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Introduction

Luoyang breathes in corridors. It exhales through lattice screens, the hush of slippers
on stone, the soft drag of a brush across silk that sounds like a moth’s wing against a
lantern. In that hush, a young hand learns to shape state into strokes: the grain that

feeds a prefecture, the tallies that release a horse, the edict that cuts or mends a life.
This book is her ledger of feeling. It is also her work. Composed as letters and official
reports, it follows a scribe who comes of age in an empire that writes itself into being
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each dawn.

Court life is commonly told from the point of view of those who stand before the
throne. Here, the vantage is a desk beneath a window, the light angled just enough to
see the fibers in silk and the faint grid a senior clerk scratched into the table long
before our scribe arrived. From that seat, she hears the empress’s hem whisper by
without ever seeing her face, copies a governor’s appeal line by line, and learns how a
seal’s weight can quiet a room. Her world is measured in margins and countersigned
in vermilion, yet everything she copies tugs at the edges of her own life—parents in a
distant ward of the city, a brother restless with study, the question of what her
learning is for.

The novel moves through forms the bureaucracy knows well—memorials, registers,
directives, tallies—and those the heart requires—private notes, unsent drafts,
fragments folded and hidden in sleeves. In each, the shape of the document shapes
the feeling that can fit inside it. A memorial must be severe and spare; a household
register must not tremble; a letter home can misplace ink where a tear fell and still be
true. Read them together and a portrait emerges: not only of a single woman’s agency
within the court, but of the often-invisible labor that keeps an empire steady.

Beyond the palace walls, caravans arrive dust-paled from the Western Regions, their
bells announcing distances measured in thirst. Envoys bring tallies that bite together
like teeth, contracts for horses and hostages, bolts of silk traded for glass that holds a
new kind of light. Along those routes travel rumors too: a garrison short of millet, a
minor prince with ambitions larger than his stipend, a storm that scoured a road to the
roots. The Silk Road does not enter the court as spectacle; it enters as
paperwork—requests, inventories, pledges—and as the quiet, steady pressure that
those papers carry into every office.

At home, duty also composes itself into lines. The scribe’s letters to her mother
balance respect with the ache of absence; her notes to a childhood friend venture into
questions that the archive does not allow: What is a woman'’s learning meant to
secure—her family’s name, the state’s peace, or the private strength to refuse what
would unmake her? In the push and pull between filial piety and imperial service,
agency reveals itself not as loud defiance but as the calibrated art of saying yes and
no in the right hand, at the right time.

If this is a primer on Han administration, it is one learned from the inside out. The tools
of the office—brush, ink, silk, wood slips, and the thin new sheets beginning to
circulate among scribes—are also the tools of character. A miscopied numeral can
starve a village; an extra adjective can save a life. Titles, ranks, and procedures
appear not as a glossary to be mastered but as furniture to be lived with, moved, and
sometimes tripped over. By the end, such things should feel not exotic but inevitable,
as ordinary and intricate as breathing.
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| offer no omniscient corrections to what our scribe believes she sees. The court is a
place of partial views, and these pages honor that constraint. Some letters are copied
twice; some reports break off; a few seals smudge and cannot be made clear. Trust
the seams. In the gaps between an edict and a private note, you will find the pulse of
a woman making meaning—for her family, for her sovereign, and for herself—one
deliberate stroke at a time.

Welcome to Luoyang. Sit by the window. The ink is ground; the sand is ready. When
the bell sounds, begin.

CHAPTER ONE: Threads and Strokes in Luoyang

The letter is dated the third day of the third month, Yongyuan Seven, and it begins, as
so many of my early letters do, with an apology for the ink.

Mother, forgive the blot beneath the character for "arrive." The brush slipped, and the
stone here is not what | am used to. At home, Father's inkstone is thick and shallow,
worn into a dip so familiar my fingers could find it in darkness. The one assigned to me
in the bureau is flatter, paler, its grinding surface scored with the ghosts of ten
thousand other scribes' characters. When | wet it, the water smells of pine soot and
something older—lime dust, perhaps, or the memory of Luoyang winters. | ground my
ink this morning and thought of you grinding yours in the courtyard light. The motions
are the same. The distance is not.

| must tell you where | am and what | have become, though | know Father would rather
hear it from a visitor's mouth than from a daughter's pen. You were wiser. You told me
to write everything down. So | do.

Luoyang is not what | expected.

| had imagined it from the poems—broad plane trees, the Luo River wide and slow
beneath willows, the Southern Palace gleaming like a dragon's jaw against the hills to
the south. All of that is true, or close enough. What the poems omit is the sound.
Luoyang hums. Not with the ordinary noise of a city—I grew up with that, the hawkers
and the creak of cart wheels on packed earth—but with something more particular. It
is the sound of government. Every corridor in the Northern Palace rattles with wooden
tally sticks being sorted. Every courtyard echoes with the footsteps of clerks carrying
bundles of bamboo slips from one office to the next. At night, when the lamps are lit in
the archival halls, the moths come in clouds, and the scratching of a thousand brushes
across silk and wood becomes a kind of rain.
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| share a room with four other women in the scribes' quarters east of the Imperial
Secretariat. Two are from Nanyue, which means they speak a dialect | can barely
follow and cook with spices that make my eyes water. One is a widow from Hongnong
who keeps a cat that she insists catches mice but in truth does nothing but sleep atop
the registration rolls. The fourth, whose name is Xiuwen, is the only one near my age,
and she has already been here two years longer, which makes her both my closest
companion and my most patient instructor in the particular geography of court
life—where to walk, when to bow, which eunuch's temper is genuine and which is
performed for show.

Our quarters are modest. Two sleeping mats side by side, a low table, a shelf for our
brushes and inkstones, and a wooden peg on the wall for the court-issued robes. The
walls are plaster over rammed earth, and in the cold months a draft finds its way
through a seam near the ceiling. We plug it with scraps of old memorials—ones that
have already been copied, archived, and answered. There is a certain comfort in
knowing that a rejected petition on irrigation policy from the third month of Yongyuan
Three is keeping my nose warm in the fourth month of Yongyuan Seven.

| was assigned here through the recommendation of my father's cousin, who serves as
a minor clerk in the Office of the Minister of Finance. He wrote to Father that a position
had opened among the women scribes who copy incoming correspondence from the
provinces. The work, he said, is steady, respectable, and invisible—three qualities that
make it suitable for a woman of decent family who wishes neither to cause a stir nor to
be forgotten entirely. Father read the letter twice, then set it down and looked at me
with an expression | recognized. It was the same one he wore when Mother suggested
| study clerical script instead of simply keeping house with it. That quiet, resigned look
that meant he had been outmaneuvered by the obviousness of the argument and had
decided, after a brief internal struggle, to yield.

| packed my brush case the next week.

The work itself | will describe plainly, since plainly is how it must be done. Each
morning, post riders arrive at the palace gates with leather satchels sealed with
provincial tallies. The bags are opened, their contents sorted by office. Letters
addressed to the Secretariat come to us. Our task is to copy each document onto fresh
slips of wood or, for those of greater importance, onto strips of silk, so that the
originals may be stored untouched while the copies enter the circulation of the court.

It sounds simple. It is not.
Every province writes in a slightly different hand. The clerks in the southern

commanderies favor a flowing style, their characters stretched and curving as if they
learned to write by watching rivers. The northern garrisons press their strokes hard, as
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though the cold makes them want to bite the wood. Some governors enclose tallies
and tags that do not match the registers they are supposed to accompany, and it falls
to us to note the discrepancy before the documents are forwarded. A missing seal
impression, a number that does not add, a date that falls on a day the court would not
wish to conduct business—all of these must be flagged in the margin with a specific
notation so that the reviewing clerk knows exactly where to look.

| learned this in my first week, when | copied a grain inventory from the Commandery
of Henan without noticing that the reported yield was written in units of shi but the
tally beside it was calculated in hu. The discrepancy was caught by Senior Scribe Gao,
a woman of perhaps fifty whose brush hand has not trembled once in the years | have
watched her. She did not raise her voice. She simply placed my copy beside the
original, pointed to the two characters where the numbers diverged, and said, "The
empire starves or feasts in the space between these strokes. Learn which is which."

| have not made that mistake again.

What | have not yet learned is how to stop feeling the weight of what | am copying.
Last month a memorial arrived from the governor of Jiuquan, reporting that a garrison
of forty-six men had been reduced to thirty-one through desertion and illness. He
requested reinforcements and additional grain stores. | copied the memorial
twice—once onto wood for the working files, once onto silk for the minister's review.
When | finished, | sat with my brush above the inkstone and thought about thirty-one
men standing on a wall at the edge of the empire, looking west toward nothing but
desert and sky, waiting for forty-six. | am not sure what | expected to feel in this work.
| expected discipline, routine, the satisfaction of a well-formed character. | did not
expect that a number on a slip of wood could sit in my chest like a stone.

| suspect this feeling will either make me a better scribe or drive me out of the bureau
entirely. Time will tell.

There are pleasures as well, and | should not leave you with the impression that my
days are spent in a kind of sorrowful arithmetic. The corridors of the Northern Palace
are beautiful in the early morning, when the light comes low through the colonnades
and stripes the stone floors with bars of gold and grey. | have seen cranes in the
palace lake—actual cranes, not painted ones—and sometimes the empress's sedan
chair passes within arm's length, preceded by two attendants holding screens of white
silk, so all | see is the hem of a robe and the tips of embroidered shoes before the
procession turns a corner and is gone. | have heard that she is fond of poetry and
keeps a private garden where scholars are invited to recite. | have also heard that she
is fond of silence and that the scholars are often kept waiting for hours. | share these
reports exactly as | received them, with no guarantee of their accuracy. Palace rumor
is its own document type—one | have not yet been formally taught to read but am
beginning to recognize by feel.
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My brother, Jie, writes to me less often than | would like but with a seriousness that
flatters and alarms me in equal measure. His last letter asked whether | had yet
witnessed an audience with the emperor or attended the debates in the Hall of
Supreme Harmony. | wrote back that | had seen neither and that my work kept me
closer to the empire's paperwork than its pomp. He replied that he understood but
that | should not mistake routine for insignificance. "The men who debate in the hall,"
he wrote, "are performing for an audience. The men and women who write the
documents that reach the hall are building the stage itself. Do not let anyone tell you
that the stage is less real than the play."

| do not know who he has been reading. Perhaps the philosophers whose lectures he
attends, or perhaps he has simply arrived at this thought on his own. Either way, |
have copied the sentence onto a strip of bamboo and keep it in my brush case.

There is another letter | want to tell you about, though it is not mine. It arrived last
week as part of a bundle from the Western Regions bureau, sand-dusted and smelling
faintly of horses. It was a private correspondence between a Sogdian merchant and
someone in the Office of Dependent States, written on paper so thin you could almost
read it through, with a running translation in clerical script alongside the original. The
merchant was requesting permission to extend his trading circuit eastward and
enclosing a tally of goods—silk bolts, glass vessels, dried herbs whose names | did not
recognize. What struck me was not the goods but a line near the end where the
merchant described a storm that had destroyed a relay station west of Dunhuang and
closed the road for eleven days. He wrote simply that he had waited, and then he had
gone on, because waiting longer would have cost more than the road was worth.
There is a kind of courage in such arithmetic that | find myself returning to when | am
grinding ink at dawn and the work feels pointless.

The Western Regions are closer to us than people think. Their letters arrive in our
bundles. Their tallies sit in our trays waiting to be matched and filed. The distances are
written in numbers that my brush forms as easily as any domestic province's, and yet |
know that each number represents sand, cold, thirst, and men who ride camels across
ground that would kill any horse | have ever seen.

| will close this letter for now. My shift begins at the fourth watch, and | need to
prepare my desk. Senior Scribe Gao has assigned me a batch of census returns from
three prefectures in the eastern commanderies, and she is not the sort of woman who
accepts late work without comment.

Give my love to Father and to Jie. Tell Jie | will write again when | have something
worth saying beyond the routines of the office. Tell Father that the ink here is good
and that the women in the bureau are kind in the way that people are kind when they
remember being new.
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| am well. | am busy. Luoyang is vast, and | am learning its measure one stroke at a
time.

Your daughter, Yulan

The letter above is the earliest surviving document in our collection, and it is useful to
read it now because it establishes the terrain—geographic, emotional,
bureaucratic—on which the rest of this book will move. What follows is a brief report
dated the same month, which Yulan submitted to Senior Scribe Gao as part of her
probationary review. It is a different kind of writing: precise, impersonal, stripped of
the self-consciousness that marks a letter home.

Report of Yulan, Probationary Scribe, Bureau of Incoming
CorrespondenceSubmitted to Senior Scribe Gao, Seventh Day, Third Month,
Yongyuan Seven

During my first thirty days of service, | copied one hundred and forty-three documents
comprising incoming correspondence from fourteen provincial offices and three
dependent state missions. Of these, forty-one were grain and tax reports, twenty-six
were memorials requesting personnel or material adjustments, nineteen were
diplomatic dispatches from the Western Regions, seventeen were judicial appeals
forwarded from commandery courts, and the remainder were miscellanea including
gift inventories, festival greetings from local magistrates, and two private letters
referred to the Secretariat by imperial order.

| flagged four discrepancies: one numerical error in a grain tally from the Commandery
of Henan, one mismatched tally in a horse allocation file from Longxi, one undated
memorial from the governor of Kuaiji, and one instance of a character meaning
"granary" written in the variant form that could be misread as "prison" (a distinction |
now verify as a matter of course). All discrepancies were noted in the margins with the
standard correction symbols and referred to the reviewing clerk.

| have memorized the standard rubrics for twenty-seven document types. | can
produce a clean copy of routine memoranda at a rate of approximately thirty
characters per minute, which places me at the median for scribes of my tenure. My
clerical script has been judged adequate by Senior Scribe Gao, with specific
encouragement regarding the evenness of my horizontal strokes and a
recommendation that | practice the character for "dragon," which Senior Scribe Gao
notes | write too timidly for an official document.

| have committed no breaches of protocol. My conduct has been noted as respectful,
punctual, and silent in appropriate measure.
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| request continued placement in the Bureau of Incoming Correspondence and express
willingness to accept additional assignments as directed.

— Yulan, Third Rank among Probationary Scribes

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.
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