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To all those who drew maps

that were never meant to be found.
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A Note on Historical Truth

The Tang Dynasty of China, which ruled from 618 to 907 CE, was among the most cosmopolitan empires the ancient world produced. Its capital, Chang'an, stood at the eastern terminus of the Silk Road and was, by the mid-seventh century, home to more than a million people of dozens of nationalities: Sogdians, Persians, Arabs, Turks, Indians, Nestorian Christians, Zoroastrians, Buddhists, and Jews, all trading, praying, quarrelling, and intermarrying within its grid of boulevards and walled wards. This much is documented history.

The Imperial Bureau of Maps was a real institution within the Tang bureaucratic apparatus, responsible for maintaining official cartographic records of the empire's territory, borderlands, and trade routes. Women were not formally permitted to hold cartographic office, though they appear at the margins of historical records as scribes, translators, and workshop assistants in ways that official documents undercount. The Silk Road itself, that vast network of overland and maritime routes connecting China to the Mediterranean world, was not a single road but a braided system of paths, shifting with politics, season, and war. Samarkand in Sogdiana (modern Uzbekistan) was its great crossroads city. Ctesiphon, the former Sasanian Persian capital near modern Baghdad, was already ruinous by the time our story takes place. Constantinople, capital of the Eastern Roman Empire, was at the height of its Byzantine splendour.

The characters in this novel are invented. The Yilmaz Compact does not appear in any historical record I have been able to locate, though merchants' guilds and information networks of similar character are well documented along the route. General Wei, Lian Shu, Rashid al-Tirmizi, Farida of Isfahan: none of them existed. The hidden corridor has no historical basis. What is true is the world through which they move: its smells and textures, its political anxieties, its casual violence and its extraordinary beauty, its specific quality of being a world where knowledge was understood to be as dangerous as any weapon, and where the ability to read a map could mean the difference between empire and annihilation.

The Silk Road’s heyday is considered by historians to span roughly 100 BCE to 1450 CE, with its Tang-era peak representing perhaps its richest period of cultural exchange. The routes stretched approximately 4,000 miles from Chang'an to Constantinople, passing through the Tarim Basin, the Pamir Mountains, the Iranian plateau, and Anatolia. Merchants rarely traversed the full route; goods passed through many hands. But some did make the full journey. This is the story of one such journey, told through the eyes of a woman who was not supposed to be there.

All dates, place names, and historical facts referenced in the novel are drawn from scholarly sources and, to the best of my ability, accurate. Where I have speculated, I have tried to speculate responsibly.

Elara Montvane

 






A Note on the Map

The illustrated map facing this page depicts the western reaches of the Tang Empire and the Silk Road corridors as they existed in approximately 638 CE. The map is based on historical cartographic records and modern archaeological scholarship, rendered in the style of Tang-era court cartography: brush ink on silk, with place names in both Chinese characters and transliteration. Key locations from the novel are marked.

The hidden corridor shown in the novel does not appear on this map. It was, after all, hidden.

Locations marked: Chang'an (present-day Xi'an, Shaanxi, China); Luoyang (Henan, China); Dunhuang (the Jade Gate, western frontier); Turpan (Turfan Oasis, Xinjiang); Kashgar (western Xinjiang); Samarkand (Sogdiana, present-day Uzbekistan); Merv (present-day Mary, Turkmenistan); Ctesiphon (near present-day Salman Pak, Iraq); Antioch (present-day Antakya, Turkey); Constantinople (present-day Istanbul, Turkey).

 






Dramatis Personae

THE ROAD

Lian Shu

Thirty years old. Cartographic scribe at the Imperial Bureau of Maps in Chang'an, a position obtained through carefully sustained forgery. Granddaughter of Shen Bao. She has spent her adult life hiding in plain sight.

Rashid al-Tirmizi

A Sogdian merchant of Tirmiz, multilingual, professionally charming, and member of the Yilmaz Compact. He has been looking for Lian, though he did not expect to find someone quite like her.

Borta

A Turkic guard in Rashid's employ. Silent by preference, observant by nature, and loyal by a code that has nothing to do with money.

THE COURT

General Wei Jinglong

Imperial Inspector assigned to investigate the deaths of cartographers in Chang'an. Lian's maternal uncle. He believes that information, like territory, belongs to the empire that can hold it.

Mei Yanrong

Palace handmaiden and Lian's only true friend in Chang'an. She has kept Lian's secrets for six years, and has never once asked what they were.

THE SHADOW GUILD

The Yilmaz Compact

A centuries-old network of merchants, scholars, and cartographers who maintain the free circulation of knowledge along the Silk Road, independent of any empire. Named for its founder, Yilmaz of Samarkand, whose name appears on no official record.

Farida of Isfahan

Sixty-four years old. An exiled Persian scholar and cryptographer living in Samarkand, half-blind, wholly formidable. She knew Shen Bao. She has been waiting.

THE UNKNOWING

Brother Anselm

A Nestorian Christian monk ostensibly traveling to Persia on ecclesiastical business. He carries more than scripture.

Kulug Khan

A minor Turkic warlord controlling mountain passes in Khorasan. He collects tolls in the form of information and has no particular loyalty beyond the profitable.

Shen Bao

Lian's grandfather. Master cartographer. Died in 618 CE at the age of seventy-one. He knew something that could start a war, and spent the last years of his life making sure it would not.

The First Lian

Cartographer. The name scratched into stone at Ctesiphon. She lived three centuries before our story. She is not a ghost. She is a fact.

 





PROLOGUE

The Map That Should Not Exist

Chang'an, Tang Empire. The Year of the Ox, Wude 1. 618 CE.

The old man's hands had always smelled of ink. Even now, with the oil lamp guttering low and the courtyard garden gone to winter silence, Shen Bao's fingers retained their permanent stain: black at the knuckle creases, dark beneath the nails, as though the maps he had drawn for five decades had been absorbed into his very skin.

"Come closer," he said.

Lian did not move immediately. She was twelve years old and not easily frightened, but there was something wrong about the quality of her grandfather's stillness. He lay beneath three layers of silk quilting, and still he shivered. The court physician had come and gone that morning without saying much of anything. Physicians learned early in the Tang capital not to say much of anything.

She crossed the room. The cold floor tiles were sharp through her cotton socks. She knelt beside his sleeping mat and studied his face: the deep lines at the corners of his mouth, the sparse white beard, the eyes that had always seemed to hold more light than the room around him warranted. They held less of it now.

"The scroll," he said. "The one wrapped in oilskin. Behind the screen."

The lacquered screen in the corner of his study had been there her entire life, painted with herons in flight. She had never been permitted behind it. She went now without asking, because something in his voice made asking seem beside the point. Behind the screen, on a low shelf between two empty scroll cases, was a cylinder of oilskin tied with a cord of dark blue silk.

She carried it to him and held it out. He shook his head.

"Take it. It's yours." His breathing was shallow and uneven, a sound like wind through a cracked shutter. "Your father must not find it. Your mother must not find it. Do you understand me? No one."

"What is it?"

"A road," he said. "A road that should not exist. And a road that certain men would pay a great deal to possess." He paused, gathering breath. "Do not show it to the Emperor. Not this one. Not the next one. Maps like this one belong to no emperor."

Lian looked at the oilskin cylinder in her hands. It was lighter than she expected. Whatever was inside had been rolled very tightly.

"Will you explain it to me? What the road is?"

"When you are old enough to read it properly, you will understand it yourself." He reached out and closed his stained fingers around her wrist, briefly, with more strength than she expected. "You have the eyes for it, Lian. You always have. Better eyes than your grandfather ever had." He released her. "Hide it well."

He died before morning, as it turned out. The year his granddaughter turned twelve was the year a general named Li Yuan deposed the Sui Emperor and proclaimed




















