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			KIRKUS REVIEWS: A historical novel set in sixth-century Constantinople charts the extraordinary ascent of a woman from poverty to royal power.

			 

			Theodora is born into inauspicious beginnings: Her Greek father, Acacius, is a bear trainer in a circus, and her Syrian mother, Asima, is a dancer. Their fortunes only grow worse when Acacius dies in an accident. Theodora is only 5 years old when the tragedy happens and is forced to work by the time she is 10. Her life is brutally hard—she is raped with impunity at 12—but she is also dauntlessly ambitious and refuses to resign herself to a lowly station. Theodora learns to read and write and works as a prostitute and an actress, but she pines to escape the “fringes of the theater circuit.” She eventually becomes the mistress of Justinian, the nephew of the emperor, destined to take the throne. Martin weaves into the tale a crucial subplot—a poor Syrian boy, born Sufian but renamed Stephen after he’s sold to an unscrupulous magus, discovers that he’s “singularly adept at languages” and lands a high-ranking position in Justinian’s court. He befriends Theodora, but she betrays him. Later, as empress, she demands that Stephen—wasting away in jail—become her biographer, giving him an opportunity for both freedom and revenge. In this ambitious novel, the author vividly brings to life the cinematic story of Theodora’s life, chronicling her rise, more halting than meteoric, to spectacular power (“Theodora set about to prove wrong her sister’s assertions regarding the roles of women. She wanted to affirm that her own role in life was not preordained—and that she had some talent, some gift”). Martin’s command of the historical period—not just the chief political events, but also the nuances of its cultural mores—is masterful. Furthermore, he conjoins that scholarly rigor with novelistic excitement—the entire tale is intelligently conveyed with great emotional poignancy.

			 

			A meticulously researched historical account presented in the form of a thrilling political drama.
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			"Too Soon the Night is a gorgeous tapestry of impeccable research and intricate worldbuilding. Martin brings Byzantine Constantinople to vivid life through the eyes of Stephen, a resourceful court eunuch tasked with recording the memoirs of the enigmatic Theodora, one-time actress turned Empress of the civilized world. A must-have for any fan of ancient-world historical fiction!" 

			~Kate Quinn, bestselling author of 
The Empress of Rome Saga and The Rose Code

			“Readers will become enchanted with the inimitable Theodora found in this elegant novel.”
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			Check out The Poland Trilogy

			 

			Based on the diary of a Polish countess who lived through the rise and fall of the Third of May Constitution years, 1791-94, Push Not the River paints a vivid picture of a tumultuous and unforgettable metamorphosis of a nation—and of Anna, a proud and resilient woman. Against a Crimson Sky continues Anna’s saga as Napoléon comes calling, implying independence would follow if only Polish lancers would accompany him on his fateful 1812 march into Russia. Anna’s family fights valiantly to hold on-to a tenuous happiness, their country, and their very lives. Set against the November Rising (1830-31), The Warsaw Conspiracy depicts partitioned Poland’s daring challenge to the Russian Empire. Brilliantly illustrating the psyche of a people determined to reclaim independence in the face of monumental odds, the story features Anna’s sons and their fates in love and war.
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			Aleksy, a Tatar raised by a Polish peasant family, wishes to become a Polish winged hussar, a Christian lancer who carries into battle a device attached to his back that holds dozens of eagle feathers. As a Tatar and as a peasant, this is an unlikely quest. When he meets Krystyna, the daughter of the noble who owns the land that his parents work, he falls hopelessly in love. But even though she returns his love, race and class differences make this quest as impossible as that of becoming a hussar. Under the most harrowing and unlikely circumstances, one day Aleksy must choose between his dreams.
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			Author’s Note

			Long ago and far away in Los Angeles, I took an adult Art Appreciation course. When we studied the Byzantine mosaics located in Ravenna, Italy, the professor pointed to the figure of Theodora and said, “I’m not a writer, but if I were, that is the woman I would be writing about.”

			Click!

			I immediately went to the Hollywood Library and took out a dozen books on the period and the empress. I had already started my first novel, Push Not the River, so I planned for Theodora’s story to be my second. As the first novel was going to press, I started work on Theodora. Ah, but St. Martin’s Press had a different idea: they wanted a sequel to Push Not the River, so that led to other books and the passage of years. At some point during those years, the eunuch Stephen came to life and shared the stage with Theodora as her biographer, thus making a duology necessary, hopefully a necessary pleasure.
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			1

			28 June 548 CE

			Constantinople, The Great Palace

			 

			Her Sacred Resplendency the Empress is dead. Theodora—daughter of a bearkeeper, actress in living pictures, lover to many, concubine to Hecebolus, supporter of Monophysitism, advocate of women’s rights, wife and equal partner in power to Emperor Justinian—is no more.

			On the day of her death, a Sunday, I am called to the women’s quarters of the Imperial Apartment at Emperor Justinian’s request. What could he want with me, I worry, as I leave my suite and make my way up to the floor above.

			I find the emperor overtaken with grief. His face is red, his eyes wet and little more than slits, as if he is trying to shut out the world. I bow and he moves toward me with such a look of familiarity that I think for a moment he means to embrace me. He stops a pace away. Emperors do not embrace eunuchs.

			“Ah, Stephen,” he says, “you must do your lady one last favor. It is for me, too, this favor.”

			I have no words—and not a clue as to the meaning of his.

			He is flushing. “Her women are dressing her now.” He pauses, pivoting slightly and averting his gaze. After a long moment, he turns back, half-hidden gray eyes holding mine. “You loved her, too. Do not imagine I’ve missed that. Not from the start when you brought us together, a bit reluctantly.” His eyes are pooling. “Now, hold out your hand.”

			I obey.

			He places in my hand a needle already threaded with translucent thread. “I am so ashamed, Stephen—but I cannot will myself to do it.” With his head so low that his chin touches the top of his rumpled purple tunic, he hurries from the room, tears giving way.

			And so, I am left to perform the task only a loved one is allowed to do. I am holding my own hot tears at bay and shaking like a sapling in storm when I screw up enough courage to go into Theodora’s bedchamber to bind her mouth closed so that her soul would not escape into the night.
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			In my room I sit at the desk in my study. My old suite located on the floor beneath the Imperial Apartment of the Daphne Wing had been returned to me. In place of my former servant Piers, I am waited upon by a stout, middle-aged eunuch, Basil. A tangy breeze from the Sea of Marmara stirs the curtains of sheer silk at the balcony door and sets the flames of my lamps dancing. Two days have passed since Theodora’s magnificent funeral, the ceremony so regal and elaborate that the Augusta herself would have approved—were it not celebrated in the Orthodox rite, rather than in her chosen Monophysitic sacrament.

			I look down at my empty pages and an undertow of bile and bitterness tugs at me. At her orders, I spent five years in the dungeon beneath the Daphne Palace, a wing of the Great Palace complex. Also at her orders, I was released so that I could once again be of service. For years prior to my incarceration, Theodora held me enchanted in a spell as strong as Circe’s. And even upon being reprieved from below, I found myself promising Theodora I would write her life story and tell it true. “Others will tell it slant,” she said. Despite the wrong done to me, she trusted me not to embellish the facts.

			The finished pages laid out to my left detail her early life, pages created before her death at forty-eight. Cancer, the physicians said. I am indeed tempted to emblaze her life with wicked fiction in requital for my lost years, but something restrains me, something about this proud and complicated woman in whose veins compassion and cruelty comingled.

			Am I to continue with this quest to set down the truth? Why should I spend the days, months, and perhaps years that it would take to satisfy the wish of a dead woman? Merely because I promised her that I would? I recall the many hours of interviews wherein she related her life, describing in detail every important event, every attendant thought and emotion, often employing her early talents on the boards to act out scenes. I wrote it all down so that her story could be told. The many diamond-shaped shelves of neat manuscripts in my study bear witness to her life and wait now for me to blend them into one codex, one life’s story. The pull of her personality remains strong and the promise weighs heavily, yet I consider renouncing it and living my life for myself.

			Suddenly, the breeze from the sea escalates into a strong gust, and several stone oil lamps sputter and go out, except for a metal lamp stationed on a stand nearby. Lazy shadows play in the darkened room. My friend Tariq would call me superstitious, but I feel her presence. She and I—both of Syrian blood—would trade gambols about which of us might possess the sight credited to Syrian sorcerers. Sometimes, however, I think we did afford the notion some credibility.

			The wind rises again, the current this time extinguishing the lamp next to me, chilling me. My arms turn to gooseflesh.

			I recall now her reasoning, passionate as it was, for leaving behind an accurate chronicle of her life. Her spies had informed her that Procopius, palace lawyer and historian—no friend of mine and Theodora’s nemesis—was writing his own account of her life, one that is false and base.

			It is enough to set me in motion.
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			The hour is late and the hall, lighted at intervals by sconces, eerily quiet. As I come to the stairwell, I hear the clatter of boots. The nighttime contingent of palace guards passes my floor and continues to the Imperial Apartment on the floor above, where they will relieve the daytime detail. Justinian has not shown himself since the funeral, so great is his grief. The two—emperor and empress—had become as one and, for now, he is lost.

			Taking the stairs, I go to ground level and exit the Daphne Wing. The summer night is still warm. I make my way down the white marble stairs set into the escarpment bordering the Sea of Marmara, descending from one artfully landscaped terrace to the next until I reach the Palace of Hormisdas at the water’s edge. Here the salty scent of the sea tempers the perfume of the jasmine vines that grow near the shore. I come and go at all hours within the Great Palace complex, and so I am admitted by the excubitor on duty without question. I move noiselessly. This was Justinian’s palace when he was a prince, and it was also where I lived and worked upon my arrival in Constantinople. I have with me a torch, and lighting it now from a sconce, I use my key on the latch and pull open the high double doors of the one-time magnificent dining hall Justinian had fashioned into his massive library and scriptorium.

			I move up the middle aisle of the high desks of copyists. It is here I worked in the early years. I excelled at languages and my linguistic skill made possible a rise in stature that I, a slave and eunuch, could not have foreseen. In time, even my handwriting became—well, adequate. Others will say it was my relationship with the empress that pushed me up the palace ladder. Well, there is truth in that, too.

			Fronting the rows of copyists’ desks is a bank of bays lined with honeycombed shelves of manuscripts. I come to the last bay, the one appropriated to Procopius for his own workspace and manuscripts. I take a deep breath and enter, knowing he would have me flayed alive if he knew I had trespassed on his sacrosanct domain. As long as a guard on his rounds does not interfere, I feel comfortable in my stealth, for Procopius has accompanied General Belisarius and the army on the Italian campaign to win back Italy from the Ostrogoths.

			I place the torch in the holder on the wall and begin my search. I know what I’m looking for, what the dead empress has commissioned me to find, find and destroy, but I don’t know for certain if it even exists. Her spies were insistent that Procopius was recording her life in the most unflattering way imaginable, and so I am determined to find out whether he has left behind any clue as to such a project.

			The shelving is arranged in a u-shaped fashion around his desk. Thinking he would want it out of reach, I rifle through the codices and scrolls on the upper shelves first. I find nothing other than tedious accounts of the military campaigns on which he had accompanied General Belisarius as legal advisor, secretary, and historian—roles he carries out with a swagger of self-entitlement. I go on to search the middle shelves, wondering if he would be so confident of his privacy as to place it in plain sight. Half of an hour of searching reveals only manuscripts detailing the architecture Justinian has initiated in the capital, and the smoke from the flame is irritating my lungs. Now come the lower shelves. I go to my knees and crawl from one niche to the next, pulling out dusty scrolls and replacing them after quick inspections. A number of them pertain to the governance of a large bureaucracy and are of little interest. I come to the last shelf, find it empty, and sit back against the bookshelves, defeated.

			Wouldn’t it make more sense for him to keep such a work secreted in his apartment in the Daphne Wing? I had feared so from the first. But how am I to enter his locked, private residence when he has an ever vigilant staff? Or perhaps he has it on tour with him, anticipating a moment when his dark imagination would ignite and spew out calumny. The empress’s spies could have been wrong. Perhaps he did boast of such a lurid venture—but might it be no more than that, an empty boast? Would he really pursue it?

			Like my own energy, the torch sputters. From my sitting position on the floor, I glance up and gauge that it will go out in a matter of minutes. So what, I think, I’m finished here. As I bring my gaze down, I notice something strange. Attached to the underside of Procopius’s desk is a large square object. It is visible only from where I sit. The desk I had worked at in the early years had no such thing. Neither did, as far as I knew, any of the others belonging to copyists.

			Crawling under the desk, I examine my find: a hidden drawer that slides along metal rails and comes free in my hands. I set it on the floor and remove a manuscript. I unroll it and observe Theodora’s name. Scanning the scroll, I see that it occurs again and yet again. I don’t have enough light to read it here, so I roll it up and plant it in my voluminous sleeve. I replace the drawer on its rails and stand, feeling victorious just as the bay goes completely black.

			It is of no concern because I know my way about the library in the dark. I take the dead torch and leave the bay, moving into the main chamber of the scriptorium.

			A noise.

			I halt in the middle of the large hall and look to its source, the exit. Through the seams of the double doors the flare of flame appears. Someone is out there. I hold my breath, praying he will pass, but the light does not move away. The sound of a key in the latch breaks the silence. My heart races. I am about drop behind a desk when I think again, conjecturing it is a guard to whom I would owe no excuse. I steady myself and wait.

			Both doors open now, abruptly, as if to admit someone of importance, not a guard. A man enters.

			When my eyes adjust to the light of his torch flickering on his face, I note that it is someone of—self-importance. I halt, my mind spins in frenzy. How is it possible?

			The man looks up with startled eyes to find someone in the darkened room at this late hour.

			Procopius.

			I freeze. Fear runs like a poison through my veins. He could have only just arrived in Constantinople. I would have heard otherwise. Some malignant force has contrived to bring him here first thing. I curse myself for not having hidden.

			My thoughts race, blurring with old, negative emotions. I attempt a smile. Our relationship has always been adversarial.

			His surprise dissipates at once, and he arranges his face into one of annoyance. “What in Satan’s name are you doing here?” he demands.

			My fear accelerates. I realize that my right hand has gone to the sleeve that secures my treasure. I am without words, heart pounding like a drum.

			Procopius marches up to me. “I asked you a question!” He thrusts the torch out, toward me, as if to burn me at the stake.

			I am trying to formulate some story when he says, “That’s your old desk, isn’t it?” He moves the torch as a way of pointing. “The one you worked at before she brought you up in the world.” He sneers. “The dead one. I am broken of heart to have missed her funeral.”

			My first master, the magus Gaspar, had a designation for one such as Procopius: “cold-blooded as a fish.”

			I look down. I hadn’t noticed but he’s correct. It is my old work station. I take his observation as evidence that I must have been an annoyance of some significance to him then. “I couldn’t sleep,” I say, ignoring his comment. “I often walk about the palace grounds.”

			“Indeed?” His eyebrows move up in a show of skepticism. “And you come here out of—what, nostalgia?”

			I thank the gods in whom I hold no faith. Procopius has supplied me with the excuse—however weak and unlikely—I had been searching for. “Exactly,” I say.

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“It’s true,” I insist, my stomach knotting as his gaze flits over my shoulder, toward the library bay I had just left, his library bay.

			His eyes come back to me. “You’ve been here a while if your torch has spent itself.”

			I lift my torch for his inspection. “Ah, I heedlessly picked up one that was nearly depleted already.” Without allowing him time to respond, I wish him a good evening and dash past him.

			I come to the doors, lift the latch and pass through, but in taking care to close them behind me, the stolen scroll slips from my sleeve and falls to the floor. I reach down in the darkness, recover it, and hurry toward the exit.

			Having no religion, I am at a loss to whom I should pray Procopius does not discover the theft tonight. I stop on the third landing of my climb up the escarpment stairway, turn, and fling the dead torch out into the Sea of Marmara.
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			The yellow-orange of dawn breaks shyly through in the east, taking only minutes to boldly fire scarlet-red before drifting through purples into the blue of day. My new custom is to savor the drama from my balcony in an attempt to consign to oblivion my many days spent without natural light. The effort usually works, but it proves fugacious today once the blue dominates and day fully breaks.

			Still calming myself from my encounter with Procopius, I retreat to my study and sit at my desk with his manuscript before me.

			I begin to read, marveling at the neat flourishes of his pen.

			Theodora’s spies were not mistaken.

			Procopius has done more than exaggerate. The manuscript has a sprinkling of truth, but it is little more than a compilation of falsehoods touching on palace scandals and excoriating Emperor Justinian and his minions. More attention, by far, goes to the empress. He writes of Theodora’s “cunning and misdeeds” as she conspired to seduce Justinian, not with charm, but with charms. Oh, I’ve heard such malicious gossip before, so such an argument as this seems a waste of time. Still, the masses can be gullible, as well as have a taste for the sensational.

			I am well aware of Theodora’s imperfections. As I read on, however, coldness takes hold of me at my core, paralyzing me like hardening ice in winter. I have born witness to many shocking things in my forty-three years, but I find his libel concerning Theodora’s supposed sexual history so disturbing and disgusting that, even sitting alone, hot blood rises into my face and sets my temples throbbing.

			I am thunderstruck. The account, descriptive in places and yet little more than an outline, strikes me as unimaginable, repellent, scurrilous.

			Half of an hour brings me to its end.

			The empress was well informed by her spies. Given his dark venture, Procopius would see to it that Theodora’s place in history will be vilified in unspeakable specifics. The lies are monstrous.

			If ever I was hesitant in writing an accurate account of Theodora’s life, I am no more. Procopius’s philippic eclipses any bitterness I still harbor for my five years of incarceration at her whim and brings to the fore the loyalty—and love—I still hold for her.

			My hands involuntarily tighten on the manuscript. I am struck by the intensity of my own feelings, staring at the document, wanting to tear it to pieces and set it ablaze. But there’s no destroying it now because he would know. With Procopius’s proximity to Belisarius and Emperor Justinian himself, his steps to have me punished would be extreme. He would see me banished—or worse.

			I take a breath, think. My head begins to clear. One thought breaks through the fuzziness: this is nothing but a fragment. I must return it to that hidden drawer. The whole manuscript must be found—if indeed it is finished. Only then can I take my own steps. No joy accompanies the notion that I am now a sleuth.

			Neither do I feel any sense of guilt in my venture when I consider the caliber of Procopius’s character. I once asked my friend Tariq for his estimation of the man. He replied: “An ass thinks an ass is a pretty fellow.”
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			I return the manuscript to the hidden drawer the next day, blessedly without incident. Just one day later, I learn Procopius has left for the Italian front after having parleyed with Emperor Justinian about the war effort. General Belisarius had sent him as an emissary to beg for reinforcements. Word has it that sickness has significantly culled the army, and yet Justinian made no commitment to send troops.

			No doubt Procopius made a show of more sincere condolences to a grief-stricken Justinian than he made to me.

			I return to his library niche and the hidden drawer. The manuscript is missing. Had Procopius destroyed it? Instinct—or is it the sight?—tells me he did no such thing. I become certain that he is forging ahead with his project to undo an empress.

			A double burden has fallen on my head now: to bring an end to Procopius’s story—and to continue with Theodora’s account, beginning with the early years on the throne.

			Lacking a means to act on the first task, I partake in a solitary meal of bread, cheese, and dates before settling in at my desk and beginning the latter.

		

	
		
			Part Two

		

	
		
			2

			20 July 528 CE

			 

			In the highly-vaulted Golden Audience Chamber, Theodora sat still, silent, her gaze fixed on the two men prostrating themselves before her and Justinian.

			“Enough, enough!” Justinian cried, joy in his voice. “Rise—rise up!” He jumped up from the throne as if he were twenty and not forty-six. With a wave that dismissed the new protocol that they were to kiss a red shoes of both emperor and empress, he stepped down from the dais and embraced one, then the other. Theodora would have words with him later about such impulsive behavior.

			Once seated again, her husband went on to receive them as if they were long-lost friends, rather than soldiers. He had told her about them a number of times. They had been palace excubitors to former Emperor Justin, who personally singled them out for their leadership abilities, advancing them in rank and reward.

			The two had just returned from Persarmenia, where their mission was to stave off aggression by Persia, the empire’s inveterate enemy. To hear them give their account—one supported by an earlier report from Procopius, who had accompanied them—they had succeeded in winning a significant victory over Persia, bringing back treasure and slaves. Their faces alight with pride and confidence, they detailed their experiences to the emperor.

			After awhile, the exchange between her husband and his officers fell into relief as Theodora studied the two in their clean tunics and bronze cuirasses polished to a high sheen. Stephen had told her how, in just a few days after their return, they had ruffled the plumage of jealous senators and turned the heads of women.

			On the right stood the lean Sittas. Like so many Armenians she had known, he was striking with his long, curved nose, wide forehead, and dark hair, brows, and beard. He was handsome enough, but his appeal was eclipsed by the man at his side.

			Belisarius was as tall as any Thracian she had encountered and as wide-shouldered. His black hair had a wiry curl to it, his beard camouflaged a face otherwise a bit too long, and the appeal of the bright brown eyes and high, eastern cheekbones no doubt fetched countless admirers. As he spoke here in the audience chamber, white teeth flashing, his demeanor bespoke his confidence, as did a genuine, clear laugh.

			On occasion, his dark eyes stole away from the emperor and commanded the empress’s attention. Theodora felt a faint flush coming into her cheeks. In a past time and place he might have proven a temptation.

			Today, however, her thoughts were elsewhere. She had two sisters and a dear friend to whom she had promised husbands when she took the throne. Here were two men of distinction who might fulfill two of the three promises. The day before, when Justinian could not attest to their marital status, Theodora’s palace spies assured her that neither was married.

			Later, at their evening meal, Justinian spoke of his two favorites. “They are marked for greatness, Thea, I am certain. Belisarius especially—why, he’s brought a new day to the army.”

			“How?” It was a question Theodora felt compelled to ask.

			“He’s put together his own private regiment of cavalry. He calls them his bucellarii and they are a mix of nations, recruited for the most part from prisoners he’s taken—Persians, Huns, Goths and maybe a dozen more nationalities. He respects them, pays them well, and provides them with the best armor and weapons. In return, they are fiercely loyal.”

			“Is that so good, Justinian? Shouldn’t they be loyal to you?”

			Justinian shrugged. “As long as he is loyal to me, they will be loyal, as well. And, Thea, he has been schooled at Adrianople in accountancy, rhetoric, and law—all attributes necessary in a fine military leader.”

			“Law?” Theodora asked, feigning surprise. “If that is the case, why is it that he needs Procopius as legal counsel to accompany him?”

			“Besides providing legal advice, Procopius is to record the history of his military exploits from an objective point of view.”

			“And,” Theodora replied, “you think Procopius is capable of writing an accurate history? Of being objective?”

			Justinian turned to Theodora, his eyes narrowing at her challenge. “Thea, why do you persist in your aversion to Procopius?”

			Theodora allowed his remark to pass. Any past attempts to undermine his closeness to Procopius had always failed. She could not bring herself to tell him of the defamatory things Stephen had heard Procopius say about her prior to the royal wedding. And why should she bother? After all, it was good fortune that Procopius should be away from the capital for long periods of time while on campaign with Belisarius.
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			Theodora found Antonina and Comito waiting in the reception room of the women’s quarters, as requested, but she did not expect to find them locked in a high-pitched argument. She found her younger sister Anastasia there, too, an observer to the scene.

			“Well!” Theodora exclaimed. “What is this all about?”

			The three, standing in a semi-circle, turned toward her. Antonina and Comito fell silent, shamefaced.

			“They’re arguing over a man,” Anastasia said, a lilt in her tone.

			“If we were backstage at the Old Royal Palace,” Theodora said with the air of a schoolmaster, “I would laugh at your antics. However, we are in a genuine palace now, and I will not have my servants talking about the behavior of my sisters and closest friend.”

			Comito’s and Antonina’s serious faces reflected proper admonishment, but anger seethed near the surface.

			“Comito says she’s in love!” Anastasia said, her tone at once timid and smug.

			“Indeed? Well, that is something.” Theodora looked to her elder sister, who was blushing to the roots of her dark hair. “And who is the object of your affection?”

			“It’s Belisarius,” Anastasia blurted. “That’s who!”

			“Really?” Theodora asked, sucking in breath, stunned that the subject of the earlier audience was their topic of discussion. “Just why would your infatuation cause the argument I overheard?”

			“It’s not a mere infatuation! You said you would find us husbands, Thea!” Comito cast what seemed the evil eye at Antonina, whose back visibly stiffened.

			“Antonina’s in love with him, too!” Anastasia said, asserting herself as more than an onlooker.

			Theodora’s head spun. Belisarius was, in fact, the subject of this altercation, but things were running off into strange directions. ”I suggest we sit down.”

			Theodora sat on the couch opposite that of Antonina and Comito. Anastasia remained standing immediately to the right of Theodora.

			“Nina, is this true?” Theodora could not read her expression.

			Bending low, Anastasia whispered, “She says she has already seduced him.”

			Theodora looked up at her sister. “So, Tasia, are you to play Pheme, goddess of gossip?” she asked, holding back a smile.

			Anastasia wiggled her eyebrows. “Pheme has her good side. She did well by me when I was on stage.”

			“Did she?” Theodora put away her smile and patted the cushion on her left. “Come, sit next to me and try to be quiet.”

			Anastasia obeyed.

			Theodora fixed her gaze on Antonina, who stared back. They had been friends too long and come through such adventures that Theodora had no doubt that she had indeed ensnared Belisarius. She was beautiful and resourceful, as ever. Theodora had often envied her for her golden hair and blue eyes, which drew men to her like flies to honeyed dates.

			Theodora let out a long sigh. “They say one cherry tree will not hold two jays. Or has every woman in the palace fallen for this Thracian brute from the Balkans?” She turned to her younger sister. “You, too, Anastasia?”

			Anastasia’s eyes went wide. “No, Theodora.”

			“Good!”

			“But—with your help I should be happy with Sittas,” Anastasia replied, black eyes sparkling.

			Theodora’s mouth fell slack. She had much to do if she were to properly stage-manage this little family drama.

			An extended, convoluted, and sometimes heated exchange played out through the afternoon. Of the three marriage-minded young women, only one went away happy. Citing Antonina’s seduction of Belisarius, an accomplished fact, Theodora pledged to pursue her friend’s interest, rather than her sister’s. In reality, she wanted the strong-willed Antonina to accompany Belisarius as his wife in order to keep an eye on both Procopius and a commander who might become so proud and ambitious as to think the throne would one day welcome him. Generals like Belisarius and Sittas could not always be trusted. Justinian, she knew, could be too unsuspecting of both men.

			Theodora’s further promise to play go-between for Comito and Sittas—rather than for Anastasia and Sittas—invited scorn and recriminations from both sisters.

			Still, Theodora was confident things would play out the way she had planned before entering the room. She was confident that Belisarius and Sittas would not resist the partners she chose for them. Antonina and Comito were attractive women, each with connections to the throne. Besides, Theodora had long ago become aware that her wishes carried more weight now than in the days when she trod the boards. Her wishes today were the demands of an empress.

			Now, she had only to find someone suitable for Anastasia.

			[image: ]

			Despite demands on her life as an empress, Theodora and I still played an occasional round of Shatranj, an Indian board game I had taught her during my visits to her humble home on the alley above the Hippodrome. The Persian Gaspar had taught it to me. Here in the Daphne Wing, we were hovering over the light brown checkered board when she insisted—not for the first time—that I move into permanent quarters in the Daphne. I had not yet learned what so many others were learning at the start of the new reign—that one says yes to Empress Theodora. My tiny subterranean room in the Palace of Hormisdas had been comfortable enough. I was close to my place of work as a copyist in Justinian’s large scriptorium there. Theodora was a shrewd woman and forced from me the real reason for attempting to decline her invitation. My face flamed hot with embarrassment as I told her of my attachment to a mural on the wall of that windowless cell. The exquisite mosaic features a dark-haired boy seated on a parapet around a pond.

			“I named him Jati, ‘honest one’,” I told Theodora. “I commune with Jati almost nightly. You’ll think me foolish or unhinged, but I open my heart to him and sometimes I sense a response.” She looked at me, the lids of those dark, lustrous eyes lowering. Certain that she was going to laugh at such superstition, I prepared myself for humiliation.

			“What kinds of things do you confide in Jati?”

			My face must have burned scarlet, for I could not tell her how often I relayed to Jati my love—the unrequited love of a slave and eunuch—for a free woman, a free and beautiful woman. A woman now an empress.

			“You think me silly, don’t you?” My question was meant to divert from having to answer her question.

			Her response came as a surprise. “I have Syrian blood on my mother’s side. They say Syrian blood is more inclined to gain insight into a world outside of ourselves. I sometimes believe I have contact with some power, some invisible force. Spirits, perhaps. Call it the sight, or what you will, it is there to support me or perhaps warn me. They are feelings I have learned not to ignore. Who’s to say how they communicate, such spirits? So this mosaic boy by the fountain—this Jati of yours—he may be your guardian spirit. My father was Greek, but both of your parents were Syrian, so you might be doubly blessed.”

			I sat thunderstruck by her words, by her thoughts.

			“Confer with Jati tonight,” she continued. “Consider my offer as you do so. If you accept, I will have the mosaic disassembled and placed in one of your rooms here in the Daphne Wing.” With that, she smiled neatly, leaned over the game board and captured my shah, winning the game in a move I had not seen coming.

			As I took my leave, head spinning, she called out: “By the way, Stephen, I have just the suite in mind for you.”

			I took her advice regarding Jati. Or was it a command?

			That night, I sat staring at the mosaic boy, revealing my heart to him not in words but in thoughts. My lamplight flickered, catching the water, the fish, the black crown of hair. But the eyes remained dark. I felt nothing.

			Nevertheless, in the morning I made the decision. I lay there, eyes on the wall. “We will be moving soon,” I told Jati, “although you were no help in my coming to a decision.”

			How could I have considered rejecting the offer? In the morning, when the corners of Theodora’s mouth lifted a bit at the news, a little thrill ran through me.

			“The rooms are large and lovely, Stephen. You will have a personal servant, too, more if you wish. They are as plentiful as the blades of grass. You will, however, have to wait just a little while.”

			Of course, I wondered at the reason for the delay, but I dared not voice it.

			Her eyes locked onto mine and she deciphered my thoughts. “The current tenant will be moved out when Belisarius goes on campaign.”

			Suddenly, I knew that someone who didn’t like me was going to like me even less.

			Theodora saw that I understood and nodded. “You will be taking Procopius’s suite.” One of her eyelids flickered. “Won’t he be surprised?”

			The surprise of the moment, I must admit, was the fact that an empress had winked at me.
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			In no time at all, I—and almost everyone at court—became aware that Antonina had indeed succeeded in bewitching Belisarius. It took no prompting by Theodora, merely an official introduction to the golden-haired beauty, one that granted legitimacy to the seduction. The general fell hard so that by the time he and Sittas left to resume their campaign at Persarmenia, marriage plans were being made. Sittas, too, fell prey to Theodora’s propensity to move people around as if they were pieces on her Shatranj game board. Comito’s response to his entreaties was not as enthusiastic as Antonina’s to Belisarius’s overtures, but acceptance came in the end, nonetheless.

			When Procopius left with Belisarius, I became the lucky new tenant of his luxurious rooms in the Daphne, directly below the Imperial Apartment. Theodora arranged for my pitifully few belongings to be moved, but I personally directed the removal of my mosaic boy by palace artisans, who numbered each piece and saw to their careful application to the wall of my new study.

			A week later, I sat luxuriating at my highly polished oak desk. Across the room, dark-haired Jati once again sat on the retaining wall above a pond, the flickering light cast from a single oil lamp on the tesserae providing the illusion that the gentle waters were undulating, the golden fish wriggling. But the boy was not watching the fish. His head was up, face forward, the overly large, black eyes glistening and staring out, as if watching me, as if assessing me.

			“Like me,” I said to my muse, “you have come up in the world.” His eyes drew me in, but in a blurry moment they were not his eyes, but the tearful eyes of my mother on the last day I saw her. How I longed to see her again. What would she think of me today? What would my father think to see me here in the New Rome and at the very source of power? Had he thought to give a ten-year-old a better life—or to gain the gold coins a Persian magus placed on the kitchen table? And what would he think to know that the wizard would, in turn, sell him to slavers who would have him cut?

			Over the years I learned the bootlessness of spending time on that tear-worn subject, so I turned my thoughts to Procopius, who had once promised me rooms in the Daphne Wing of the Great Palace if I would work with him to thwart the romance between Prince Justinian and Theodora. I refused, of course, only to find myself installed in his very suite. I looked up at Jati, wiped at my eyes, and smiled.
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			With my new post came a servant whose job it was to keep the rooms clean and orderly, prepare meals, and oversee the care of my wardrobe, one that was increasing in size and quality of garments. In his mid-fifties, Piers was bald, plain of looks, stocky but not excessively fat. He was a nervous fellow, a trait I attributed to his having been in the employ of the volatile Procopius. Considering his prior loyalty, I at first planned to replace him, but his genuine desire to please and what I took to be relief in his change of employer made me think again.

			Piers was one of a stream of cut ones sent to Constantinople from the east, Paphlagonia, on the southern coast of the Black Sea, to be exact. On our first meeting, I told him of my interest in languages and asked him what language was spoken in Paphlagonia.

			He blinked and tilted his head at the question. “A language I’ve nearly forgotten,” he said, his tone dry as sand, “Paphlagonian.”

			“Of course!” I exclaimed, laughing and swatting my forehead.

			My laughter gave him warrant enough to join in. The ice was broken. In very little time we came to trust each other.

			I assumed that my duties as Personal Secretary to the Empress in the Daphne would be light and that I could continue my copying duties for Brother Leo in the scriptorium of the Palace of Hormisdas. After all, how many letters would Theodora wish me to write for her? The fault in my assumption was soon clarified.

			I was putting things in order at my desk when Piers, his face a stage mask of surprise, announced Theodora’s arrival mere seconds before she hurried into my study. His demeanor had been shaken, he assured me later, because she had never visited Procopius.

			“How are you finding your rooms, Stephen?”

			“More magnificent than I imagined, Theodora.” I stood. “What will Procopius say when he finds out?”

			My question tickled her—but the light laugh died quickly. “Who cares—Leave him to me.”

			“Will you sit?”

			“No. I’ve come to tell you I must have a command of Latin. I need your help, Stephen.”

			“My own knowledge of Latin is rudimentary, Thea.”

			“Then we shall learn together, yes? You see, I’m well acquainted with the Greek dialect spoken in the streets and high Greek in the palace, which is not to say I couldn’t use some improvement in the latter. But Latin is the language in which palace business is done, and I don’t intend to be left out.”

			“I can make a list of Greek terms in one column and Latin in another next to it. I could group the terms by subject, say, for instance, food items or aspects of law.”

			“Excellent!” she said. “You are a quick thinker. I like that. And your list making is to be done in your study here in the Daphne Wing.”

			I must have displayed a quizzical expression.

			“I have a small but growing pile of Greek codices I wish you to copy.”

			“From Greek to—?”

			“Greek!—Oh, don’t look so perplexed. I must have the lettering made larger.”

			Ah! I understood. Her vision at close range was poor. I nodded.

			“Oh, there will be many Latin-to-Greek codices having to do with law that will need translation, you’ll see. At least until my Latin is fluent.” Theodora paused, the nearly wedded dark eyebrows rising to presage something of gravity. “Now, everything you do for me is to be kept between us, do you understand, Stephen? I do not want anyone, not even my husband, to know what texts I am having you copy.”

			“I do understand.” I suspected also that she didn’t want word of the imperfection of her sight to be known.

			She gave me a long, hard look as if to determine my sincerity, granted the briefest of nods, and hurried from the room.

			So—my position in the Daphne was to be full time. There would be no return to the scriptorium at the Palace of Hormisdas. I drew in breath. I would miss my friends there.

			It occurred to me that I was just another game piece to be moved around on her royal game board at her wishes or whim. The truth was, I did not mind.
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			19 December 528

			 

			At the head of the long, polished cherry wood table, Theodora sat next to Justinian in the Hall of the Consistory, where a series of round-arched windows ran the length of one wall and a painted map of the Roman Empire’s massive territories took up much of the other. The meetings of the emperor’s councilors—numbering a dozen—were called Silences because, once they concluded, the participants were forbidden to speak of what went on within the chamber.

			Theodora was the only woman ever to sit in on a Silence. This was Theodora’s eighth such occasion. The councilors had all been surprised at such an intrusion by a woman, but some seemed especially horrified, and two or three had dared give her the evil eye. She would remember them. One of these was John the Cappadocian, an accountant of the War Office. Justinian told her he was priming him for the high post of Praetorian Prefect of the East, replacing the elderly Julianus. The prefect would be empowered to collect and raise taxes, powers that invited cruelty and corruption from a person of questionable character.

			She had not delivered up her own opinions in those meetings; instead, she bided her time, watching these men in their political habitat as a hunter might take care to study the game, waiting for the time when she would speak.

			Today, Justinian announced an edict creating a commission meant to establish an inclusive codex of Roman law, an enterprise he had told her about long ago. Theodora looked down the table at Tribonian, a lawyer and official of the praetorian prefect who was to head the commission that would edit and codify the many thousands of verdicts rendered by earlier Roman jurists. He sat erect, the expression on his simple face one of self-congratulation. Noting his thickening body and receding hairline, Theodora guessed him to be in his late thirties. In previous meetings he had expounded on matters of law. Her spies told her he was not liked in all quarters and that he had his eye on the post of Quaestor of the Great Palace, the senior legal authority responsible for drafting laws. She determined from his demeanor that he was vain, but her spies told her he was greedy, as well, a trait at odds with running a forthright revenue office. Further, they told her of evidence he still adhered to paganism.

			While Justinian delved into the details of simplifying centuries of Roman law, Theodora‘s mind wandered back to that morning when Belisarius and Sittas presented and prostrated themselves in the Golden Audience Chamber, having returned from Persarmenia. This time the news they brought laid waste to the memory of their recent victories. The New Rome forces had been routed in an appalling defeat. The two generals brought home no slaves, no plunder, no ground gained.

			Justinian fell silent as the two bowed before him, shamefaced. Long moments ticked by. At last, the emperor sighed, drew breath, and spoke: “It was Pyrrhus who said, ‘Another victory like that, and we are lost’.” He stood now, stiff as a stork, and allowed another minute to pass, holding nearly everyone in the room suspended over an abyss.

			Belisarius lost color in his face, and Sittas visibly flinched. While they no doubt feared for their military futures, Theodora—mind racing—could think only of how their loss and possible demotions would impact the impending marriages she had arranged for each of them.

			“However,” Justinian said, “I am blaming only myself for not having sent enough reinforcements.” He went on to elucidate how palace decisions—his decisions—might have contributed to the outcome.

			Theodora knew her husband spoke the truth, and she reveled in the fact that he accepted responsibility. She knew someone like her one-time lover Hecebolus would have found someone else to blame. She released a silent sigh of relief, and yet she still worried over the future of her planned marriages.

			A heated argument broke out at the table now, snapping Theodora from her thoughts. The subject concerned the earthquake Antioch experienced at the end of November. The city had been leveled two years before and a wealth of government funds were spent then to aid the survivors in rebuilding.

			“I beseech you, master,” Tribonian was saying, “We have spent enough on Antioch. Let it remain a pile of rubble. Our treasury is gushing money faster than any tax revenues can replenish it. What of all that has been spent on that city since 526? It’s come to nothing. And now we are to do it again?”

			As he rattled on, Theodora thought of the friends she had made there a few years before the devastating earthquake and resulting fire Tribonian cited. Her friend and mentor while she was there, Macedonia, had survived that cataclysm—but had she been so lucky this time?

			Tribonian now called into the room two witnesses in support of cutting off funding: Urban Prefect Eudaemon and Peter Barsymes, a banker who had risen to an office within the staff of praetorian prefect. Each man argued quite convincingly that Constantinople itself had pressing needs and that enough Antioch relief monies had already dropped into a void as deep as the chasm at the Oracle at Delphi.

			John the Cappadocian himself spoke up now, addressing Justinian. “Master,” he said, standing with eyes averted from Theodora, “may I add that to rebuild the city is a foolish and expensive task? However, the Consistory may be disposed to send food and limited funds to the stricken city.”

			When Justinian didn’t respond, John sat down, a satisfied smile on his lips, nonetheless. Theodora’s dislike for the man deepened. Did he think he already had the title of Praetorian Prefect of the East?

			As the discussion went on, Theodora could see Tribonian and his witnesses were having their effect on a good number of the Imperial Consistory. Perhaps the councilors were of one mind.

			Heart pounding, Theodora drew in breath and rose to her feet. “My lords,” she called out, a slight quaver in the voice, “Are we not all good citizens of the New Rome?”

			The hall hushed at once. The councilors sat back in their chairs, eyes lifted in her direction. Theodora felt Justinian stiffen slightly at her side.

			“Do we not want to see all the cities that pay tribute treated fairly? What example will we set if we are to abandon one at the time of its greatest hardship? Unlike the chariot track in the Hippodrome, the road of loyalty runs both ways. In the previous Antioch earthquake, two hundred and fifty thousand people perished. Only God knows how many have died this time.”

			Theodora’s gaze had been leveled just above the councilors’ heads, but now she dared to lower her eyes and stare them in the face, moving up one side of the table and down the other until she settled her gaze on John of Cappadocia. “What good are limited funds and food if there are no roads, no buildings, no forums in which to gather and trade and be governed?” When she took note of John’s eyelids lowered in retreat, she turned her attention to Tribonian, who was drawing in breath and squaring his shoulders in preparation to continue his argument for withdrawal of aid.

			”Lord Tribonian,” she said, bringing him up short, “isn’t it true that when the emperor came to the throne, the empire had in its treasury twenty-nine million gold solidi?”

			Tribonian stood to answer. He paused glancing from Theodora to Justinian and back again, then mumbled something unintelligible to her.

			“I’m sorry, Lord Tribonian, I did not understand that.”

			Tribonian cleared his throat. His face ran red. “I said, Mistress Theodora, that His Clemency the Emperor inherited some twenty-eight million, eight hundred thousand solidi.”

			Theodora heard two or three muted gasps from the others.

			She felt the heat of blood flooding into her face. “A small enough difference, but you are right to correct me.”

			“Oh, mistress, I did not intend—”

			A dismissive wave from Theodora silenced him. “Never mind, Lord Tribonian. What is important is how much is in the treasury now. Can you answer that?”

			“No, mistress.” Tribonian bowed and sat down.

			“What with the increase in trade these past months, are we not better off?” she continued. “Are we not to help fellow citizens of the empire?”

			She noticed now that the only person to meet her gaze was the banker, Peter Barsymes, and his slight, sympathetic smile made an impression on her. No one else responded or even lifted his eyes to her.

			When Theodora sat down, her perspiring palms resting on the carved arms of the chair, Justinian momentarily placed his hand over hers before standing.

			“It is my decision to grant the Governor of Antioch the funds in full that he has requested. Now, If there is no further business, my Lord Councilors, I pronounce our
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