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This is a work of historical fiction. Certain historical figures appear.

All other characters are products of the author’s imagination.

 




For the merchants who carried the world on their backs

across every frontier that empires drew.

And for the cities that burned

while the powerful argued about who owned the fire.

 


A Note on History

The year 532 AD stands as one of the most violent and transformative in the long history of Constantinople. In January of that year, the Nika Riots erupted in the Hippodrome and spread through the city with a speed that nearly destroyed the reign of the Emperor Justinian I. For five days the city burned. When it was over, the historian Procopius would record that approximately thirty thousand people had died, most of them killed in the Hippodrome itself when Belisarius and Mundus sealed the exits and ordered their troops inside. Half the city had been reduced to ash, including the original Hagia Sophia and the Chalke Gate of the Great Palace.

The silk trade was the economic engine of the Byzantine world and one of the central diplomatic problems of Justinian's reign. All overland silk routes from China passed through the territory of the Sassanid Persian Empire, which extracted enormous tolls and controlled the pricing of raw silk reaching Constantinople. The Byzantine state held a monopoly on silk manufacture within the empire: private citizens could not produce silk cloth, and the state workshops, the imperial gynaikeia, produced the purple-dyed silk that was both a diplomatic gift and a symbol of imperial authority reserved exclusively for the emperor and those he favored. Raw silk arrived primarily via Sogdian merchants who had dominated the Central Asian trade routes since the fourth century. The Sogdians were a remarkable people: Iranian-speaking, Zoroastrian in religion, based in the cities of Samarkand and Sogdia in modern Uzbekistan, and distributed in trading colonies across the Silk Road from China to the Byzantine frontier.

Procopius of Caesarea, the court historian, is the primary source for the events of Justinian's reign. His official history, the Wars, documents the military campaigns of Belisarius in Persia, Africa, and Italy. His secret history, the Anekdota or Secret History, written in private and not published until after his death, is a savage account of the corruption, cruelty, and sexual scandal he believed characterized the court of Justinian and Theodora. Scholars treat both works with appropriate caution: the Wars is shaped by its official purpose, and the Secret History by its author's personal bitterness. But the essential facts both provide are broadly corroborated by other sources.

John the Cappadocian served as Praetorian Prefect of the East under Justinian from 531 to 541 AD, with a brief interruption. He was, by contemporary accounts, one of the most effective and most hated administrators in Byzantine history: a tax collector of extraordinary efficiency and personal corruption who was widely despised by the senatorial aristocracy and by Procopius, who describes him in vivid terms. He was eventually brought down through an elaborate trap set by Theodora in 541. Tribonian served as Quaestor of the Sacred Palace and was the principal architect of the Corpus Juris Civilis, Justinian's massive legal codification project. The first edition of the Codex Justinianus was issued in 529; the Digest and Institutes were completed in 533. Tribonian was temporarily dismissed during the Nika Riots under public pressure but was restored to office shortly afterward.

The figure of Zosimos, the protagonist of this novel, is fictional, as are Khatonun the Sogdian merchant, Demetrios the silk inspector, Brother Philippos, and Constans the grain factor. All historical persons named in the novel, including Justinian, Theodora, Belisarius, Mundus, John the Cappadocian, Tribonian, Narses, and Hypatius, are real historical figures. The events of the Nika Riots are described as accurately as the current state of scholarship permits. The geography of sixth-century Constantinople, including the Hippodrome, the Great Palace, the Chalke Gate, the Mese, the forums, the cisterns, and the harbor districts, is based on the archaeological and textual evidence currently available.

 


Table of Contents

A Note on History

Table of Contents

Prologue: The Body at the Neorion

Chapter One: The Inspector of Silk

Chapter Two: What the Hippodrome Remembers

Chapter Three: The Sogdian Woman

Chapter Four: The Colour of Empire

Chapter Five: John's Account Books

Chapter Six: The Night the City Burned

Chapter Seven: The Secret Road

Chapter Eight: What Theodora Knew

Chapter Nine: The Monastery of the Chora

Chapter Ten: Blood on the Mese

Chapter Eleven: The Last Auction

Chapter Twelve: The Prefect's Confession

Chapter Thirteen: Fire and Silk

Epilogue: What Constantinople Kept

Historical Note

Glossary of Byzantine Terms

A Note on Sources

Acknowledgments

About the Author

 


Prologue

The Body at the Neorion

The Neorion Harbour, Constantinople

The Sixth Day of January, 532 AD, Before Dawn

The harbour master's assistant found the body at the third hour before dawn, tangled in the mooring ropes of a grain barge from Alexandria, and the first thing he noticed, before he noticed that the man was dead or that the man was a person he recognized, was the silk.

It was not the raw silk of the bales that passed through the Neorion every month from the Persian frontier caravans. It was finished silk, the worked and dyed kind, wound twice around the dead man's throat in a length sufficient to strangle a man of considerably larger build than the one in the water. The colour was the colour of old blood in the lamplight, a deep crimson that the harbour master's assistant, who was seventeen years old and had never seen a murdered man, would later describe as purple, because purple was the word the city used for the colour of power and the colour of the emperor and the colour of things that ordinary people were not supposed to own.

The dead man's name was Demetrios of Antioch, and he was the Imperial Silk Inspector for the Neorion district, the official responsible for verifying that every bale of raw silk entering the harbour through this gate had been assessed, weighed, taxed, and recorded before it moved inland to the workshops of the city. He had held the post for eleven years. He had, by all accounts, held it well.

The harbour master's assistant ran for the watch, which was the correct thing to do, and the watch sent for the civil prefect's office, which sent a clerk who noted the facts in a wax tablet and returned to the prefect with the information that a minor customs official had drowned in the harbour, possibly drunk, and that the silk around his neck was probably from a bale that had come loose in the unloading.

The Neorion in the early hours of January sixth was lit by torches fixed at intervals along the dock, their light catching the water between the moored vessels in the way that firelight catches moving water: in fragments, inconsistently, making the surface of the Golden Horn look like something being solved rather than something simply present. The harbour master's assistant was named Kyriakos, and he had been at the Neorion for three weeks, the most junior person in a hierarchy of junior people who did the night work that senior people did not do, and he had not been told specifically what he should do if he found a body in the mooring ropes, because nobody had thought it necessary to tell him that.

He told the watch and the watch came, four soldiers from the harbour guard in the armour that was standard for the night watch in the harbour district: the mail shirt, the round shield, the spear that was the watch's most practical tool since it could be used to push things in the water without getting wet. Two of the four soldiers looked at Demetrios with the attention of people who had seen bodies in the water before and found this one unremarkable. One of the four did not look at the body at all, which was its own kind of information. The fourth, who was the watch's senior man and who had been at the Neorion for six years, looked at the silk.

He looked at it for perhaps five seconds longer than the rest of the scene required. Then he told Kyriakos to go back to his duties and sent one of his men for the civil prefect's office clerk, and while they waited he stood on the dock with his back to the water and looked at the buildings of the harbour compound and the lights moving in some of the upper windows where the night staff were already at work. He did not say anything. He was the kind of man who did not say things until he had decided what the right thing to say was, and he had not yet decided.

The silk was not cargo detritus. Cargo detritus did not wrap itself twice around a man's neck at the precise tension required to compress the carotid arteries. He knew this, and he filed the knowledge in the space where professional people file things that they are going to be careful about, and when the clerk arrived from the prefect's office he let the clerk write the report in the terms the clerk chose to use. The clerk was nineteen years old and it was two hours before dawn on the sixth of January in a city that was already showing the first signs of the disorder that was about to consume it, and the clerk wrote what seemed to him the most likely explanation for a dead man in a harbour, which was the simple one.

The watch sergeant's name was Bardas. He would not be remembered in any official document connected to the investigation. But in the years after the investigation was concluded, when Zosimos had occasion to speak of how close the case had come to being closed before it was opened, he would mention Bardas and the five seconds of attention that had kept the silk from being classified as irrelevant cargo detritus and thrown into the harbour stores with the other recovered material. Five seconds. The investigation had begun in five seconds of a harbour watchman's professional judgment.

The clerk was wrong on all three counts, but it would take several days and another body for this to become officially legible.

Constantinople on the morning of the sixth of January in the year of Our Lord 532 was a city already shaking with the violence that was about to unmake it. The Blues and the Greens, the two great chariot-racing factions that organized the social and political life of every Byzantine city, had been rioting for three days following the failed execution of two prisoners, one from each faction, who had somehow survived their hanging at the Praetorium and taken sanctuary in a church on the shore of the Golden Horn. The Emperor Justinian, who was fifty years old and had been ruling for five years with a combination of legal genius, military ambition, and the particular ruthlessness of a man who had come from nothing and intended to die as something, was in the Great Palace receiving reports about the disorder with the controlled attention of someone who has dealt with faction violence before and does not yet understand that this time is different.

His wife Theodora was in her apartments, also receiving reports, with a different quality of understanding.

In the Neorion harbour, Demetrios of Antioch's body was pulled from the water by four soldiers and laid on the dock and covered with a piece of canvas, and the grain barge from Alexandria continued its unloading because grain waited for nothing, not even murder.

By the time the body was formally identified and a report sent to the office that would eventually assign the investigation to a specific official, six hours had passed. In those six hours, a great deal of evidence had been walked on, moved, submerged by the harbour's tidal movement, or simply ignored by people who had other things to attend to on what was becoming an extremely complicated morning in a city where complicated mornings were accumulating faster than anyone had expected.

One piece of evidence survived. Tucked inside Demetrios's belt, in a small leather pouch that his killers had apparently not found or had not considered worth searching, was a piece of folded papyrus on which someone had written, in the clumsy Greek of a person whose first language was not Greek, a list of fourteen names.

The official who would eventually read that list was a man named Zosimos of Thessaloniki, the Assistant Inspector of Silk for the Golden Horn district, who had been given the investigation not because he was the most qualified person available but because he was the most expendable, it being early January 532 and most of the city's senior officials being occupied with the disorder that was about to become something that nobody, looking at it from the inside, had yet found a word for.

The word would turn out to be catastrophe. But that morning Zosimos did not know this. He knew only that a colleague was dead and that the silk around his neck was the wrong colour for accident.

 


CHAPTER I

The Inspector of Silk

Zosimos of Thessaloniki had been an inspector in the Imperial Customs Service for nine years, which was long enough to know that the job was not the job described in the administrative literature. The administrative literature described a post of considerable dignity and responsibility: the customs inspector as the empire's first line of defense against the penetration of its commercial integrity by foreign interests, a man of legal training, fiscal precision, and personal probity standing between the city of Constantinople and the various forces that wished to profit from its needs without paying appropriately for the privilege.

The actual job was different. The actual job was standing at harbour gates in the rain counting bales and arguing with Sogdian merchants about the weight of silk before dyeing and the weight of silk after dyeing and whether the moisture content of a bale that had spent three weeks at sea was the buyer's problem or the seller's problem or the empire's problem. It was sitting in a small office in the Neorion administrative compound working through stacks of assessment documents with a stylus that needed resharpening and a lamp that was always running low. It was knowing which harbour captains were reliable and which ones had arrangements with the merchants that were not captured in the official manifests, and managing this knowledge with the pragmatic discretion of someone who understood that the difference between information and accusation was the difference between usefulness and unemployment.

He was thirty-four years old. He had a room on the upper floor of a building in the Zeugma district, behind the Neorion harbour, where he had lived for seven years, and he had a cat that belonged to the building rather than to him, and he had the beginning of a reputation for a particular kind of competence that was not the most glamorous form of competence but was the kind that got things done and kept records that could be consulted later and produced reports that the prefect's office actually read rather than filing without inspection. He was, in the language of the Byzantine administrative system, a man who worked.

He received the summons on the morning of the seventh of January, which was the day after Demetrios's body had been found and the day on which the faction disorder in the city had escalated from a manageable disturbance into something that smelled, to anyone who had lived through the last serious episode of faction violence, like the beginning of something considerably worse. The summons was from the office of the Urban Prefect, delivered by a junior clerk who was clearly not happy about being in the Neorion district on a morning when the city's more central areas were attracting the kind of attention that required considerable personal courage to navigate on foot.

The Urban Prefect's office was in the Praetorium, the large administrative complex in the central city whose main function was the maintenance of order and the administration of justice within Constantinople's walls. In ordinary times, getting an appointment with the Urban Prefect himself was a matter of weeks and considerable institutional persistence. On the morning of January seventh in the year 532, the office was accessible in the specific way that institutions become accessible when they have more problems than they have staff to handle them.

The deputy prefect who received him was a Thracian named Constantinos, fifty years old and looking ten years older than that, whose desk was covered with reports and whose demeanor was the demeanor of a man managing multiple disasters while pretending to manage one. He told Zosimos about Demetrios in six sentences and then asked whether Zosimos knew him.

He had come to the customs service through the usual path of a provincial boy with better education than prospects: a father who was a minor civil official in Thessaloniki, a schooling that went further than most in the rhetorical and arithmetical disciplines, and the specific combination of those two inheritances that produces a person suited to administrative work but unsuited to the patience required to wait for administrative work to come to him. He had arrived in Constantinople at twenty-five with a letter of introduction from the strategos of the Macedonian province to an official of the Praetorian Prefecture who turned out to have retired the previous year, and had spent three weeks working through the city's administrative network before finding an opening in the customs service that was offered to him on the basis

























