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Epigraph

The whole city is full of it, the squares, the market places, the cross-roads, the alleyways; old-clothes men, money changers, food sellers: they are all busy arguing. If you ask someone to give you change, he philosophises about the Begotten and the Unbegotten; if you inquire about the price of a loaf, you are told by way of reply that the Father is greater and the Son inferior; if you ask ‘Is my bath ready?’ the attendant answers that the Son was made out of nothing.—St. Gregory of Nyssa






1.

“If I built a clockwork fisherman, we could leave off fishing and make our fortune,” said Eugenius.

It was dawn in the Queen of Cities. Michael the Armenian, sometimes called Piscatorius, straightened his aching back and squinted across the wave-dappled Golden Horn to where at the peak of the city’s First Hill the dome of St Sophia lifted her head against the gilt-edged sky. No more need for the lamp. Michael unhooked it from the prow of the boat and doused it in the water.

“Son, if we could afford to build a clockwork fisherman, we could afford not to fish.”

Eugenius, sitting at the stern holding the rowboat steady with an oar, ignored his father’s words. “Like the machines at the Palace. Theodotus’s brother services them. And he’s looking for an apprentice. Are we done yet?”

“One more haul.” Michael wiped the back of his hand across his forehead to clear his eyes of sweat. Already he could feel the weight of summer heat in the air. He tucked his tunic more firmly into his belt and began pulling in a rope fastened to the gunwhale. “What about the horses?” Only last month, Eugenius wanted to race chariots in the Hippodrome for the Greens.

“Mater didn’t like them. Too dangerous.”

“The pay’s better than clockwork. So is the kudos.” Hand-over-hand the rope came in. The net, a dark mass in the water, rose to the surface.

“With clockwork, I could work in the Palace for the Emperor or the Iron Hand.”

Michael paused to consider this. The Iron Hand was legend. General of the Anatolian Theme. Handsome and wily. Armed with a clockwork hand to replace the bone and flesh he’d lost in battle before his first beard grew. The man who’d devised the hand itself, Peter Goules, a Cappadocian, had no small share in that legend.

“I suppose you could make a name for yourself in clockwork.” Michael bunched the net in both walnut-dark hands and hauled, grunting.

“Better than I could make in fish. There’s no kudos in fish, and no money either.”

Gleaming and flopping in the first light of the sun, fish spilled over the gunwhale and joined the rest of the morning’s catch in the floor of the boat. On top of the silver pile lay something golden and spotted like the mosaics in St Sophia or the paint on the great Chalke icon.

“Atta! Look,” Eugenius said, but Michael was already looking. It was only a great flounder, but it flashed on the top of that pile of fish like shipwrecked treasure.

“Ah, I thought it was gold,” said Eugenius.

Michael bent down and lifted the great fish in both hands. But before he had time to measure its length or weight, it opened its mouth and spoke.

“Live and rejoice, O Man! The triumph is yours this day!”

Michael dropped the flounder back onto the pile of fish and recoiled, falling onto the thwart behind him. The boat rocked sharply on the glassy sea. Eugenius said nothing, but his eyes bulged and he dropped his oar. Overhead, the sun rolled into the sky, and the whole world lit up in blue and gold.

The Fish spoke again.

“I pray you, sirs, do not make a meal of me, as you have done with so many of my people.”

He couldn’t have dreamed it. A talking fish. Michael glanced up again at the city on the horizon, all washed in light under the morning sun. A talking fish. Despite his surprise, his thoughts flew like the shuttle of a loom. Make a meal, when he could make his fortune?

“Hardly,” said Michael. “A talking fish is a good gift for the Emperor; he will reward me with gold and silks.”

The Fish thrashed in alarm. “No, I beg you! I have no wish to lead a life of captivity, even in the palace of the Roman Emperor! Believe me when I say I am no common fish. I am a Prince of Fishes, and able to grant any of your heart’s wishes. Quickly! Tell me how I may serve you, and return me to the water!”

Michael hesitated, scratching his black beard. “A wish? I’d have to ask my wife.”

“I need water.” The little voice was already croaking. “You must make your wish at once and throw me back into the sea.”

Michael glanced at Eugenius, undecided. He could guess what Eudokia might ask for. But he had his own dreams.

Eugenius knew what was going through his mind. “Don’t ask Mater. She’ll want a new house or something.”

Still Michael hesitated. Eudokia was liable to lose her temper if he did this without consulting her. And then, in nearly twenty years, he’d rarely regretted taking her advice.  

“If you must ask your wife,” said the Prince of Fishes, “throw me in the sea now and make your wish later.”

Eugenius was shaking his head, but Michael scratched his beard again. “How do I know you’ll keep your end of the bargain?” What was Eudokia’s saying? “It’s better to have five in your cupboard, than ten lurking elsewhere”?

The Fish’s voice was getting weaker. “When you want me, come to the water and call,


Flounder, flounder, in the sea,

Come, I pray thee, here to me.


—and I will surely hear and obey. But quick! I am burning in this sun and you will gain no profit by my death.”

“Ten elsewhere,” Michael muttered, and tossed the Prince of Fishes back into the water. Without breaking the surface to say another word, the great golden flounder turned tail and faded into the green depths.

 “Why’d you do that? Why didn’t you make a wish?” Eugenius protested.

“Just get us into harbour,” Michael told him.
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On the west side of the harbour, where the many-towered Sea Walls receded a little way from the quays, the Neorion Gate stood open to admit fishers, merchants, sailors, and slaves to the city. Michael paid his ten percent tax to the eparch’s official and went through the cool dark shadow of the gate to the street beyond.

Above the high tiled roofs the sky’s blue deepened. In that hot and brooding calm, every waking sound of the city was magnified ten times. Shutters creaked open to let in the last cool breaths of the morning. Cartwheels grumbled along the street and a low chorus of profanities hung around the uprooted paving-stones where five sweating workmen were trying to mend a sewer, bothered by flies and the stink of refuse.

But something was missing from the street’s murmur. Human voices, the shapes of women—

“Michael!” The voice caught him unawares and the fisherman wheeled. His wife, with their daughter Anna half-running to keep up, came striding down the road that led to the great church of St Sophia with her dingy tunic flapping, her brass hoop earrings bouncing, and her dark curly hair standing on end. “Michael! Do you know what they are doing at the Palace?”

From the tone of her voice, Michael wondered if what was happening at the Palace was any fault of his own. “I do not.”

“The Emperor’s new law,” Eudokia said. “They’re reading it under the Chalke Gate.”

Michael tugged on his ear. “Well? We’ve a catch of fish to sell.”

Behind them, Eugenius shouted, “An-na!”

“Go and help him bring the fish ashore,” Michael told his daughter. His wife rolled her eyes.

“The holy icons are in danger, Michael! No one cares about fish today!”

“Oh, icons,” said Michael. “When the shouting is done with, men will call for fish. Where’s our stall?”

“At home,” said Eudokia, and shut her lips in a stubborn line.

“Well, bring it out.” Michael glanced up and down the street. Theodotus the clockworker’s brother already had his stall up, and a handful of women clustered in front of it, although they all had their heads together and seemed reluctant to buy their fish and move on. Alexius the Bithynian was calling hopefully—”Buy your oysters! Good fresh shrimp! Tasty lobster!” Outside the walls, Marcus the Dalmatian had just moored his boat, and his wife and daughters were already carrying baskets of fish through the gate to where their own stall stood immaculate and waiting.

Anna and Eugenius stood uselessly in the street, scowling at each other. 

“Where’s the fish?” he asked them.

“Eugenius called me names,” said Anna.

“Anna left the baskets at home,” said Eugenius. 

“Both of you run home and get the baskets. And the stall,” Michael told them.

“Yes, and when are you going to buy us a real stall?” Eudokia asked, putting her hands on her hips. “So that we don’t have to take half the house down every time we want to sell some fish?”

A hundred replies rushed through Michael’s head. It isn’t half the house. Just the canvas on the roof that keeps the rain out.

Yes, Eudokia would say to that. And while we’re on the subject, when are you going to build us a decent house, something where the rain won’t get in and we can see the sun once in a while, instead of being stuck in a shack in a stinking alleyway? I’ve had to bring my children up in a pigsty!

To which he might say, They need to cart the waste away more often, then it won’t smell so bad. I’ve complained to the eparch about it.

But she would say, Well, clearly you didn’t complain loud enough. I should have gone. Then they’d do something.

I’d do something too, if I had the chance to sell some fish instead of standing around arguing about icons and stalls.

Fish! I kept telling you you’d never make a brass nummus off fish, but did you listen? No. 

Oh, no? Wait till you hear what I made off fish today.

“Well?” said Eudokia. 

Michael blinked. “What?”

“I asked when you were going to buy us a real stall?”

“Today, if you like.”

For a moment, Eudokia stood gaping. Michael chuckled, savouring her blank surprise, and slipped his arm around her waist. She pulled away to search his face to see if he was serious. “Today? How? We don’t have the money for that.”

“Not yet,” he said.

It took him so long to convince Eudokia of his story that by the time he was done, Eugenius and Anna had carried five baskets of fish from the rowboat and set up the ramshackle collection of sticks, canvas, and wooden crates that composed their stall. Even then, she made Eugenius give his own version of events before conceding that he might not, after all, be breaking under the strain of night-work and moonlight.

Michael began laying the fish out on the crates, grinning. “So tell me what you want, lady wife. Anything in the world. A house? A palace? A theme?” He leaned over and pinched Anna’s cheek. “An Emperor for a son-in-law? A parakoimomenos for a son? Stranger things have happened without help from a Prince of Fishes.”

Eudokia pursed her lips consideringly. The wife of Alexius the Bithynian, Maria, arrived with three small children and an unwieldy basket, and spent five minutes trying to find the money for a mackerel. “How do you like this icon business,” she said when she had found the coins, looking up at Eudokia with pale and watery blue eyes. “Up the hill they say that the guardsmen are going to take down the Christ Chalkites. I am very much afraid they mean to do Him harm.”

“You know it is only a picture,” Michael said. “They mean no disrespect to Christ Himself, I’m sure.”

“How can it be no disrespect to Christ to take down His image and trample it into the street?”

Eudokia drew in a sharp breath, beginning to bristle again. “They’d dare?”

“They say the Emperor wanted all of us to tread on it.”

“Oh, I find that hard to believe,” said Michael. “If I were the Emperor—”

Eudokia cut him off. “If I were the Emperor, I would listen to the people. I would let them have what they want. I wouldn’t force them to give up their icons, or to dishonour the holy saints.”

“He isn’t forcing people to give up their icons, dear. He hasn’t even touched the images in St Sophia. He’s only taking down the Christ Chalkites.”

“Yes,” whispered Maria, “but—”

“But it won’t stop there,” Eudokia said, and folded her bare brown arms. “We know what he wants. He wants the icons swept out of the city.”

“Well, you must admit he has a point. You must admit there have been excesses—”

“Excesses? What excesses? There’ve been no excesses!”

“There have been excesses. Using icons to stand sponsor at baptisms, for instance.”

“Oh, Michael, you know that it isn’t the icons themselves that are the sponsors. It’s the saints they represent.”

Michael laughed. “How would you like to sponsor a child by proxy, without the chance of declining the honour?”

“That was a Sclerus baptism,” said Eudokia, as if any saint should be honoured in being compelled to sponsor such a family.

Maria had stood before the stall clutching the shawl around her shoulders and trying to shush her children. Now she got the chance to edge in a word. “Well, I hope that when we have trampled them into the dust, the saints and the Holy Mother and the Christ Himself do not abandon us to the Saracens! Be well!”

She scuttled away across the square and Eudokia turned back to Michael. “Your Prince of Fishes,” she said, dropping her voice a little, “couldn’t help us to a wiser Emperor, could he?”

“I could ask him to make me Emperor,” Michael said. He spoke lightly so that it would sound like a joke, but there was an undercurrent of earnestness running through his words. And what of it? There was no man in the Roman Empire who did not believe that given enough luck, given the right sponsors and the army’s support, he too might have risen to the purple. There had been others. Phocas, Justin, even as far back as Maximinus Thrax and Didius Julianus, men from the lowest ranks had risen to the highest… Wasn’t Diocletian born a slave?

Eudokia hooted at him.

“Ha! Emperor? Be reasonable, Michael! What business do you have being Emperor? You are only asking for trouble.”

Michael winced and glanced behind him. “We’ll get it, too, if you keep shouting like that.” 

“All right. But, Michael, why don’t you go back to that Fish and tell it we’d like a nice house like Maria and Alexius’s. One with a roof that doesn’t leak, on a quiet airy street with plenty of light, not too far away from a public cistern.”

“A house.” Michael sighed. “Are you sure? You don’t want to ask for something more? Eudokia, this could be our only chance to be—to be like them.” He pointed up at the palaces crowning the First Hill. 

Eudokia followed his gaze, and for a moment, she looked tempted. Then with sudden decision, she shook her head. “Let’s not ask for trouble, Michael. We’re only little people, after all. What would we do with more?” 
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Michael left Eudokia and Eugenius to tend the stall, and went back out the Neorion Gate to the quay. Wishing for privacy, he untethered the boat and rowed it out a little way into the Golden Horn.

The wind had picked up since dawn. Now the water slapped briskly against the side of his boat. The breeze came from the east, running contrary to the current of the Horn; air and water stood at cross-purposes, and his boat was slapped and shoved in the quarrel. Michael leaned over the gunwhale and called along the silver path:


Flounder, flounder, in the sea,

Come, I pray thee, here to me.


For a few moments nothing happened. And then Michael saw a glimmer of gold below the green water, and the Prince of Fishes raised its head above the waves.

“Well,” said the
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