel, Tony jumped off. At the same time, passengers aboard suddenly began screaming for unknown reasons...

Later investigations confirmed that the train truly disappeared in 1933. It had only three cars and was chartered privately for a tourist group leaving Italy. They say a model of that train is still kept in the Milan Railway Museum. Investigators even tried studying the model, hoping to uncover clues about its disappearance. But nothing ever came of it... "

The young man brushed crumbs from his hands, then pulled out his phone.
"I found a picture of the model online. Want to see it?"
Steward hadn't expected his carriage companion to know so much about supernatural incidents. Having someone like this to chat with along the journey wasn't so bad. He took the phone and looked at the legendary train named after Gogol.

On the screen was an old steam locomotive with three small cars. Its huge mechanical wheels, viewed from a modern artistic perspective, actually looked quite decorative. A plate reading 5732 hung at the front, and a tall chimney rose above the engine. One could almost imagine it roaring across the open plains, smoke billowing, whistle screaming through the wilderness.

"So something that shocking... and it was just left unresolved like that?"
Steward returned the phone, clearly intrigued.
"Of course not. In 1991, the Gogol Ghost Train appeared again—this time in Poltava, Ukraine. Multiple newspapers reported it. That very day, Alexander, a scientist from the Kiev Academy researching supernatural phenomena, waited near a railway junction, hoping to witness it. When the train suddenly emerged from nowhere, he leapt onto the last car in full view of witnesses. Seconds later, the train vanished again. And so did he. No trace of him has ever been found."

He paused, then continued.

"And that wasn't the only time. The same mysterious train has supposedly appeared multiple times near that junction. But after what happened to Alexander, no one has dared to jump aboard again."

"Maybe that junction has some strange environmental problem... something like the Bermuda Triangle?" Steward suggested.

The young man shook his head.
"Not just there. It was seen on the Crimean Peninsula too. Someone saw a train cross an abandoned river embankment—except the tracks there had been removed years ago. And in another Ukrainian city, a police officer was chasing a stolen car. When the car blew a tire near a railway split, the officer jumped out and rushed toward the thief. Suddenly, a train whistle echoed out of nowhere. A three-car train—old-fashioned steam engine, the kind long retired, like something straight out of a museum—appeared out of thin air. Moving slowly, swaying like a bicycle, it slammed the luxury car off the tracks.
The thief seized the opportunity, climbed onto the train, and vanished into the second car. When the officer sprinted after him, the thief even waved smugly. At that moment, a middle-aged woman appeared at a window in the third car, wearing an old-fashioned floral dress, staring blankly outside."

"As the officer was just about to jump aboard, someone screamed, 'Don't get on!' A railway worker stood in the distance, desperately waving for him to stop. The officer turned back toward the train... and froze.

The air around the train rippled like water struck by a pebble. The world distorted... twisted... then the entire train disappeared.

The railway worker, pale with fear, told him, 'You're lucky. If you had boarded that train, you'd never come back. That was the Gogol Ghost Train.'"

Steward listened intently. He hadn't expected mysterious train disappearances to have such a long history. Still, everything the young man described sounded like scenes from a horror film. Yet he spoke of them as if they were undeniable fact.

Steward glanced outside at the darkness swallowing the night and cleared his throat.
"Sitting here in this dim carriage listening to ghost train stories really isn't helping my nerves. So... which movie was that from?"
The young man shrugged.
"Even if it sounds cinematic... do you really think the disappearance of Car 18 last week was just fiction too?"
Steward didn't answer. He still refused to connect the missing car incident with anything supernatural. Raised his whole life as a firm atheist, he simply couldn't accept a world ruled by spirits and ghosts. At most, he could admit there were natural phenomena still beyond scientific understanding.

"What's your name?" he finally asked.

"Ryan Windsor. You can just call me Ryan."

"All right, Ryan. Have you always been interested in supernatural stuff? Do you actually believe in ghosts and deities?"

"I do believe in Buddhism. And I enjoy stories about spirits and gods. But I don't necessarily think ghost train incidents have anything to do with religion. Maybe they're natural phenomena we simply haven't discovered or don't understand yet."

"But have you noticed something?" Steward countered.
"In the Ghost Train stories you told, full trains vanish—engines and all. But in our case, only Car 18 disappeared. No engine. No independent power. Completely different."
"That's because you're still thinking within the limits of known science," Ryan replied calmly. "But this kind of thing can't be explained with the science we currently understand. It's like UFOs. Can you say aliens definitely don't exist? We haven't proven it yet—but that doesn't mean it isn't real."

Steward fell silent.

He had never cared for UFO theories or supernatural speculation. His life had always been focused on painting, on the tangible canvases before him. But he also knew the universe was vast, far beyond human comprehension. Science had achieved wonders—flight, medicine, space exploration—yet countless mysteries still remained unsolved.

And perhaps... this was simply another mystery.
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Chapter 5 Locomotive Square
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Time on the train felt endlessly long and dull. For two straight days, the two of them talked about everything under the sun—life in the universe, mysterious underground tombs, the human soul, legends of wild men in the mountains. Every strange phenomenon, every bizarre rumor, nothing escaped their conversation. Their laughter and debates constantly drifted from the compartment, making nearby passengers secretly envious.

Outside the window, the snow was falling heavier and heavier. The endless white began to feel monotonous and tiring. Eventually, Steward and Ryan finally stopped their passionate discussions, pulled the curtains shut, and slept soundly.

When they woke again, it was already the third day of the journey. Dawn had broken faintly. The snow outside had stopped at some point, and pale sunlight spilled softly across the small table beneath the window, breathing a touch of warmth into the carriage.

"Where are we now?" Ryan rubbed his face, fumbled for his glasses, and glanced sleepily at Steward, who was standing by the window photographing the winter scenery.

"We're almost at Manzhouli. Hurry up and get ready. We'll be getting off soon for border procedures."

"You're sure Car 18 hasn't gone off on its own adventure, right?"

"Haha, aren't you the one fascinated by ghost trains? If we really disappear, it'd give you a perfect research opportunity... Relax. I just went to the restroom in the next car. Thankfully, we're still attached to the train."

"I didn't expect you to be this funny. I always thought painters were supposed to be serious and detached from everyday life."
Ryan jumped down from the upper bunk, gulped a few mouthfuls of mineral water, wiped his mouth, and said, "There's nothing worth photographing inside the car anyway. When we get to Manzhouli, I'll take you out for a walk. There's a locomotive square near the station. You'll love it."
"Perfect. I was just wondering how to kill time during the visa processing."
Having decided, they began packing their belongings. This was Steward's first time at the China-Russia border, and with the rare snowy scenery, he couldn't help feeling excited.
Manzhouli is a county-level city in Inner Mongolia, located in the heart of the Hulunbuir Grasslands. With the Greater Khingan Mountains to the east, Hulun Lake to the south, Mongolia to the west, and Russia to the north, it is a border city with over a hundred years of history. Blending Chinese, Russian, and Mongolian cultures, it is known as the "Window of East Asia."

According to regulations, after customs officers collect passengers' passports on board, passengers should wait in the train until verification is completed before registering inside the customs hall. But Ryan clearly knew the ropes. He told Steward to fully gear up—coat, hat, gloves, scarf, everything—and then stuffed Steward's camera into his coat.

"They're strict here. Technically, we're not allowed to get off. Don't speak later. I'll do the talking. If they ask you something, just nod."

Steward had no idea what he was planning. When he saw Ryan shove two huge bags of dried fish into his backpack, he was even more confused.

"Why are we bringing dried fish?"

"You'll see."
Then Ryan grabbed him and rushed toward the door.
On the platform, staff bundled in thick coats huddled together in small groups, chatting and laughing into the icy air. When they saw two clumsy figures wrapped like bears trying to get off the train, they stepped forward to block them.

"What are you two doing? Trying to go past the border? Didn't you hear the announcement? Customs is processing documents right now. If you're bored, just stretch your legs here!"

Ryan adjusted his backpack as though the dried fish weighed tons.

"Don't worry, we're definitely going through customs. I'm from Shanghai, going to study over there. Actually, last time I came back, I met your Station Chief Matthew. He asked me to bring him some seafood this time. I just wanted to drop it off for him while we have this break."
He took out a bag of dried fish and tossed it to them.
"No use just standing around. Have a taste. These are famous Huangpu River dried fish from Shanghai. If you like them, I'll bring more next time!"
Buried under his coat, Steward nearly burst out laughing. This kid's tricks were incredible. A single bag of dried fish solved everything.

People can't reject gifts—especially snacks in cold weather. While chewing the tough dried fish, the female staff members waved them through.

"Fine, but hurry. Track changing starts soon. You've got forty minutes. Make it quick."

The two of them lumbered away through the snow like clumsy animals. Once they were far enough, Steward yanked off his fur hat and gasped for breath, laughing.

"You're unbelievable. A bag of dried fish and you win the world. I thought they'd be much tougher."

"What do you mean 'cheap dried fish'? Those cost fifty yuan a bag online. I sacrificed for you!"

"Haha, good brother. I won't let you suffer for nothing. But how do you even speak Shanghainese? Aren't you from Zhejiang?"

"Close enough. A few 'Ah-la's here and there fool most people."
He pointed ahead.
"Look. That's the locomotive square."
Steward followed his gaze. Beneath the blue sky and drifting clouds lay a wide, open square. Because of the bitter cold and strong winds, almost no tourists were there. In the thick snow stood an antique locomotive, resting silently at the center of the square on a short stretch of rusted track. Against the white snow, its black-and-red body looked especially striking.

"That's a steam locomotive built by the Japanese in 1940. The track beneath it was made in the Soviet Union back in 1925. See the plate number '1861' on the front? Years ago, when a Chinese delegation traveled through Manzhouli to Moscow, it was this exact locomotive that pulled the train across the border."

Steward nodded, pulled out his camera, and photographed the engine from several angles.
Then he smiled.
"It's impressive, but it's still not as stylish as that legendary Gogol Ghost Train you told me about. Seems Japanese aesthetics lose to Russian aesthetics in this case."

He circled the locomotive once.
"Ryan, can I climb up?"
"Go ahead. Tourists do it all the time. The cabin is locked though, so don't expect to get inside."
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Chapter 6 The Strange Red Button
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Steward hung the DSLR around Ryan's neck, then carefully climbed up the ladder onto the locomotive. A thick layer of snow covered the top of the engine, and he had to watch his footing, moving forward slowly, one step at a time.

Ryan snapped a few candid photos of him and shouted,
"Hey, master artist, that's enough. There's nothing fun up there anyway. Come down."
But Steward didn't come down right away. This was the first time in his life he had ever climbed onto a locomotive—especially a steam locomotive. For an artist, the more experiences and sensations, the greater the chance of new inspiration. If he wanted to create good work, he had to live a little. Who knew—maybe once he got to Russia, he'd use this very train as the subject of a new piece.

He stepped over a sunken section of the metal plating and stopped by the cab door. He had always been curious about what it was like to drive a train, but the chance to see it up close was rare. Knowing the cab was locked, he assumed he'd have to leave it at that.

With a touch of disappointment, he pressed his hand against the iron door, giving it an absentminded push before turning to go—

Clank. Clank.

Something inside shifted, and with a sharp click, the lock gave way.

Steward froze for a moment, then excitement surged through him. He pushed hard. The door opened halfway, only to be pulled up short by a chain hooked from the inside.

"Ryan, the door's open! There's a chain inside holding it shut!"

Ryan's curiosity ignited at once. In a few quick moves he clambered up onto the locomotive, took one look at the chain, and grinned.

"We're lucky. It's not even a fixed lock. Just a hooked chain. One lift and it's off."

He pulled a thin pencil from his backpack, carefully slid it through the gap, and flicked upward. With a crisp snap, the chain slipped free of the slot. Ryan pushed the door open.

"So this is where they drove the train... Not at all what I imagined."

No wonder he said that. The cab was narrow and cramped, filled with dials, valves, and pipes—pure relics of the industrial age. There wasn't the faintest sign of modern technology, not even a proper seat.

Steward waved his hand through the dust in front of him and coughed.
"Hard to believe something this crude could actually run... Cough... "
"It was a great invention of its time," Ryan said. "We're lucky to see it from the inside today."

"True. Without your dried fish, we wouldn't be here at all. Even in a museum, they probably wouldn't let us into the cab."

"Steward, do you think if they put this beast back on the rails it could still move?"

Steward shook his head, running his gloved fingers lightly over the dust-covered controls.
"Even diesel engines have retired. What chance does this ancestor have? Its mission ended long ago. Still... if they really restored it and put it back on the tracks, I think it would run."
Ryan nodded and tapped a red button curiously.
"This one—think it's for the whistle?"
Steward bent down to take a closer look.
"Doesn't look like it. In war movies, the whistle's always a handle you pull down, like on an old bus. This might be some kind of call button instead."
He had barely finished speaking when a piercing screech tore through the cab.

Without warning, the sharp sound hit them like a blade. Ryan jolted in fright, his foot slipping so badly he almost fell. Steward staggered backward, eyes wide.

"Ryan! What did you touch? What was that noise?"

"I just pressed the red button! What's going on? I thought this thing was scrapped ages ago. How is there still power?"

"Someone still using it?"

"Impossible. They installed this locomotive here for display back in 2004. The track under it is only about thirty meters long. What could they possibly be using it for?"

A gust of icy wind blew into the cab. Steward tightened his scarf and walked slowly up to the red button. Brushing away the dust with his gloves, he uncovered two faint characters:

Emergency Communication.

"So it's a communication button... But it's been sitting here for ten years. How can it still work?"

"... Should we try it again?" Ryan asked quietly.

Steward exchanged a look with him, took a deep breath, pulled off his glove, and pressed his bare fingertip onto the red button.

Screeeech... Screeeech...

The same sharp feedback shrieked again, like a microphone howling with feedback, drilling straight into their heads. Before Steward could speak, a long, echoing train whistle sounded from nearby, cutting him off.

Ryan's face changed.
"Steward! Have we been out here more than forty minutes?"
Steward's heart lurched. He yanked up his sleeve and checked his watch.
"Damn!"
Without another word he grabbed Ryan and bolted for the ladder.

"If we miss the train, this joke's going too far! Ryan, what are you doing? Move! Don't you have school to get to?"

When he glanced back, Ryan was still standing where he'd been, calmly taking pictures with the camera.

"Enough! We really won't make it if you keep shooting!"

"Then I won't go," Ryan muttered. "I don't want to study anyway. Steward, why don't you just teach me to paint?"

He finally took off after him, stumbling through the snow, one deep step and one shallow. By the time they sprinted back into the station, both of them were gasping for breath, but they didn't dare slow down. They charged straight toward the entrance—

And, of course, that was the moment the station staff stopped them.

They had been in such a hurry sneaking out that they hadn't taken their tickets. Now, no matter how they tried to explain, it all sounded flimsy. After all, they had slipped out without permission.

Now Steward was truly panicking. Whether he made it to Russia or not was one thing—but he had more than a dozen of his best paintings on that train. If he lost them, the damage wouldn't be measured in money.

Just then, a familiar face appeared in the crowd, and hope flared in his chest.

He turned and yelled at Ryan,
"Ryan! The dried fish! The dried fish is here!"
The "dried fish" in question was not food, but the female station worker who had eaten the fifty-yuan-a-bag dried fish Ryan had given her earlier. Ryan's eyes lit up. He shoved past a few people and shouted,

"Big sister! It's us! I'm the guy from Shanghai!"

She blinked, then suddenly recognized them.
"You two are still out here? That train's about to leave!... What are you waiting for? Get in!"
They didn't have time to worry about the complaints of the passengers around them. No matter what, they squeezed and shoved their way through the crowd.

Only then did they see it:

Several long platforms. A dozen nearly identical trains.

Finding K19 in this mess, and in this short amount of time... was going to be anything but easy.
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Chapter 7 This Car Is Not That Car
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Snow began to fall again—thick, heavy flakes pouring down like a blizzard. On the platform, only a few travelers dragging their luggage could be seen, along with several inspectors bundled tightly in heavy coats. One of them pointed toward a distant track.

"The train that finished changing wheels should be over there. By now, it should already be done."

Through the curtain of swirling snow, Steward and Ryan squinted in the direction he indicated. Everything ahead was blurred into whiteness. It was impossible to see clearly whether any train was there at all.

"Steward... sorry... Looks like I really ruined your trip this time."
Ryan's voice carried guilt. If they had just stayed obediently on the train, none of this would be happening.
"It's not your fault. Come on, let's go take a look. Maybe we can still make it!"

But life rarely follows wishes. Slipping and stumbling across the frozen ground, they finally reached the place the inspector mentioned—only to find nothing. The train was gone. Only smooth rails remained, gradually being buried again under falling snow.

"They really just left us here?" Ryan muttered bitterly. "What do we do now? Maybe we should go back to the station and ask them to contact K19... have them wait for us at the next stop?"

"I don't think they'd just abandon passengers like that. Are you sure you don't remember exactly where we got off?"

Ryan tugged off his wool hat and brushed away the snow, sighing helplessly.
"It's all white out here. Everything looks the same. I can't tell direction anymore... And don't forget—they switched tracks halfway. Who knows where we even are now."
Steward's hope deflated instantly. What he thought would be a simple excursion to gather inspiration now seemed like a complete disaster.

Just then, a shrill whistle blasted through the frozen air, nearly making both of them collapse in fright.

They spun around.

In the distance—through the blizzard—a long train was slowly moving.

Even in the snow and wind, the faint green color of the cars could still be seen.

Ryan's eyes lit up.
"Steward! There it is! That green train! They must have finished switching the locomotive and brought it back!"
Joy surged in Steward's chest... but then, a strange thought struck him, freezing his expression.

"Ryan... we just looked here. There was nothing. How could an entire train appear out of nowhere in such a short time? And look carefully—it's facing tail-first. There's no locomotive pulling it."

Ryan paused as well.
"Then maybe it was already here, hidden in the snow earlier... We just didn't see it. Anyway, we should be careful. If this really is a ghost train, then we hit the jackpot... "
He forced a strained laugh.
"Let me check first. If it's really K19, we get on."
Steward nodded and followed him toward the train.

The train looked identical to their previous K19 consist. There was no freight section tacked onto the end—exactly like before. Could this really be the same K19?

If so... then the very last car...

Would be Car 18.

Hope burst back into his chest. He gritted his teeth, flung off his snow-covered hat, and sprinted with everything he had.

Fortunately, the train had only just started moving. Its rhythm was still slow—clanking steadily forward. Before long, the two of them reached the final carriage.

And at that exact moment...

The door of the last carriage swung open by itself.

As if someone had opened it for them.

But inside... there was no one.

Snow whipped violently in the wind, pouring into the dark carriage.
Steward wiped the frozen snow from his face and yelled,
"Ryan! Look closely! Is this the right train?!"

"Yes! The plate says K19. No doubt about it!"
Without hesitation, Ryan grabbed the handrails and jumped up. With his help, Steward followed immediately.
They slammed the door shut behind them and collapsed against it, panting. The snowy platform blurred past the windows as the train accelerated, its rattling growing faster and steadier.

Ryan let out a long breath of relief.
"Didn't expect us to do a guerrilla-style boarding like in an old war movie. Steward, not bad! Guess artists aren't weaklings after all!"
Steward tossed him a cigarette and lit one himself.
"Who said artists are weak? We carry canvases and cameras across mountains and deserts. I've spent months in Xinjiang, Tibet, Yunnan... Trust me, I'm tougher than you kids."
Ryan tucked the cigarette behind his ear, wiped his glasses, and grinned.
"After traveling that much, ever run into strange things?"
Steward exhaled a cloud of smoke proudly.
"Of course. But not the time for stories. Let's get back to the compartment, eat something, and I'll tell you slowly... "
They dusted themselves off and walked into Car 18.

And the moment they stepped inside...

Everything changed.

A chill raced down Steward's spine.

This wasn't their Car 18.

Though the outer shell was the same familiar green, the inside was completely different. The decorations were elaborate. Curtains hung over the windows. Painted patterns covered the ceiling. The style was distinctly Russian. Even the passengers... totally unfamiliar faces.

There was no question—this wasn't their carriage.

And if this wasn't their carriage...

Then the one they boarded... wasn't their train.

Cold sweat rolled down Steward's forehead. A suffocating dread crept up his chest.

K19 only runs once per week.

Meaning...

There should only be one K19.

Ryan's face went pale.
"Steward... you're sure you didn't misread the number?"
"I didn't... " Steward whispered.

Just then, a tall muscular man walked past. Ryan quickly stopped him.

"Hey buddy—this is K19 to Moscow, right?"

The man gave them a strange look.
"Of course it is. Don't tell me you two just jumped on without even knowing the train number. You're not from Car 18 originally, are you? You came from up front?"
Steward and Ryan froze.

They couldn't even speak.

Before they could respond, the man continued complaining.

"Good thing you came. This train's acting crazy. They locked the passage door to Car 17. No one has come through for three days. No attendants. No food service. Nothing. What the hell is going on? Did something happen up there?"

Ryan's mind went blank.

The world seemed to tilt.

Steward suddenly grabbed him, then turned and sprinted toward the passage connecting to Car 17.

The door was sealed shut.

He pressed his face against the glass.

Inside—

Only darkness.

No movement.

No sound.

Nothing.

As if the train simply ended there.

Steward's knees went weak. His body leaned heavily against the door. His brain felt empty. Ryan and the tall man rushed up behind him.

Seeing Steward's expression, the tall man cursed angrily and kicked the door.

"See?! I said something weird was going on! What the hell are they doing?!"

Ryan clenched his fists so tightly his knuckles went white.
A tremor shook his voice.
"Steward... did we really... end up on the Ghost Train... ?"
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Chapter 8 Wrong Train
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Steward didn't speak for a long time. He silently took out a cigarette, took two hard drags, then suddenly flicked it to the floor.

"Ryan... our bunks before—were they No. 7 and No. 8?"

"Yeah. You were 7, I was 8. Why?"

"Have you ever thought... what if when they switched tracks, they also switched carriages? If that happened, then the carriage we're in now wouldn't be the same one as before... which would explain everything. But if that's the case, then our bunks should still exist. They should still be ours."

"That's... actually possible." Ryan frowned. "But even if they switched the carriage, the passengers wouldn't change. Everyone should still be the same... Hey, Steward! Where are you going?!"

Steward didn't even wait for him to finish before rushing deeper into the carriage.

The tall man beside them looked completely lost.
"What are you two mumbling about? What 'hit by something'? What is going on?"
Ryan was about to run after Steward, but suddenly stopped. He turned slowly and stared at the tall man as if seeing an alien who had just landed on Earth.

Right.

How could he forget?

If this train really was the same vanished Car 18 from a week ago... then the people inside this carriage were a problem too.

He pushed his glasses up his nose.

"Brother, what's your name? Where did you board the train?"

"What, now you're checking household records?" the man snorted. "Name's Matthew. Got on in Tianjin. Why?"

"... You didn't get off at any point?"

"In this weather? Who'd freeze himself for fun?!"

Exactly. If they hadn't gotten off to see that locomotive, none of this nightmare would have happened.

Ryan scratched his head in frustration.
"So you've been on the train this whole time... didn't you feel anything strange?"
"How could I not? Didn't I just tell you? Not a single attendant for days. The passage to Car 17 is locked. We can't even open the doors to get off. I'm pretty sure we've been hijacked."

Hijacked?!
Ryan opened his mouth to ask more—
But a woman screamed from inside the carriage.

***
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Inside a compartment, Steward now stood face to face with a tall, strikingly beautiful woman in her thirties. Her hair was styled in an elegant braided crown, her face pale with a faint rosy hue, eyes blazing with visible anger. She hurriedly pulled a knitted shawl around herself.

"You!" she snapped sharply. "Ever heard of knocking? Barging into a lady's compartment—don't you understand basic manners?!"

Ryan hurried in behind him to smooth things over.

"I'm so sorry. Really. He didn't mean to offend you. We're dealing with something urgent... please forgive him. I apologize on his behalf."

"Hmph. At least you still have some decency." She crossed her arms. "Fine. What do you want?"

Seeing curious passengers crowding the doorway, Ryan quickly dragged Steward and Matthew inside and shut the door.

"What are you doing? Why the secrecy?" The woman hugged her shawl tighter, nervous now.

"Don't worry," Matthew said gruffly. "I sleep next door. These two have been whispering weird nonsense since they got here. I want to hear what they're hiding. If they're lunatics, I'll throw them off the train myself."

Steward and Ryan shared a bitter smile.

If only it were that easy.

If this truly was the ghost train... then getting off might not even be possible.

Steward forced himself to calm down.
"Forgive my rude entrance. But what we're dealing with is... extremely strange. And it affects everyone on this train. Before I explain, may I ask you both a few questions first?"
Matthew's patience was already thin.
"Enough talking in circles! Ask already!"
"Did you both board in Beijing? How long have you been on this train?"

"I did," Matthew replied. "Been riding about three days, I think. Why?"

"Did the train switch tracks at Manzhouli?"

The woman sighed.
"Don't even mention that. Everyone here thinks something's wrong. Normally the train stops many times on the way to Moscow. But this trip has been strange. It only stopped twice earlier on. Ever since then, it hasn't stopped once. Definitely didn't switch rails. I even chatted with a Russian passenger about it. None of us could figure out when the procedures changed. The longer we rode, the stranger it felt. Some passengers tried breaking open the door to Car 17. It wouldn't budge. Then we tried opening the main doors. Same result. Locked tight. So we started thinking... maybe we're being hijacked."
Steward's heart tightened.

He forced himself to ask one last question.

"Then... the last time you remember stopping... was which station?"

The woman thought carefully.

"Shenyang. I used to live there, so I paid attention to it."

The words stabbed straight through Steward like ice.

Shenyang.

A week ago, the missing Car 18...

Disappeared right after leaving Shenyang.

There was no doubt anymore.

Hijacking was the least of their problems.

This wasn't a normal train at all.

The woman saw their faces drain of color and panic spread instantly.

"Did something really happen? Are we hijacked? Who are you people? How did you get on this train? What is going on?!"

Still neither Steward nor Ryan spoke.

Matthew finally exploded.

"Say something already! I'm ex-military! If this is a hijacking, I'll fight them to the end!"

Ryan lowered his head. His voice trembled.

"If only it were hijacking... that would actually be easier... "

The woman's face went white.

"What... what do you mean? Something worse than hijacking?"

Ryan nodded slowly.

His throat felt dry. Every word scraped painfully out.

"We're not completely certain yet... but we suspect that this Car 18... and everyone inside it...

May already have disappeared."
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Chapter 9 The Missing 168 Hours
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"Disappeared? What's that supposed to mean?"

"Bullshit! Are you two actually insane? The train is right under our feet, and we're standing here alive and well. How the hell have we 'disappeared'?"

Ryan glanced at Steward. Steward frowned, took out a cigarette, then caught the look of disgust on the woman's face opposite him and reluctantly put it back in his pocket.

"What's happening really is hard to believe," he said slowly. "When I first saw the news, I thought it was nonsense too—completely against everything we know. But what happened today... I can't ignore it anymore. Let me start from the beginning."

Outside the window, the train roared on through wind and snow, the rhythmic clattering of wheels on rails echoing endlessly into nowhere. It was already afternoon. The glass was fogged over, snowflakes melting and refreezing in distorted patterns.

Inside the compartment, it was utterly silent. Apart from the constant rattle from under the floor, nothing moved.

Steward finally finished recounting everything that had happened over the past week.

The stunned expressions on the two faces across from him did not surprise him in the least.

He reached for that last cigarette in his pocket again. It was his final one. At a time like this, he couldn't bear to smoke it. He just held it under his nose and inhaled the faint smell of tobacco, trying to soothe himself.

"So according to you," Matthew said at last, voice rising, "we disappeared a week ago. To the outside world, we vanished into thin air? Are you kidding me? That's complete crap! We're right here, aren't we? I'm literally on my way to Russia! I've got fur stock waiting for me to buy, top-grade pelts waiting for me to make money on!"

He suddenly shot to his feet, arms flailing as he shouted in Steward's face.

Steward didn't move. He just continued to breathe in the dry scent of the unlit cigarette, his voice calmer than before.

"To be honest, I'm not even sure we're really on the way to Russia anymore," he said quietly. "And... we might never get there."

"Bullshit! You two really are lunatics. Believe it or not, I'll throw you both off this train!"

"Calm down. We haven't actually confirmed anything yet," the woman said, patting Matthew's shoulder and motioning for him to sit.

"How can something like this happen?" he muttered, dropping back onto the bunk with a heavy thud. "And why the hell does it have to happen to me... "

The woman beside him remained comparatively composed. She frowned, turning something over in her mind.

"You said you two left Beijing three days ago," she said to Steward. "That means you departed a full week after we did. So by your account, we've been traveling for ten days already. But I only feel like I've been on this train for three. How do you explain that?"

"It could be part of the phenomenon itself," Ryan said with a sigh. "If this really is something beyond our understanding, then time and space being distorted isn't impossible. We simply cannot explain it with the science we know."

At that moment, he genuinely regretted ever joking about ghost trains when he first met Steward. Now it seemed like his own nightmare had come to collect him.

"I still don't buy it," Matthew grunted. "Let's say the car really was separated from K19 somehow. Why does that have to mean 'ghost train'? Why not something man-made, like I said?"

"He's right," the woman—Gao—added. "The situation is strange, I admit that. But it doesn't automatically mean we're on a ghost train. We can't scare ourselves to death. And this business about us already being on the road for a week when we only remember three days—how are you going to prove that?"

Steward carefully put the cigarette away again and looked at her seriously.

"Miss Gao, is it? May I call you that?"

"Yes. Gao. So?"

"This is actually easy to verify. Just turn your phone on, connect to the internet, and search for news from a week ago. The disappearance of your carriage should be front-page news."

Gao took out her phone and sighed.

"There's barely any signal," she said. "Two days ago it basically died completely. No calls, no data. But look—according to my phone, today is November 23. We left Beijing on the 20th. This is only our third day."

Steward froze for a moment, then quickly checked the date on his own watch.

November 30.

Exactly seven days later than her phone.

Which meant—seven days. One hundred and sixty-eight hours.

Gone.

He rubbed his forehead.

"That makes it even stranger. In that case, let me make a bold guess. Maybe it's like Ryan mentioned earlier: at the moment your carriage disappeared, time inside it... stopped. Whatever happened in those hundred-plus hours, you would have no way of knowing. When time started again, your carriage had already been attached to some other train. And by pure coincidence, Ryan and I boarded it at that moment. My watch, however, wasn't part of whatever happened to this carriage. So its time never 'froze'—it kept moving normally."

As he spoke, the logic seemed to fall into place for him all at once. He turned to Ryan.

"Does your phone still have the news article you showed me earlier?"

Ryan shook his head.

"Just like Gao said. I can't even make a call, let alone get online."

"What else do you have in your bag? Anything that can prove time?"

Ryan rummaged through his backpack.
"A pen. A notebook. A flashlight... and a bag of dried fish."
"Dried fish?"

Steward took the bag and studied the packaging carefully. Then he let out a bitter laugh and handed it to Gao.

"Take a look at the production date."

Gao glanced at the print, then widened her eyes.

"November 24?!"

"Ryan," Steward asked softly, "when did you buy it?"

"The day we got on the train. At the supermarket beside the station."

"Exactly. Miss Gao, if today is really the 23rd like your phone says... then this bag of fish won't be manufactured until tomorrow."

She stared at the date again, her voice almost breaking.
"That's impossible... isn't it?"
Piece by piece, the signs piled up in front of them. Gao and Matthew had no choice but to start believing Steward and Ryan's story—at least partially. Whether this really was a ghost train, no one dared say. But something was terribly wrong.

The four of them talked in low, tense voices late into the night. In the end, they reached a tentative agreement: whatever the truth was, they could not tell the rest of the passengers yet. Panic would spread instantly. If chaos broke out in a sealed carriage speeding through the wilderness, things could become unmanageable fast.

Tomorrow at first light, they would begin a systematic investigation of the train—check every connection, every door, every window they could access. First priority: confirm whether the train was still heading for Russia at all. If not... they would have to start thinking about how to escape.

There weren't many empty berths left in the carriage. After searching, Matthew found only two compartments that still had free bunks: Gao's, and another shared with a Russian passenger. Gao asked just one question:

"Who snores?"

In the end, Steward stayed.

He wasn't exactly delighted at the arrangement. Yes, Gao was beautiful, with a refined manner and an artistic air in every gesture. But living in close quarters with a woman was, frankly, a hassle. Even burping or farting became a source of awkwardness.

Still, there was one undeniable advantage.

Wherever there was a woman...

There was never a shortage of snacks.
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Chapter 10 Attempted Escape (1)
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After finishing the bread Gao had brought and downing a full bottle of mineral water, Steward finally felt somewhat human again. But when he looked up and saw Gao gracefully nibbling at a slice of cake—tiny bites, slow, elegant—he suddenly suspected his own eating moments earlier had been disgracefully barbaric.

He wiped his mouth with a napkin.
"Miss Gao, you're heading to Russia for music studies? Moscow Conservatory?"
Gao froze for a moment, eyes widening.
"How did you know?"
Steward smiled and pointed at the black violin case resting in the corner of the bunk.
"That told me. The most famous place for classical music in Russia is the Moscow Conservatory. Most Chinese musicians who travel there study there... but you're probably not a student anymore."
"What, do I look that old?"

"Not at all. You just don't look like a restless student. You carry yourself with maturity—and refinement."

She laughed softly.
"Didn't expect you to be such a smooth talker. But you guessed right enough. I graduated from the Moscow Conservatory. Violin performance. I now play with the Beijing Symphony Orchestra. This time I'm returning to perform in a charity concert... and to visit teachers and classmates."
She finished wiping her lips with a wet tissue and leaned forward.
"Since you see through people so well, let me guess you. You're in the arts too."
"Oh? Why do you say that?"

She folded her arms, resting them on the table, studying him.
"Your long curls. That
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