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Introduction

| open this ledger as | would a door at dawn, palms dusted with saffron, lips salted by
the deserts | have crossed. Do not expect poetry here—though sometimes numbers
sing. Expect weights and measures, seals and counterseals, the sound of a camel’s
snort as loud as a magistrate’s decree. These pages began as the arithmetic of
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survival, a hedge against sand, storm, and steel. In time, they gathered the residue of
voices: bargains struck in shadows, lullabies hummed against tent canvas, edicts
muttered by clerks whose ink never fully dried. What you hold is a merchant’s book,
yes, but also a life reckoned in margins.

| am called many names along the road, each purchased with a fee at some border. In
Chang’an, the gate clerk writes me as son of a salt-carrier; in Samarkand, | become
cousin to a Sogdian factor; at Ostia, a Greek hand Romanizes my signature and rounds
my debts to the nearest denarius. | am a migrant by inheritance and necessity, my
tongue salted with more words than one lifetime should contain. The gods | honor are
those who keep scales level and wheels turning; still, | leave offerings at any shrine
that overlooks a pass. This is how one lives between empires: by arithmetic and
courtesy, by patience and the practiced lie that keeps a blade sheathed.

You will find, in the entries that follow, the humbler truths of empire—tariffs at the city
gate, the bribes that spare an axle, the insurance pool sworn beneath a Pamir sky.
When the Parthian toll-keeper smiles, it is because he knows the price of hesitation;
when the Nabataean scribe dips his reed, a desert canon becomes law. We cut our
risks into shares: one for the man who stables the camels, one for the woman who
weighs the pepper, one for the stranger who carries a letter tucked in his sash. A
broken amphora may be forgiven; a broken word rarely is. In the caravan, reputation
is a coin that buys you a second chance when silver cannot.

Across this road, goods are arguments in other tongues. Silk says patience; glass says
breath. Saffron stains everything it meets, as does blood, as does ink. Pepper speaks
in numbers—by sack, by monsoon, by the hunger of Rome. Frankincense climbs the
air in a language priests know by heart, while lapis keeps its counsel unless struck by
sunlight. To pass them safely through deserts and customs, | learned the dialects of
metal and measure: jin and tael in the east, mina and drachma midway, sestertius and
denarius under eagles’ wings. A hand on the scale is the oldest heresy; an honest
weight is a minor miracle.

| write in the ledgers’ square letters for clarity, but my letters to companions wander
as caravans do. Sometimes | graft a memory into a column of totals, where it may
take root beside a figure for lamp oil. Risk lives in such grafts. Will a sandstorm gut our
timetable? Will the broker’s nephew run with our advance? In the Red Sea ports, risk
wears a sailor’'s grin and listens for the monsoon’s first syllable. On the steppe, it
gallops with spare mounts and asks nothing but grass. We do not abolish risk; we
distribute it, ceremoniously and with gossip, as if it were bread.

If I have a country, it is the road, and my flag is its grammar. | barter in Sogdian when
haste is needed, flirt in Greek when credit is tight, pray in the language of my mother
when fear becomes a blade at my throat. Words are lighter than wool, dearer than
jade, and | pack them carefully. Where paper is scarce, we write on pottery; where
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pottery breaks, we memorize. Across borders, language is the customs-house within
the skull: show your phrases, pay your accent, move along.

You will meet, in the chapters to come, my partners and opponents: the boy who could
smell false saffron, the woman who counted amphorae by the tilt of her head, the
clerk who wrote smaller when lying. You will pass with me beneath the arch at
Palmyra where caravans shake their sand into the city’s lap; you will taste the brine at
Ostia where Rome inhales the world. Together we will shoulder the arithmetic of
antiquity, which is also its romance: that strangers, by agreeing on a price, could
agree on a future neither had yet seen.

Take this, then, as both confession and guide. | promise you no heroics beyond what
keeping a promise requires. Where | embellish, | will pay interest in the margins.
Where | am silent, assume the cost was too dear to count. May the ink hold, the seals
not crumble, and the road—our only constant—unroll beneath us like a length of the
finest silk, its threads strong with saffron and salt.

CHAPTER ONE: Vermilion Seals at Chang'an

The clerks at the Western Market gate know my face, which is both a blessing and a
chain. A familiar face invites no questions, but it also invites no haste. | have stood in
this queue enough mornings to know that the man behind me will cough twice, the
woman beside me will shift her basket of ginger root, and the duty scribe—today it is
young Pan, whose brush hand trembles with ambition—will peer at my manifest as
though the reed pen itself might confess fraud. | hand over my bamboo tallies. He
counts the bundles registered against them. The wax seal on my ledger, stamped
crimson with the character for "Lu," is examined, turned, sniffed for the particular
blend of lampblack and pine resin that identifies a seal carved by the workshop of
Elder Qi near the Weiyang Palace. A forgery, | once learned, smells of boiled hide. The
real thing smells of patience. Pan nods, stamps my entry with his own seal—vermilion,
pressed hard enough to bruise the grain of the bamboo—and mutters the fee. Twelve
cash, for a single axle of two donkeys bearing two hundred jin of dried tangerine peel
packed in oiled paper. | ask no discount. He wishes none. This is the arithmetic of
Chang'an, and it runs as smoothly as canal water when the sluice gates are honest.

My father carried salt on his back from the salt lakes of Yandze to the granaries
outside the southern wall. He walked with a pole across his shoulders and two woven
baskets that frayed at the hemp seams every third monsoon. He taught me that
weight is a form of truth: a man who cheats on his measure cheats his own skeleton,
for the body remembers what the ledger forgets. He died with his baskets still good for
one more season, which is how he planned it, and which is why | save my coin for
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things that outlast their owners—seals, contracts, and the occasional jar of aged
vinegar that a Sogdian trader once swore could dissolve suspicion between business
partners. | do not carry salt. My father's shoulders did that work, and | have mine.

Chang'an is a city that eats its own walls and rebuilds before the paint dries. The grid
of its avenues stretches wider each year, they say, though the old neighborhoods near
the Eastern Market still smell of bean curd and tanning broth and the particular
loneliness of a gate that has been closed since the western campaigns quieted. | live
modestly, in a rented room above a flour merchant whose daughter plays a two-
stringed lute badly and with great conviction. The floor tilts three degrees toward the
east, which | discovered on my first night when a cup of millet wine rolled off the low
table and baptized my only clean shirt. | have not moved. A tilted floor reminds a man
each morning that the world does not level itself. He must do that, with his own hands
and his own weights.

The goods | handle now are not precious in the way jade is precious or the way the
emperor's jade seal is precious. They are precious in the way a promise is precious.
Tangerine peel from the groves south of the Yangtze, pressed flat and rubbed with a
cloth dipped in sesame oil so it will not crack in the dry air beyond the passes.
Cinnamon bark rolled tight as scrolls and bound with cotton thread. A small
consignment of lacquerware—bowls and shallow cups whose red and black patterns
please the eye more than the tongue, but which fetch honest silver in the markets of
Samarkand, where beauty is a currency the nomads cannot tax. These are the goods
of a modest merchant. | do not trade in silk. Silk trades in me—or so the joke runs
among the small carriers and middlemen who move the empire's real wealth in loads
small enough to escape the imperial silk monopoly's net. The Han court wants its silk
for diplomacy and tribute, not for the profit of a man whose father carried salt. What |
carry slips through the weave of policy like water through a reed grate. There is room
for everyone in an empire this large, provided one does not mistake the room for a
banquet hall.

This morning | received a letter from a woman named Zhuo, who manages a
warehouse near the southern depot where Persian glass is unpacked from burlap and
counted by men who speak six languages and trust none of them. Zhuo writes in a
hand so precise that her periods look like drops of lacquer. She informs me, with the
calm menace of someone who has memorized every clause of every contract she has
ever signed, that three of my tangerine peel bales were found damp at the last
waystation inspection. Damp, | know, means the oiled paper was wrapped too early,
while the peel still breathed its own moisture. It means | must replace the bales at my
own cost or accept a loss of four jin per bundle over the next two market cycles. She
does not say this with anger. She says it with arithmetic, which is worse.

| write back at once, conceding the fault, proposing a revised schedule that moves the
next shipment via the eastern canal route where the air is drier and the transit time
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shorter by two days. | include a calculation showing that the canal toll, though higher,
yields a net saving if it reduces moisture loss below the threshold Zhuo's own
inspectors will accept. The letter is sealed with plain clay, no wax. Wax says you have
something to protect. Clay says you have something to deliver. Zhuo appreciates
economy. | should know. She has taught me more about the grammar of profit than
any scribe in the imperial academy, and she has done it without ever leaving her
warehouse, which is her way of saying that the road is in the mind before it is
underfoot.

The Western Market closes at the drum. After the drum, only the night patrols move,
and they are interested in thieves, not merchants. | walk now toward the south gate,
where a man called Keshavarman waits with a bundle of peppercorns from a port far
to the south, beyond the kingdoms that send rhinoceros horn and ivory to the
emperor's court. Keshavarman is Tamil, dark-eyed and deliberate, and he speaks a
pidgin of Sogdian and Chinese that sounds like a negotiation in itself. He has been
coming to Chang'an for eleven years. His pepper is the best | have tasted, and | have
tasted the pepper of three seas. We do not greet each other warmly. Warmth between
merchants is a fire that burns the goods. We nod, we weigh, we taste a single grain
each from the same sack, and we begin to haggle with the restraint of men who know
that the price of pepper in Chang'an is set not by Keshavarman's cost in Malabar but
by the appetite of the Han household for flavor in a city where the winter lasts five
months and the pickled vegetables grow tiresome by February.

He brings fourteen sacks this time, each marked with a double dot of indigo on the
seam. Fourteen is an even number, which pleases the customs scribes. He carried
seventeen last autumn and lost three to a river crossing that rose without warning in
the night. | ask him, as | always ask, whether he insured the lost sacks. He says no,
and | do not press. Insurance on pepper is a matter of faith, and Keshavarman is a
man of numbers, not faith. He keeps a ledger so detailed that the margins look like a
field of ants, each figure a small worker carrying a grain of truth to the colony of the
total. | will buy eight sacks. He will keep the rest for another buyer, or for his own
kitchen, which he tells me, with the ghost of a smile, produces a fish stew that would
make a Chang'an cook weep with inadequacy.

Later, at my rented desk, | spread the day's tallies across the table and begin the work
of reconciliation. Bamboo tallies against wax seals. Seal impressions against the duty
clerk's registry. The registry against the market supervisor's monthly roll, which is sent
to the imperial treasury in a copy written on yellow paper with a brush reserved for
official use only. Every transaction must exist in at least three places: my ledger, the
market record, and my memory. Memory is the least reliable, which is why | keep the
other two. My father kept no ledger. He carried salt in baskets and trusted his hands. |
carry numbers in ink and trust the seal. Both hands and seals fail eventually. The
question is which failure arrives first.
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| dip my brush and write the day's totals at the bottom of the page. The characters
must be precise. An ambiguous stroke in a ledger is an invitation for a tax farmer
three provinces away to read your debt as larger than your profit, and | have seen
men ruined by a single misinterpreted radical. | am not ruined yet. The bottom line,
after the market fees and the replacement cost of Zhuo's damp bales and the advance
| paid Keshavarman's agent in Malabar—paid in copper coins that the agent will
exchange for glass beads in a transaction | will never see and can only trust—is a
modest surplus. Modest enough to justify the journey | have been planning. Westward.
Past the Jade Gate, past the watchtowers that the garrison paints white each spring so
they can be seen from a distance, past the first oasis where the water tastes of iron,
and on toward a world | know only from the talk of Sogdian drivers who sit in tea
houses and speak of cities with names that sound like the clatter of dice.

I will not write of these cities yet. | am still in Chang'an, still balancing yesterday's
accounts, still listening to the lute next door played with the enthusiasm of an amateur
and the timing of a poet. Tomorrow | will call on a lacquer supplier in the Eastern
Market and settle a debt of twelve taels that has been hanging between us like a
question mark for three months. The man's name is Wang, and he smiles too often,
which in my experience means either he has found a way to make lacquer cheaper or
he knows something about my credit that | have not yet discovered. | will find out
which over tea, because no serious negotiation in Chang'an begins without tea, and
the quality of the tea tells you how seriously the other party takes you. If it is thin and
pale, you are being dismissed. If it is dark and fragrant with a curl of smoke above the
cup, you are being courted. Wang brews it dark. | will go.

Outside, the streets are filling with the evening crowd—officials in carriages with
curtains drawn against the gaze of commoners, monks in saffron robes walking
barefoot on the packed earth, a pair of Central Asian wrestlers whose oiled bodies
catch the lantern light as they pass the tavern where | ate my supper last night, a
supper of millet porridge and pickled radish that cost eight cash and left me grateful
for the salt. The empire hums. It is a sound you learn to hear only after years of
listening—wheel on stone, donkey bell, the clatter of a money-changer's abacus
behind a curtain. All of it adds up. All of it balances, somewhere, in a ledger like mine,
in a city like this, at the beginning of a road that does not yet know where | will leave
it.

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