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​Prologue
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Later, when Kaspar looked back on the time he spent preparing for his long journey to Mandaria, he could not help laughing to himself at his innocence. For three years he spent hours every day learning the complicated language, studying everything he could find about the culture of the vast nation to the east of Kalathan, filling journals with notes, observations, pencil sketches and ink drawings, maps and diagrams and timelines. By the time he and the rest of the forward party actually left towards the end of the winter of his twenty second year, he thought himself quite the expert on everything Mandarian, from the correct way to eat a pijali fruit without getting pink juice all over your silk chilpa, to the subtle difference in pronunciation between the words for a climbing rose bush and a nasty cold in the head. He was quite confident that when the time came he would not embarrass himself by complimenting someone’s stuffy nose instead of her garden, or offend a Wuji with the wrong kind of bow. He would be respectful, knowledgeable and interested – a perfect ambassador for Kalathan, a walking symbol of peace and cooperation. 

He would be charming. 

He would be smooth. 

Above all, he would be prepared. 

But older, wiser Kaspar had to shake his head at the arrogance of his younger self. His ability to make a fire out of damp sticks in the freezing cold turned out to be far more helpful than his hard-earned mastery of vanishing prepositions in formal Manshai. The hours he spent committing the names of the Emperors of the Eleventh Dynasty to memory were no help to him when he found himself flat on his back in the mud with a sword at his neck. And his careful study of customs and traditions turned out to be irrelevant when he discovered that as one young man, nothing more really than an ambassador for his country, he had very little power to influence those whose ambitions threatened what was most precious to him.

He did not know then, young and bright-eyed and optimistic as he was, how he would be tested. He did not know that all his preparation, although it certainly helped him in the beginning, would be of no use when he needed help the most. He would return home to his family changed, refined, no longer a boy with a boy’s dreams, but a man who had faced the most dreadful choices of his life alone except for the wisdom in the small leather-bound book his brother had given him as a parting gift. The hopeful, trusting heart that beat in his chest as he left Kalathan that day, heading east this time instead of west, did not yet know heartbreak as he and his three companions waved to their loved ones and then galloped away, excitement at the waiting adventure making them spur their horses on over the green hills towards the mountains and the strange land that awaited them. It beat steadily and strong, innocent of the coming test, of the heights of passion, fear and anguish it would soon experience. 

His mother had expected that the journey would change him, as all journeys do in some way or another. She saw, when she embraced her somewhat thinner, now bearded son when he finally returned to the palace more than two long years after he left, that he must have suffered. But then he smiled at her and she could see that despite new lines on his face he had not lost his spark, his guileless, genuine aura, his warmth. He was still Kaspar: thoughtful, sensitive Kaspar, who as a child would in one moment rejoice over a pretty sky, then sink into despair over a brotherly squabble the next. 

And Kaspar himself marvelled at how he had set out from this same place simply to serve as Kalathan’s ambassador. For now he understood what it meant to have another master, one infinitely higher than his brother the king, one who in fulfilling something of his purpose in Mandaria had somehow taken a prince and turned him into a worthy servant. 
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​The Sapphire Road
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This remarkable 3200 mile long road stretches across the continent from Cedropolis (formerly Urbus) in the Western Empire all the way to Tanzhin, the capital of Mandaria, or Manshai as it is known by its inhabitants, in the East. The original road connected various ancient paths and passed through the Empire, then through Kalathan, over the mountain passes to Gorka in Mandaria and then on across the vast country to Tanzhin. For over 200 years while Kalathan was closed to outsiders, traders and caravans travelled a less hospitable route through Parsia until the civil war in that nation prevented passage. After the attempted invasion of Kalathan by Cedric of the Western Empire, the road was reopened through that country. 

The road surface varies according to the terrain through which it passes. Within the Western Empire it is mostly paved with stone from the surrounding areas. Through most of Kalathan, travellers can expect a well-maintained dirt surface through forests and plains, although there are some paved stretches near the larger cities. The mountain range that separates Kalathan and Mandaria is traversed by a series of passes, all of which can accommodate horse-drawn wagons. For travellers on horseback there is a shorter route at a higher altitude where the road narrows to allow only one rider to pass. 

The Mandarian part of the road, by far the longest, is mostly wider than in the Empire or Kalathan and is very well maintained and easily traversed, designed as it was to avoid the two mountain ranges along the way. Paving is uncommon and only found at two points: Gorka in the province of Kang-Shan and the final stretch into Tanzhin. It crosses mountains, plains and many hundred miles of desert area through the provinces of Hokhai and Ginchi.

The 267 overnight camps, which can be found at 10 - 15 mile intervals, and the maintenance of the road are funded by taxes levied at various checkpoints along the route. The camps vary in size and levels of comfort: the most rudimentary consist of little more than wooden shelters, cleared areas for tents, an outhouse and a water source. The largest, busiest camps have multiple stone or wooden buildings, beds, fireplaces, kitchen areas and fences to keep both animals and opportunists out. The larger camps will also have market traders from whom the weary traveller can purchase food supplies and other requirements without having to make a detour into a town. 

One of the main purposes of the Sapphire Road within Mandaria is to carry the post. The impressive system, the most efficient in the known world, utilises a relay system of riders who can carry a letter from one side of Mandaria to the other in less than three weeks. Travellers are likely to find themselves overtaken by post riders many times a day. Post can be sent from and received at any of the camps with post offices, where there will be an official in residence. 

Every year thousands of individuals, small groups and large caravans make their way across the continent by way of the Sapphire Road. An unbroken journey from Cedropolis to Tanzhin will take anything from four to eight months of weary travel. But it is thanks to this unsurpassed testament to human ingenuity and resourcefulness that one can find pepper in Parsia, silk in Cedropolis, glass in Gorka and tin in Tanzhin!

​PART ONE

​

​
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​Chapter 1
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A campfire, a tin cup of warm fragrant tea, evening light making the snow-capped mountains all around me glow with beauty. Stars beginning to appear above, a fur-lined cap keeping my ears warm, a full day’s travel behind and the prospect of adventure ahead. Can there be anything better than this, to be on the road, in the company of friends, on my way to discover new worlds? Honestly, I don’t mind Levan’s bad cooking, my cold nose or even my aching behind. Tonight I look up to see a starry sky rather than a gilded ceiling and I feel that my whole life is ahead of me. 

“Can you believe we are actually outside of Kalathan now?” Kaspar looked up from his journal at the words of his cousin Tarik, who sat on the other side of the campfire, thick coat pulled tight around him as he gazed up at the rapidly darkening mountains. It had taken so long to prepare for this journey, years in fact to send and receive letters across the vast distances and make all the arrangements, that to be here at last, beyond the borders of Kalathan, felt a little like a dream to all of them.

“It doesn’t look very different to Kalathan yet,” said Kaspar, putting down his already dog-eared journal and taking a deep drink of his tea. It was early spring, the air in the mountains east of Kalathan still dry and cold, and the warmth soothed the stinging in his throat. 

“It’s not even the slightest bit different,” said Tarik. He was only eighteen, the son of Kaspar’s uncle Nairan, his pale golden hair a contrast to Kaspar’s dark curls. “When I see rice fields and people wearing chilpas, and when I feel warm enough to wear those funny grass sandals Dishan has told us about then I will believe we are actually in Mandaria.”

“It felt real when we saw that sign yesterday,” said Kaspar. “The one pointing to Juntai, in both Continental letters and Manshai symbols.”

“That did look strange,” Tarik said, pensively. “And we have seen a few mail carriers since then, bolting past us on those white horses as if this were a highway and not a mountain pass.” 

“It looked more like a work of art than a road sign, didn’t it?” It was Levan who had spoken from his spot on the ground beside the fire. The former soldier, tasked with leadership of the mission in general and protection of the prince in particular, twenty years older than Kaspar but a friend nevertheless, leant forward to poke at the coals with a stick, causing a shower of sparks to rise into the sky. “I have travelled plenty in my life but I have never seen anything quite as foreign as that sign. All those pictures and flowers carved into the wood – I couldn't tell which were words and which were decorations!”

“Well if the women in Manshai are as lovely as the signage then I can’t wait to get to Gorka!” Tarik stood up, stretching his stiff arms. 

“Tarik, my boy,” said Levan, shaking his head and then puffing on his pipe again. “None of that, now. You are on an important diplomatic mission, not a pleasure trip. There will be no chasing after women, do you hear? We have a reputation to uphold and important relationships to build. Don't make me waste my time making sure you are behaving.”

“Don’t worry, Uncle Levan!” Tarik leaned down to pat one broad shoulder. “No need to fear! I will behave, and besides, my Manshai is so terrible none of the pretty girls will have any idea what I am saying to them anyway. I will leave that kind of charming to my cousin.”

Kaspar laughed. “I may be able to speak the language better than you can, but I won’t be using it to charm women, Tarik. As Uncle Levan says, that’s not what we are here for.”

“You might not be able to help yourself, Kaspar,” came a low, drawly voice from the other side of the fire. “I am the only one here who can tell you, from experience, that the women of Manshai are more beautiful than any women anywhere else in the world.”

“Really?” Tarik sat down again, beside Dishan this time. The Mandarian, unusually tall for one of his race, his dark hair covered as always with a square of black silk tied behind his head, the dark ink marks on his cheek and neck standing out starkly against his skin, shifted up a little to make a space for him. “Or are you just demonstrating to me the hyperbole and floweriness of Manshai speech?”

“Oh I am quite serious.” Dishan grinned from under his wispy moustache at the excited look on the young man’s face. “In fact the women of the town of Kangji, where we are going after Gorka, are quite famous for their beauty.”

“Famous,” breathed Tarik, eyes wide. “What do you mean?”

“He’s teasing you,” said Kaspar, throwing a piece of stick at Dishan. “That was both flowery and exaggerated. I have read all there is to read about this province and I never read anything about that. Kangji is beautiful, though, the landscape and the old buildings rather than the people.”

“Wait until you see it,” said Dishan. “It’s been years since I was there, and I was only a boy, but I will never forget it. A city on a hill, or a group of hills rather, the palace towering over the road that winds up to it like a snake. Tall buildings, all made of stone, narrow streets, and a wide river that sparkles as clean and clear as if it was a mountain stream.”

“A wide river, flowing over hills?” Levan looked as if he did not believe a word of it. 

“From the mountains behind,” Dishan said. “I know it sounds strange but you will see what I mean. And the blossoms! I was there in spring, as we will be. You won’t believe the blossoms until you see them. It will be like walking through a rainbow.”

Kaspar closed his eyes for a moment, imagining what it might be like. He loved Kalathan but honestly, this land had in the last years captured his imagination quite entirely. He had filled sketchbooks with drawings, written descriptions of places he only hoped to see, and now at last it was close. Soon he would see more than bundled-up mail carriers in a hurry, and pretty road signs, and he could not wait. 

“Walking through a rainbow indeed,” muttered Levan, heaving himself to his feet. “You’ll turn their heads soft if you talk like that, Dishan. As you said, you were a boy when you were there last. I’ll bet you fifty kronas the gutters in Kangji stink and that the women are no more beautiful than they are anywhere else. Now it’s almost dark, men. Time to get the tent up before the chill sets in.”

It did not take long to clear the remnants of the meal, to take care of the horses and unload what was needed for the night. Soon Kaspar lay on his fur under quilts beside his cousin, warm everywhere except for his nose, only vaguely aware of Levan’s faint snoring as he drifted easily into sleep. 

He awoke before the others, feeling rested, hungry and full of energy for the day. Rising quietly he pulled on his jacket and boots, took his New Testament and stepped outside, taking a deep breath of cold air and thinking, as he had done on many of these mornings in the mountains, of the one hundred and twenty-first psalm. My help comes from the mountains, he said to himself, rubbing at his eyes as he gazed up at the peaks. From the Lord, the maker of Heaven and Earth. He had wondered, many times, what it would mean to be a Christian in a pagan land such as Mandaria, where no one could quite count the number of gods worshipped in temples of all different kinds. There would be no churches, no Christian community other than Tarik with whom to read the Bible and pray. Levan preferred not to speak of spiritual matters and Dishan was not interested in hearing any more than he already had about the Bible or anything related to it. Kaspar’s brother Theo had advised him to keep up with daily disciplines, and in that spirit he had intended, now, to find a suitable rock to read and to begin a little chat with God. 

But then he looked down, to the spot a little way from the tent where the remains of the fire lay. It took him a moment to take in what he saw: a bundle of brown cloth, roughly the right size and shape to be a person. He took a step closer, and then another, until he was standing less than a foot away.  

It was a person, curled up into a ball, the head facing away from him covered in a scruffy cap of mangy-looking fur, legs and feet pulled up inside what looked like a too-big coat. 

“Hello?” Too late, he realised he had spoken in Kalath. “Hello?” he said again, this time in Manshai, but there was no answer, no response, no movement at all. He crouched down, feeling a stab of fear, putting out a shaking hand to touch the body, not sure if he hoped it would be alive or not. 

Still no movement. 

Knowing he should shout for Levan but giving in instead to curiosity, he took a gentle hold of the shoulder and turned it over, fully expecting to see the roughened face of a traveller, perhaps one of the slight, dark-skinned villagers they had encountered near the road to Juntai.

The body fell easily backwards, revealing a sight that made him gasp. 

It was a woman, a girl rather, long-lashed eyes closed, the delicate features of her face as still as death. 
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​Chapter 2
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I am not dead.

My prayers were answered and God has shown kindness to me through strangers. 

I thought I had failed and that the price of my freedom would turn out to be my life. But I am still here. I am not giving up yet.  

When Lin opened her eyes at last, she knew that something had happened. She was aware, in her half-conscious state, that she was no longer cold, that she was under some kind of shelter, and that the shadowy figures around her were men. 

Men! She closed her eyes again, trying to keep breathing slowly despite the panic rising in her chest. She remembered, vaguely, that in her exhaustion she had stumbled across a camp, seen the remains of a fire, and made her way towards it.  She had not been surprised to find that it was completely out, that the vague outlines of the stones circled only cold ashes; she had expected it. Because since the day she had left home, since that moment she had gone to find Kinshan to ask for his help, nothing had gone right at all. 

She had not had time to pack thoughtfully, and had left in the most unsuitable clothing, carrying a bag that contained very little that was useful for survival on a rugged mountain road in unpredictable spring weather. Kinshan could not arouse suspicion by coming with her to Gorka. And then last and most disastrous of all, the scrawny, smelly guide that Kinshan’s friend in Gorka had hired for her, had taken her two days into the journey over the pass towards Juntai, then stolen her horse and her money and most of her things and disappeared, leaving her alone and defenceless, so far away from home that she might as well have been on the moon. An empty fireplace seemed a fitting place to die, after two days of danger, fear, and hunger, and a sleepless night in cold, terrifying darkness. 

But she was not dead after all. Her head lay on something soft, her body for the first time in days something approaching warm and comfortable. “Ssh,” she heard, a pleasantly soft voice towards which she turned her head. “It’s all right. You’re safe with us.”

“Kinshan?” For a moment she felt relief. What other man would speak to her so tenderly? But as her eyes slowly focussed she saw that although the voice belonged to a young man it was not Kinshan at all, but a foreigner, a grey fur cap pulled down over his head. But he spoke her language, and his brow was furrowed in concern. 

Concern! A strange man, yes, but one telling her she was safe, not gripping her wrist as if his fingers were made of iron. A young man with bright eyes and a kind face, not dirty, foul-breathed and smelling of stale wine like the last man she had woken to find leaning over her in a stone shelter on the road. That shock had given her the energy to jump up and run as fast as she could into the trees, and the patience to hide for most of a day.

No, this man was nothing like that at all. She looked up at him, realised for a second that he was holding her hand, then closed her eyes again, making what felt like an easy decision to surrender and trust, her body giving in to exhaustion, desperate for rest. 

When she awoke again she did not feel so comfortable. She was sore, still exhausted, and so hungry it hurt. This time there was a different man at her side. This one was older. A brown wool cap covered his head, a neat grey beard surrounding his reassuring smile, fine lines radiating from pale blue eyes. He spoke to her softly in a language she did not understand, helping her sit and propping her up with a strong arm, then holding a cup of something warm and deliciously sweet to her lips. 

“Thank you,” she whispered, beginning to believe that her prayers had been answered and she had found the help she needed. Her voice, she discovered, was thin and croaky. “You are very kind.”

He shook his head, said something in his language again, then touched his hand to his chest and said his name. 

“Levan.” 

So this one did not know her language. She pointed to herself and said her name. He smiled, then turned to pick up a thick fur coat, gesturing for her to take off the one she had on. 

She let him help her, for her limbs felt like lead, and even though he was a man she did not feel afraid. She gladly exchanged the dreadful old jacket she had on for the one he offered, realising that her threadbare slippers were not on her feet any more, that someone had replaced them with soft, thick socks. Then to her amazement he brought a bowl of warm water, and a cloth, and helped her wipe her face and wash her hands. When she sank back, her eyes heavy again, the hopelessness of the last days seemed dissolved in the kindness of those blue eyes.

Kalathene eyes, she discovered later when she woke up again. She had not recognised the breathy, flat-sounding language although she had seen a few foreign travellers and traders in Kangji and Gorka since the Sapphire road had been opened through her country a few years before. An advance party for a diplomatic visit, explained Dishan, the one Manshai with them. He was a tall man, dressed not in a chilpa and wide trousers as she was but in high boots and a dull-coloured long tunic like his companions. He did not wear his hair short as they did, though, but like other Manshai men in a long tail down his back. 

“The four of us are travelling to Gorka where we will meet the rest of our caravan next month. We plan to be in Tanzhin to meet the Emperor before winter,” he explained. “Then we will travel south and return to the continent by sea.”

She nodded, feeling a little overwhelmed by the three young men who sat on the large stones surrounding the firepit beside which she had lain down, or fallen, she did not know which. It seemed to be about noon, and they were in one of the rest camps. The group of four men were the only occupants of the camp, their strange pointy-roofed tent pitched on a grassy patch beside the crude stone shelter. She could hear the soft whinnying and shuffling of their horses nearby. She shifted a little closer to Levan, who reached over to adjust the collar of the jacket around her neck, speaking in Kalath again. 

“He says you must stay warm,” Dishan said. 

“I am warm,” she said, lifting her face to the sunshine, her hands stuffed deep into the pockets of the wonderful coat, which reached past her knees and, she had been amazed to discover, was lined with soft silk. Levan had given her his woollen cap too, replacing it with a square cloth that he tied over his almost-bald head. “Thanks to all of you. Please tell them that I am grateful, from the very depths of my heart. I owe you my life.”

Dishan said something in Kalath. The fair one, Tarik, grinned back. She had never seen anyone so fair in her life. His hair was cut short on his neck and around his ears, the longer part that was left on top slightly wavy and a shade of pale yellow she had never seen, his bright eyes blue like Levan’s. He grinned at her, then attempted to say something in Manshai so bad she could barely pick out two words. 

She remained silent when he finished, no idea how to answer. He might have asked where she came from, but then he might have been enquiring about her shoes. She looked down at her grubby slippers, then to Dishan, who had his hand over his mouth, laughing silently. 

“My cousin’s Manshai needs some work.”

It was the fourth man who had spoken, the one who had first spoken to her in the tent. Kaspar. Darker than Tarik, taller, his jaw more square, his shoulders broader, yet she could see the family resemblance between them. 

“It is better than my Kalath,” she said. “I know nothing of your tongue. But you seem to know ours.”

Kaspar nodded, smiling at her with the same gentle respect she sensed in Levan. 

“Does he know it?” Dishan laughed. “I helped to teach him, lady, but if you can believe it he might have surpassed me and many of the scholars who assisted us in his knowledge of our language. He has spent the last two years studying and reading it. Transliterated, of course. He might be a genius of languages but Manshai characters are still beyond him.”

“Not beyond me!” Kaspar said, indignantly. “We decided, did we not, that for the purposes of this mission it was more important to understand and speak than to be able to write?”

“You speak very well,” Lin said. “I have never met a foreigner who could say more than a few phrases in Manshai.”

“It has been difficult, I admit,” Kaspar said. “Far more difficult to learn than Empirian or Ahranian. But I have enjoyed it. It is a beautiful language.”

Tarik started speaking again then, in Kalath thankfully, poking Kaspar in the ribs while he looked at Lin. 

“I imagine,” she said, knowing that she could not avoid it, “that I should explain myself.”

“We cannot help but be curious, Lady,” Dishan said. 

Lady! She lifted her hand to her neck, aware that they must have seen the lily inked there. If this man was Manshai then he knew what it meant. The stupid green silk chilpa under the horrible coat had probably given her away too, and her speech, and of course the embroidered slippers, which though ruined now, had clearly once been fine. 

“First,” she said to Dishan, sitting up a little straighter and taking a deep breath, “I must ask you to translate something for me.” She turned to Levan. “You may not be a master in the language of the Manshai people, sir, but you are more than a master in the language of loving kindness and tender, respectful care. I have not been so sweetly cared for since I was a child.”

Dishan duly translated, causing Levan to flush and pat her on the shoulder as he replied. 

“He says it is a pleasure,” Dishan said. “You reminded him of his niece back at home.”

Lin nodded. “You saved my life, sirs,” she said. She looked around at them all now, at their expectant faces, wishing for a moment she could tell them the whole truth in exchange for their kindness. “I left Gorka about a week ago for Juntai. I was ... planning to visit a friend there.”

She made the mistake of looking at Dishan and Kaspar. Both looked unconvinced, and she could not blame them. Sixty miles of mountain travel just to visit a friend? So early in the spring, when the weather was still so changeable? But she did not want to lie.

“I hired a guide,” she continued, “and a horse. But on the third day after we left Gorka he abandoned me. He threatened me with a knife, then took the horses and most of my things and left me on the road.”

“What?” Kaspar was frowning. “Alone with nothing?” 

She nodded, steeling herself against the memory. “He gave me his coat and cap and said he was sure someone would stop to help me.”

“And did anyone?” asked Dishan. “There are plenty of travellers on this road.”

Lin lifted her chin, hoping she would be able to explain without losing her composure. “Plenty, yes. I tried twice to ask for help, once from a mail carrier and once from a group of traders. Fortunately I was taught how to kick a man where it hurts, or—” She stopped, dangerously close to tears. “I stayed off the road after that. I did not feel safe to sleep in a camp.”

“So you spent the night outside, with only that old coat?” Kaspar sounded horrified. 

She nodded, as Dishan translated for Levan and Tarik. 

“With nothing to eat? No shelter?”

She shook her head. 

“Juntai is still at least two days’ walk from here,” Dishan said. “Do you have family in Gorka? You should travel back with us.”

Lin shook her head. “No – I must get to Juntai,” she said. “Thank you for the kind and gracious offer but I must decline.”

“Decline?” Dishan looked as if he was about to laugh. “After what has happened? You can trust us to get you to Gorka safely, Lady. We’re not like those other men, we promise.”

“Oh but I do trust you!” Lin looked at Levan. “And after today, after your kindness, I feel strong to continue, if you don't mind my sleeping here with you tonight. I have coins that were not stolen, to pay you for any trouble I have caused. I don't want to go to Gorka. I can’t.”

Levan seemed to pick up what she was saying and placed a hand on her shoulder again, talking gently. Lin listened, even though she understood nothing, panic rising in her chest. Nothing had changed. To return to Gorka and then home to Kangji would be to accept the fate that waited there for her, and despite the horrors of the last few days she was not ready to give up yet. She could walk for two days if she had to.

“He says we cannot in good conscience allow you to do that,” Kaspar said, when Levan finished. “He says he will insist you come with us. If you have money you can find another guide in Gorka. A better one. And we will not speak of any payment.”

Lin did not answer. To continue as she had been was dangerous; she could not deny it. She could ask these kind men to give her the coat, some food and perhaps a weapon, and then she felt certain she could manage to continue along the road (or off it, rather) and make it to Juntai. Only two more days! She had come so far already! But she could not ask them to support her in her plan. They had done so much for her, even delayed their journey by a day to take care of her, and she understood. 

What a wonderful place Kalathan must be, if this was how its men behaved! Lin did not argue, only accepted the food they gave her: bread baked in a pot the night before, dipping it in her tea to soften it as they did. It was blackened slightly at the edges, deliciously salty, and as she worked her way through the unfamiliar texture of it, small pieces at a time, she prayed silently, willing it to strengthen her for what still lay ahead. 
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​Chapter 3
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What a strange day. We found a girl this morning, half frozen and starving. It’s a good thing we have been making good time so far because now we have lost a day to stay here with her. We could not just leave her here alone.

I have been speaking to her, practising my Manshai. Her accent is different to Dishan’s but I am getting used to it. Tomorrow we continue on to Gorka, and Lin will come with us. 

She does not want to, but I suppose she has no choice. 

“Do you think she is telling the truth?” Kaspar was tending to the horses with Dishan, making sure they were fed and ready for the next day. He had just finished brushing down his horse, a beautiful red-brown creature Theo had given him as a parting gift, and the work had warmed him enough that he had rolled up the sleeves of his tunic. 

“Not for a minute.” Dishan patted the nose of one of the packhorses, then tied the reins to the post in the stone lean-to that served as camp stable. “No woman with a mark like that would travel alone just to visit a friend. Certainly not here – and to Juntai! Juntai is nothing. A tiny village in the forest for hunters and loggers.”

Kaspar wiped his brow on his sleeve, then began to pack away the brushes. “What does her mark mean?” he asked, calling to mind the glimpse he had seen of the finely inked lily, leaves and tendrils filled in with deep green, the flower extending up past her ear where her long hair had hidden it. “It’s beautiful. The work of an artist, surely?”

Dishan shrugged. “It means she is nobility. I didn't exactly examine too many noblewomen’s necks before I left Manshai as a boy, so that is all I can tell you. My guess is that she is running away from a father. Or a husband.”

Kaspar pondered this as he walked back outside. He knew from his studies that all Mandarian women were under the authority of their fathers, husbands or another male relative. By law they had to obey or face punishment. If Dishan was right then taking her back to Gorka with them would mean taking her back to whatever or whomever she was trying to escape. But Levan was adamant. He would not offer to provision a lone woman for a two-day walk on a mountain road, especially after what she had said about the other travellers she had encountered. Taking her with them was the only choice to keep her safe. And besides, he said, it was going to storm. 

“It’s not going to storm.” Lin, after sleeping for most of the afternoon after lunch, was sitting with them around the campfire, delicately eating Levan’s bean stew from a wooden bowl. “The sun was out today. Spring has come.”

“But the wind has changed, dear,” Levan said, when Kaspar translated. He was acting positively fatherly: serving her first, putting a quilt around her shoulders when she sat down, insisting she wear his woollen cap even though she insisted she was not cold. “Tomorrow the sky will turn black and there will be snow. Make sure you can get to your gloves and warm socks, boys. We don’t want to have to stop tomorrow to dig in the packs.”

“I doubt that, Levan,” said Dishan. “It would be very unusual to have a storm this late in the year.”

Levan did not reply, only shrugged and carried on eating his stew. Kaspar glanced over to Lin, who was delicately sipping from the side of her spoon, her long hair loose so that the lily was hidden, the bright quilt around her shoulders. The sun was setting, reflecting gold onto her face, and as he looked at her he felt a sudden pang of solidarity. If his suspicion was right and she was on the run, a high-born woman on a journey far from home, all her comforts and privileges left behind, then he knew what that was like. He remembered that uncertainty, that fear, the way the forest had felt so huge and oppressive, the way he had longed for walls and a roof, for a morning of waking up in his own bed. But he at least had had his brothers with him. Lin was alone. 

When the meal was over Dishan went to check over the packs, while Levan and Tarik took the pots and dishes to the nearby stream. Kaspar wondered if she would go to the tent, but she remained beside the fire, staring blankly into it. 

“I am sorry we can not help you,” he said, keen to practise his Manshai, hoping that she might reveal some of her story to him. 

“Oh, you helped me!” she said, looking up at him. 

“But we don’t offer the help you want.”

She shook her head. “I do understand,” she said. “In your position I might do the same.”

“I hope we are not taking you into danger by bringing you to Gorka.” Bold, but if it got him the whole story it would be worth it. 

“No,” she said. “Not physical danger. But my hopes are dashed. My dreams are shattered. To return to Gorka is to give up on my happiness. Forever.”

Goodness. Kaspar’s curiosity burned. The Manshai, he knew, tended to exaggerate when it came to language. He had already noticed it in her speech. But he felt that even though the words were poetic, the emotion behind them was real. “Perhaps when you get there you can hire a better guide and try again.”

She shook her head. “Tell me,” she said, looking away from him and back to the fire. “Do women in Kalathan choose their husbands themselves? Or do their fathers choose for them?”

“Ah.” Kaspar knelt to add another log. This was something! “Arranged marriages are not our custom. Perhaps it happens sometimes, that a woman is coerced into a marriage she does not want. But I have not heard of it.”

Lin sighed, her whole body rising and falling as she did. “Such freedom,” she said, sadly. “I envy the women of Kalathan, then.”

“So that is why you were running away? Your father is forcing you to marry against your will? You seem very young to be married.”

She shook her head. “I am past twenty already. My sisters and I are already older than most brides.” 

Only a little younger than he was, then. 

“You must think me mad,” she said. “But I would rather live a life of poverty with freedom than one of plenty with a man I cannot respect or love.”

“I don’t think you are mad,” Kaspar said. “But it sounds as if you risked more than your fortune when you left. You might have died.”

“Firstly,” she said, lifting her chin. “I have no fortune of my own. I am dependent on my father. Like every Manshai woman, I am under his authority until that transfers to whatever husband he picks for me.”

“Of course. Sorry.” 

“And second, I did not think it would come to that. It was only after my guide betrayed me that I realised what was at stake. And no one told me how cold it is in the mountains at night. When I left home the nights were already warm.”

“Still,” Kaspar said, looking pointedly down at her filthy slippers, the once-white tops a mess of broken embroidery threads. “I suspect you have no experience with travel like this.”

When she looked back up she was staring at him. He could not decide if she was offended or amused. “Well,” she said, after a pause. “No. And I have been wondering today if it would have been worth it if you had not helped me and I had died out here.”

“Hmm,” said Kaspar, tapping his chin and staring up into the rapidly darkening sky, hoping to get a smile out of her. “Which is better: death from exposure? Or marriage to someone you do not love?”  

If she was amused she did not show it. She sounded deadly serious. “That is what I am asking you. Give me your Kalathene perspective on it. You have saved me from death and are about to escort me to Gorka where my father will most likely find me and drag me home to marry whatever horrible old man he has chosen. I have no faith at all in his taste.” 

“I think it depends on many things,” Kaspar said.

“What things? Tell me, please.”

“Well,” he said, discovering now that he did, in fact, have an opinion of his own about this. “I think it depends entirely on your purpose in life. If your only goal is happiness, then I suppose life would have no meaning if you were denied that. But then you don’t know what will happen in your future. You might find happiness where you don't expect it, or be disappointed when you don't find it where you thought you would.”

“And?” Lin seemed keen for him to continue. “Carry on!”

“But if there is something more important to you than happiness,” he continued, his head hurting a little with the effort of turning his abstract thoughts into Manshai, “like duty, perhaps, then you might be satisfied with less than perfect contentment.”

“Duty to what?” she asked. 

“Well ...” He wanted to say to God, but he was not sure what word to use. The Manshai word for God did not mean the God he knew. Dishan had explained that it meant only a transcendent power, a spirit connected to the many beast cults in the vast country. “Duty to your parents, or your country, or your beliefs.”

“Would you risk your life for those things?” 

“I hope so,” he said. “I would pray, I suppose, for strength to do it if I was ever faced with that choice. But perhaps I would find that I was not strong enough.”

She was looking at him, intently, and after a moment of silence he was mortified to see there were tears in her eyes. 

“I am so sorry,” he said, scrambling to find the words. “I did not mean to imply you were weak!”

“Don’t apologise,” Lin said, blinking hard and turning away. “I think you are right. Risking our lives should be something we do for the right reasons. Perhaps I have been a fool after all.”

“I’d say,” he said slowly, hoping to both comfort her and give her good advice at the same time, “that we should choose carefully what we risk our lives for. Happiness is not everything, and not worth your life, or mine.”

She was quiet after that, and he did not push for more. Dishan returned, then Tarik, and soon Levan had handed out his usual instructions and they were all in the tent, Lin on one side of a respectful gap, the four men rather more squashed up than usual on the other side. Kaspar lay awake longer than usual, listening to see if he could hear her breathing, but Tarik’s familiar snuffling beside him prevented it. He dreamed himself to sleep picturing what it might have been like for her, conjuring up a stern, cruel father, a rich, old suitor with warts and smelly breath, and just to make the whole thing a little more interesting, he added into his fantasy an unsuitable but dashing lover, waiting for her over the mountains in Juntai. 
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I read this in my Scriptures today: “Walk in the way of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us.” I don't always know what this means. I can be determined to love people as Jesus did but sometimes it takes more wisdom than I have to know how to do it. 

Kaspar slept soundly but woke before morning, too warm under his quilt. He threw it off and lay for a while, unsuccessfully trying to quiet his mind.

He could not stop thinking about it. Taking her back to Gorka was sensible. Logical. But ... it still felt wrong. It bothered him, what she had said about dashed hopes and shattered dreams. Juntai was only two days’ walk away. He could have taken her there on the back of his horse and been back before the end of tomorrow. Perhaps he should have insisted, pulled his rank and overruled Levan’s decision. It would not matter, surely, if they were a few days late reaching Gorka.

He lifted his head, only just managing to make out the sleeping forms of his friends in the darkness. He looked over to where Lin slept, but could see nothing but a darker shadow. 

The wind had picked up, as Levan had warned. The flap over the doorway of the tent had come loose and was making a noise, slapping against the pole. He sat up, knowing that unless he fixed it he would be even less likely to fall asleep again. 

He pushed away his quilt and stood, hunched over so as not to hit his head on the roof, then stepped over Tarik into the gap between him and Lin. 

The shadow was only a shadow.

She was not there.  

Perhaps a visit to the outhouse? But he had set her bundled-up old jacket in the corner himself only hours ago, and he could see just enough to know it was gone. He knelt down, feeling around to make sure of what he thought he could see. The quilt was folded up neatly, Tarik’s jacket too, and on top of the pile a folded note. 

He would not be able to read a note in Manshai characters, of course, even if it had not been so dark. Should he wake the others? How long had she been gone? If he did, would his friends try to find her and make her come to Gorka with them? He thought not. How could she be so stupid? The day had been warm but if Levan was right and bad weather was coming she might be in more trouble than she thought. She had not even taken the warm jacket. 

He crept outside, still incredulous, to peep inside the horses’ shelter, not surprised at all to see she had not taken one of them. The packs too, were not disturbed, so she had no food either.  They would have heard, anyway, and if she had the honour to leave the jacket behind he did not think for a moment she would take a horse or food. She had nothing more than what she had when he had found her only this morning, when he had looked at her still face and thought she was dead. 

He stood outside for a moment, arms wrapped around himself. The wind gusted then, lifting the tent flap again. She was out there in the cold, with nothing, and no one to help her. 

No one except for him. 

He could never fully explain why he did it. He quite expected, as he crawled around in the tent to get his boots and to stuff his fur, his quilt and Tarik’s spare jacket into his bag, as he knelt by the packs in the stable looking for food that he could carry, for one of them to wake up at any moment and stop him. He even prayed: God, if I’m not meant to do this, let Levan wake up. But they all slept on, while he ripped a page out of his journal and found his pencil in a pocket, then wrote a note for Levan as best he could in the darkness. 

I am sorry, the note said. I know it is foolish, but I can not let her go alone. I must make sure she is safe. If I am not back by the time you leave, please go on without me. I will meet you in Gorka as soon as I can. 

He paused, then added a post script. 

God willing. 

As an afterthought, before he stepped out into the cold onto the road to head west along the way they had come, he returned to the room with the packs to pick up the bundle that contained his bow. 

He could not know, then, how glad he would be that he had done that. 
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​Chapter 5
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I didn't bring a spare pencil, and this little one won’t last the pages in this journal. But for the first time in my life I am alone with no sisters or friends to talk to. Perhaps if I write it down my plan will seem less foolish. Perhaps too the writing of it will distract me from the cold, and the hunger, and the tiredness so deep I cannot imagine an end to it. 

I cannot go home yet. I am sure Father is worried but perhaps not worried enough yet to let me have my way. Of course I have considered giving up and doing my duty, but I am prepared to endure more cold and hunger before I surrender my freedom to some horrible old idol worshipper husband. I can't just be like Hani and hope for the best. It would be like walking into a wall hoping that it might turn into a door. 

So even though this is awful and I am terrified, I feel I have no choice. 

I am alone again. And I am trying, so hard, to keep hope, and faith. 

Lin knelt on the floor of the little cave, leaning over the small pile of sticks she had gathered. Her hair fell over her shoulder as she worked at the flint with her knife, her spirits flagging every time the weak spark appeared and then disappeared again. Why did it have to be so hard? If you had a flint and steel, you had a fire, surely? 

Well, no. Apparently there was some special skill, some rare talent or secret involved in this dreadful process. That awful boy who had stolen her horse and left her alone had managed to do it with ease for the few nights before he had gone and ruined everything. Perhaps he thought he was being merciful, leaving the thing with her. But she supposed she should have paid more attention.  

She sat back, wiping at her damp brow with her sleeve, wondering for the thousandth time if she regretted leaving the kind Kalathene strangers. Something was different – the wind was stronger, and the clouds today had been high and oddly-shaped. She had walked the road all day, hiding quickly if she sensed another traveller on the road ahead. So far she had managed to avoid the notice of two mail carriers and a pair of traders leading laden packhorses, all travelling towards Gorka. But her anxiety about meeting ill-intentioned men had now been replaced with a sinking feeling that Levan had been right about the storm. It had been warm all day but it was cold now, and even though a half-hour search of a rocky outcrop beside the road had, to her joy, revealed this small cave, the prospect of the night ahead was terrifying. A storm would change everything. 

She gave up on the flint, throwing it down in disgust, and sat back against the chilly wall of the cave, staring out at the bushes that mostly concealed the entrance. If she had stayed with the Kalathenes she would be on her way back to Gorka and failure but she would not be as ravenously hungry as she was now. She might still be wearing that beautiful warm jacket, the silk so soft against her skin.  It had been torture to take it off and put on the horrible smelly patchy old thing she had on now.

If she had not stumbled on their camp she might very well have died. And they really had been so kind, so gentle and respectful, even if they had insisted on taking her with them. She had heard of Kalathan, of course. She knew Juntai was on the way there, and that for the past few years trade between her province of Kang-Shan and the mysterious previously shut-off kingdom had boomed. But she had never met a Kalathene, never expected to. And it sat at the back of her mind, the way she had been treated. Manshai men did not care for women the way Levan had tended to her, or speak to them as respectfully as Kaspar had. 

Kaspar’s words rang in her mind, and she had known before they went to bed what she had to do. 

Choose carefully what you risk your life for. Happiness is not everything, and not worth your life, or mine.  

No, it was not; she agreed with that. But perhaps integrity was. Perhaps the kind young man with the pleasant, innocent-looking face would agree that it was right to refuse to be coerced into doing something that was wrong in so many ways, something that would be fulfilling her duty but would also force her to give up what was most important to her, something that would only be perpetuating a disastrous endless cycle of bad things ... 

A gust of wind blew in now, scattering her pile of sticks. She looked out, wishing the opening was a little narrower, and realised with a jolt that it was snowing. “I have been an ungrateful fool,” she said out loud, to no one. “The Father answered my prayers and saved me, but I think I might have gone and thrown away his mercy.” She let the words hang in the air, then shifted to the damp back wall of the cave, trying to arrange her bag so she could lean her head against it. She closed her eyes, folding her arms tightly against her body. Perhaps this was what Alu had meant when she had told her that the decision she had made all those years ago to reject the religion of her ancestors might cost her more than she could ever imagine. It had sounded exciting then, when she was fourteen and full of righteous hope, but now she felt nothing but lost and afraid. She could be safe at the palace now, safe in her own bed, her sisters close by, comfortable and warm. She could have accepted her father’s plans for her life, silently submitting to his will, and then the will of whomever he had chosen to be her husband. He would most likely have managed to find a Wuji to have her, or at least a high official, a general, perhaps a preposterously wealthy trader ... but then nothing would have ever changed, nothing at all. She would have comfort, wealth, security – but the price was just too high, and her conscience had not been able to bear the weight.  

“I would do it all again, I think,” she whispered, remembering what Kaspar had said about praying for strength. “I think. Or maybe not. Maybe I am just too proud to admit defeat.”

She woke with a start to hear someone calling her name. 

“Lin!” The wind was blowing harder now, snow swirling white at the opening. She had not slept long: despite the heavy clouds it was not quite dark yet. She sat up, confused, wincing in pain as she moved from her position on the hard floor. “Lin!” A man’s voice. 

She had not dreamed it. She crept forward, pausing at the entrance to listen again.  

“Lin!” It came from the direction of the road, only about ten paces away.  

Could it be Kinshan? 

If Kinshan had come to find her; if he had found a way to leave his post to help her – she had not even thought to pray for such a thing! It had not yet been so long for him to start to worry that something might have happened. But the call came again, louder this time, closer. 

She bent over to exit the cave, then stumbled in the direction of the road, listening with all her might. It was snowing hard now, the wind strong, biting cold into her cheeks and hands. There could be no one else calling her name, unless it was God himself come to fetch her, God himself come to tell her she had failed and lost her life to the mountains after all. 

“Lin!” The call came again, even closer than before, and as she reached the road she could see a dark, bundled figure moving towards her through the grey. 

“Kinshan!” 

“Lin?” The figure stopped, then moved towards her again, running this time, a pack bouncing up and down on his back. She stood still, staring, incredulous. Kinshan was good, he was kind and loving and strong and all those things she admired, but she would never have imagined that he would come all this way to find her. He must really love her, she realised with a jolt as he came closer, more than she had thought. 

“Lin!” 

“Kinshan!” She took a step forward, confused. Kinshan was broader than the man before her, and taller. And that coat – she had seen it before – and the fur cap! 

The man before her was not Kinshan after all. “Lin, thank God I have found you!”

It was Kaspar, his cheeks red with cold, grinning at her like a boy through the falling snow. 
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​Chapter 6
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Until now I wrote in my journal in Manshai, transliterated into Continental letters, for practice. But I am writing in Kalath now, because I am getting more than enough practice speaking to Lin. She also writes a journal, in characters of course that I can’t read. She’s doing it now, next to me, while the storm rages outside. 

Have I lost my mind? I could be with Levan, Tarik and Dishan now, safe and warm together, on track. But I am here, miles away from where I am meant to be, with Lin. We are sitting close, for warmth, both writing. Soon I know our hands will get too cold and we will have to stop.  

He could not decide if she was pleased to see him. 

She had thought he was someone else; that was clear. He had been so relieved, so overcome with emotion to find her after a whole day of searching and calling and wondering if he had made the stupidest mistake of his life, but now that he was out of the wind and had used her flint to make a fire in the tiny cave, he remembered the name. 

Kinshan. The name she had spoken when she had woken from her frozen sleep. 

She was sitting across from him now, holding her hands out over the flames. She had said almost nothing while he had built the fire, and so far she had barely met his eyes. 

“Goodness,” he said. “The weather changed fast. Last night I was too hot under just my quilt.”

“I thought it was spring,” she said, miserably. “I didn’t expect this at all.”

“Obviously not.” He felt bad as soon as he said it, but she did not seem to take offence. 

She looked up at him now, her expression wary. “I still can’t believe you followed me.”

“Neither can I.” 

“Why did you?” 

Kaspar shrugged. “Honestly, I don't know. Levan said there would be a storm, and when I woke up and realised you were gone and that the wind had changed I just ...” He stopped, not sure how to explain. “I suppose I just didn't want you to die.”

“I won’t die,” she said, although he did not think she sounded convinced. “I've made it this far.”

“You have no food!”

“I can get there without food. It’s only two day’s walk.”

He raised his eyebrows.

“Yes I know,” she said. “Not in a storm. It changes everything.”

“Well I have brought food, and things to keep you warm.”

Lin pulled Tarik’s jacket tightly around her shoulders. She held a half-eaten piece of biscuit in her hand, which he realised now was shaking a little. “I am so grateful, Kaspar,” she said, looking up at him. “I knew I was taking a risk. But now you have inconvenienced yourself and your friends and put yourself in danger too, because of me.”

“I left without telling them,” he said. “I knew they would stop me. They will go ahead to Gorka and I will meet them there later. After I have escorted you to Juntai.”

“What?” She frowned. “You don’t need to do that!” 

“We discussed this, did we not?” He grinned at her across the flames. “For the right reasons, one makes a sacrifice, or takes a risk.”

She looked at him, her eyes sad and tired in the firelight. Neither spoke, and he hoped she understood. He did not want her to think he had sinister motives, or some strange obsession with her. He did not want her to think that he considered her too weak to take care of herself. He wanted her to understand that helping her to get to her destination, helping her survive, was worth the risk of delay, criticism and yes, even danger. 

“I think you should have come with us to Gorka,” he said, after a while. “We could have helped you better from there. But I don’t know your story, or your reasons. And then you ran off, into an impending storm.” 

She dropped her eyes now, as if she was ashamed. 

“Besides, I want to see Juntai. When we get there I will buy a horse and perhaps hire a guide, then journey on to Gorka to meet my friends.” 

She narrowed her eyes. “You have money to buy a horse?”

He paused, remembering that she had no idea who he really was. “Emergency funds,” he said, patting his belt. “It will be enough. And I can sell it again in Gorka if I want to.”

She nodded, slowly, as if she was thinking hard. 

“Can we agree on that?” he asked, although he did not think that at this point either of them had a choice. 

“I don’t deserve your help,” she said, softly. “I have been nothing but trouble to you.”

He shrugged again. “It would help me if you survived and made it safely to Juntai. Then perhaps I would not look so stupid for following you.”

She looked up at him again now. “Well then,” she said, the smallest hint of a smile on her face. “Thank you for the offer. I accept.”

It was fully dark now, and after a day of walking and worrying  Kaspar was so tired he found he could not think straight, let alone keep his eyes open. He did not really remember moving close to Lin against the back wall of the cave, or figuring out how to share the fur and the quilt for maximum warmth while still maintaining some polite distance. He was vaguely aware of her kneeling by the fire, adding more of the sticks she had gathered before he had arrived, and then of the vague pressure of her back against his as he rested his head on his bag and pulled his cap down as far over his face and ears as he could. The icy wind still blew snow into the cave, and as he felt himself falling asleep, his last thought was that if this was it, if morning found them both frozen to death, he would not regret what he had done. 
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​Chapter 7
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When I left home I was certain I was doing the right thing, and Kinshan agreed. Now it feels as if he has abandoned me, although I know that is not fair. I have hardly thought of him at all for the last few days, hardly remembered him in my prayers. Instead I am alone in a cave with another man, a man who gave up safety and comfort for me. 

If Kinshan knew, would he be grateful to Kaspar for helping me? Perhaps. But to be honest I think he would be angry. 

Lin slept, wrapped in the fur and close to Kaspar. She woke often, hoping every time to hear that the storm had passed, but the wind was relentless, the snow now piling up at the entrance. When the fire went out at last she felt the drop in temperature, but all she could do was shift closer to Kaspar’s back, desperate for warmth. By the time the grey outside began to lighten, she had been awake for a long time, her body aching all over, her eyes heavy with weariness, her stomach cramping, her face numb and stinging. Kaspar shifted a little, and she hunkered closer, fighting back tears, anxious not to disturb him.

It still amazed her, what he had done. She could not understand it. Kinshan said often enough that he loved her. Out of respect for her sister she had tried not to encourage him, but once he had led her to a private spot in the palace garden, put his hands on her face and kissed her, on the lips. Although her conscience had pricked her she had kissed him back, curious, interested to know what it all meant, and he had whispered in her ear that she was beautiful. But would Kinshan have done what Kaspar had done? 

It bothered her, to think about it. Right now he was most likely at his post as leader of the palace guard, already up for drills in his smart practice armour, sword at his side. He would have already tied up his hair, almost as long as hers, in a knot above his head, in exactly the right spot to fit underneath his helmet. He would have polished his boots to a perfect shine, cleaned his teeth with whitening paste and eaten the perfect meal for a balance of energy and strength. She could picture him now, standing tall and broad in front of the young men he was responsible for training, a picture of respectability and honour. 

He cared for the same things that she did: justice, peace, their home, their faith. She had known him all her life, and she had no secrets that he did not share. He had helped her to get her away from the palace and from Kangji when she had come to him that day to say that Father had finally chosen her husband and had told her a date only a few weeks away. She would travel to Juntai to Alu, his mother, and as soon as he could ask for a few days off without arousing suspicion, he would join them. Did he expect that she would marry him then? He had not mentioned it and she had not asked. But he had been so confident of a positive outcome for all this that she had gone along with it, feeling absolutely certain that if he thought she could manage it then she could.  

None of this was his fault, of course. Yes, the guide had been a disaster but he was not to know that would happen. As far as he knew she was already safely in Juntai with Alu. But for the first time since she had run to him just a few short weeks ago she doubted the sense of his plan.  

Because it was Kaspar, a stranger and a foreigner who was here with her now, sharing her trouble, sharing his life-giving warmth. Not Kinshan.

As dawn came, unnoticed behind the clouds, she fell asleep again, her cheek against the warm softness of Kaspar’s back.  

He was gone when she woke again, aware that she must have been sleeping a long time. She sat up, looking around in panic. But his bag was still there, and the furs, and in a moment he appeared at the opening, white with snow, dragging what looked like a log. 

“Good thing you have that flint,” he said, sitting down when he had got it half over the flat patch that contained the remains of last night’s fire. “I didn't bring one.”

“I thought it was broken,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “I couldn’t make it work.”

“I’ll teach you,” he said, grinning at her from under his hat. “It’s not too difficult.”

She stared back at him. “You must have slept well,” she said. “If I didn’t know better I would say that you are feeling cheerful.”

“But I am,” he said, still grinning. “Look at this log! It’s good and dead, and if we can get enough smaller sticks we can get a beautiful blaze going. I might even make tea!”

“Tea?” She wondered if she had heard right.

“I hear,” he said, standing up and stamping on the log as hard as he could so that a crack appeared along the length, “that the Manshai people are almost as fond of tea as Kalathenes.”

“Almost?” She found herself wanting to smile too. “We invented tea. Your ancestors probably got it from us.”

“Maybe,” he said, shoving a stick into the crack and stamping on it again so that it splintered. “If you are up to it, you could head outside to look for more wood. It’s hard to see for snow out there but you picked a good spot. There’s plenty of wood about.”

And so it was that in half an hour Lin found herself almost warm beside a beautifully cheerful fire, watching as snow melted in the tiny tin pot Kaspar had pulled out of his bag. The pot hung by a thin handle from a long stick, the ends of which she and Kaspar held over the flames. “I didn’t have much time to pack,” he said, pulling off his hat and ruffling up his hair with his free hand. “Or I would have brought the stand.”

“This works,” she said, staring at his hair. He had been wearing his cap most of the day she had been in their camp and she had not noticed it until now. It was dark, not as dark as hers though, cut short on his neck but above that a mop of wavy curls.

“What?” He looked concerned. 

She shook her head. “I have just never seen hair like yours,” she said. “Curly like that. Only in pictures.”

“Ah,” he said, attempting unsuccessfully to smooth it down with his fingers. “Not too many foreigners where you live?”

She shook her head. “In Gorka, yes, but I don't often go there.”

He looked confused. “I thought you came from Gorka.”

“No. My home is in Kangji.”

“Kangji!” He seemed excited. “The city with the path that snakes up to a palace? And the wide river flowing through hills?”

“The very place,” she said. “It is the capital of Kang-Shan province but it is not on the trade route, so we get few travellers.”
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