PART |

Belisarius

Text of a dispatch to Belisarius near Roma.

Hail to the General Belisarius on the feast of the Holy Spirit in the Lord's Year 545.

We have scouted the villages around Roma as you have required usto do and it is agreed that
siege istheintention of Totila. His forces have already attempted it with some success, which has
given these barbarians a taste of success.

Drosos has taken a small party of five men and is currently foraging. The local farmers do not
welcome us, claiming that we are as bad as the Ostrogoth fighters, which has already caused a
few unfortunate events that we were unable to avoid. The foraging is necessary for Totila's men
have reduced the game in the countryside, otherwise we would not be driven to this extremity.

Thereisa monastery not far from here, and the monks are cenobites, and so are little help to
us. We have not been able to persuade them to provide us more than a shelter fromthe rain, and
that was granted grudgingly. Some other arrangements are necessary if we are going to be able to
remain in the field for much longer, as we had intended to do. We will await your instructions
before moving on.

Two days ago we encountered an Ostrogoth scouting party of considerable strength and from
what we were able to overhear, they are part of a larger contingent sent to establish themselves
with the peasants so that they will be supported when they strengthen their assault on Roma itself.
We are trying to gain confirmation on this now, but we do not expect to have more information
for some little time since you specifically ordered that we were not to engage these men in
combat, no matter how much we might wish to do so. It was no easy thing to have the enemy
close at hand and to do little more than cower in bushes and listen like slaves at a keyhole.

We pray that God will continue to aid Roma, no matter how she has fallen into evil, and that it
will be given to us to save her from the rapine and pillage of these barbarians. Surely if God can
pardon all sin, He will rescue this whore of a city as He welcomed the harlot Maria into the
company of Heaven.

From the hand of Captain Chrysanthos and carried by the man-at-arms lakobos, two hours
before sunset.
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At Neapolis there was chaos as those who could flee Roma came to this port seeking escape. Carts,
wagons, litters, and every beast of burden had been pressed into use for the rout, and reports from
Bdisarius forcesindicated that the flood of refugeesran al the way back to the wals of Romaitsalf.

"What has become of the Romans, that they do this?" Belisarius asked the officer who rode beside
him againgt the surge of terrified humanity.

Drosos shrugged. "They're frightened. Small wonder.”
"Romans were supposed to be made of sterner stuff than this,” Belisarius said, afaint regretin his



words. He shielded his eyes against the sun and squinted down the road through the dust.

"Perhapsthey were once," said Drosos, dragging on the reinsto keep from running into aheavily
laden oxcart.

His horse quivered with dread asthe vehicle lumbered by them.

"That beast of yoursis as bad asthe Romans," said Belisarius, doing his best to make light of the
stuation now that he was faced with it. " The Emperor will be disgusted to learn of this. | hope we can
give him abetter report of Romaitself once we arrive there.”

"Do you il intend to go there?' Drosos asked, swesting with the effort to hold his mount.

"l am ordered to do s0. And | confessthat | want to seeif any of the old Roman virtues still survivein
the people. Surely they can't al be running away, can they?* Belisariuswas not abig man, but he sat a
horse like agiant and he carried himsdlf like one of the most noble. There were lines around his eyes and
his mouth was framed by deep creases.

Drososwas a stockier version of his Genera, and hisjunior by eight years. He was as Seadfast as
Belisariuswas forceful and as such was an ided subordinate and Captain. "What are the plans now?"

"We leavefor Romaait first light tomorrow." He said it as calmly asif he had discussed the wesather or
the breed of horse herode.

"Who rides with you?' As dways when he asked such questions, Drosos had to fight the urge to hold
his breath as he waited for the answer.

"You, of course, and one or two others; | haven't decided who yet." He indicated a group of monks
infilthy habits. "Even they areleaving. What doesthat say of their faith and devotion? How can the
Romans claim any right to the favor of God if His servants fly with the rest of the people?”

"Totilahas not been kind to monks and priests,”" Drosos offered, embarrassed for the religious men
whose vocation had shown itself to be so inadequate.

"And the people of Judah chose Barabbas over Our Lord," said Bdisarius more sternly, not willing to
excuse the cowardice he saw.

Drosos had no answer for this; he busied himsalf with his horse and with watching the wretched
parade that wound from the gates of Negpolisto the quays.

At nightfal, when the gates had to be closed, there were many hundreds of people still on theroad,
and they made what little they could of this, some banding together to make a more secure camp to
afford some protection from the Ostrogoths as well as from the other Romans. All dong the branch of
the Via Latinathe way was marked with cooking fires and makeshift tents, and the sounds and odors
crowded together inthe air.

A ddegation from the city of Negpolisvisted Bdisarius early in the night. They were exhausted men,
most of them wary and afew angry with what had befalen their home.

"We are thankful to the Emperor for sending hisaid,” began the oldest, who boasted hisfamily went
back to the time of the ancient Roman Republic.

Bdlisarius recognized the note of disapproval in the man'stone and he raised his eyes from the report
that had been handed to him only moments before. "'Y es? What are your objections?”

"They are not objections, precisdy, Generd," the man said, glancing at his companions uneesily.

"Then what are they?' Belisarius sensed that the visit would be along one unless he brought the others
to the point as soon as possible.

"Reservations,” said the oldest man. "We are concerned, as you must be yoursdlf. There are so many



people leaving Romaand while we are willing to do what we can for them, we haven't the room or the
suppliesto carefor al of them.”

"And what supplieswe have are already reduced," added one of the others. "We cannot continue to
give out food and cloth at the rate we have been doing. It isn't possible.”

Belisarius|ooked at the men before him and tried to find avirtue in them that reflected dl he had been
told of Romain her days of glory. He could find nothing but exhaustion and the vendity that was the chief
complaint of most of those who dedlt with Romansin these days. "What do you propose?"* he asked
them patiently.

The youngest scratched his head and flicked away lice. "We need to know what the Stuation
is—what we redly have on hand and how much of it we can spare. We must find out what the farmers
can actudly supply us and how safe the crops will be once Totilaand hisforces arrive.”

"Wait," said Belisarius, holding up hishand to halt the stream of words. "Thereisno indication that
you haveto fear Totilawill get thisfar, and | tell you from experience that you cannot anticipate
everything that happensin acampagn.”

"We must be prudent,” said the oldest. Y ou may not think that we are putting up the kind of
res stance that you and the Emperor would like, but we have families and businesses and trade to fill our
time, and we're not eager to see our children starve, no matter who rulesin Romaor in Constantinople,
and you may tell the Emperor that. It is not treason to want to preserve our lives and the lives of our
families. According to what you and the others say, that iswhat Justinian wishesto do." He folded his
arms, reveding two long tearsin the threadbare silk.

"Itiswhat dl of uswishto do," Belisarius said wearily. "Y our gods are no different than those of the
Emperor; we work to the same ends.”

"That may be," said the youngest, his expression blank with disapproval. "But what can we do to save
our children? Whether the Emperor agrees or not, we must look to our own welfare or see our families
without shelter and food."

"Yes," sad the onewith the darkest beard.

Bdisarius nodded. He had seen hungry children dl over Italy. "Wewill do al that we must to insure
that asfew aspossiblearelost.”

"Finewords," scoffed the oldest man. "Buit it will not feed our children or save our houses.” He glared
a Bdisarius and did not bother to appear respectful.

"What do you wish meto do, good citizens?' Belisariusinquired, rubbing his aching eyes as he spoke.
"Tdl me"

Thiswas what they had been waiting for; the youngest took a step closer and said, "We want to keep
the gates closed in the morning so that we can take timeto find out how much there truly isin the city.
We need to discover how much food isleft, where there is room for more people to be housed, where
there can be more animals stalled and fed, how much water isleft, what clothing is available—"

The one with the darkest beard interrupted him. "There are also daves and servantsto ded with.
Mogt of those coming from Roma are not wedlthy, but they are bringing their goods and chattels with
them, and all must be considered if we are going to be ableto plan for any of them.”

"And," the oldest went on with anod to the others, "there are those who need to find out what has
been taken, what is missing, and where the thieves are taking their booty. The price of certain foods has
aready more than doubled, and | have spoken with the Guard Tribune who has said that they cannot
gsemn thetide. With so many fleeing, dl athief hasto say isthat he bought an item from one of the
Romans on the road; unlessthereis good reason to doubt him, no one will question such a statement.



For one thing, no one has the time to carry on an investigation, and for another the Guard has moreto do
than inspect baggage for contraband and loot.”

A fourth man, very lean and wearing the most € aborate pal matawound over histunica, spoke at last.
"There are daves escaping, too. Some have killed their owners and taken treasure, confident that all they
need do isremove their collarsto be free of their state and the consequences of their acts.”

Absentmindedly Bdisarius fingered the metal torque around his neck that indicated hisrank,
thinking—and not for the first time—that it was oddly appropriate that hisrank and adave's should be
indicated by acollar. That hiswas studded with amber did not dter itsimpact for him. "Most davesare
branded, aren't they? They can berid of the callars, but not of the brands.” Under his bracchae hislegs
were scarred, a Genera's brand, he told himself.

"But the brands are on the thigh or upper arm. It would mean another ingpection,” pointed out the
oldest. "I believe Lepidiusis correct, that there are daves taking advantage of thistroubled timeto flee,
but there are others, certainly there are otherslegitimately seeking their owners and trying to conduct
themsalves according to the laws of God and man.”

"Itisn't practica to ingpect every person coming through the city's gates,” alowed the one monk in the
group.

"Itisn't practical to permit the kind of influx we have, but no one is concerned about that,” said the
onecdled Lepidius.

"What would be the point?' asked Bdlisarius. "The problem isaready upon us, and thereis nothing to
change that. No one can ignoreit, and for that reason, we must deal withit." He stretched out hislegs
and crossed them at the ankles, feding the leather rub againgt his skin. Y ears ago he would have found
blisters when his boots were removed, but now there were caluses on his hands and feet that prevented
this. "Let me say that it would not be wiseto close the city tomorrow, no matter how sensible the plan

may appear to you."

"Why not?' demanded the youngest man. "Are you unwilling to spare the men to aid us?' Hisface
darkened with the accusation.

"No," said Belisarius, athough thiswas not completely true. "No, | am thinking of what would happen
when you opened the gates once more. There would be ariot at the least, for there are those outside the
gates more desperate than you. They are without homes and they are hungry. Most of them would not
hestate to sei ze anything they needed from what they can find here, and the longer they are denied, the
moreforceful they will be when the chanceis afforded them.”

"And you think that troops would not deter them?* asked the one with the darkest beard.

"| think that an army would not deter them,” said Belisarius. "They have nothing to lose. Y ou have
much at risk. Therefore they will do more than you to get what they need. What isthe threat of alanceif
you have not eaten for two days? At most it ends your hunger, at least it—"

"Wewill close and bar our houses," the youngest assured the General.

"That will give protection of akind for awhile, until someone breaks down the door, and then there
will be worse carnage than there might have been at first," Bdisariussaid. "'l have seen thisbefore, and |
will seeit again many timesbefore | die, if God grantsmelife.”

"Doesthat mean you will do nothing?*

"Lepidius" said Beisarius, grateful that he had one name he could use for thisdelegation. "Listen to
me. Most of those who are on the road outside the gates have left dl they had behind. They aretired,
they are hungry and they arefilled with dread for tomorrow. Y ou cannot change that. They will not stop,
they will not go away no matter how much you wish they would, and they will not listen to you should



you plead with them to spare you. No matter how sensible, how reasonable your requests may be, they
will mean nothing to aman who haslogt hisfortune and hisfamily. Do you understand thet?"

"But you are here with armed men. Y ou can bring your army here to supervise the departure of the
Romans. They are rabble, nothing more." The monk had adeep, stern voice and he used it now to good
effect; the others nodded their support.

"Armed men, you say? Not prayers?' Bdlisarius made no effort to keep the irony out of hisvoice.
"Y ou are aman of God, your robes proclaim your caling, and yet you cometo ask for an army to assst
you."

"God favors those who are willing to act,” said the monk. "God demands our faith in Him and our use
of the reason He gave usthrough our First Parentsin Eden.”

The one with the darkest beard was the first to endorse the monk.. "Listen to him, man. Y ou think
that you are aiding us, and yet we are facing the ruin of the city. This man—aman of God, asyou
say—hastold us what must be doneif we are to be spared, and he reminds us that

God isnot bought with empty prayers, but by firm action, showing the determination of our faithin
Him."

"Of course,” Belisarius said. "And those outside the gates are convinced that God will approve the
steding of food to save the lives of children, or the killing of another man in order to get passageon a
ship to Congtantinople.” He got owly to hisfeet. "I cannot spare the troops to do as you wish.
Tomorrow | ride to Romamysdf, to find out how severe thetroubleis, how many have fled and what
defensesremain there.”

The oldest man crossed his arms and looked outraged. "How can you do this?" he demanded.

"I have more responshilities than this place done," said the Generd with less accommodation than he
had shown before. "The Emperor has entrusted al of Italy to my care, and expectsthat | will do dl that |
canto savedl of it from theinvasion of Totila. | must answer to Justinian and God, as you answer to
your city and your families. Therefore, much as| would want to spare your city or any city misfortune, |
must do as| am commanded. | leave for Romain the morning. Those of my men | leave behind are
mandated to do what they can to aid in the transport of Romansto safe ports, and that much they will do.
Beyond that, you must look to your own resources. | will fail my mandateif | permit your concernsto
override dl that has been entrusted to me.”

The monk raised his hand, making agesture against the evil eye. "Y ou are atool of theforces of Hell,
not of the Emperor.”

Bdisarius had been cursed by those more expert than this man, but he till didiked the fedingsit
awakened in him. "l am no one'stool, good monk. | am the Emperor's General in Italy and will remain so
for aslong as he honors me with the position.”

"Youwill fal," said the monk with deep satisfaction.

"That isfor God and Justinian to determine,” said Belisariuswith afaint smile. "1 will authorize two of
my Captainsto do what they can to aid in controlling the people coming through the city, and if you wish,
| will give them permission to ded with any disruptionsin the most direct way possible” He saw thefaint
approval in the men's eyes and went on to warn them. "Take care. Y ou have had near-riots here for the
last severa days, and now there is no doubt that these Romanswill need dl the aid they can get or take.
If you are too stringent with them, you may lose dl that you seek to preserve through your rulesand
limitations”

The monk lowered his eyes. "We submit to thewill of God."

"Once you have troopsto protect you," said Belisarius.



"And you, proud man, you are fast coming to atimewhen al your might and al your battlesand dl
your honor will avail you nothing." The monk glowered at the Generd. "The Emperor lisgensto other
voicesthan yours. Never forget that."

"Heligensto hiswife after God," said Belisarius, not adding that Theodorawas aclosefriend of his
Antonina; aslong as the two women were close friends, Bdlisarius knew that his position was secure.

"If amanisled by awoman, he makes hisownfadl, asdid Adam," said the man with the darkest
beard. "It is known that these women have given themsalves more to the service of Satan than of God."

"Do not let the Emperor hear you say such things,” suggested Belisarius. "He saysthat the words of a
virtuous woman are more worthy than the preaching of fools. He has gained much from hiswise
Empress”

It was apparent that none of the men bdlieved this, and Belisarius was too tired to pursue the matter
any further. Thetallest of the delegation, aman who had remained stubbornly silent, findly said, "How
many troopswill you leave here, Generd ?'

"l can leave no more than two hundred foot soldiers and fifty cavdry. The rest must follow meto
Roma before midday," he said, welcoming this gpparent understanding from one of the men of Negpalis.
"l will be certain that the instructions are clear to these troops. Y ou may choose one of your number to
work with the men | leave behind, and that will in turn give you the opportunity to arrange the defenses
you have in whatever way most suits your purposes.”

"These troops—are they the best you can provide?"' asked the youngest man.

"If you mean, will | leave the exhausted and the wounded behind to guard you and take with me those
soldierswho arein better condition and more fully equipped, then the answer must be no, for those who
arewounded are not required to fight in any sense and are with our shipsinthe east." He sghed. "I will
be at painsto find you a Tribune you can trust to do dl that you require of the soldiers without spreading
them too thin or putting them at a serious disadvantage. Let me point out one thing to you, and you may
then do what you wish: the soldiers can create a corridor from gate to dockside, and can keep most of
the people from spilling over into your city, if you will permit them to act in that way. It would be the best
use of the men you have and it would limit the amount of damage you are apt to sustain during thetime
the Romans arein Negpolis."

"Arethose your orders?' asked the oldest suspicioudly.

"No, those are my observations. Y ou are free to do as you wish with the men so long as your orders
do not contradict those of the Emperor.” He stretched. "It has been more than afull day since | dept,
good citizens. Perhaps you will be content to leave thisfor another time?"

"How can we leave this, when you will be gone tomorrow?" asked the one with the darkest beard.

"Therewill be other men here. Most of my officers are experienced and will do what they canto
make thisaworthwhiletimefor dl of you." He moved away from the narrow table. "1 will instruct them to
guard the city from abuse. If you will let them do the work they are trained to do, everyone will benefit,
even the unfortunates from Roma."

"And you will not have to answer for anything that goeswrong. Y ou will be ableto say that if there
are problems, if there are those who are injured or in other ways harmed, that it was our actions, not
yours, that brought this about. We have heard about the manner in which you of Constantinople conduct
your affars"

"Lepidius,” said Blisarius, "even if everything you say istrue, and everything you believeistrue and
everything you deplore istrue, nonetheess, Justinian isthe Emperor and what he orders and demandsis
his by right of hisrule. If you question that, you question the order of the world and the word of Heaven."
He reached for asmall mallet and struck asmdll, flat bell withit. "Y ou will be fed while you are here, if



youwish. My daveswill seetoit.”
"And you?"' asked the monk, clearly not satisfied with the hospitality Belisarius offered.

"1 will be attending to my dutieswith my officers so that they will be prepared to act for you
tomorrow.” He gestured to the dave who came through the door. "These men are to be given every
courtesy aguest can expect. Is Chrysanthos here, or has he dready goneto hismen?"

"Heisdill here, Magter," said the dave in Egyptian-accented Greek.
"Then let him dinewith these citizens," said Bdisariusin Greek.
"Does this man speak Latin?' the youngest member of the delegation wanted to know.

"Yes, that iswhy | thought of him. Y ou will be able to understand one another. | have three other
officerswho arefluent in Latin aswell as Greek, and they are most in demand of the men | command in
Itay." Bdisariusindicated the dave. "If you follow him, he will seethat you are escorted to Chrysanthos.”

Mogt of the men werewilling to depart, but the one with the darkest beard was inclined to linger, to
press for more advantages than they had secured aready. "1 wish your assurance that if thereisany
trouble, you will be willing to send your troopsto quell any uprising that we may haveto ded with."

"Youll haveto arrange that with Chrysanthas; | will abide by the termsyou make with him," said
Bdisaius

The other men did what they could to get their companion to leave with them, speaking afew words
in low voices urging him to come with them to thisnew officer.

"If we are not satisfied, you will learn of it," said the oldest del egate as he left the room.

"I'm certain of that," said Belisarius, watching the door even when it was empty, asif aware of a
lingering presence like an odor or the echo of a scream.

Text of aletter to Vigilius, Bishop of Roma and Pope of the Church.

On the anniversary of the election of Your Holiness to the See of Santo Pietrus, the Priest
Formosus of Ostia sends this report with the deepest faith and reverence.

It has pleased Your Holiness to learn of the current state of the Church in her parent city of
Roma, and it has fallen to this most unhappy of men to inform Your Holiness that the great devil
and pagan Totila has made progress with his forces against this most venerable of all cities. Itis
his intent to tear the whole place down, or so he swears on his blasphemous gods. To this end, he
has been harrying the merchants on the roads, stopping farmers bringing produce to the city, and
attempting to cut the aqueducts that bring water to the people of Roma. All this has been seen and
heard by many and is not the result of mere rumors and fears that are current with many of those
still living within the walls of the city.

It isof particular note that those who should be most stalwart in their duty—the religious of
Roma—have fled in great numbers, and it would astonish me to find more than two hundred
priests and monks in Roma to minister to the thousands of unfortunates who have remained
faithful to their God and Roma.

While there are many who look to the Byzantines to succor us before Totila can break through
our defenses, Your Holiness must understand that it is only through their efforts that any
semblance of defense has been maintained at the present, and it would not be unreasonable to



prepare for worse to come, for although the great Belisarius brings his men to our aid, the forceis
smaller than the one that the Emperor of Constantinople promised to provide, and they are not as
well-equipped as they had been represented to be. No one wishes to think of the ruin of this
greatest of cities, but there can be little doubt that no matter how vigilant we are, there are many
here who will suffer, and the city will not be spared entirely.

| do not wish to make it appear that | am entirely without hope, for that would be a greater sin
than the one the pagans intend to commit here. Yet | would be lax in my duty to you asa priest if |
did not say it would be prudent to prepare for the worst, so that such things as sacred relics and
objects of veneration may be hidden or otherwise protected from the possible ravages of the
Ostrogothic warriors who are bent on destroying the city before the height of summer.

Your Holiness would do well to fortify Monte Casino against the barbarians, and to make an
official request of Belisarius to give you and your company the protection that was assured you by
the Emperor Justinian more than three years ago. If the Church isto survive, it must have the aid
and assistance of all who are devoted to Our Lord and His Church. Whether they are of
Byzantium or of Roma, surely there can be no argument that the fate of Christianity isin the
hands of those willing to take up the cause of Our Lord in the face of those who are determined to
bring the Church and her city to their knees.

What draws the pagans are the earthly treasures which have been stored up out of piety and
devotion. But these are not the true riches of the Church, and while the pagans seek only silver
and gold, they assault far more than walls to obtain it. If we fail to defend the outward gifts of the
Church, it isonly too likely that we will also fail to defend the spiritual ramparts aswell. | pray
every hour that none of thiswill come to pass, but while | pray, | seek out men of experience to
aid in the earthly battle, and | admonish all | see to offer up their orisons to God and the Mother
Maria for the salvation of our city and our souls.

In all humility and faith, and with unswerving dedication to Your Holiness and our Church, |
sign myself your most lowly Brother in Christ,

Formosus
Priest from Ostia

currently with the Curiain Roma

By late afternoon the firgt contingent of soldiers arrived, making camp around the old villain fieldsand
orchards that were just coming into blossom. For novelty the old baths were fired up and many of the
men boisteroudy used them, marveling at the depravity of the old Romanswith their passion for bathing.

"What do you think?" Niklos Aulirios asked his owner as he stared out the windows at the camp that
had grown up around them.

From her writing desk, Olivia Clemens did not answer at first; she was putting the last toucheson a
writ of manumission for two more daves. Only when she had affixed both her sgnature and her sedl did
sheanswer. "What do | think about what?"

"These Byzantines," her Greek mgjordomo replied. "I'm not sure they're better than the Ostrogoths.”

"They are better because they don't intend to raze the city,” she pointed out, risng and coming to join
him at the window.

"But look at them. And you know what they have doneto half the countryside. | redlize that an army
must eat, and that soldiers might not have the manners of saints, but that doesn't excuse theraiding and
looting they've done.” He had folded his arms and was |ooking more stubborn than usual.



"I'm not going to argue with you," said Olivia, faintly amused by his conduct. "But thisisnot the first
trouble we've seen, isit?"

"No," headmitted grudgingly.

"And with alittle good fortune, it will not bethelast.”" She continued to stare into the pallid afternoon.
The light, softened by afaint haze rising from the Tibros, was kind to her face, making her appear
younger than her years. Her soft, fawn-brown hair was braided and wrapped in the current fashion for
widows, and she wore a paenula of wool embroidered with silk and gold thread that showed her weslth
more than her manner.

"Y ou have astrange way of thinking, my migtress,”" Niklos said, beginning to smilein spite of hisown
foreboding.

"It comes with the years, my friend," she said, and shook off her dight melancholy. "1 want you to
make sure that copies of these writs arein the hands of the monks by morning. That way, no matter what
happens here, the daves will be free and they can make livesfor themsalves. Y ou'd better take the grants
with you to the monks aswell."

Nikloslaughed cynicdly. "Y ou're not serioudly asking me to put money in the hands of a servant of
God and expect it to go anywhere but into Church coffers, are you?'

"You may berightinthat, Niklos" she sghed. "All right; I'll find away to make sure each getsthe
money they've been promised, and the copies of the writswill be safe. Take one or two of the gold cups
with you to make sure the good monks continue to care for the records we entrust to them. I'm not quite
astrugting asyou often fear | am.”

"And what €lse?' Niklos ventured. ™Y ou have most of your belongings crated and packed and ready
to be moved. Doesthat trouble you?'

"Of courseit troubles me. Romais my home. | drew my first bresth here, within sight of the Tibros. It
ispart of meand | am part of it." Her expression was dightly distant as she delved her memory for the
eventsof her long life.

"We can gtill arrangefor you to stay in Italy,” suggested Niklos. ™Y ou don't haveto go asfar away as
Congantinople.”

"Almogt dl those who can afford to leave have done so dready and if | remain much longer, | will be
exposed to more risks than the mere clash of Byzantines and Ostrogoths. So long as| must live with
lions, | might aswdl find myself agood placein their dens” Shelaughed suddenly. "How unendurable! |
sound worse than one of those Epicureans who ape the manner of their teacher without the least
understanding of what he said.”

"Y ou don't want to go, do you?' Niklos persisted.

"No, if it were possibleto remain in safety. But sinceit isnot, then I'm... resigned. | will goto
Congtantinople, to the house that Belisarius has arranged for me, and when the army isat home, 1 will
entertain this Drosos and do my best to be as inconspicuous as possible.” She held out the parchment
sheetsto Niklos once again. "Please, Niklos, take these to the monks and bring me the sigil of the abbot,
or whatever superior they have now, so that | can give proof of the transaction. We can squabble | ater,
when we're safe”

"Asyou wish, my migtress,” Niklos said, making areverenceto her that just missed being insulting.
Hetook the parchments and strode to the door. "I'll send Kosmos to guard you while I'm gone. | don't
trust those soldiersto be respectful.”

Oliviachuckled. "No more do I, but they're likely to look for femae daves rather than the owner of
the villawho is also known to be the hostess of their Generdl .



"Y ou put more storein that than | do," Nikloswarned as he started acrossthe smaler of the two atria
of thevilla

It was not long before Kosmos appeared in the door, his manner as humble as his body was
formidable. He lowered his head and kept his eyes averted. "Niklos sent me, greet lady,” he said softly.

"He said hewould," Oliviaagreed.

"And the General Bdisarius has returned. His horse hasjust been taken to the stables.” For Kosmos
thiswas along speech, and as he concluded it, he appeared to be dightly out of breath.

Oliviagave Kosmos her full attention at this. "Genera Bdlisarius. Only he?!
"Thereare officerswith him," said Kosmos.

"1 will see them shortly, in the main reception chamber. Have flowers brought there, and send Hogni
and... oh, | guessit had better be Hogni and Beltzin, to wait on them. They will want to have wine and
mest aswell aswashing basins.” To Olivia, this seemed woefully inadequate, for when she was young,
nothing lessthan afull bath—calidarium, tepidarium, frigidarium—and amassage with costly oilsfollowed
by a nine-course banquet would be considered a proper welcome for so august aman as Belisarius.

"Very good, grest lady. But you will beleft done, and that iswhat Niklosrequired | not alow to
happen.” Again he was sounding breethless.

"l giveyou my word that | will manage, and that | will be ableto fend for mysdlf. Besdes, | must do
something about my clothes or | will be more improper than they are.” She went briskly toward the side
door. "l am going now to my private quarters, and if you will seethat Fiserajoins methere, that will
ensure | am not alone and you will be able to complete the commission | have given you." Asshe
watched him go, shewondered if she had made amistake in freeing him. Kosmos was not used to living
on hisown, and in these troubled times, she feared he would become prey to thefirst scoundrel who
came acrosshim.

She stopped these ponderings as she reached the door of her private suite of rooms. Alwayswhen
she stepped through the door, she felt herself on the brink of the past. It pleased her to indulgein asense
of nostalgia; this afternoon she had to admit that there was a pang of something more. She stared at the
frescoes on the wall, at the furniture and the ornaments she had gathered together here, and knew that as
many of them as she took with her to Constantinople, it would not be the same, and that she would not
find them as gppropriate, as comforting as they were here, where they belonged. They were Roman; so
was she. Here she was on her native earth and there she would be a stranger. Nothing would alter that,
and she knew she would have to reconcile hersdlf to it.

There was a gentle rap on the door on the far side of the room and this brought Oliviaout of her
reverie."Yes?'

"ItisFisera, mistress," said thedave.

"Enter, Fisera," she said, speaking more briskly and moving with renewed vitality. Thiswas not the
time to be distracted, she reminded hersalf as she admitted the dave. There was too much to do.

Fisera had brought two long paliawith her, one of arich deep-rose color embroidered all over with
golden medadllions, the other a strange shade that was amost not any color—a shadow tone between
gray and tan and green—ornamented with dark brown silken embroidery and with accents picked out in
seed pearls. She stopped, saring at Olivia. "Oh, midtress,” she said in afdtering way.

"Tomorrow | am no longer your mistress, Fisera, and you do not need to call me your mistress any
longer." She gave her a heartening smile. "Come, Fisera, don't be troubled. Thereisno reason for meto
doubt your devotion, whether you wear acollar or not.”

"Y ou have been most kind to me, mistress,” said Fiserawith genuinefedling.



An expression that was not quite afrown passed flegtingly over Olividsface. "Have 1?1 hope so. It
was my intention, but that often countsfor little.”

Alarmed by this sudden change in Olivia's manner, Fiserareached out and touched her arm. "Have |
offended you, mistress?’

"No," said Olivia, her demeanor changing again. "No, of course not. | was remembering the past. I've
been doing alot of that recently. | must be... getting old."

"Y ou are young forever, migtress," Fiserasaid, morein wariness than flattery.
"l havethat sort of face,” said Olivia

"Perhaps more than that,” murmured the dave-woman. "I have been in your household for more than
eight yearsand | have not noticed a change in you. There are those, not close to you, who have hinted
that you must practice the magica arts of the old days, when sorcery was used by the witch Messdina."
She said thislast with her eyes averted.

"Messdinawas hardly awitch: she had the misfortune to be married to that pervert Claudius, and
that—" She heard the sound of her voice and broke off. "I cannot believe that Messalina used any arts
but her own womanlinessto lure her husband.”

"They say that her hushand wasn't dl shelured,” the dave said, her face more animated. " Shewas an
infamous adulteress”

"And whose ideawas that, do you think?" Olivia asked, and then, before Fisera could answer, she
went on. "Wdll, that was hundreds of years ago, wasn't it? And | have guests who require entertainment
thisevening. Y ou brought me the pdlia, | see. Perhaps| ought to choose one so you may pack the
other.”

"It depends on what paenulayou have selected.” Fiserahed up the rose-and-gold pallium. "This
bringsout color.”

"Soit does," agreed Olivia. "And till, do | want color? Do | want to shout or whisper?' She fingered
the two pdlia "Which is best?'

"Y ou have the gold pectora, and you can wear it with this. It would make avery impressve—"

"Y ou're probably right," said Olivia, reaching for the other palium. "But tonight, ah, tonight | believe
that 1 will harken back to the old times. This and the paenula of pale silk, you know the one. I'll wear
them over the samite dalmatica, the one with the silver threads. And there's one other thing. Instead of a
tablion, get methat pectord in slver, the disk with the raised wings.”

"If you like," said Fisera, clearly disgpproving.

"There'sjust tonight, Fisera, and then you will be freeto do or say whatever you wish to me, and you
will have money enough to leave here and to establish yourself wherever you wish. Y ou have been a
good and faithful servant to me. For that, your freedom isasmall enough token.”

The sincerity in Olivias voice clearly startled Fisera, and she hesitated before saying anything more.
"Why the pectora ?'

"Because it reminds me of avery old friend, who gave it to me many, many yearsago." Olivias smile
did not quite succeed, but she went on. "Hetold me afew home truthsthat | must remember whilel live
in Congtantinople. What a hideous thought.”

"If you go, none of uswill be ableto live. We will be taken by soldiers or monks and we will be more
davesthen than ever we have been for you." This outburst was more darming to Fiserathan to Olivia,
who had been expecting something of the sort since the day before yesterday.

"l have dready sent copies of your writs of manumission to the monksfor their records, and | will see



that every one of you hastheir own writ to keep." When she had been young, amost haf her household
daves could read. In theintervening centuries fewer and fewer daves had acquired the skill until now less
than adozen of her aff wereliterate. "Aslong as you and the monks have the documents, there is safety
for you. But you must keep the writ with you, so that you can prove that you aretruly freed. Y ou will
have money and you will have supplies. Unlessyou choose badly, you will have no reason to regret being
freed.”

"Rudis saysthat we are being freed so that the invaders will spend time gathering us up so that you
can escape and that you have no intention of letting us remain free once the threet of Totilaisover.”
Fisera had started to cry in the sudden and violent way that made Oliviathink of asummer thunderstorm.

"Why would | freeyou if | intended that? Why would | bother? 1 would need only to tell you where
you must go and you would have to comply with my wishes. If Rudisis correct, then | have donethis
most stupidly.” She put one hand on her hip. "If you want amilitary escort, | suppose | could convince
the Generd to provide you one. And speaking of the General," she said in amore hasty tone, "'l suppose
| ought to prepare to greet him. Get me the dalmatica and the paenulaand the pallium and that slver
pectora, and then help me do something with my hair. And for thelove of ... the Saints, don't fret. You
will be safe when you leave.”

Fiserasniffed deeply as she began to follow Olivids orders. Her fears had been assuaged but they
had not vanished.

Somelittle time later, Oliviaemerged from her room to seek out her guests. She was magnificent to
see, though most would have been hard-pressed to say why, for she was dressed amost as mutedly asa
religious. Somehow, in the colors and chaste silver ornaments, she contrived arichnessthat wasfar more
impressive than the gaudy colorsworn by the retinue of Generd Belisarius, who was arrayed in bright red
and orange with bright medallions on his bracchae and his high leather boots.

"We are more grateful to you, great lady, than we can express,” said the General ashe made a
reverence to his hostess. "Y our reception of us has been princey.”

"Hardly," she said with candor, recalling the splendor of the courts of Nero and Otho and
Vespasianus, haf amillennium ago. "Y ou are most welcome here, Generd, as are your men.” Shelooked
around the room, her eyeslingering briefly on Drosos whose hair was il wet from the baths and who
woreturquoise silk and apallium of silver and lavender.

Beisariusindicated hisfourteen companions. "There are anumber of us, asyou see, more than we
had thought there would be &t first, and you are more than generous to provide for us on such short
notice. From what we have seen of Romainside the walls, you are more fortunate than most.”

"And more circumspect,” said Olivia. "Only afool would think that Totilawould wait for usto
prepare for him before he attacked." She was very much a part of her reception room, which was apale,
faded blue with fase fluted columns painted silver. Y et instead of vanishing into the wals, she seemed to
make al the room an extension of herself. The men watched her with admiration and other emotions.

"They are paying the price for their foolishness now," said Belisarius. "And what little we can do, |
fear, comestoo late. If we had come afew months earlier, or if the supplies had been adequate, or if the
Bishop of Romahad not |eft the city when he did, we might have a better chance of defense, but the way
things stand, there is nothing left to do but to insure that the least damage possible isdonewhile Totila
holdsthe city."

"Y ou believe he will succeed, then?' asked Olivia, her calm not as complete as she would have liked.

"Unfortunately, yes, for atime. And then we will roust him, for we are the stronger forcesand we are
not barbarians.” Belisarius|ooked over hismen. "Occasiondly one of the men will forget thisand then
thereismuch cause for—"



Stamos, a powerful man with scars seaming his face and hands, looked suddenly flustered. "They
were under orders not to harm anyone,” he protested, athough no one had accused him of anything.

"They were dso without adequate care and advice, and for that if no other reason, thereis much for
you and the rest of those officers who have had smilar incidents to answer for. Y ou have your men
submit to proper punishment, and see that it is carried out where those who were the most harmed may
witnessit for themsalves so that they will not regard us aslittle better than those we are here to fight."
Bdisariusturned to Oliviaand the harshness of his attitude faded at once. "'l do not mean to distress you,
great lady. These matters are for more private times, and you must forgive usfor being so uncaring.”

Olivia, who had heard much worse than this over the long decades of her life, waved her hand to
show that she was not distressed by what she had heard. ™Y ou must attend to your work, Generd, as
must dl of usin such timesasthese." She clapped her hands sharply and two daves appeared in the
doorway. "Isthe dining room ready?"

"Yes, migtress," said the older of the two. "And there are cup bearers waiting with wine."
"Cup bearerd" cried out one of the Byzantines. "How Roman!"
"ThisisRoma," Oliviareminded them dl. "And | am aRoman."

Asthey went into the dining room, none of the men thought it strange that Oliviadid not have acouch
of her own, and that she did not eat with them. In Constantinople, most women did not dine with men
except on very specia occasions, even then, they often dined apart from their fathers, brothers and
husbands, watching them from terraces and bal coniesinstead of sitting or reclining beside them.

Only Drosos, who watched Oliviaclosely while he ate honied kid boiled in milk with onions, fish
stuffed with garlic and poached in wine, and spiced pork baked in abread, noticed that she showed no
outward Sgns of hunger, treating the lavish feast with indifference. Curious, he rose whilethe daves
removed the platters that had held the pork buns, and walked to her chair—for unlike her guests, she did
not recline on padded couches—holding out a second cup to her. " Great lady, let me pour some of this
excdlent vintage for you. In your generosity, you have given dl to us and spared none for yourself.”

Olivialooked up at him. "Y ou are most gracious,” she said with atrace of amusement that Drosos
could not identify in her fascinating eyes. "But | do not drink wine."

Before Drosos could pursue the matter, Belisarius motioned him back to his couch asthe daves
brought out three long spits of roasted ducks stuffed with nuts and raisins.

While Drosos went on with the banquet, Oliviawatched him, a speculative lift to her browsthe only
indication of her thoughts.

A bill of sale sent by military courier to Belisarius outside Roma.

On the Feast of the Patriarchs, I, Andros Trachi, acknowl edge the receipt of the amount of
twenty-two grains of gold and thirty-seven grains of silver in total and complete payment for a
domicile of nineteen rooms, with kitchen and larder attached, from the Roman lady known to
General Belisarius as Olivia Clemens, a widow, who for the safety of her goods and her person
has taken the advice of the General and agreed to come to the city of Konstantin.

| formally relinquish all claims on this property to the General, who has acted as sponsor of
the said widow, since sheislacking in husband or father or brother to act for her in this matter.
All further negotiations are agreed to be directed to her majordomo, one Niklos Aulirios, who is
empowered to carry out all contractual arrangements for her, and to have the sanction of the



General Belisarius for such actions. It is agreed that no member of my family, nor my heirs, nor
their kindred and heirs may make claim to this property and that the transference is a per manent
one.

Regarding the alterations that thiswidow requires, it will take the workers a period of five
months to accomplish most of the construction, and until it is complete arrangements may be
made for this great lady to be the guest of the family of her sponsor, that is, the General
Belisarius, and thiswill allow the majordomo Niklos Aulirios to oversee the construction to the
satisfaction of his mistress.

Witnessed by the Pope Phillipos and the Pope Alexis at Konstantinoupolis in the presence of
myself, Andros Trachi, and the freedman Thalkas, who will be the one in charge of the
construction to be done on the property changing hand.

Prosperity, long life, and the favor of God to our great Emperor Justinian, who defends the
honor of God on earth.

An appended note, addressed to Olivia.

Great lady,

For the time you are in Konstantinoupolis, you may find that some of the customs are strange
to you, and so that you do not fall into error, |, Andros Trachi, offer the advice of my wife to
guide you in your first ventures here. Doubtless, since Romans are more lax than we, you have
grown accustomed to a level of license that might ill-prepare you for the more decorous and
dignified life of this great city. Doubtless you will not want to make your self conspicuous with
actions that are repugnant to those of breeding and distinction. What can be thought charming
and eccentric in Roma could give offense in Konstantinoupolis, and lead to unpleasantness which
you must wish to avoid.

I look forward to being of serviceto you in this matter, and I am honored to have so great a
lady purchasing the property that the General Belisarius has arranged for you to own.

In Christian friendship,
Andros Trachi

Each footfal produced echoes, and both Oliviaand Niklos had to resist the urge to tiptoe through the
vast, empty rooms of the house that Oliviahad purchased.

"And| did purchaseit," sheingsted to Niklos after they had endured the obsequious greeting of
Andros Trachi. "It's barbaric, their indstence that al negotiations be done by men.”

"Y ou mean, it isn't Roman."

"Not that Romais much better, now," Oliviasaid quietly. "Even a century ago, it was not so bad.”
She looked around the great gloomy vestibule. "1 suppose I'll grow accustomed to it."

"Itisaustere," said Nikloswith atrace of amusement.
"Itistomblike," she said, her nosewrinkling. "1 expect it to smell of mold.”
"But it doesnt; it smells of paint,” said Niklos, indicating one of the wallswhere work had aready



begun.

"I trust that they will be finished soon; as much as| am grateful to Bdisarius cousin, | don't know how
much longer | can endure to remain under the same roof with her. At least | had the opportunity of her
hospitaity so that | would not have to accept the kind offer"—her voice was sweet with sarcasm—"of
that unctuous Trachi. | can think of few things | would have wanted less.”

"And there are other consderations, are there not?' said Niklos with genuine sympathy.

Oliviadid not answer at once; she paced down the room, peering at the ceiling as she went, then
stopped and turned to Niklos again. "Yes. Yes, thereare.”

"And you are not prepared. Y ou have done nothing to prepare yourself,” said Niklosin hismost blunt
manner. Hiswarm brown eyes, amost reddish in cast, bored into hers.

"There was not much time," she began, then sighed. "That's my excuse, of course, nothing more." She
stared, unseeing, at the empty room. "1 had such hopesfor Drosos. Thefirst time he cameto me, |
remembered what it was | wanted most, and for atime, | had it again.” Now her face softened and she
laughed once, sadly. "How rardly have my lovers cared more for me than themsalves. Drosos truly
enjoyed me, and | relished him."

"And therest of it?" asked Niklos, with awarning gesture to her to keep her voice low.

"Ah, yes, therest of it. For now thereisno risk from therest of it," shereminded him. "In time, there
might be, but who isto say if therewill be time? Drososis ill in Romaand | am here—in
Congtantinople." She was more adept than he at indirect speaking. " Certainly something will haveto be
arranged in the interim, but | am not as concerned about that asyou are. It isalways possibleto find
something that will do for awhile, even here.”

"You, cynica?' Niklosteased her with affection.

"l, practical. |, resgned, my friend, not cynical.” She pulled thelong folds of her bronze-colored
paenulamore closely around her. "1 don't careif they say thiscity ishot; | am chilled. Thereisadarkness
here, a coldnessthat has nothing to do with the sun.”

"Olivia, mistress, be careful who hears you complain. This placeis different from Romain many, many
ways," said Niklos, once again looking toward the shadowed room thet joined the vestibule.

"Romans, luckily, are expected to beimpulsive and capricious. Didn't that dreadful Andros Trachi tell
me S0 a length?" She was moving restlessy once more. "Everyone knows that we can accept no city but
Roma as home, and that for us sheisthe center of the earth.”

Niklosfollowed her as she rushed into the larger of the two reception rooms that opened onto the
vestibule. "Neverthdess," he persasted, "don't be too condemning. We are here on sufferance, and from
what | can tell, we are not going to be accorded too much of that."

"Yes; yes. But from what | have seen, amere widow, with or without afortune, is hardly worth any
attention, and one from Romaislittle more than an amusement. It's our manner, you know, and our lack
of propriety." There was not much annoyance in the tone of her voice, but the expression on her face was
enough to make Niklos change the subject.

"Will you accept the invitation of Antonina? Sheis determined to fulfill her obligationsto you for
Bdisarius sake, if not your own. She has said she will introduce you to the best society of the city.”

"And who can guesswhy," said Olivia as she made a swift ingpection of the changesthat were being
wrought in the room. "l suppose we have to have those dreary Saints everywhere, don't we? | dready
asked for an ikonostasisin my private rooms—so it will be understood that | am pious—isit redlly
necessary to have another, do you think?"



"The Emperor isardigious man, and his court follows hisexample," Niklos pointed out. "And you are
asensblewoman.”

"At my age, | had better be," she said, and laughed again, thistime with genuine mirth. "Very well; see
that we have another screen to load up with bad art, and afew more of those horrid hanging braziers for
incense. And while you are being so protective, send a messenger to Antonina. | will call upon her later
this afternoon if sheisrecelving anyone.”

"Andif sheisnot?" inquired her magordomo.

"Then discover when sheis prepared to have my company for an hour or so, and we will then arrange
thingsto that purpose.”" She shrugged. "I suppose | must do this eventudly: why not now?"

Niklos did not answer, but hisrelief was apparent in the speed with which he carried out his orders.

By the time the dave had been sent as a messenger to the enormous house of Bdlisarius, Oliviahad
completed her rounds of the house she had purchased and was ready to dressfor the forthcoming visit.
Since her last banquet in Roma, she had continued to choose subdued clothing and modest-but-costly
ornaments to wear, sensing that thiswould offset some of the adverse attitudes the Byzantines had
toward Romans.

Still, she balked at the enclosed palanquin that Niklos had arranged for her transportation to
Bdisarius house. "l don't like being enclosed,” she said as Niklos assisted the davesin drawing the
draperiesaround her.

"Y ou arein Congtantinople, and women of good reputation do not show themsalves on the Street
except in going to the hippodrome and the market squares. The penitential processions also require that
al women show themsdlves, but cover their facesfor the Sin of Eve and the Fall of Man." Hewas stern
with her, needing her to use her wits more than she had been willing to do.

"1 might aswell immure mysdlf and be done with it—and | have done that already and found it
gppaling.”" She pulled the silken hanging closed with her own hands. "If | do not spesk to you when |
return, it isyour own fault, Greek."

Since Oliviaonly called Niklos Greek when she was displeased with him, he did not respond, but
stepped back and permitted the bearers to start off with their Roman burden.

Belisarius house was one hill over—although Oliviarefused to think of such bumpsashills—andina
street that was made narrow with the extensive reconstruction and rebuilding that was the passion of
Justinian. By the time the bearers set the palanquin down, they were swegting and blowing hard as dray
beasts for the added effort of lifting the vehicle around the hegps of masonry and over piles of rubble that
littered the Streetsincreasingly asthey neared the palace of the Emperor and his most ambitious
project—the expansion of the Basilica of the Most Sacred Wisdom.

Four armed guards uniformed in the manner of Belisarius persond soldiers flanked the door to the
house as Oliviawas hel ped from the palanquin. All the men watched her closely, each with ahand on the
hilt of his sword.

"l am Olivia Clemens, awidow from Roma," she told the mg ordomo of Belisarius house. "I would
like the honor of spending alittle time with the august lady who iswifeto the great Generd Bdisarius.”
She hoped that was forma enough for these ceremony- and ritud-loving Byzantines.

The mgordomo, a smooth-faced eunuch in garments far richer than what most merchants could
afford to wear, made her a deep reverence as he admitted her to the vestibule of the enormous house.
"Bekind enough to wait here; one of the household women will escort you to the august lady.”

"How good of you," said Oliviamendacioudy.
The eunuch said nothing as he moved away from her, leaving her to stand by hersdlf in the huge



octagon-shaped entryroom with nothing more to look at than a series of dreadful frescoes of military
Saintsin battle againgt devils and other foreignersdl in grotesque and frozen postures. Oliviafound
hersdf longing for the mosaics of her youth. Where, amid this vehement and abstracted suffering, was
one dolphin, one dog worrying a bone, one cherub dangling aflute or awine cup? These were the scenes
she recdled most affectionately from those long-ago days when she grew up. In her father'svillathere
was onewall showing Jupiter turning into abull, with abuxom Europawaiting for her lover with more
enthusiasm than awe. There had been two swineherdsin the corner of the fresco, off to the lower
right-hand corner. They had been sharing awineskin and bread, and they idly watched the
transformation. One of them was forever in the act of tossing a scrap to atabby cat. There had been
nothing so everyday, so human in the art Oliviahad seen herein Byzantium; even in Romanow, the
touches she loved were disappearing.

"Great lady?' repeated the eunuch, who had returned.
Olivialooked up sharply. "Oh; excuse me. These pictures—" Sheindicated the wdlls.

"Antoninaisawoman of much piety, and thisis only the outward sign of it," said the eunuch,
apparently favorably impressed by Oliviasinterest. "I you will condescend to follow me, | will bring you
to Antonina."

"Thank you," said Olivig, fdling into step behind the dave.

"You are not the only great lady to vist Antoninatoday,” said the eunuch. His voice waslow and
mature: he had been emasculated after manhood. Because he had run to fat it was hard to say if he had
ever been handsome, but there was a sweetness to hisround face that could once have been more
attractive than it was safe for adaveto be.

"What isyour name, dave?' asked Olivia
"l an Arius," hetold her, apparently surprised at the question.

"In Roma, | aways wanted to know the names of those who did me service so that | would be able
to leave some token of my appreciation for good service," she said, remembering how many daves had
once been able eventually to buy their freedom with those accumulated tokens. Oliviawas till distressed
that those laws had been changed.

"No token is necessary. Thisis Konstantinoupolis, greet lady, not Roma, and here we give thanksto
God, not to those whose placeit isto serve." He had led the way down along hall and now stopped at
two tdl doors. "These are the reception gpartments of the august lady Antonina."

"1 am looking forward to the honor of meeting her," said Olivia, doing her best not to be impatient.

Arius made his reverence as he opened the door. It was a graceful gesture, asforma and unnatural as
the atitudes of thefiguresin theikonsthat flanked the doors. "August lady, thisisthe greet lady Olivia,"
said the eunuch before he stepped aside to let Oliviaenter.

Antoninawas seated on a silk-covered couch; she was amagnificent woman, al stark contrasts. Her
hair, black as onyx, had two white streaks that only served to make the dark more impressive. Her eyes
were large, rimmed with heavy lashes and accented by curving dark brows. Her skin wasthe lightest
shade of peach that Olivia had ever seen. Her clothes were silken, the paenula so extensive that it
surrounded and engulfed her in vast folds of shimmering red. At her shoulder, her tablion was the Size of
the pam of her hand, encrusted with garnets and gold. "Welcome to my husband's house,”" she said, not
rsng.

Oliviasmiled without warmth. "I am pleased to bring you his gregtings and remembrances,” she said,
hoping that she had come close to the proper formula.

"And this'—sheindicated the other woman in the room—"is Eugenia. Sheisthewidow of Katainus



Hyakinthos, who was the bastard of Elezaros." This name was apparently supposed to mean something
to Olivia, and Antoninawaited for her response.

"Therewasa... naval commander, wasn't there?' She hoped that her memory was correct; she
sensed that neither woman would be forgiving of an error.

"My husband'sfather, yes. They werekilled in the same storm.” She was not astdl as Antonina, nor
quite asrichly dressed. Her body was rounder and softer, more yielding, and her posture was more
inviting. She, too, wore an enormous paenula, hers of adeep sea-green shot with gold, and her tablion
was not as large or as be jeweled as Antoninas.

"How unfortunate," said Olivia.

"My husband sends me word that you, too, are awidow." She pointed to another couch, making it
clear shewished Oliviato St there.

"For many years, yes," she answered candidly.
"Y et you are not ancient,” said Antonina.
"l wear my yearswal," Oliviasaid.

"That may befortunate,” Antoninadeclared. "Widows are not uncommon and it is not lwaysthe
maost smple thing to find them proper mates. There are men who prefer women who have never been
married to those who have. | was fortunate, for my husband told me from thefirst that he was pleased
that he had found me awidow, for that meant | knew men and | knew marriage. | was most pleased that
he felt that way, and | told him then, as| have continued to tell him, that no woman can appreciate a
marriage until her second one." She smiled, and it was clear she expected her two gueststo smileaswell.

Redlizing that thiswaslikely to be more awvkward than she had thought at firgt, Oliviasaid, "That may
be, and certainly | have no meansto tdll, but let me assure you, august lady—"

"Youmust cal me Antonina," she purred.

"You aredl kindness," said Olivia, going on before she could be distracted. "L et me assure you that |
have not come to you with the hope that you will supply a husband upon request. | have had such
experience of marriagethat | am not in a hurry to resume my married state. For atime, | am content to
be awidow, and if this does not exclude me from friendships and society, | will abideas| am." She
folded her handsin her lap and gave what she hoped was a trusting and guileless ook to her hostess.

"No woman has adistaste of marriage,”" Antoninasaid in amanner that would clearly tolerate no
disputes.

"l have, | am afraid. My husband was a man of strange appetites which he imposed upon me and that
hasleft mewith alack of trust of marriage.” She regarded Eugenia, hoping she might find an aly. "If your
husband held you in respect and affection, then you have known two things | never had from my
husband.”

"It isnot fitting to speak againgt the dead, | et done a dead hushand,” announced Antonina, but she
relented. "If what you say istrue, then the Church failed you, for it isthe responsibility of the prieststo be
certain that God's commands are obeyed on earth. Asyou are to be submissive to the will of your
husband, so heisto give you care and comfort.”

Privately Oliviathought that the last characteristic she saw in Antoninawas submission, but she made
no comment about it. "The priests. .. were not as apt to take ahand,” she said, trusting that her vagueness
would be seen astact instead of the evasion it was.

"There are those who do not uphold the honor of their God as they ought,” said Antoninga, directing a
hard glance at Eugenia. "I have said that your priest waswrong in permitting you to travel to Cyprus



without aguard to accompany you."

"He said that since there were othersin the ship who were dso visiting the shrine that it would be
satisfactory,” said Eugenia, clearly rehashing an old argument. "My priest said that when thejourney isa
holy one, then it isnecessary to leave al pomp behind in order to show humility in the proper manner.”
She smiled, her mouth turning up at the corners and making her look even more like akitten than her
angular face and pointed chin dready did.

"Still, think of theinsult if anything had occurred,” Antoninaperssted. "It may be spiritudly wiseto
make pilgrimages, but | do not believethat it is sensbleto take such extremerisks.”

"Y ou have a Generd for ahusband,” said Olivia, deciding that she might aswell discover asmuch as
she could about what Antoninas opinions were since she would have to dea with them while shelived in
Congtantinople.

"Yes, and avery grest man. Heisfilled with distinction and honor, and he does not use thisfor
anything but his service to God and the Emperor.” There wasafaint regret in her words, asif Belisarius
integrity was a subtle disappointment to his spouse.

Eugeniamust dso have been aware of the underlying lack of satisfaction in Antoninasvoice, for she
sad, "How it must please you to know that Bdlisariusis as tawart asheis, and free from thetaint of
manipulation and intrigue that has compromised so many others.”

"ltismod... rewarding,” said Antoninain areflective tone,

As she sttled back onto the couch, Oliviasaid, "I am truly in your debt for your willingnessto receive
me, Antonina. | have cometo realize that many Romans are not so well-trested herein thiscity, and
often for excellent reason. That you have been willing to spesk with me, to invite meinto this housefills
mewith gratitude."

"My husband has said that you have donated your villato hisuse while he and hismen arein Roma,
and that merits my hospitality.” She nodded toward the ikonostasis on the far side of the room. "We
know the obligations of our faith.”

"Bédisarius spoke glowingly of you, august lady," said Olivia, senang afaint anxiety in Antonina "He
and his officers were aways most respectful in what they said of you whilethey werea my villa"

Eugenias smile was sharpened with malice. "Now the officers spesk of you, Antonina."

"Only because | asked them,” said Olivia, redizing her blunder amost as soon asit was spoken. "l
know so little about this city and itsways, | wanted to learn how best to comport mysdlf, and | thought
that you were likely to be the best example | could have. Y our hushand was so proud of al you've done,
and so sincerein his praises, | asked questions and had answersthat truly amazed me.”

"It was not correct to ask such questions,” said Antonina, but her condemnation was modified by the
tone of her voice. "In Byzantium we women are not eager to have our names and reputations bandied
about. In Romait might be otherwise, but herewe al assumethat it is not proper for a Christian woman
to seek after notoriety or approbation.”

"And aman placed as Genera Bdisariusis often is seen in the guise of hiswife when heisnot hereto
be evduated," added Eugenia. "As some husbands are judged by their widows conduct after the
husbands are dead.” She did not smirk, but it was more of an effort not to than it appeared to be.

"Then | can see why Bdlisarius reposes such grest trust in you, Antonina" It was blatant flattery, but
Olivia spoke with such skill—and Antoninawas So eager to hear such praises—that if Antoninawas
aware of theintent, shewaswilling toignoreit.

However, Eugeniadid not leave the issue unanswered. "It isonly right for aman of Bdisarius position
to rely on the good offices of hiswife, and for him to know and acknowledge all that she doesfor him. A



husband who must depend on hiswife to put forth his position cannot be indifferent to her activities"
From the tone of her voice, Oliviasuspected that just such lapses had occurred with her and her late
husband, who was the bastard of Elezaros.

"1 am the helpmeet of Belisarius and his devoted servant,” said Antoninaiin her most forceful accents.
Then sheregarded Oliviaagain. "Y ou say hewaswdl|?"

"Wdl but tired," Oliviareassured her. "The campaign was hard, and the worst had not yet begun. He
had been trying to find enough men to stop the raids that Totilas men had been making al around the
city. It was wearing down the resistance of the peasants and farmers. Many of them wished to leave, and
one of the tasks that Belisarius had set his men was convincing the farmers, as he tried to convince the
citizens of Roma, not to leave, no matter how desperate their plight might seem.”

"Tired. Not ill?" Her concern was without artifice; whatever dse Antoninamight be, she wastruly
concerned for the safety and welfare of her husband.

"Not while | wasthere, august lady. He complained of headaches from timeto time, but nothing more
than that. One of his officers had didocated his shoulder and was carrying hisarm in ading whilethe
ligaments mended, but that wastheworst injury | saw, and if there wasillness among them, | was not
aware of it." Oliviasaw the worry fade from Antoninas jet-black eyes. "Believe me, your husband is not
in danger, at least hewas not when | last saw him.”

"May God watch over him and give him protection and guidance,” said Antonina, her imperious
manner returning. "'l would like to know what plans he reveaed, if any, for hishomecoming.”

"He said nothing about it while | waswith him. | do not think he has made plansthat are not in accord
with the orders of the Emperor.” Thistime Oliviasought to find adiplomatic way to ddiver what she
knew would be a disgppointing message.

"Itisthe great honor of my husband to be high in the esteem of the Emperor and to be given the
privilege of carrying out hisorders.™ Antonina could not entirely disguise the Sigh that accompanied this
patriotic sentiment.

There was adiscreet tap at the door and Arius opened it to admit three daves bearing cups and
plates. "Asyou have ordered, august lady," he said with areverence to Antonina.

"Very good. Present the sweetmeats." She signaled the daves with awave of her hand.

Olivia had experienced many awkward moments of this nature and she used her abilitieswith the ease
of long habit. "Oh, | am most upset; | did not redlize there would be refreshments offered, and..."

"What isit?" asked Eugeniawhen Oliviadid not go on.

"l have the misfortune to suffer from an antipathy to many fruits and some spices. They do not agree
withmeat dl, andif | should eat them, | become horridly sick. I hope you will pardon mefor refusing
your gracious hospitdity, but | am certain that | would prove to be amost reprehensible guest if | let
myself succumb to your kindness."

"An antipathy?" repested Antonina.

"Y es. Doubtless you know others who have smilar conditions; | recal that one of Bdlisarius officers
becomes short of bresth and flushed if he eats shdlfish." She was hoping that Belisarius had taken the
timeto outlinethefalingsaswell asthe virtues of hismen to hiswife.

"That would be Gregorios, | assume," said Antonina.
"The one who you introduced to me last year?' inquired Eugenia. "With the dark curly hair?"

"No, that is Drosos," said Antoninawith aknowing inclination of her head. She was watching her
friend and so she did not see the faint smile that flickered over Oliviasface. "Y es, Gregorios has such an



antipathy, | am certain of it."

"Whichever manit was" said Oliviag, "I felt for him most sincerely, for | know of my own experience
how unendurabl e such episodes can be."

The daveswho had waited as still as monuments now moved at asgna from Antoninaand placed
their offerings on the low table beside their mistress couch. They then made deep reverences and | eft,
Ariusin their wake like awhaefollowing fishing vessds.

"Takewhat pleasesyou, and if you fed it best, touch nothing," said Antonina, making it clear that her
remarks were intended for both women.

"l am hungry, and fortunatdly | have no antipathiesthat might interfere with my pleasures,” sad
Eugenia, managing to infuse aworld of meaning into her Statement.

"Then you may thank God for Hiskindness,"” Antoninasaid as she reached for one of the wine cups.
"Oh, | do," said Eugenia, full of mischief.

Olivialeaned back on the couch and wished that this stilted, unendurable, endless afternoon would be
over before ether of the others had finished her wine.

"You have sad," Antoninasaid, addressing Olivia once she had tasted some of the food set out, "that
you are not interested in finding ahusband, and if that isthe case, | do not know what more | will be able
to do for you. My areaof influenceislimited, asit must befor dl women."

Knowing that Antoninawas a close friend of the Empress Theodora, Oliviadecided that thislast
assertion could be interpreted very loosdly. ™Y our civility in my welcomeis more than enough. If, from
timeto time, you are willing to permit me to call upon you and to invite you to my house—onceit isfit to
be lived in—then | will think mysdlf favored beyond my deserts.”

Antoninanodded, but said, " Should you eventudly change your mind, you must tell me."

"Of course," said Olivia, retreating into silence while the other two women nibbled at sweetmests and
speculated on the success of the mogt illustrious chariot team in the Empire.

Text of aletter from Belisarius to the Emperor Justinian.

To the most august and favored ruler, the elevated and esteemed Emperor Justinian, his most
devoted General Belisarius cries "hail" on this Feast of Saint Servius.

Whileit is not my place to offer any criticism to you, most magnificent and knowl edgeabl e of
Emperors, | am constrained to inform you that those entrusted with carrying out your orders
would appear to have been lax in their execution, for although two months have passed since our
last request for additional troops, money, and supplies, little more than two or three measures of
gold have been sent. Of troops and supplies we have seen nothing. | pray that this indicates that
your activities are such that they require more time in order to make adequate preparation. Send
me word of how many men | am to expect, and with what provisions.

Thisis not a request intended to impose upon your goodwill or upon your other obligations,
you have entrusted me with the task of saving Roma from the forces of Totila, and it is my
intention to do so, but without the aid | have already indicated, the loss of men and equipment
currently available would place our risks much higher than you have indicated before was
acceptable to you and to the Empire.



While we have been able to forage for half the food for men and stock, we are still not
sufficiently supplied that we can march for more than a day without stopping to renew provisions,
This has seriously impeded our progress and islikely to increase as we move into part of the
country where Totila and his men have already raided and plundered. This would sow discontent
not only with the soldiers of the army, but with the people. We have already had the gates of one
monastery closed against us, and we do not wish to have this occur again.

If you will take the time to discover what is slowing the delivery of the supplies we were
assured from the first would be available, then perhaps this campaign may be able to proceed in
the manner you have said from the first was your preference in speed and disposition of land and

peoples

| have read Your Most August Majesty's letter to me, and | with you lament the steady stream
of people from Roma into the other ports of the Empire. Sadly, unless these people are treated like
slaves, there is nothing we can do to compel themto remain in their homes and within the gates of
Roma. | seek your advice, for | must tell you frankly and with great reluctance that the Bishop of
Roma himself, from his stronghold with his clergy at Monte Casino, will do nothing. Threetimes|
have sent messengers to him, and once | attempted to see him myself and in all instances we were
refused with only prayersto guide us. The prayers are welcome, and | am grateful even for that
much, but food and arrows would be more to my liking at the moment.

It isnot my intention to cause you distress, August Majesty, but | am sure that if thereis not
some significant change in the manner in which thiswar is conducted soon, then it is not
impossible that we will not make the advances here that you have said you wish. With proper
supplies, the monies we needed, ships at our disposal and additional troops, we have an excellent
chanceto reclaim our preeminencein Italy.

Let me urge you to devote time and consideration to the plight of your men herein Italy, and
to the fate of this country should it fall into the hands of that barbarian Totila. We will forfeit
mor e than land if we cannot provide the protection and aid that is desperately needed and desired
by these people as well as by Your August Majesty.

My prayers blend with your own in supplication for aid at thistime, and | place myself and the
lives of my men and the people of this country in the hands of God as well asin the hands of Your
August Majesty.

With all duty and reverence,
Belisarius, General

Only one of thefountains till ran, and it waslittle more than a duggish stream instead of the bright,
soaring cascades that had greeted Belisarius when he first was given theright to use this villaoutside the
walls of Roma. He stood beside the huge marble basin, one booted foot resting on the rim, and stared
into the brackish depths. His face was leaner than it had been amonth ago, and thelinesin it had
deepened. He looked up, squinting, as he heard footsteps coming toward him.

"God's blessing thismorning, General,” said Drosos at his most amiable, raising his voice enough so
that the greeting would carry to those nearby.

"And onyou," Bdisarius said with less enthusiasm than his Captain showed.

"I'vefinished ingpection, and it should take little more than an hour for my boysto be out of herefor
"That'sfadt," said Belisarius, trying to make his gpprova apparent to the other man. "And the others?!



"AsK their Captains, not me," Drosos chuckled, coming to stand beside the Generd. "'l havedl | can
contend with to watch my own men.”

"Sengble," the Generd nodded. "Can you venture a guess?"

"I'd say that well be away from here by midmorning." Heindicated the villa. "1t'sashameto haveto
givethisup.”

"But with Totila so close, wed beincreasing our disadvantage if weremain. Thisvillacould easlly
become atrap,” Bdisariusreminded him. "It'sa pity, but it can't be helped.”

"And what do wetdl Olivia?Itis her villa; willed to her by an old friend, many years ago, or so she
said. How do we explain that this place which she loaned to us and which we promised to care for has
been left for the Ostrogoths to pick clean—which they will. Look around you: she has treasures here.
The datues, the library—"

"Y ou're impressed with books and murals?' Belisarius said with surprise.

Drosos hesitated before he answered, asif the ideawere new to him. "1 suppose | am.” He shrugged,
continuing avkwardly. "Perhaps being here, seeing dl thesethings... There are over athousand volumes
inthelibrary and there are thirty-seven statuesin the villa. I've never had the chanceto...”

"And thereis Olivia," Bdisarius added when Drosos did not go on.

"Yes, thereisOlivia These are her things." He broke off, staring unseeing at the far wall. "But that's
not al. She has shown methat thereisworth in art and books, that they are more than the trophies of a
wedthy life"

"Oliviaisawoman of the old school," Belisarius said, hoping it wastrue. " She has some of theold
Roman virtues | eft to her and she will not blame you or meif the barbarians get insde the compound.”

"Still," Drosos objected vaguely.

"Y ou might aswell mourn for the horses she provided us—only two of them are aive now, and there
were more than thirty in the stables when she l€eft. Or the nine davesthat remained to care for us—they
were gone weeks ago." Hetook hisfoot off the marble rim of the fountain. "Or for that matter, why not
regret that the barbarians are here at all? and that we must meet their forces with our own or lose
evaythingin Itay."

"Y ou know what troubles me," Drosos said, deliberately lowering hisvoice to a soft growl.

"l suspect, | don't know," said Belisarius, peering into the early morning sun. Of the six hours of the
day and the sx hours of the night, this one was hisfavorite, when the world was till fresh and promising.

Drosos hitched his shoulders awkwardly. "I missthat woman. | know we had to send her away, but
by the Dormition, | miss her."

"And does she missyou?' Belisarius asked without much interest.

"l hope s0. When we get back to Constantinople, | intend to find out.” He put one hard, square hand
on hissword belt. "It will be easier then, with no battles, no war to distract us.”

"Y ou assume you will be returned to Congtantinople,” Belisarius said wesarily. "There are other posts
inthe Empire, and you may find yoursdlf a any one of them.” He stretched and then tugged at the end of
his palium which was wrapped across the segmented links of his old-fashioned loricae. " Shoes of the
Evangdigtsl I'm as giff asawhite-bearded monk thismorning.”

Drosos had seen thisbefore. "It'sthe campaign,” he said knowledgeably. "Y ou dways deep ready to
fight the night before we bresk an established camp. Remember the morning we left Africa? You said it
hurt to breathe." He patted the Genera on the shoulder once, afamiliarity that was permitted few of the
other Captains. "Have the farrier put some of that camphor salve on it—it stopped my roan's lamenessin



aday."
"If it lingersthrough the day," said Bdlisarius, knowing that the tight muscleswould be eased as soon

as he climbed into the saddle and finaly got moving. He never felt so vulnerable ashe did at this
stage—when he and his men were preparing to leave, but were not yet ready to march.

Two other officers, one of them holding a chip of boneto hislips, ambled into the courtyard. They
were both fresh from their morning prayers, as Nikolaos relic showed. Helifted it toward Leonidas, and
the other man also kissed what was believed to be part of theindex finger of the Apostle Loukas.

"Do you think that is genuine?' Drosos wondered aoud. It was a question he would put to no one but
the Generd, whose discretion was as absolute as hisloyalty.

"Nikolaos bdievesit is, and that may be sufficient. | don't like to venture guesses. How many times
have | seen scraps of Mother Maria's robes or the head of the Spear of the Crucifixion offered in the
marketplace next to fresh fruit and new bread?' Bdlisarius shook his head. "It may be genuine. It may be
al that isleft of some poor creature who died waking from Jerusalem to Damascus.”

"The Emperor hasthe Lord's Shroud,” said Drososwith very little emotion.
Bdlisarius said nothing. He cocked his head. "Horses, coming fast.”

At once Drosos manner changed; he moved quickly and with surprising speed as he shouted to the
other two officers. "Nikolaos, Leonidas, nhow!"

The other two responded at once, sprinting across the courtyard to the centra part of the villawhere
they began to shout orders to the men till there.

Bdlisarius hurried toward the stables at the back of the second atrium. He no longer felt the stiffnessin
his body and he lifted his head in anticipation of news and fighting. He was dmost & the stableswhen he
heard Drosos shout and aclarion signd. Immediately he hurried back toward the entrance to the villa

Drosos waswaiting for him, holding the steaming horse of the Emperor's messenger. He had
summoned one of Belisarius davesto tend to the messenger and had just issued ingtruction for the care
of thelathered horse.

"The Emperor honorsme," said Bdlisarius as soon as he did not have to shout to be heard. There
were now more than ten men in the courtyard, dl gathered near the messenger.

"The Emperor tendsto al those who are his subjects” said the messenger, sounding more fatigued
than devoted.

"And | am to have wordsfrom him. | thank him and | thank God for thisditinction." Bdlisariuslonged
to reach up and take the scroll from the man, but that would be intolerable to the man and to Justinian, o
he waited until the dave findly arrived with a suitable stool so that the man could dismount in complete
safety and not risk dropping the scroll he carried.

Oncethat ceremony had been observed, Belisarius took the scroll and retired to the dining room that
now served asthe officers chapel. He broke the seasin the presence of his officers and the two priests
who accompanied them, and then read the scroll.

"Leonidas, Drosos, Savas, Hipparchos, Omerion, you are al being distinguished by the Emperor
Justinian, who is ever the champion of God and his people. Y ou are ordered to return to Congtantinople
inforty days, at which time you are to tender a complete and unbiased report of what has taken place
herein Italy. Furthermore, each of you isingtructed to keep daily records from now until your time of
departure, and to tell no one of the contents of those records until such time asthe Imperia Censor shdl
examine them for the August Mgesty." He sighed; such orders did not bode well.

Thefive officers dl accepted their orders with enthusiasm, but Drosostried to catch his Generd's eye



ashedid.

"l am required to make a catalogue of misdeeds of our soldiersherein Italy and seethat it isplaced in
thefiles of the Imperid Censor, dong with any record of punishment meted out for the action of the
soldiers.”" That would cause more rancor than the daily reports, he knew, but he would not dispute a
direct order from Justinian. "'If there are goods, chattels and other properties to be shipped back to
Congtantinople, the messenger must be informed so that proper allocation of space and daves may be
made. The messenger has the Emperor's mandate to see all of you are treated with greatest respect and
attention, and you are assured that nothing of value need be discarded or |eft behind unless you would
rather not be hampered by the materid, in which case accessto marketsin Italy will be guaranteed by
Judtinian." He could not imagine how the Emperor could make such promises, and having made them,
fulfill them, but he knew better than to question what Justinian said and did. He held out the scrall to the
messenger. "Y ou have witnessed the notification of these officers. Isthere anything more | need do while
you arein my presence?"

"No, Generd, not a the moment,” said the messenger, who looked overcome with fatigue now that
hisactual duties had been discharged.

"Very well. You will be escorted to quarters here, if that is your wish, athough we are about to move
out. We can dso arrangefor you to trave in alitter or—" All hislife since he had become asoldier
Belisarius had taken care to treat messengers well; they were far too important to ignore simply because
they did nofighting.

"Any provison you make, Generd, will be acceptable. | am tired, but..."Hefinished the thought with
ashrug.

"Then wewill order alitter, so that you may rest and not have to be jostled about on ahorse. He
clapped his hands and was gratified when one of the household daves hurried up. "This man needs food,
and while heis egting, order alitter made ready for him, so that he can travel when we leave.” He
realized that in giving that order he had just pushed back their departure the better part of an hour, but he
could think of no dternative.

"Generd?' Leonidas asked.
"Yes?' Hewaited while the young Captain ordered histhoughts. "What isit?'
"How long do you think we will be here? Not this place, but in the vicinity of Roma?"

"That ishard to say, but since you are returning to Constantinople, there is no reason for you to be
concerned about thearmy in Italy." He smiled to show that he had no opinions on the matter oneway or
the other.

"But what will thisdo to the plans we have been following?" It was aquestion they al wanted to ask
but had hesitated to bring to Bdlisarius attention, for this change in officerswould serioudy dter the
grength of hisforces.

"That," Belisarius said dowly, "will depend on what Justinian decidesto do in regard to our men here,
If he sends the troops he has said that he would, we will be able to maintain our positions; if he does not
send the troops and supplies, or if they are not sent in time, then the Situation becomes agreat deal more
grave. Asyou are aware, we are not at the advantage now, and to recover it will take time and redl
effort.”

"And the troops?' asked Drosos.

"If we have seasoned troops, good Roman and Greek fighters, we will be morelikely to succeed than
if the men are new to war or are from those peoples who ddight in pillage. Some of the Itdlians are
aready abused by our men, and they resent this. If we continue in the same manner, then any support we
might hope for will belost." He shook his head once. "We must strive to carry out the orders of the



Emperor.”
"How?" was the reasonable question Drasos put forth for al of them.

"Ah, if | knew that, | would be one with the Saints and God. Wewill pray thet if there can be victory,
we will be shown theway to achieveit." He saw an odd look on the messenger's face, and then the man
wasfollowing thedaveinto thevilla

"| say these ordersbodeill for our campaign,” announced Omerion, who was lean and tough asa
ship'smast.

"That may be, but keep such thoughtsto yoursdf, for your own protection,” said Bdlisarius. "There
arethose in Congtantinople who would turn your sentiments to your disadvantage; the court is not the
army. Here we may gossip, but there afew unguarded words can endanger your life”" Hegaveasignd.
"All right. Everyone back to work. Assemblein front of the walls before midday and we will start then.”
That would be much later than he would have wished, but there was no chance now to move up their
leaving. Cursing softly, Belisarius started away toward the stables, his attention more on the messenger
than on the journey of the day.

"Belisarius," said Drosos behind him, haf-running to catch up with the Generd.
"What isit, Drosos?' He kept walking, but dowed his pace until the Captain was abreast of him.

"l want to know what you redly think about the orders. | know you can't say much in front of the
men, but, by the Horns of Moses, you can say moreto me."

They emerged from the halway into haze-brilliant sunlight. Around them men were struggling to be
prepared to march. The noise was tremendous, compounded of shouts and brays, of the sounds of
hammers and winches and wagons. Belisarius strode adong, careful to stay out of the way of the work,
and Drosos dropped dightly behind him.

"Belisarius," Drososinssted as they reached the tents where the saddlers and farriers kept their
supplies.
"Yes, | know. What do | think about the orders. | don't know yet. | don't know what Justinian is

preparing, but | am certain that he must be preparing something.” He ducked through atent flap and
cdled out, "Begoz."

A gnarled old man answered the call. "Here, master. | have been doing what | can since before dawn,
but you—"

"l am not criticizing you, Begoz," Bdisarius assured him. "1 only want to know what progress you've
mede."

The old man shook his head and indicated the trunks haf-filled and standing againgt the canvaswall.
"Therée's not been enough time, sir. Not enough at al. | want to do you credit, but to do that, | need
severa more hours, and it hasn't been possible, what with al the comings and goings.™ As he continued
his recitation, his voice took on awhine that wasirritating to both Belisarius and Drosos. ™Y ou see, when
someone orders something specia, well, it meansthat | have to take extra care, and with some of these
youngsters coming to me with worn girths and broken saddle-frames, what can | do? They need their
tack for battle, don't they? and that means that such orders as yours must be postponed. Y ou can see
why thisisso difficult for me."

"Yes," sad Bdisariuswith more patience than he would have thought necessary. "And | know that a
craftsman of your skill is not going to make asaddle that is anything less than the best you can provide.
However, | think you might be alittle more vigilant."

Begoz put his handsto hisface. "I didn't mean anything againgt you, Genera, and | wouldn't for a
moment cause you to be displeased if there were any way | could prevent it." He approached, and it was



apparent that he had a severe limp; one of hisfeet was maformed and the leg wastwisted, asif agiant
hand had taken adoll and tugged the limb out of line.

"No, of course not," said Belisarius, making amotion to keep Drosos from speaking out impulsively.
"But that will not prepare the saddle for Olivia, and | would like it to be sent with Drosos when he returns
to Congtantinople in the next few weeks. If the saddle isready before he leaves, there will bean
advantage for you." He reached into the leather pouch that depended from hiswide, metal-studded belt.
"This'—he held up alarge gold coin with theimage of the Emperor onit, hiscrown like ahalo—"isyours
if the saddle can go with Drososto Byzantium."

The old dave stared at the coin, captivated by its Sze and color. "1 might be able to work inthe
evening, when others are taking their leisure.”

"If that isrequired, then doit," he said, keeping the gold archangel within reach for Begoz. "It is
unfortunate that the widow Clemens haslost her villato us, but we are about to lose it again. Theleast
we can do now isto show her some sense of our appreciation. The saddleisonly atoken, but itisa
necessary one. If you cannot aid meinthis, say so now, that | may find another to undertake the task.”

"No need for that," said Begoz hastily. "Grace of God, no. Y ou need only tell me what you require
and it will beyours.”

"Excdlent," said Beisariusdryly. "l will expect that the day after tomorrow, wherever we are
camped, you will be able to report to me that you have progressed on this saddle, and will be ableto say
when it will be done. If you arefase, and if you tell me that you are more advanced in your work than
you are, then you will be flogged. Do you understand this?'

"Yes," said Begoz in asubdued voice. "Yes, | understand you, Genera, master.”

"Then report to me at the end of the day after tomorrow and we will then determineif you are
cgpable of completing thiscommisson.” Belisariustossed asmall slver coin. "This, for any specid
suppliesyou may need.”

The old saddler caught it. "Asyou say, there may be supplies and you might not be free to seethey
are provided.”

Oncethey were out of the tent, Drosos turned curioudy to Bdlisarius. ™Y ou said nothing to me about
thissaddle”

"| wanted to be certain it could be finished."

"And do you think it will be?' They stood aside asalarge cart drawn by four sweating mules
lumbered by them.

"Drosos, do not concern yoursdlf; either Begoz will completeit or | will find another who will, and by
the time you leave you will have asaddieto take to Olivia, with my complimentsfor al she has given us.
It might take some of the sting out of learning that thisvillahasfared badly. | do not think that once we
are gone Totilawill requirethat hisarmy defend the place. They have been destroying villasin the north,
and they have sworn to flatten Roma hersdlf. A saddleisalittle thing compared to avilla, but it is better
than nothing." He peered across the busy staging area. "L ook at the orchards—more than athird of the
treesare cut down, and that was only for firewood. What would it be like if we had been bent on
destruction? 'Y ou know that the wallswould have falen and most of the furniture would belost.” He
walked dowly, speaking in an undervoice that Drosos had to strain to hear over the jostling and shouting
around them. "There are not many like her left. It isnot to our credit if we abuse them: we are no better
than the barbarians we oppose if we make no acknowledgment of her generosity.”

"She is agenerous woman," said Drosos, areminiscent smile on hislips.

"In more ways than the one you choose to remember,” Bdisarius reminded him sharply.



"But—" He broke off as three mounted bowmen clattered by. "My Generd, we will not be ableto
replace anything she haslost. | will take the saddle, or any other gift you request, and | will repesat any
message, just as you bid me, but do not assume that thisis recompense, even for a generous woman."

Bdisariuslaughed. "No, | make no such assumption. We were more fortunate than we deserved to
be. It might not happen again whilewe arein Itay."

"What... what do you anticipate?' Drosos asked, reading distressin his Generd's eyes.

"| try to anticipate nothing. But | fear that there are not going to be more Romanslike Olivia Clemens
to give usther villasand their provisonsas she did.” He pointed away toward the distant walls of Roma,
just barely visble through the dust and awide gap in the stout fencing that surrounded the villa's grounds.
"That iswhat we dl seek; Totilaand al of us. And the city isgrowing tired of changing hands."

"Once we gtrengthen our occupation, Totilawill not be able to maintain his position and then he will
have to withdraw to the north." Drosos said this asif he were repeating alesson, and he was surprised to
see that there was no certainty in Belisarius expression to answer hisown.

"If al we have been promised isdelivered, and if dl the men we need are sent, and if thereisno more
looting or raiding, and if Roma decidesto defend herself, and if thereisfood enough and water enough to
withstand asiege, then perhaps Totilawill be discouraged, or perhapsinstead he will become enraged
and then thefighting will erupt with greeter severity than any we have seen so far." Belisarius shook his
head. "I could envy you, if it did not compromise the Emperor.”

"How?" asked Drosos, surprised by this admission.

"l am the Generd of Judtinian, and whatever he commands of me| will do. My oath binds meto him
and to God. But when | ook ahead, | long for soft nights and the riches of Constantinople, and the
company of my wife without the promise of marches and battles" He scratched at hisgraying hair. "But
another time, another time. Now the Emperor wants me here, and | will do dl that | can to be worthy of
his confidence and commission.” Helifted hishand asasigna to Savas, who was supervising the loading
of sacks of grain to be used asfodder for the horses.

"Why not request aposting to Constantinople, if you missit so much?' Drosos asked, knowing the
answer, and providing it before Belisarius could speek. "Because you do not want to risk losing Imperia
favor, which such atransfer might entail

"Yes," agreed Belisarius. "That's part of it. And therest ismy oath. | am bound to serve Justinianin
any capacity he demands, for heis Emperor and anointed in the service of God." He summoned Savas
with an impartient gesture. "Drosos, tonight we will speak again, but for now | must see what the trouble
iswith these carts. If we cannot carry the grain with us, we will have to make surethat it is not |eft behind
for Totilato use" He started away from his Captain, but stopped and turned back to regard the younger,
stockier man with interest. "Y ou took an oath, too, Drosos. Never forget your oath. It iswhat separates
usfrom barbarianslike Tatila"

"l will remember, Generd," Drosos promised him.

"Also, do not forget that the hottest fires of hell burn for those who betray their oaths." He then trod
purposefully toward the haf-laden carts.

Drosos watched him, wishing he could ask what had prompted him to give so stringent awarning.
What wasit that prompted Belisarius to remind him of his oath? He never doubted that he would honor
his oath, for that was the duty of a soldier. Asan officer, he accepted the full weight of the obligation.

"Captain,” said ayoung soldier who approached him from the left. " Captain, theré's a problem. Will
you come?"

"Aren't you Leonidas man?' Drososinquired.



"Yes, but heistill busy with others,” said the young soldier. " Someone must help us."

Drosos sghed asif to chase the glum thoughts from hismind. "Very well. Tell mewhat thetroubleis.”
He set abrisk pace, permitting the soldier to point out the way.

"We have a shortage of carts and wagons," said the soldier. "We haveto find away to carry more."

"The same aseveryoneelse," said Drosos heavily. "All right; how many mules and how many oxen do
you have?'

"Not enough,” the soldier said. "Welost adozen mulesin the last night-raid. We're on the perimeter
of the camp, and so we're more vulnerable than some. Three of the oxen are lame and we have been told
we cannot use them. Captain Leonidas has dready issued orders.”

"If you cannot use oxen and you are short of mules, what do you havefor haulage?!

"Not much," said the soldier. "We have horses, but we're supposed to reserve those for riding and
battle. We have been warned that they are not to be exhausted by moving camp.”

"l see," said Drosos, shoving awater-carrier aside.

"Wetried the goats, but they don't work well in harness,” the soldier went on, becoming
embarrassed.

"Holy belching angeld! | should think not,” said Drosos, his patience amost exhausted.
"There wasn't much ese we could use," the soldier offered by way of excuse.

"l know; | know," said Drosos, clapping one hard-palmed hand on the soldier'sarm. "Y ou're doing
the best you can under the circumstances. It'sall any of us can do.”

"We wanted to find some of those big hounds they had in the north, but no one around here breeds
them. I've heard they're pretty strong." He was hoping for aword of encouragement, but he was
disappointed; Drosos sighed and shook his head.

"The Emperor doesn't... understand. He's not aware of how strained our resources are here. He
assumes that because we have cometo save Italy from Totilathat we are wel come everywhere and that
the country isasrich asit once was. Nothing can convince him that we are not the heroes to the people
that he believeswe are. It isagreat compliment to us, | suppose, and one that our General deserves, or
would if thingswere not so difficult.” He had dmost said desperate but had stopped himsdlf intime.

The soldier coughed. "What do we do?"

"Find the least worthy horsesin your string and use them for haulage. They won't be much useto you
in battlein any case and they might aswell earn their hay like the rest of us." Drosos indicated the men on
thefar side of the camp. "Y ou might seeif Stamos men have any spare oxen. They had one afew days
ago, but you never know if they till do. Knowing that lot, they might have eaten it by now."

"Some of the men do complain about rations," the soldier agreed.
"Small wonder," Drosos concurred. "Millet cakesfor four daysin arow!"

"Maybe | should requisition some of the goatsfor food," the soldier ventured uncertainly since they
were under ordersto take nothing from thevilla

"Why not? If we do not eat them, Totilals men will," said Drosos, knowing that if Oliviawere here she
would give him the goats and anything else he might need. He would think of something to explainthisto
Bdisariuslater. "Tdl your men to round up a dozen goats and take them along.”

"Onyour authority?* the soldier asked, unwilling to risk his own neck.
"Y es, on my authority as granted by the owner of thevilla" He promised himself that he would make



restitution to Oliviawhen he saw her in Constantinople. She would understand and agree that he had
donethe only sensible thing in ordering the goats be taken. And if she did not, he was confident he could
explanit to her.

The soldier grinned. "If that's your order, then | suppose | must obey.”
"It'smy order,” said Drosos. He started away, then stopped. "How many men in your unit areill?*
"Only three" said the soldier. "Why?"

"Nothing, just curious," said Drosos, and went on hisway, thinking that if they continued to have men
fal ill, they would not have enough to go into battle, and they were dready crucidly low on beattle-ready
troops. Briefly he resented his orders recaling him to Constantinople; Belisarius needed him and every
officer and man he could get. Tired ashewas of campaigning, he still was uneasy at the thought of leaving
his General and friend to face Totilawith depleted forces.

"Drosod!" The sharp summons of Belisarius persona dave caught his attention and he hastened
toward the Generd's standard, the problems of breaking camp now uppermost in hismind.

Text of a letter accompanying an inventory carried on the Emperor Justinian's ship
Resurrection along with military dispatches.

To Antonina, the esteemed and august wife of the General Belisarius, on the eve of the
departure of the merchantship Spairei Krohma, which sets sail on the Feast of Saint lannisin the
Lord's Year 545.

It ismy honor to inform you that my vessel has been selected by your most worthy and august
husband to carry the goods awarded himfor his victories to you for proper installation in his
home. To that purpose, the inventory he himself prepared accompanies this so that upon our safe
arrival in Constantinople you can for yourself ascertain that the goods are the correct ones,
shipped in good order, and received in the condition that God Himself has granted they arrive.

Of particular interest is a set of vases of fine workmanship and considerable age that are so
fragile that in spite of very careful packing, | must warn you that they might not survive the sea
voyage. | pray that this caution will turn out to be completely useless, but | feel that | must warn
you that these more than any other items are in danger of breakage or other damage during the
days at sea.

Since my ship is a simple merchantman, it will not come with the speed that the Emperor's
shipstravel, and | estimate that it will be twenty-three to twenty-five days for us to make the
voyage, if the weather remains reasonably good.

At this time of year we often have rain but not many storms. Should we encounter a storm,
then we are entirely at the mercy of the winds and in the Hand of God, as we are every day and
hour of our lives.

| give you my word that | will do all in my power to see that your goods arrive quickly and in
proper order. Any loss that is the fault of my slaves and ship's hands will of course be my
responsibility. Those goods |ost due to the elements | cannot promise to pay for, since that cost
grows from acts over which | have no control.

| am sending word to Pope Sylvestros at the same time | send this to you. He may be found at
the Church of the Patriarchs and he will make it his business to know where | am and how | amto
be found. He will also know what the other merchant captains tell him, and if there are delays, he



will send you word of it. The Church of the Patriarchsislocated not far from the merchant docks,
in the street where the ropemakers work.

Until | have the privilege to present you with your treasures, | sign myself your most eager and
sincere servant who is honored for the distinction you and your distinguished and heroic husband
have deigned to bestow on me.

Ghornan

ship's captain

by the hand of the priest
Gennarius at Santus Spiritos,
Odtia

Between the enormous crush of people and the heat of the afternoon, Niklos Aulirios wasready to
give up histask for the afternoon and return to the house where Oliviawas busy establishing hersdlf.
There had been tradesmen and artisans there al morning, and now that the afternoon was fading, and the
merchants had once again Situated themselvesin their shops, refreshed by food and deep, Olivia decided
that Niklos would have to take advantage of the time and purchase the daves they needed.

Niklos till bristled at the orders. "How do you explain me, in thisworld of daves?!
Oliviahad smiled a him. ™Y ou are abondsman—no collar, no chance of sdeor... lending.”

The memory of that smile brought oneto hislips. "Saves." He had been told that he would do best to
talk to old Taiko near the Church of the Dormition. It took longer for Niklosto find it than he had
anticipated because four of the streets were dug up as part of the Emperor's restructuring of the city.
Niklos had to ask hisway severd times, his Greek hating and nearly childish.

At lagt a house was pointed out to him: anarrow, leaning place that bowed over the street like a
curious relative. The door wasthick and itsiron hinges crossed most of itswidth. A mallet and bell were
provided; Niklos used them and waited for someone to admit him to the house.

Two daves, both fat and deek and dressed well, answered the door, smiling. If the old house had
caused Niklosto doubt Taiko's prosperity, those two daves banished the doubt at once. Thetaller of the
two inquired who Niklos was and what he wanted from their master.

Once again Niklos cursed himsdlf for the poor quality of his Greek. "I am the bondsman Niklos
Aulirios™ hebegan. "I work for the Roman lady Olivia Clemens. Thewife of Belisariustold usthat your
madter... heisthe best in the city to buy daves.”

"Thisisvery true, bondsman,” said the taler dave, stepping aside to admit Niklosto the house. "You
will find that here the best daves are to be found, and the prices are the most equitable for everyone." He
bowed and indicated hisfelow. "I will inform my master that you are here and Pammez will remain here
with you, to bring you whatever refreshment you require.”

And to keep an eye on me, thought Niklos. Y ou are very kind," he said, knowing that he spokelike
achild addressing histutor.

Pammez, who was not Greek but Asan, by thelook of him, indicated the smaller of the reception
rooms off the vestibule. "I will attend to you." Hisvoice was clear and high, like aboy's.

Niklos wanted to ask how many eunuchs Taiko owned, but did not know the correct way to phrase
the question. He was il surprised at the number of eunuchs he encountered. There had been eunuchsin
Roma, but not in the quantities he found here in Konstantinoupolis. He was not used to it and was not



certain he ever would be.

Pammez made areverence to Niklos—an extraordinary courtesy to amere bondsman—and said,
"For s0 august alady asthe wife of Bdisarius, there can be no service my master would not perform with
gladnessin hisheart.”

So the reverence was for Antonina. " She has been good to my mistress.” Niklos cocked his head to
theside. "I do not know how these... are done. What does your master need to know from me and from
my migress?

"Hewill tell you and you may rely on hisdiscretion, for in these matters, the position of such alady as
your mistress makes discretion necessary. Everything she requires may be accommodated, and her
requirements fulfilled without any notoriety.”

Nikloswas not certain what notoriety there might bein purchasing daves, but he did not know how
best to inquire. He folded his hands and regarded Pammez thoughtfully. "My mistress wishesto buy
sverd daves”

At this, Pammez laughed doud, though it was most impolite for him to do this. "Ah, Romans. They
are o diverting. Y our mistress wishesto buy daves.” He restrained himself to achuckle.

Theindignant inquiry that Niklos was struggling to form was stopped by asound at the door. As
Niklos turned, Pammez fell to his knees and ducked his head, and belatedly Niklos made a deep
reverence to the lean, gray-haired man who stood there, and behind him, alame, bearded fellow with a
predatory beak of anose and ferocious eyebrows came.

"They say," said the bearded man asthe other stepped respectfully aside, "that you wanted to see

me.

The lean man cleared histhroat and said, "Thisis Taiko, master of this house, father of seventeen sons
and captain of the vessdl Fishhawk. He has consented to spesk with you, bondsman of the Roman lady
Clemens"

"| gather," said Taiko abruptly, "that she's the widow everyone's talking about, the one who bought
the house from Andros Trachi. They say that Antonina has entertained her three times since she arrived.”

"That is0," said Niklos, atrifle taken aback by the man's behavior.

"Shélll need anumber of davesto run that place, and from what | hear, she's made it even more
elaborate than it was. Went and ingtalled one of those heathenish Roman baths. The popesl| have
something to say about that." He grinned once. "They say she'srich.”

"Sheis" said Niklos. "My misiress has alarge fortune.”

Where Pammez had laughed, Taiko guffawed. "Fortune!™ he exclaimed when he could spesk. "A
widow with afortune.”

"Why doesthisamuse you?' demanded Niklos, who was growing indignant.

Taiko bobbed his head twice and then spat. "Well, | can't suppose you Romans understand
that—though your name says you're Greek—and I'll explain it, but undoubtedly Antonina has aready
made this clear to your Roman lady. Y ou speak asif she has money and property of her own, which
belong directly and only to her. | guessthey might do thingsthat way in Roma, being so wild there. But
here we are more in accord with the teachings of scripture, and we do not let women fend for
themsalves. Y our Roman widow will have to have someone to manage her affairsfor her, to purchase
daves and provide her with the housing she requires.”

"What do you mean?' asked Niklos.
"l hear that Belisarius himsdf arranged for the house, and that's a great honor for her, but now that



she's here, shell need a sponsor, preferably a pope since she'sawidow and has no father or brother
living here. These are the oneswho will purchase the daves and seethem ingtaled.” He motioned to
Pammez. "Go and get my scribe. We will need to take down her requirements. | am sure we can see that
sheisgiven provisiona purchase until something more correct can be arranged. Shelll need davesto
keep that house going.”

Pammez hastened to obey, making a deep reverence to his master as he left the room.
"Have a seat, bondsman,” offered Taiko, and dropped onto along couch. "This might take time.”
"Why must there be a sponsor?' asked Niklos as he chose a square-backed chair.

"She'sawoman. Sheishardly in aposition to know what isbest to do." He smiled abruptly. "Maybe
the Roman women have had less guidance. It wouldn't be so unusud,, given what the Romans have
shown themselvesto be. They've permitted women to do far too many things for themsalves, and |ook!
the whole country isin disarray.”

Listening to Taiko, Nikloswas distressed. No wonder there had been so many difficulties since their
arriva. "Why would it not be possible for Antoninato serve as sponsor in her husband's absence?’ He
hoped he had got the wordsright.

Taiko shook hishead. ™Y ou Romans have no notion, have you? If the august lady Antoninawere not
so well-placed, | would not be able to provide even these make-shift arrangements until a churchman had
approved them, but with Antoninaso much afriend of Theodora, | am certain that afew changeswill be
overlooked if they are not too obvious or |eft unresolved for too long." He signded to his mgjordomo,
indicating Niklos and himsdf. "If you will bring us honeycakes and wine?'

At once Niklos held up his hand. "If you are getting thisfor me, | must decline. It would not be proper
for aRoman bondsman to take such hospitdity, because it would insult your offer. | have not learned
your ways yet and keep to my own.”

Taiko looked a Niklos, then shrugged. "Romans. You arean odd lot.”

"You are strangeto us, aswell," Niklos said, doing his best to make light of this observation. "My
mistress has said so hourly since we came here.”

"Alone as sheis, with no oneto act for her and no man to guide her, it must be very sad for her. How
many women can endure thiswithout aid?' He addressed the question more to the air than to Niklos.
"Y ou are the closest thing she hasto aman in thisworld, if what has been said istrue, and abondsmanis
hardly more than adave." Hetook adeep breath and let it out explosively. "1 supposethat | must do all
that | canto assst you in thisdreadful circumstance.”

"l would appreciateit,” said Niklos, wishing that Taiko were making ajoke, and aware that he was
not.

"Excdlent," said the dave-merchant. "I will show you what isavailablefor running ahousehold like
your mistress, and you will select asyou seefit. | will of course be willing to accept any dave returned
within two days. Y ou may not be satisfied with asdection until you determine how the dave goesin the
household. A man may dea with recacitrant daves by might and by his order, but women are not ableto
do this" Heindicated Pammez. "He will seethat dl the daves you sdect are hedthy, and if they are not
you will be notified. We cannot assure you that every daveis Chrigtian, and if thisisarequirement, it may
take more time to staff the household to your satisfaction. Isit necessary that your daves be Chrigtian? |
have found that some women ins st that they have Christian davesonly.”

"My midiressis not so fussy. In Romawe have learned to...."He could not think of the word for
tolerate, and this annoyed him more than he wanted to admit. "In Roma," he began again, "there are many
of different faiths"



"And the Bishop of Roma has said that Romaisthe center of thefaith,” scoffed Taiko. "How can
anyone believethat if thereis such chaos?"

"The Bishop of Romaknows Romans,” said Niklos. "And so does my mistress.”

Thistime Taiko nodded sagdly. "Y es, | understand your meaning here, bondsman. Y ou must
accommodate your mistress, and you are correct in taking such an attitude, but herein
Kongtantinoupalis, you need not fear for your beliefs. We protect those who are sincere, unlike the
reprehensible cowardice of the Bishop of Roma, who hasfled hiscity when itismost in danger. No
wonder the world has moved to this place.”

"Theinvaders are dways aproblem,” said Niklos, doing his best to gppear submissive.

"Come, then," said Taiko, getting up suddenly. "1 will show you what | haveto offer and | will tell you
what the daveswill cogt. You, in turn, may do asyou wish in making your seection. | have afull list of
the accomplishments, skillsand the full records of the daves from their previous owners."

Niklosfollowed him, aware that this man might easily decide to be offended by hisvisitor, which
would stop the negotiations for some time, and which would not be useful to Olivia. He kept his manner
subdued and respectful as he entered the quarters at the rear of the house and stood while Taiko called
out names.

Findly there were fourteen men and women lined up for Niklos ingpection. They ranged in age from
twelve or thirteen to near thirty. Five of them were at least partly Asan, including one woman called
Zghil who had been brought from beyond Vagarshapat. There were two Egyptians, and the rest were of
mixed Greek and African blood.

"Thiswill be enough for ashort time. Thereis no gardener, and there are only three kitchen daves,
but if it isasyou say and your mistress has few requirementsin that area, then these will suffice until a
proper sponsor can be established for your mistress,” said Taiko in his most confident manner; he had
done this many times before.

"If you arewilling, | would like to see two more, the Briton and the fellow from Ptolemais. They have
skillsthat would be of great use to my migtress, and she wishesto have these skillsin her household at
once." Again he was hampered by hislack of skill with Greek, but he continued as best he could. "1 will
inform my midiress of the aid you have given me."

"That's good to know. All right—the Briton and the Ptolemais." He clapped his hands and caled out
two more names. Asthe daves came forward, he addressed them all. "Y ou have been selected for the
household of the Roman lady Olivia Clemens. Shewill have two daysto ingtdl you, and if you do not
give satisfaction, shewill return you to me, and | will deal with you accordingly. Y ou areto beloya and
dutiful to her. God has given you your station in lifeand it isfor you to bow your head to your fate."

Most of the daves made the Sign of protection, but afew said nothing and remained lill.

"Y ou are to go with this bondsman, who will tell you what is required of you. Any deviation from his
orderswill betold to me and it will be part of your record. If you wish to livewell, you will seethat your
record is kept clear of questions. Am | understandable to everyone?"

The Briton asked in hating Greek with astrong accent, "'If we are not... good speakers, what then?”

Niklos answered before Taiko could. "My misgtress, as this merchant has said, is Roman. Shewill do
what she can to make dl of you know what she says. And though | am Greek, | have lived most of my
lifein Roma, so my speechisnot very good in Greek."

This appeared to be the answer the Briton was seeking, and half of the daves looked guardedly
relieved.

It took agood part of the afternoon to attend to al the business of transferring the davesto Olivias



household, and by the time Niklosleft with an escort of five of Tailko's davesto tend the sixteen Niklos
had acquired, the sun was low in the west, its copper rays danting through the city, making sudden paths
of brightness amid the shadows.

By the time they reached Olivia's house, the sky was adeep and glowing violet. At the nearest
church, the sound of chanting had begun to mark the offices of the close of day. The city, suspended in
slencelike prayer, was hovering on the edge of night. The torchesthat greeted them at the house Olivia
had bought were bright and festive, out of keeping with the solemn darkness around them.

Niklos gave each of Taiko'sdavesasilver coin for their ass stlance and was startled to find that they
were unfamiliar with this custom. "In Roma, it isaways donefor extraservice," Niklos explained, adding,
"My mistress kegps to her Roman ways, and so must 1.

Pammez shook his head but accepted the coin. "How can daves be trusted when they are given coins
by others? It would suborn their loyaty. No wonder Roma has come on such dreadful times, if the daves
aretreated s0." He indicated the others. "Be wary, Roman, that you do not make your position more
dangerousthanit dready is"

Niklos dismissed Taiko's daves, then opened the enormous doors to admit the rest. He gathered
them together in the vestibule and faced them. "In ashort while you will meet your new mistress. | wish to
tell you of how we conduct ourselves a this place. Olivia ClemensisaRoman lady, awidow, and she
will want to continue here in the same manner that she hasin Roma. Y ou each will be permitted to accept
money for service, and to keep it for yoursdlf. Y ou may st this aside to earn the price of your freedom,
asthe Roman daves of old did. Shewill permit you to purchase your freedom for what she paid for you.
Thisisasoin thetradition of old Roma, and since sheis part of an old and revered family, she will honor
this custom. Y ou will be assgned duties and will be expected to perform them unlessinjured or ill. If you
areinjured or ill, you will be required to report to the Ptolemais for histrestment—heisaphysician,
according to hisrecords—and you will follow hisingructionsfor your recovery until suchtimeashe
informs you that you need not. If you are abused by anyone not in this household, or by any davein this
household, you areto inform me a once." He studied the faces turned toward him, noticing the
expressionlessness that he had found on the countenances of most Byzantine daves. He wanted to ask
them if they understood but he could not bring himself to form the words. "'If any of you are uncertain
about your place here, speak with me. When you have been assigned your duties and your quarters, you
will gather inthe daves hdl for your med. All medswill be served there unlessyou areinformed of other
plans. Therewill be a breskfast in midmorning and asecond medl at the conclusion of the afternoon
repose. Fruit and bread will be available at other times, if they are needed.” There had been atime, he
reflected, that thiswas required of adave owner, and not the strange custom it seemed to be now.

"What if the Roman lady is displeased with us?" asked the woman from beyond V agarshapat.

"That will depend on why sheisdispleased,” said Niklos. "'If you have done wrong, you will be
punished, but if you have only irritated her, then shewill tell you what you have donewrong. When we
are still unknown to each other there are bound to the errors and questions. While they are being settled,
we must al make an effort to be aert. Once we have become more accustomed, then it will be
otherwise"

Therewasalight step behind him and he turned to see Oliviahersdf standing in the door to the main
hall. She was dressed in along, dark bronze paenulathat completely swathed her in slk. Her
ornamentation was subdued but subtly rich, and her fawn-brown hair was coiled on her head with only
three long pearl-topped pinsto hold it in place. She glided into the vestibule, her deep hazel eyes moving
deliberately from one daveto the next. "Niklos" she sad.

"My mistress" he responded.
"So these are the daves?' If she noticed the tension she had brought into the room, it was not



reflected in her calm attitude and self-possessed air.
"Asyou ordered, my mistress." He stepped back to let her move closer to the men and women.

"Very good." She made agesture of gpproval. "1 welcomeyou. If you think it strange that amistress
should welcome daves, consider this house and how it would beif | had to carefor it done.” She
indicated the torches burning in brackets around the room. "The task of lighting the place alonewould
take most of my waking hours.”

"l have here the records, names, and history of the davesfrom Taiko." Niklos held out asmall box.

"Bring it to my gpartments once you have seen these people fed and given quarters. | will want my
name engraved on their collars. And do not remind methat | am not entitled to do this; | paid good silver
and gold for these men and women, and | will have my name on them." Her head lifted imperioudy. "This
may be Congantinople, but | am aRoman, and will be until the hour when | am truly dead.”

Niklos suppressed a smile: Oliviahad intended to impress her new daves and she had certainly
succeeded.

It was more than her behavior, it was her qudity and character that fixed the atention of the daves so
completely. He made areverenceto her. "It will be done, grest lady."

At that Olivialaughed. "Long ago in Romathe proper word was domita. Then it became domina.
Either will do. If you call me'gresat lady' | will feel even more astranger than | do aready.”

"Domita," said Niklos, histone making it clear that the otherswould do well to emulate him.

"Finish your remarks, Niklos. | will not stay to hamper you. When you are through, | will look
forward to spesking with you." Shelooked &t her daves once more. "Y ou are welcome here; if you are
not, it will be your decison, not mine." With that, she |eft the vestibule.

The entryroom was silent for severa moments, and then Niklostook up the rest of hisinstructions.
"Our migtress," he said, with adight emphasison our, "is very much hersdf. She does not live as most
live, and she does not wish to. If you are able to respect this, you will have no reason to be unhappy
here. If you are not able to do this, then let me know of it as soon as possible so that other arrangements
can be made."

The youngest, ascrawny boy from Syracusa, said, "1 have seen many Romans, but never onelike
her." He spoke in rough Latin, satisfied that Niklos would understand him.

"The Romans of the old Empire are not the same as those who came after. The Clemens gens goes
back to the days before the conquest of the Sabines. They were of noble rank before Sullawas dictator.
Thisisthe heritage of our mistress; she lives by the code of her ancestors and the honor of her blood.”

The daves all nodded to show that they had heard; only the boy from Syracusa and the woman from
beyond V agarshapat exchanged glances.

"If you are dl ready, comewith me," said Niklos, indicating the hall toward the rear of the house. "I
will show you your quarters.”

Asthe new davesfollowed obediently, the boy fell in beside Zghil and murmured, " 'She lives by the
code of her ancestors and the honor of her blood." What do you suppose that means?”

Text of a letter from Eugenia to Antonina delivered by her body slave.

To the most august and excellent lady Antonina, wife of the great General Belisarius and



confidante to Empress Theodora, hail on Eve of the Feast of the Annunciation.

I have your invitation for the festivities on the Feast of the Circumcision and | am eager to
accept, no matter how awkward it may be for you to entertain a widow at such a gathering. You
have also extended the invitation to that Roman lady Olivia, so | do not think it would be
completely wrong to accept, and | want very much to accept.

You and | had so little time four days ago to enjoy the conver sation we had begun, and that
Spurs me now to speak to you about matters we merely touched on while you and | dined
together; that is, the matter of a husband.

Yes, by all means | will be most grateful for any assistance you can provide mein my search,
for as you know, a widow in my position, with limited property and monies at my disposal and
most of that controlled by my uncle, haslittle in life to find fulfilling or entertaining. Since my
three children died before they were ten, | can approach my uncle for no reason other than my
own position and pleasure and heis not willing to discuss either matter, nor is he of a mind to
arrange a match for me, since that would place the money and property he now controlsin the
hands of my husband, assuming that | find another.

To be blunt, as you have encouraged me to be, | want to find a man who has some property
and money of his own so that he does not entirely seek me for what | can provide. | would like him
to be well enough placed in the army or the government that some advancement could be possible
for himand for me, so that we could rise in position and influence through a little planning and
effort. | would like him to be ambitious without being so ruthless that he will use me and then
forget me. | would like himto share my interest in the life of the capital and my love of position.
That way we can do much together without coming to be at cross-purposes. If heiswilling to give
me children, then that would be useful and would please me. If heis not willing to do that, then |
will want himto let me go my way so that | will have children of another which he would
recognize as his, so that there will be proper heirsfor our estates as well as a source of power
through advantageous alliances and marriages later in life.

If you know of such a man, or men, | am completely in your debt for bringing us together. You
have always been a true friend to me, and never more than now when you have been at pains to
aid me during this difficult timein my life. Be certain that if | amever in a position to help you in
any way that you may need it, you have only to ask and the thing is yours.

Once you have read this, | request that you return it to me or destroy it, for there are those
who would seek reward from my uncle by disclosing the contents to him. That would not serve
you or me any good, and so it is wisest to take care now that this does not fall into the wrong
hands.

I know that your good offices will bring me the success | seek, and your kind words will do
everything to make certain that no problems mar the resolution of my request. If you require
anything more of me in thisregard, send your body slave with instructions and | will provide you
with more information, though | hope what | have set down

here will indicate my preferences clearly enough. | do not want to be so stringent that it
becomes impossible to find what | require.

Inall cordial duty and admiration,
Your friend

Eugenia



Rain had just started to fall when Simones eft the house of Belisarius bound for the palace of the
Emperor Justinian, three messages clasped in his enormous hand. He had wrapped his pallium around his
shoulders and neck aswell as over his head so that he would not become drenched during the short walk
to the palace.

As he neared the palace, Smonestook out his sed of authorization which would provide him
admittance without the complicated process of verifying hisidentity and his owner. He had endured those
procedures before, but that had been years ago and he was no longer willing to take the time required to
satisfy the exhaustive demands of the court when presentation of asimple embossed piece of leather
would give him the access he desired. He was prepared to deal with the men on duty asdirectly asthey
would permit.

Sure enough, the Captain of the Guard, the square-bodied VVIamos, was the one who greeted
Simoneswith aterse order and the full weight of hisauthority. "Where are your permissons, dave?'

Simoneshdld out the leather. "Heiliah eithelfel!™ he cursed mildly, "what happens here that no one
remembers Simones of Belisarius household? Is my master some unknown dog from the country who is
tolerated because of his name? s my master amerchant who seeksto buy favor? Ismy master a
foreigner who is known to be a barbarian? I's he not the Emperor's finest Genera, the man who has
defeated Totilamore than once and who did so much to bring order in Africa?"

"All right, dl right,” said VVIamos. ™Y ou have made your point, Smones. If you seek an audience with
the Emperor, you may be here for awhile."

"What sort of davewould | beto think such things? Y ou seethat | bear messageswhich | have been
ordered to hand myself to the Court Censor, who in turn will evaluate them and tend to them as he sees
fit. I am not one who forgets his place nor does my master expect me to behave so improperly.” He drew
himsdlf up to his congderable height in his dudgeon.

"Never mind," sighed the Captain of the Guard. "Pass and perform your errand. Be certain that you
need not come again thisday, or we will have to regard the formdities more stringently.” He signded his
men to open the gate.

Simones straightened his clothes and strode forward. Because he had been cadtrated at age
seventeen, he did not have much of the look of aeunuch, and his voice was as deep as any man's. He
had almost no beard, but there were others who were completely whole who had light beards as well.
Since he was aimost a head taller than most men, he was regarded with respect by those around him; he
was aware of thisand used it.

One of the men-at-armsfollowed after Simones, keeping pace with him, his expression forbidding in
its blank-ness. There were other smilar escorts with other visitorsin the paace, as much to guide their
charges asto guard them.

The palace of the Emperor Justinian was amaze of courtyards and corridors, wings and suites, each
with itsown purpose, with aimost athird of the whole in various stages of congtruction, for Justinian was
known to have a passion for building. The distant sound of saws and hammering were asfamiliar hereas
the sound of prayer and chanting.

When Simones reached the group of rooms assigned to the Court Censor, he announced himsdlf to
the Egyptian dave who sat a along, narrow table copying texts. "1 am to see Panaigios," hetold the

Egyptian.
"Hewill be here presently,” the Egyptian said, irritated at having histask interrupted.

"l am Simones, and my master isthe Generd Belisari-us," heinformed the dave. "Panaigioshas said
that he must speak with me and | do not think he would want to be ignorant of my arrival.”

Reuctantly the Egyptian set hiswork aside. "Very well. | will inform him that you are here and return



with hisingruction." He made anod that might have been intended to be palite but might also have been
nothing but alast 1ook at his copying.

Simones did not have long to wait. The Egyptian was back amost a once, and with him came
Panaigios, the senior secretary of the Court Censor, and the highest ranking officia that Simones, being a
dave, could addressdirectly. "1 am Smones," he said to Panaigios.

"Yes, | havelooked forward to this meeting." Panaigios was one of those men who are so ordinary
they areamogt invisible. His hair, while dark enough, was neither black nor brown and the dight wave
was likethat of hundreds of others. His height was average, his skin was medium olive, hiseyeswere
ordinary brown. His palium was good qudity but smple and the dight embroidery was smilar to what
most other freemen wore.

"And [; it isan honor to be called to aid the Emperor in thesetimes." Simones made areverence ashe
spoke, to show his devotion to Justinian.

"Y our magter has caused the Emperor some concern,” said Panaigios. "We must discussit.” He
indicated asmaller room, and added, "We ought to be more private."

"Yes" agreed Simones as he followed Panaigios into the antechamber. He took the chair offered to
him and sat very straight while Panaigios adjusted his cushions. "Hag-ios Vasilos," he swore, pulling at his
leather dipper. "Thereisapebble under my hed and it has nearly driven me mad. If you do not
object..." He loosened the leather bindings and drew the shoe off hisfoot. A tiny stonefell to thefloor.
"Tothink that so little athing could do so much hurt.”

"It isoften thelittle things that do," said Simones, pleased at the opening he had been provided. "A
word here or there, aring filled with less powder than would cover athumbnail, and yet they are more
deadly than arun-away horse."

"Sadly, you areright,”" said Panaigios. "Which iswhat has given this office so much to do.”
"And why you wanted to speak to me,” Simones pressed.

"And wished that it were not necessary,” said Panaigios. "It saddens me to think that so fine and
honorable aman as your master should have fallen in with those who plot against the Emperor.”

Simones did not have to pretend to be shocked. Of al the things he had anticipated, thiswas the least
likely. "My master?" he repested. He had assumed that Antonina had been using her position of
friendship with the Empress Theodorato gain advantages for her friends, and that the Court Censor
wanted it stopped. To learn now that it was Bdlisarius who had attracted the attention and concern of the
Censor astonished him.

"You see how inddiousit is; you, his dave, have suspected nothing.” Now that he had finished
brushing the sole of hisfoot, Panaigios was once again donning his shoe.

"True. | believe thereisnothing to suspect.” It was daring to contradict a Court Censor, but Simones
was willing to risk it—to be too quickly convinced would give rise to many questions that might not be
eadly or pleasantly answered—in the hope that he might discover what the Censor believed.

"That is certainly what the gppearances would have you think but from what has been reveded, thisis
deception. There are men who have shown usthat this outward loyaty and honor are nothing more than
amask worn to suit the occasion.” Panaigios adjusted the drape of his pallium and settled himself more
properly inthe chair.

"l have never thought that my master was less than wholly devoted to the Emperor and hiswork,"
said Simones with more honesty than he usudly permitted himself to show.

"That isthe opinion of many, and if it were not for the devotion of others, it iswhat everyone would
think. But certain loya men have devoted themsalvesto discover what lies behind these protestations of



dedication, and have discovered that there are plots to take power. No one ismore active in thisinfamy
than your master, and thisis surely the most secret deception ever to berevealed. In al outward aspects
this Belisarius would appear to be the most worthy of Generd's, the most laudable of men. His successin
this deception is astonishing.” Panaigios had taken one of the folds of hispallium in hishands and was
running hisfingers over the embroidery.

"What has convinced you?' Simones asked, doing his best to seem uncertain.

"Many things. First has been hislack of triumphsin Italy. True, he has consstently claimed that the
lack of men and supplies has hindered him, and there may be a degree of truth in this. But he has taken
an inconvenience and claimed that it was amajor impediment so that he could strengthen his position with
the army and with the Emperor. Thisingstence that he must have more men and more supplies covershis
determination to use the Emperor's-goodwill to become above any suspicion so that he could then strike
and do so with completeimpunity.”

There was a sudden crash and atumult of voices from the courtyard beyond the little room. Thisgave
Simones alittle time to compose his thoughts and to decide how to proceed. "I am aghast to think this
could betrue," he said when the workmen had stopped shouting, "but | cannot convince mysdf that it is
true. It ssems so unlike thevirtue | have seen in the Generd that | am overcome.”

Panaigios gave him asuperior, pitying smile. "Yes. | redize that many another might be deceived, has
been deceived by this. And it is appropriate that you are firm in your loyaty to your master. It is dreadful
when daves so much forget themsalves and turn againgt their masterson awhim.”

"Itis" Simones agreed, hismind working furioudy under hisinnocent frown. "But if what you say is
true, then there are others who have put their trust in this man and their trust is being abused. It iswrong,
very wrong."

"True enough,” Panaigios stated. "How difficult it was for me to accept what was revesled. 1, too, had
faithin thisman and |, too, wanted to find another explanation. But these good servants of the Emperor
convinced me, and now it ismy duty to pursue the maefactorswith all the power at my disposd.” He sat
alittle sraighter in hischair. "But with so splendid afigure as Belisarius, it will not be easy to produce
enough evidence to discredit him. Which iswhy | wanted to speak to you, Simones.”

So that wasit, thought Simones. He concedled the smile that plucked at his mouth. "For what reason,
Panaigios?'

Panaigios cleared histhroat. "Y ou arein an enviable position, being well-placed within Bdisarius
household and being trusted for your long service.”

"Itistoo much,” said Simones with ahumility hedid not fed. "I have done what the world and God
require of me."

"And now you must do what your Emperor requires of you," said Panaigios. "It isfitting that you
accept this commission and work to bring justice to this Empire. That transcends any persona loyaty you
may fed to your master. The Emperor isfar more worthy of loyaty than your master is, for you and he
are both servants of the Emperor, or should be."

In the courtyard there was another hurried scuffle and then the sound of planking hitting the ground.
Two men bellowed contradictory orders.

"Itisnot adecison that | desireto make," confessed Simones. "l an adave, and if it should be
determined that | am acting against the orders and good of my master, | would be lucky to escape with a
lifein chains. Saves who betray their owners are not treated kindly.” The degree of transgression
determined the punishment, the least of which was public flogging.

"That need not concern you; | will provide you with certain guarantees from the Censor that will
protect you if it ppears that you may be questioned or are discovered working for us." Panaigios looked



Simonesdirectly in the eye, which only served to cause Simonesto doubt him more.

"l am not certain that it would be possible for such athing to save me." He hesitated, then said, "I am
willing to undertake this because | do not wish to see any harm come to the Emperor, and if that harm
were to come through my magter, it would give me more shamethan | could ever endure.” With agesture
of resignation, he said, "1 do not want to be part of this, but if you are correct and this plot exists and my
master has become part of it, then | haveto do dl that | may to keep the Emperor and the Empire from
harm.”

"Admirable," said Panaigios.

"But | hopethat | will discover that my master has been used by others, and that he continuesto be
dedicated to Justinian as hisvows and gation in life demand.” Again he paused. "1 fervently pray that this
isdl the plotting of evil men who are seeking to ruin my master. If | discover that he hasfdleninfaith and
in purpose, then | will do al that | must” to keep him from committing even grester wrongs." Ashe

touched hiscdllar, hesaid, "If it istrue that Bdlisarius has turned traitor, then this collar does not bind
r.rell

"Very good," said Panaigios. "For aman in adifficult position, you show you have good sense.” He
studied Simones narrowly. "Y ou are either avery devoted or avery subtle man, Simones, and either
way, your purposes march with mine. | will require regular reports from you, and if you fail to produce
them, then you will find that once my protection iswithdrawn that your master will know more about you
than you would wish." His voice had not changed, but there was athreset in it that was more daunting for
itsmild tone.

"It isan honor to serve you, Panaigios, and the office of the Censor aswell. Y ou will have your
reports, though there may belittle of interest or of useto you." There was no changein his manner, asif
the threat had made no impression. "If Bdisariusisfound to be atraitor, then the shame of hisact will
touch dl his household. | do not wish to be brought down by his acts.”

"Y ou are prudent. Good." He indicated the courtyard beyond the room. "1 will arrange for you to be
admitted through the side gate so there will be no record of your coming and going. It will give both of us
the protection we need until we are able to denounce this man for al he has done.”

Simones permitted himsalf abrief, nasty smile. "1 will need some means of getting word to you, in
casewhat | discover requiresimmediate action.”

"Isthat so important?' asked Panaigios, taken aback at the demand.

"Itis," sad Simones, and he could tell from the way Panaigios hesitated, that his position with the
secretary of the Censor was secure.

"Very wdl, | will seeyou are provided with sedsthat will gain you admittance here without delay or
question, and | will work out asigna with you, so thet if you must have immediate assistance, it will be
provided." He appeared uncomfortable for the first time since he removed his shoe.

"Tdl me, why is Bdlisarius suspect now? He has been on campaign for so long, he haslittleto do with
the working of the government.” It was a question he had been wanting to ask since Panaigios had
described hissuspicions.

"He has been on campaign, and that has made him the hero of the army. Emperors have been
overthrown by their palace guards, let done the army. Remember in Roma, back five hundred years ago
when there was one year with four Emperors; they were created and deposed by the Pragtorian Guard
and the Legions." He tapped the arm of hischair. "Our Emperor does not attend to history except where
it concerns Chrigtians, and occasionaly he overlooks the lessons of the past.”

"And thereisreason to think that the army intendsto... compromise the Emperor?' He still was not
certain he put any credencein what he was hearing, but he knew that the army was full of ambitious men.



"Not yet, not that we can be certain of. If we had such information, you would not be asked to do
these thingsfor us. Y ou would only have to see the disgrace of your master.” Thislast satement gave
Panaigios satisfaction, judging from the dow haf-smile he showed Simones.

"My magter is il in Italy, and thereis very little | can do now, from here, that would be of useto
you." He watched the other man, wanting to find out if he had other reasonsfor hisrequest.

"Y our master regularly writesto hiswife, and she advises him. Y ou can read their communications
and tell mewhat isrevealed there, if anything." Panaigios cleared histhroat as his nervousness increased.

"It would not be honorable of meto read such mail." He knew that Antoninawould take avery harsh
view of such activities and he feared her wrath as much as he feared Belisarius.

"Then you must be careful and not be caught,” said Panaigios. "The safety of the Empire ought to
mean moreto you than your hide."

"But not if that hideiswasted." He knew that it was not impossible that he had been selected to be a
sacrifice, atoy to distract while others worked in the shadows.

"That isnot my intention,”" said Panaigios. "A davein your postion, in Belisarius household, istoo
vauableto wagte. If we were to permit you to be asacrificial goat, as you imply—and not unwisay—it
would ruin any chances for placing othersin that household to do the work we need. And no other dave
has earned the power and trust that you have."

"Y ou are very thorough,” said Simones, wondering who had told the Censor so much about the
household and his place withiniit.

"Itiswhat | must do." Panaigiosrose. "'l will want to spesk with you in three days. Think about what |
have said, and consider the danger in which the Empire stands. Y ou have it within your power to be of
ad, and if you are willing to be the Emperor's man, then you can do much. If you are not willing, then |
warn you to tread carefully, for you arein anest of vipers and may be stricken without warning.”

As Simones stood he nodded. "I will consider this, and | am grateful that you are willing to think of
meinthisventure. If | hestate, it isonly because | have aduty to my master and hiswife, and | must—"

"Itisnot only your master who interests us," said Panaigios, "but there are others. Who visitsthere,
what they do, what they discuss, how they comport themselves. All that you may learn we wish to know.
It is often through his associates that a man's true sentiments are discovered. Those who are closeto
Belisarius are not to be overlooked smply because they seem harmless, or because they have good
reason to be hisfriend. If there are othersin this conspiracy, they must be unearthed.”

Now Simoneswas ableto relax. "1 know of everyone who visitsthe house, how long they stay and
oftenwhat issaid. | know of no reason | cannot report thisto you without harming my master. Rest
assured that | will reved al | learn of thisto you whenever you wish to know of it."

The two men regarded each other with new understanding. " So," said Panaigios, drawing out the
word.

"Very well; for agtart you will report to me everyone who comes and goes from the house. Y ou will
tell mewhat they say and to whom, why they come and where they go when they leave. Find out what it
isthey want from Bdisarius and hiswife, and what they are offering for what they want. It isimportant
that we learn these things."

"Important?’ said Simones. "For them aswell as my magter.”

"If you continue to think that Belisariusis blameless, you may discover that thereis more than enough
guilt in othersto implicate him in some way. Do not withhold information from meor it might be
impossible for me to continue to protect you, and once your master learns of your conduct, well—"



Simones nodded. " Of course. And you are in apodition to deny anything | might clam." He accepted
thiswith rdief. He knew now that he would haveto be careful in dl that he did.

"Y ou are not unintelligent, dave, and you are dedicated. All that is required of you isthat you maintain
your dedication but to ahigher purpose.” He indicated the door. "My dave will seeyou out. He will tdll
you when you will be admitted to the courtyard for your reports.”

For amoment, Simones stared contemptuoudy at Panaigios, then changed his demeanor so that he
was once again submissve. "l amin your hands, secretary of the Censor. Y ou can shape my destiny as
God controlsthe fate of Man."

"That could be considered blasphemy,” said Panaigios, but there was a degree of delight inthe
warning.

"For a churchman, perhaps, but for adave?' He stepped back and opened the door. "1 will report to
you soon, Panaigios, and whatever | tell you will be thetruth. | care not what you do with it so long as
you do not throw meto the .storm.”

"| can't afford to do that, in any case" admitted Panaigios. "Y ou will cometo beievethat intime.
Onceyou do, wewill ded together much more effectively.”

Simones made him a deep reverence that bordered on insult. "1 await the opportunity to serve,” he
sad, and left before Panaigios could say anything more.

The Egyptian dave glared at Simones, but handed him adip of parchment with afew ingtructions
scribbled onit. Y ou will receive the other items when you make your first report. Until then you must
redrain yoursdf."

"l understand,” muttered Simones. He was ready to argue with the Egyptian, but was not given the
chance. AlImost at once there was a household dave waiting to escort him to the main gate, and then the
Captain of the Guard to send him on hisway.

As hewaked back to the house of Belisarius, Smones et hismind have freerein. Hewas
determined to turn al that he had learned to his advantage. Plots and posturing, he told himself, could be
made to serve hisends aswell as anyone elsg's. But for this he would need an aly, someone who could
share hisrisk. It would be usdess to speak to Antoning, for if she ever discovered what he was doing,
she would have him flogged to desth without hesitation. It had to be someone close to her, someone who
would listen to him. There were the two widows, and one of them might be what he wanted. Eugeniawas
Byzantine, and that was a tremendous advantage. She knew how the power moved and who moved it,
and shewas greedy for it, he could tell from her eyes. If not Eugenia, then that Roman woman, the
widow Oliviamight have to be used, but Simones was uncertain about her. She wastoo foreign and had
too much power for him to be able to manipulate her as he would like.

A cart drawn by asingle ox trundled by and Simones had to step to the far side of the road to avoid
being injured. He caled the might of heaven down on the drover's head, then resumed his progress along
the noisy Streets.

As he neared the house of Belisarius, he made up hismind: he would approach Eugeniafirst, striving
to convince her that he could give her power and an access to position that he did not currently have. He
liked her better than Oliviain any case, for he could sense her rapacity, and he trusted it. He did not
know what it was that Olivialonged for, and was not willing to take the risks he would have to take in
order to find out.

He entered the house by the side door and was informed that Antoninawas waiting to spesk with
him, for sherequired his help in planning her next gathering. It was asmple matter, he decided, to make
sure he remained an essentia part of the household. It would satisfy both Antoninaand Panaigios, which
in turn would eventudly satisf'y Smones himsdlf.



A letter from Pope Sylvestros to the Bishop of the Church of the Patriarchs.

To the most reverend, sanctified and august superiors and the Bishop, Pope Sylvestros submits
this most humble request on the Evangelical Feast in the Lord's Year 546.

From my prayers and other devotions, it has come to me that there are those in Italy who
yearn for the consolation of true religion, and who toil under the burdens of war and apostasy.
For that reason, | am petitioning you to permit me to travel to Italy to undertake the comfort of
these unfortunates. It is not unlikely that I will remain some time among those who need me, and
who will be grateful to have the opportunity to find the solace of faith.

I am known to several of the sea captains who ply the waters between here and Ostia, and it
would not be a great difficulty for me to secure passage with one or another of them. This will
make my travels of little cost to the Church as well as providing yet another chance for me to
reach those who are usually deprived of the offices of faith, for the captains would permit me to
preach to the crew and anyone traveling with themto Italy.

We have heard of the losses and disgraces suffered by our troops facing the forces of Totila,
and it may be that the presence of one of true religion might inspire courage and greater
dedication among the soldiers so that they will be moved to battle with more deter mination for
the saving of the city of Roma as well as the rest of the countryside.

Whatever your decision, | bow my head to your wisdom and your choice, and | profess myself
wholly accepting of anything you permit me to do.

In the name of the Savior, the
Father and the Sacred Spirit,
Pope Sylvestros

Church of the Patriarchs

By sundown the heat of the day faded and the first dow night breeze moved over the Black Seato
Kongtantin-oupolis, itslight touch herading the coming darkness. The voices of bellsbrazen asthe
western sky called afarewell to the sun; the shouts and bustle from the wharves and markets gave way to
the drone of chants from the churches.

For Drosos, thiswas the familiar rhythm of home, one that he noticed only because he had so recently
returned from the chaos of Italy. That campaign was gill fresh in hismind, and often he had to remind
himsdlf that it was behind him. One thing he treasured from Italy waited for him now; he smiled ashetrod
up the gentle hill to the house where Olivialived. It was his second visit since hisreturn to
Kongtantinoupolis three weeks ago, and thistime he hoped that their meeting would be more than the
formal ritua that society required. His memory burned from the three nights they had spent together at
her villa outsde the walls of Roma, and he hungered now for more of her.

Niklos opened the door to him, saluting instead of making areverence. "Welcome back, Captain.”

Grinning, Drosos returned the salute. "1 am happy to be here, Niklos." He glanced around the
vestibule and saw no sign of other guests. "What company this evening?"

"Just you, Captain,” said Nikloswith aknowing look.



"For the entire evening?' Hewas a bit surprised at the mgordomo's bluntness,
"For the entire evening,” Niklos confirmed, adding, "My mistresswaitsfor you in the garden.”

"Will you take me there?' He could find hisway himself, but it would be taking aliberty that could
eadly be thought a serious breach of good conduct. "Y ou, or one of the household daves."

"l will take you," said Niklos, indicating the halway they should use and following a pace behind
Drosos.

"How isyour mistress?' Drosos inquired, attempting to keep the tone of the evening properly
reserved.

"She missesyou, Captain,” said Niklos, his candor putting aside the practiced phrases that Drosos
expected.

"I have missed her," said Drosos, aware that it was not correct for him to discuss Oliviawith her
bondsman.

Niklos gave Drosos an understanding nod. ™Y ou wonder that | should say thisto you, that | know so
much about my mistress? It isbecause | have been with Olivia Clemensfor along time, and asher
bondsman and mgordomo, | know many things about her. She confides in me and has done so for many
years." They had passed the dining room and Niklos indicated the small supper laid out for the Captain.
"Refreshments are waiting for you whenever you wish for them.”

"Not yet, | think," said Drosos, his appetite whetted for something other than food.
"No," agreed Niklos, and opened the door to the garden.

Olivia, swathed in soft olive-green sk shot with silver, rose from her low couch as Drosos came
toward her, her hand extended to him, her lyre set aside. "Welcome, Captain.”

The palite compliments died on his tongue as he touched her; his eyes darkened with emotion and he
made a deep reverenceto her. "Olivia"

Her smile waswarm and lucid as sunlight. "How glad | am you are here." Her paenulawhispered and
clung as she moved. "It has been too long."

"Muchtoo long," he said, his sensesadmost overwhelmed by her presence.
"It pleases methat you fed as| do." Sheturned to Niklos. "I will cal youinawhile."

"Very good, my mistress,”" he said, withdrawing and closing the door, leaving Oliviaand Drosos done
with the lengthening shadows and the first scent of jasmine.

Drosos was used to much more complicated preliminaries, and he sood uncertainly, baffled by the
directness Oliviausad. "How isit with you?"'

"Better now you are here." She sank back onto her couch and indicated the place beside her. "Come,
Drosos, joinme."

Drosos did not move for the space of two long breaths, and then, very dowly and joyoudy, he
moved to her sde. He put his hand over hers, |etting them rest together. "The other time | was here," he
sad quietly, "1 wondered if you would grant methis..."

She touched hisface just above his short-clipped soldier's beard. "Why would | not?’

"It has been awhile." He stopped and went on with difficulty. "Y ou have been done here, and you
might have found ancther you preferred to me." Hislast few words came quickly and he could not bring
himsdlf to meet her eyes.

"Drosos," she said and waited until he turned to her. "I have not found anyone | prefer to you, notin



many years, certainly not since | have been here" She reached out to her lyre, the strings murmuring
under her fingers.

He listened to the sound, his mind drifting with it. There was a stillness around him that was as
tantalizing as an embrace. He was afraid to break it with words, afraid that he would |ose the joy that
filled him. Findly he brought her hand to hislips and kissed her pam: hefelt her lips brush his shoulder
through thefabric of hisdameatica

For somelittle time neither of them moved. The air around them was as quiet asthey were,
suspended in breathlessness and anticipation. Then afinger of air stirred the leaves; the sllence turned to
soft rugtling.

"Drosos," whispered Olivia, moving back from him far enough from him to see hisface clearly inthe
fading light.

Helet her read hisfeatures, exulting in the yearning in her eyes. He pulled her closer. "1 want you,
Olivia™

"And | you," she said as she wrapped her arams around him.

"Now."

Olivialaughed low in her throat. "There is no reason to rush when there istimeto savor. Pleasureis
not to be squandered when it can be relished.”

"But it has been solong,” protested Drosos, before he kissed her mouth.
When she could speak, she said, "Be patient, Drosos. Now that we are together, we need not hurry."

He pressed close to her, urgency melding with desire. He felt her body with his need, knowing she
would not deny him. He fumbled with her paenula, seeking the flesh benegth it.

"Here" she said softly, and unfastened the tablion that held the garment at the shoulder. Thesilk fell
away, and beneath it she was naked.

For an ingtant Drosos stared, trangfixed with wanting her. His flesh trembled, hisentire being as
inflamed as his organ. Abruptly he started to tug his clothes off, casting the garments around him until all
he wore was his shoes.

Oliviahad watched thisin silence, and as he reached for her, she acquiesced.

The couch was wide enough for both of them, and they fell together in aglorioustangle, legsand arms
intertwined, hands seeking. They had been apart long enough that some of their old familiarity had been
forgotten; it was ineffably sweet to rediscover one another, to find once more the ways each awakened
the other.

Asthefirst rush of desire camed, Drososwas willing to let Olivia set the pace for them, delighting in
her explorations of hisbody and longings. She coaxed more pleasure from him than he had thought they
could share, offering hersdlf to him as wholeheartedly as sheindulged him. Every caress, each kiss
increased their ardor; both gave the full bounty of passion even before he entered the depths of her body.

"Lord God of the Prophets," he gasped as hefelt her tighten around him. His senses swam with
rapture as they moved together. Only when he had succumbed to fulfillment and released her did he fedl
theworld return. He propped himsdlf on his elbows and looked down &t her.

She smiled up at him, her face radiant. Then she began to laugh, and hejoined her. "Oh, Drosos," she
said, her head pressed to his shoulder.

Hislaughter continued, warm and unfettered. Reluctantly he moved aside, gathering her close against
him, kissing her eyes as his chuckles subsided &t last.



"It isso good to have you here," she said with along, satisfied sigh.

"| didn't remember how wonderful you are," hetold her, hisfingers brushing the planes of her face.
"You ddight me"

"Wonderful," she said, deeply content. "It's been avery long time since | have wanted anyone as|
want you."

She stared up into the star-strewn night.

"So ancient you are," he teased, and was surprised when she responded quite serioudly.

"Yes, soancient | am." She touched him tenderly where her mouth had been at the height of their
passon.

"You bit me" he said, amused.

"Yes." She kissed the place then kissed his mouth. "1 used to think that it would not be possible to
carethisway again, certainly not after solong.”

He was artled a her somber tone, and he smiled at her abit uncertainly. "What isit?'
"Oh, nothing." She moved closer to him. "I'm being foolish; pay no atention.”
"If thisisfoolish," he said, leaning over to kissher yet again, "then | likeit better than wisdom.”

"Sodol." Therewasaroguish light in her eyes now, and she pushed at his shoulder so that herolled
onto his back; she braced one arm across his chest and grinned.

He tangled one hand in her hair and drew her down to him. "Y ou are the most awe-ingpiring cresture
I've ever known. You'relike an angd.”

"Anangd?' sheasked, laughing again. "'l thought that angels did not indulgein thesethings.” Asshe
sad thissheran her fingers over his chest, just bardly touching him; she smiled as he shivered with
pleasure.

"Angdsindulgein ecstasy,” he said with unruffled cam. "So you are like an angd.”
"l see." She kissed him on the edge of hisbeard. "Do dl soldiers have these?

"Most of us. It isn't convenient to be clean-shaven on campaign, though Belisarius managed most of
thetime | waswith him." His expression darkened at the memory. "I delayed coming back aslong as|
could. It washard to leave him."

"Isit bad?' She had stopped her teasing and was watching him with serious concern.

"Yes" Hemet her eyes. "We had to abandon your villa. | don't know what Totilasmen didtoit.” It
shamed him to admit this, and he was surprised that she waved his gpology away with someimpatience.
"Wetried to protect it aslong aswe could.”

"Y ou assured me that would be the case and | had no reason to doubt you. | was more concerned
for you and your men than for thevilla. | have lived there more yearsthan | care to remember, and while
| am fond of the place, it isonly stone. Men areliving flesh, which is another matter." Nether she nor
Drosos assumed that she was saying thisercticdly.

"But it might beinruins™

"So might Roma, so might al of Italy.” Sherested her head on his chest. "It isthe waste of life that
horrifiesme."

"Thereareawaysliveswasted in war," said Drosos, trying to sound cynical and instead revealing
more despair than he redized.

"| hate them for that, if nothing ese." She gazed up a the ky. "And in the end, how little differenceiit



makes."

Drosos shifted under her, hisarms going around her as much to give him comfort asto embrace her.
"Mugt wetak about war, Olivia?'

"Y ou said you were sorry to leave. | wanted to know why," she pointed out. "But no, we need not
talk about it, nor of anything else that displeasesyou.”

"It doesn't displease me," he protested, then relented. "Y es, it does, and that is troublesome, because
| am Bdisarius Captain and an officer of the Emperor. It ought not to displease me. | should be proud of
the honor | have been given.”

"And if you are not, what then?"' Olivia asked, her voice soft and kind.
"l havefaled,” he said smply, with devastation of spirit.

"Oh, no," shetold him, raising herself enough to be able to meet hiseyes. "No, Drosos, dear dear
Drosos."

"What d'se can it be?' He sounded lost now.

"Perhapsit ismerdy that you know you cannot save everyone you wish to save and this causesyou
anguish. Y ou areagood soldier and agood man; you would not willingly seeland lost and peoplekilled
if there were away you could prevent it.”

"It'smorethan that,” he admitted, one hand sunk in her fawn-brown hair. "It wasthe futility of it dl.
We had not enough supplies or money or troops, and so we lost. Bdlisarius has done more to hold on to
Italy with lessthan anyone—"

"Such asthe Emperor?' Oliviasuggested.

"He promises, but nothing comes, or not enough, or not intime," he said uncomfortably. "If he
understood, if he knew, then he would not withhold what is needed.”

"Perhaps," said Olivia. "Or it may be that hewishesfor hisforcesto manage with less.” She said this
asgently as she could, but it did not soften the blow that Drosos felt.

"The Emperor isnot likethat!" He shoved her, dmost throwing her off him. "He hasthe Empire on his
mind, and that iswhy he does not ways comprehend what one part of it isup against. Hein concerned
for thewdfare of everyonein the Empire and that often meansthat he faces conflicts. Even Belisarius
knowsthis, for he has explained it to everyone who has served with him over the last years."

"And you believe as Belisarius does?' said Olivia. "Wdll, | am new to Byzantium, and it may be that
asaRoman | do not have sufficient knowledge to judgewhat | see.” Inwardly she knew better—that
Justinian had decided to withdraw his support of hisforcesin Italy—but had no desire to argue with
Drosos about it.

"Women never understand these matters,” said Drosos. " Although,” he amended, "you have a better
grasp than many; it isyour Roman heritage.”

"No doubt," she concurred. Her hazd eyes grew distant. "And | do miss Roma, more than | thought |
would."

"Becauseit isyour home," he said, doing his best to reassure her. "Y ou arelike al of us; you would
rather be in the place you know than among strangers. That's not surprising. No one could think that it is.
No matter how much more opulent and beautiful Konstantinoupolisis, you will miss Roma, becauseitis
where you were born.”

"Yes," shesad very dowly dragging out the word. "Y es, Romais my native earth, and for that reason
aoneit pullsme. And you do not know what it waslike at the height of its grandeur. Y ou can't imagineit,
seeing it now. Y ou don't know how gloriousit was, once."



"But that was centuries ago, when the corrupt Caesarsruled,” Drosos reminded her.

"The corrupt Caesars," she mused. "Well, some of them were, certainly, but othersonly did their best,
asyou have done, as Belisarius does. Y ou might not think so now, but many of those Caesars were as
revered in their time as your Emperor Justinian isnow." She shook her head asif to be free of her
memories. "Why are we dwelling on the past when the present is so much more enjoyable?!

He did not catch her mood quickly, but he did find away to respond to her. "1 thought all Romans
longed for the past.”

"If we do, then we are greet fools," she said roundly, doing her best to bring him out of the
unhappiness that was taking hold of him. "The past, no matter what it was, isover, and thereisonly the
present. Thefutureis till ahead, al unknown. We have what we have now." She kissed him on the
earlobe. "Havent we."

“Possibly," he allowed.

"Oh, Drosos, pay attention,” she said, thistime tweaking the edge of hiswell-trimmed beard. "How
can | giveyou pleasureif your thoughts arein Romawith the army?”

"l don't know," he growled, but there was the beginning of asmilein hiseyes.

"Do, please, give me your attention. Let me show you al the delights you have missed—I trust you
have missed them?—while we have been gpart." She tossed her head and her long, loose hair trailed
over hischest. "Y ou have returned to me and | want to know every joy with you."

"You'regreedy, that'swhat itis," hetold her, hisexpresson less distant. "Y ou want to drain me."

"Hardly," she said, her faceinscrutable. ™Y ou do not understand what | want if that's what you think
I'm doing."

"All right, then; what isit you want of me?' He had moved over her and had succeeded in pinning her
shoulder to the couch. "Tdll me."

"l want you," she said directly. "All of you, without ruse or deception.”

"What?' Her serious answer took him unaware and he released her, watching her with great curiosity.

"Y ou asked mewhat | want: I'vetold you." She remained unmoving.

"Y ou want me?' He spoke asif the words were unfamiliar and difficult.

"Yes"

She hesitated before she answered. "Because you touch me, you reach something in me that has not
been reached for many, many years."

"1 wish you wouldn't do that,” he complained softly.
"Dowhat?'

"Keegptalking asif you were asold asthe sphinx,” he said. "All right, you're probably older than | am,
but that doesn't mean you're my great-grandmother.”

Oliviachuckled but there was a sadnessin her eyes. "I'll try to remember that,” she said in aremote
way.

"There aretimes you'reimpossible," he said, and ended their disagreement with along, deep kiss that

left both of them breathless and wide-eyed. "If | am what you want, then I'm yours." Heran hisfingers
over the planes of her face, so lightly that she amost could not fed them.

Thistimethey made love eadily, with less frenzy than before. The demand they felt grew more dowly,



losing nothing in being less urgent than before. Drosos was willing to permit her to take thetime she
wanted to bring him to aleve of arousa that astonished him, for until she did this, he was certain that he
would never be more stimulated and eager than he had been when hefirst sought her.

"Lieback," she said as her hands traced patterns of desire through hisbody. "Thereisno reason to
press.”

Hedid as shetold him, luxuriating in the endless subtle caresses and kisses she bestowed on him. He
returned them, taking pride in the depth of her response to him. He had known enough women to realize
that Olivia's desire was more profound than any he had encountered before, and that Oliviawas more
vulnerable to him than any woman he had taken to bed in the past.

"Y our breast was made to fit my hand,” he said, demonstrating.
"There are other partsthat fit aswell," she reminded him, her voice low.
"Oh, Kyrios," he murmured, his need for her intensifying even more.

She drew him closer to her, her hands pressing him againgt the length of her body, and then into her.
She arched to meet him, moving with him. The tang of him, the weight of him pervaded her sensesand
increased astheir union deepened.

Thistime when it was over neither spoke; they hardly moved. Each was replete with the other, each
was gratified beyond al expectation. They lay together, not quite adeep, their arms around each other no
longer straining but unwilling to part more than comfort demanded.

"Olivia?' Drosos whispered, hardly more than a breath.

"Urnn?'

"What if thedavesfind us?'

"Nikloswill bring ablanket," she said, drowsiness making her words dur.
"But you are awidow—"

"l am aRoman," she corrected him.

"But if your daves gossip, you might be criticized for what you. .. do with me." He brushed her hair
back from her face. "I don't want you to suffer on my account.”

She opened her eyes and studied hisface. "People will talk no matter what. Asa Roman, | will bethe
subject of speculation. Theworst they can say of meisthat | have taken a Captain of the army asmy
lover. If they say any more, then we can worry about it then.” She kissed him affectionately. "How good
of you to be concerned for me."

"Just aswdl| that one of usis" he said, rousing himself enough to show hisworry.

"If there are questions,” she said as she smoothed the line that had deepened between his brows, "you
need only tell anyone who hastheill grace to speculate that | am bound by my husband'swill to remaina
widow."

"Areyou?' he asked, genuinely startled.

"No." She smiled deepily. "But many Roman women are, for reasons of property. Therewasatime
when it was different, when..." Her voicetrailed off. "That waslong ago, and thereis no point in
recaling. It only servesto make meangry at things| cannot change." She stretched her onefreearm and

then rested it across his chest. "If you say that | am obedient to my husband's will, no onewill question it
and you and | can continue aswe are."

"Butif itisalie" hebegan only to have her sop him.



"Drosos, it is close enough to the truth that it does not matter. If you wish to remain my lover and you
need some explanation, then thiswill do aswdl asany.”

Hetook her handin his. "And if | wish for more?"

"Y ou are an officer in the army and your lifeisnot wholly your own. Wait awhile before you decide
that you want more of me." She did her best to conced ayawn. "In ayear, if you think then that you
need adifferent arrangement with me, we will talk about it. By then, you might prefer the way we are

"And | might not," he warned her.
Her amile faded as much with deep as with agpprehension. "If youins<t,” she sad.
Drosos did his hand over her back and drew her closer before he drifted into deep.

Text of memo from Panaigios to his superior, accompanying several other memos from
several of the Censor's secretaries.

To Kimon Athanatadies, from his devoted Panaigios,

The slave Smones has proven to be industrious and reliable, at least so hisfirst two reports
have led me to believe. It is my intention to subject him to another test and if he passesit as well
as he has passed the first two, increase his duties and his power so that he will have more freedom
of activity than has been allowed until now.

He has revealed that Antonina is actively promoting the interests of her friends aswell asthe
returning officers of her husband Belisarius. This must be watched and guarded against for some
little time until we learn one way or another how much power she has gained through the use of
her influence with the Empress. It is fortunate that Smonesiswilling to reveal this, for it makes
our dealings much more direct and useful.

You have said that you want to know what changes occur when Belisariusreturns, and | have
already informed Smones that he will have to be more active then. Doubtless he anticipates these
devel opments with mixed feelings, but he will be prepared to give us the information we require to
protect himself as much as to establish any fault on the part of his master.

With prayers for your continued diligence and zeal, and with great thanks for the opportunity
to serve you and our glorious Justinian, | am

Panaigios

secretary

The Hippodrome resembled the Circus Maximus, though it was not as boisterous or as crowded as
the huge amphitheater in Roma had been. The stands were full, but the people behaved more decorously
than the Romans. Taking her seat beside Antonina, Oliviawatched the stands, her expression carefully
blank.

"Isthisfamiliar to you?" asked Antoninaas she directed her body daveto arrange her pillows more
comfortably.

"Toadegree, but it isaso very different.” Shelooked down the length of the oblong stadium. "In



Roma, everyone was more active than | have seen the people of Constantinople be."

"Y es, we do put more value on good conduct than the Romans,” said Antoninawith a degree of
complacency that made Oliviawant to argue with her.

"Y our ways are different than Roman ways," she said.

"Yes," Antoninadeclared, clearly relieved that this was the case. "Romawas beset with strife and the
presence of false gods." She was satisfied with her cushions now and waved her dave to the back of the
marble-faced box in which she and her guests sat.

"But gill Romathrived,” said Oliviain alight voice.

"What does that mean, but that the world of Romawas caught up in trade and that the Romans
profited by the misfortunes of their neighbors.” She stopped. "Not that | mean any disrespect. Y our
family was of the nobility, so my hushand hasinformed me, and that certainly must mean more than atitle
and some estatesin the country.”

Oliviashook her head and said truthfully, "My family had lost most of the funds and property it had
ever had by thetime | cameto be married, which iswhy they sdected the husband for me that they did.”
Even five hundred years after, Oliviafound that she could be bitter for the bargain her father had made
with Corndius Justus Silius, and al the misery that dliance had brought her in the years she was married
to the senator.

"How unfortunate,” said Antoninain atone that indicated she was hardly listening at dl.

The smell in the air—a combination of sweat, food, horses, and fabric—was strange to Olivia, for it
was different than what she had known in Roma The food was not the spiced pork and wine of Roma
but something more exotic—gyrilled lamb with onions and cinnamon and pepper—than the fare of ancient
Roma. The fabric, too, was cotton and silk, not linen and wool asit had been so long ago. Olivia
adjusted her pillows and waved away the offer of food.

"Insuch acrowd," shesaid gpologeticaly, "I find that eating makes mefed dightly ill."
"l had such an experience when | was pregnant,” said Antonina, and waited in sgnificant slence.

"1 have been pregnant only once, and that was long ago,” said Olivia. "1 did not attend the Greet
Gamesthen, for it was thought that the excitement might be dangerous for me."

"What of the child?' asked Antonina

"It did not live," Oliviasaid, looking away across the stands toward the enormous Statue of aquadriga
pulled by amatched team of four horses. Unlike the Roman chariots, these harnessed dll four horsesto
the vehiclethey pulled, and the vaue of a perfectly matched team was enormous.

"I had two children by my first husband,” said Antonina, "but both succumbed to fever before they
wereten. It was agreat misfortune, but | have bowed my head to the Will of God, Who gives and takes

away dl things™
"Truly," said Olivia, listening to the sound of the crowd. "Will the Emperor be here today?"

"He has affairs of sate, but Theodorawill arrive shortly.” Antonina.could not keep from smiling, for
her friendship with the Empress had given her influence a court that many others envied, though few
could emulate. "l informed her that you would be with me today and she has expressed adesire to meset
you. It will be apleasure to present you to her once the races have begun.”

"That isvery kind of you," said Olivia, not at al certain that she wanted to meet the wife of Emperor
Judtinian.

"l have given my husband my word that | would do what | could to see you properly established in
theworld, and | intend to honor that obligation. Y ou are awoman aonein Kongtantinoupolisand it is



fitting that you gain sponsorship of more than a pope or two. Y ou are going to need friends at court as
well asfriendsin the Church if you are to survive comfortably in theworld."” She sgnded her daveto
bring her food, and once again offered a selection of delicaciesto Olivia.

"Thank you, | had better not," said Olivia. "But do not let that stop you from enjoying your victuas.”

"| confessthat good food is one of my specia pleasures. My confessor has warned me that this might
imperil my soul, but if that isthe case, then everyone diveisin some danger, don't you think?' Thiswas
clearly intended to be thought witty and Oliviamanaged to laugh.

"Appetiteisafactor with dl of us," she said and was favored with an appraising amile.

"Y ou have asharp mind, Olivia," sad Antoninain atone of voice that suggested that a sharp mind
was not entirdly admirable. What she said next confirmed thisimpression. "If you intend to make such
comments, be sure of your company; women are expected to be circumspect.”

"Of course," sad Olivia

"Ah!" Antoninaturned her head at the sound of the salpinx. "The Empressis entering the
Hippodrome."

Olivialistened to the sound of the ivory trumpet and decided she preferred the brazen voice of the
lituus and buccina to the muffled and delicate fanfare that heralded the arrival of Theodora. She saw that
everyone in the stands was standing, and she, too, rose to her feet. "Which isthe Imperia box?' she
asked her hostess.

"There, under the statues of the chariot and horses." Antoninadid not point—that was much too
rude—Dbut indicated the direction with anod of her head. "Thereisatunne that is used by the Emperor
and Empress when they are visiting the Hippodrome, so that they will not have to walk in the crowded
Sredts.”

"l see" said Olivia, thinking that it was a sensible precaution for anyone worried about the possibility
of harm or death.

"Theodoraiswearing her headdress and collar of pearls. It isher most impressve jewd.” Antonina
again cocked her head to indicate where Oliviashould look, then stood very straight, her smilewidening
as four women entered the Imperial box.

Oliviaregarded Empress Theodorawith curiosity, for doubtless Jugtinian's wife was the most
powerful womanin al of Byzantium. There were rumors about her, attributing every vice and sinto her,
just as there were rumors indicating that she was the most virtuous femae ever to grace the world with
her presence since Eve had smirched mankind in the Garden of Eden. Theodorastood dightly taller than
the women with her, her large eyes accentuated by the enormous and elaborate headdress of pearls and
jewels that adorned her, complimented by a collar large as ashort cope, of pearls, some of enormous
Sze and luminosity. The whole wasworn over a paenula of rose-colored silk which in turn covered a
dalmatica of gold-medallioned silk the same shade as fresh peaches.

"Sheisagreat beauty," said Antonina, not quite free of envy.

"She certainly holdsthe eye," said Olivia, thinking that without the gorgeous pearls and rich fabrics,
Theodorawould be nothing more than a good-looking matron with along head and dightly receding chin.

"Sheisthe soul of the Emperor; he himsalf has said so many times. The woman with her, the onein
dark green, isher aunt, Triantefillia. She has endowed six rdligious communities and has said that she will
one day withdraw from court life entirely.” Antoninaindicated the pope who sat with them. "Have you
heard that, Pope Demosthenes?’

"l have," he said, hisvoice low and indistinct. He had done his best to appear invisible snce Antonina
had admitted Oliviato her box.



"Sheisregarded with great respect and affection by everyone," Antoninadeclared. "Her conduct is
not questioned by even the most censorious.” She folded her hands and averted her eyesfrom the
Imperia box. "It isn't proper to watch them too long. It then appears that they are drawing attention to
themselves, which is poor behavior for awoman of merit."

"With the splendor of her garments and ornaments,” said Oliviadoing her best not to sound criticdl, "it
ismost amazing that the eyes do not drop out of the heads of everyone who can see her."

Antoninaresponded with gentle laughter. ™Y ou Romans say the most outrageous things. | have heard
from my husband that everyone in Romathinks nothing of making the most incendiary remarks, and if this
isan example of Roman wit, | can readily understand why he remarked upon it to me."

"Romans have need of alittle humor, like everyoneelse,” said Olivia, taking her seat as she saw
Antoninamotion to the chairs once more.

"How inventive," said Antonina, but her enthusiasm was now diminishing. "I must remember your
remarksto repeat them when the Generd findly arrives home." Sheinclined her head to the pope near
the back of the box. "Remind me, Pope Demosthenes.”

"Yes, Antoning," said the old pope with asour expression.

"And Olivig," Antoninawent on, asif beginning aquestion, "when you are more familiar with our
ways, let me know then what service | can beto you. | understand that you are not yet able to express
those things you require since you are not able to determine what it is you ought to haveto live properly
inthistime and place.”

"Y ou're most thoughtful," Oliviaforced hersdf to say. ™Y our husband must be very proud of you."

"He hastold methat before, certainly, and | do not think he has any reason to dissemble.” She had
adjusted the drape of her paenula so that the silk looked like water cascading over her, the most chaste
and revedling caress. Her jewelswere lavish hanging earrings of pearls and sapphires; her tablion holding
the paenula at the shoulder was as large as her hand and was made of gold and amethysts. " For awoman
to live properly and wdll in this city, there are certain forms you must obey. In finding a pope to sponsor
the purchase of your property you have donewell, for that shiftsany taint of harlotry from you, and your
little meetings with Captain Drosos can go on without comment or much suspicion.”

"l wasn't aware it concerned anyone—Drosos stayed a my villa outside Romafor many days. Y our
husband and the rest of his officers were there a the sametime. If anything might cause suspicions, |
would have thought that this would be worse." She permitted her tone to become snide but kept her eyes
wide with amazement as she regarded her hostess.

"That was Romaat time of war, which ishardly the same thing as adaliance with an officer not active
on campaign.”" Antoninawas better at the game than Oliviawas, and more patient.

"No onel knew in Romathought anything of the arrangement, nor would they haveif there had only
been

Drosos—or any other officer, for that matter—who had come to me a my invitation. In Romawe
understand how the will of dead husbands impose on the living, and we accept thet the living will find a
way to comply with the dead and with life." All her life she had hated smug women, and that word
summed up Antonina so perfectly that it was difficult for Oliviato maintain her pretense of good
fellowship. What about the woman had so captivated Bdlisarius that he could ignore this behavior and
dote on her as he did? No matter how long shelived, Oliviaknew that she would be baffled by what the
people around her did, and with whom.

"You are severe, and | think you may beteasing me. | have heard Romans claim that on the nights of
the full moon, virgins sacred to the old moon goddess cover themselvesin goat dung and dance through
the streets. While | was never taken in,” Antonina assured Oliviawith afaint, condescending smile, "l



knew many otherswho actudly believed that such things happened.”

In spite of hersdf, Olivialaughed. "Yes, | know that such tales exist, and that no one promotes them
more than Romans. It is utter foolishness, but nevertheessthey continue." She saw that the first pair of
chariots were being led onto the sands, and she leaned forward to look at them, studying the differencein
harnessing and in the chariot—it was no longer the racing quadriga she remembered from her youth, but
agmilar vehicle, alittlesmdler in sze, alittle heavier in weight, and more maneuverable than the quadriga
had been, which waswhy al four horses could be attached to it without risking spills on the tight turns of
the course—as well asthe manner of the charioteers, who appeared to be somewhat older than the
charioteers had been in Roma.

"Y ou enjoy theraces?" Antonina asked.

"If they are done wdll, if the quadrigae are well-matched and the teams are paired for contest.” She
looked at the pair being positioned not far away from her. "The bays are agood team, but | would think
that they would not last aslong asthat other team of chestnuts. The bays are more sprinters, judging from
their rumps, and the chestnuts are runners. They will not hit their full speed until the bays are sarting to
tire"

"Sinhareitiryiah!" exclamed Antonina. "'l see you are no novice where horseflesh is concerned.”

"I have raised them for more years than you would believe. It was one of the principa businesses of
my villa. At one time we aso supplied mules and henniesto the army, but that was long ago, when there
was not such unrest in the land. Recently we have contented oursalves with breeding horses.” She
discovered that she missed her villaintensaly, the sound of the place, the smells of it, the rhythms of its

days.
"Y ou mean you actudly participated in the breeding of horses?* Antoninafor the first time appeared
to be sincerely shocked.

"Well, of course,” Oliviasaid at her most matter-of-fact. "It was my villaand my home. What else
was| going to do with my time?"

"But surely there were davesto attend to such matters,” protested Antonina

"Certainly, and agreat many freed- and freemen who werein my employ. But horses were what the
villaproduced, and it was my responsibility to see that the work went on as efficiently aspossble,” She
decided to take advantage of her hostess repugnance. "It was also my work to select which stalions
would cover which mares, and which of the male foals would be gelded. We had a gresat reputation for
the quality of our horses, asyour husband will tll you, if you ask him."

Antonina had recovered her composure. "Y ou... you may certainly mention these thingsto those you
knew in Roma, | suppose, but you would do well to keep such reminiscencesto yourself when you are
dedling with those who live herein this city, in the Empire; you might want to be more circumspect, Since
here we understand that women do not participate in such things. To say that you owned avillawhere
horseswereraised isal very well, but to add what you did in the matter would be most unwise. Because
of my husband, | can understand your position alittle, but there are many wivesin Konstantinoupoalis,
believe me, Olivia, who would be so deeply distressed to learn these things of you that they would do
everything they could to exclude you from the activities of the city, and that would be most unfortunate.”

"l am used to living quietly on my own,” said Olivia

"Yes, that is apparent. But here we do not leave our women so rudderless. There are matters that
must be tended to, and if you are not received by the women of the city, it will make your life very much
more difficult for you. Y ou were permitted to purchase daves without sponsorship through my
intervention, but ordinarily thiswould not be possible. Now that you have a pope to endorse you, thisis
better, but it il limitswhat you can do and whereyou candoiit.”



Therewas ablare of trumpets and the race began, afive-lap course between the Blue and Green
teams.

Over the eruption of noise, Oliviasaid, "I am capable, of handling my affairsfor mysdlf. | havebeena
widow for sometime.”

"Herethat isnot possible,” Antoninareminded her.

"So | amlearning," said Oliviawigtfully as she watched the chariots make thair first |ap of thetrack: as
she had predicted, the bays were ahead. "Those horses are very young," she said criticaly.

"They are most swift when they are young," said Antonina, repeating what she had so often heard.

"They aredso least sensble. They aretimid creaturesfor dl their Sze, and it takesawhile for them to
learn sense and trust. Putting them in harness to race makes them more crazed than they need be." She
sat back. "The chestnuts will win; they are better long-distance runners and they are older. 1t will give
them the victory."

"You are certain of this, areyou?' Antoninasaid, didiking the notion that Oliviamight actualy know
more than she did about the races.

"Yes. Just watch and you will seefor yoursdlf." Shelooked at her hostess. "But don't be concerned. |
won't mention the horse breeding unlessthere is no choice about it. And from what | have seen, there are
few people here who think to wonder where any woman gets her wedlth, so | suppose the matter will
never come up.”

"Evenif it did," Antoninacorrected her, "it would not be at al proper to speak to you about your
funds and property. A man curious about such matterswould correctly address your senior malerelative,
or, barring that, your sponsor. That way you need not be hampered by these considerations, which are
not at al appropriate to you."

"Simply because I'm awoman?' Oliviamarveled.

"It saves usdl from much that is unpleasant.” It was clear that Antoninadid not intend to discussthe
matter further.

Oliviawas not willing to concede her position quite yet. "I see; awoman need not bother herself
about her money or property. She need not know how much of ether she has—which, in fact she does
not have because sheis not permitted to control it—or what isbeing donewith it. Therewasatimein
Roma, not so very long ago, that such things would be grounds for alawsuit.”

Antoninasighed. "Perhaps, in those days before the Church established itsdf, such protectionswere
required. But no man who has confessed himsalf a Christian would profit from the labor of others, or
abusethetrust of his—"

"Inferiors," Oliviainterrupted her. "No wonder you have rescinded the rights of your daves, snceyou
have reduced your females to bonded servants.” She held up her handsin mock submission. "It will take
time for meto learn these things. For alittle while, you must be content to have me chafe at the bit."

"Y ou worry for no purpose,” said Antoninaand would have gone on, but there was adiscreet rap on
the entrance to her box. "Who isthere?"

"Themistokles," camethe answer, and snce Oliviaassumed it was not the ancient Athenian, she
|ooked to her hostess.

"Who isthis person?"

"The Empress chief eunuch,” said Antonina. She motioned to her two daves flanking the door to
openit. "God send you greeat blessings," she greeted the huge man who stepped into the box.

"God has blessed me dready, more than ever | deserved.” Hisvoice was high and sweet and very



srong. Hisface, dmost completely unlined, gave no indication of hisage, but there was adight tracing of
gray in hisauburn curls. He made a deep reverence to Antoninaand then to Olivia. "August lady, great
lady," he said degantly. "It ismy privilege to serve the most serene and elevated Empress Theodora, and
she has mandated that | come here to ask that you bear her company for an hour while the racesare
conducted.”

It wasaformal invitation, and as such would offer no delay in being accepted. Antoninainclined her
head. "It isagreat honor that so mgestic alady should deign to accept the smple company of women
such aswe are. We are dl dacrity to attend her." She had risen as she spoke, and she signaled to Pope
Demosthenes. "If it would not distress you to remain here, | will ask it of you."

"It would give metimeto think," said the old pope, and he stared at the eunuch. "1 petition heaven to
blessyour mistress every day of my life, and | recount her praises every night.”

"Sheishumbly grateful," said Themistokles. Heindicated the open doorway. "August lady? Gregt
lady?if youwill come with me?*

Antoninacomplied at once and gestured to Oliviato hasten when it gppeared that the Roman woman
was not going to leave the box at once. "We are expected, Olivia," Antoninatold her sharply.

"l was only trying to gather one or two cushions," Olivia protested, doing her best not to sound sharp.

The crowd gtarted to chant loudly, the rhythm rolling and pronounced, more compdl ling than any of
the words they used.

"It appearsthat the chestnuts are overtaking the bays," said Themistokles and was puzzled when
Antoninaand Oliviaexchanged quick glances. " There are those who risked too much money on the
event."

"How fortunate that women are not permitted to gamble," said Oliviawith a submissve sweetness
that was completely foreign to her nature.

The sarcasm was ot entirely on the eunuch who only stood aside to dlow Antoninaand Oliviato
step into the narrow halway so that he could lead them to the Imperid box.

The passage was guarded at intervals by officersin the chain-ornamented loricae of the Guard. The
air reeked of fish and cooking lamb and humanity. There was a hint of the tang of horsesaswell, but it
was not noticesblein dl the rest. The noise made the narrow hallway echo and moan like an enormous
seashell held tothe ear.

"What doesthe Empress want of us?' Olivia could not resst asking Belisarius wife.

"l don't know. She did not inform me that she would want my company during the races, which is
most unusud for her. | saw her only yesterday; | should have thought that she might then have said
something to me. Such is her habit, you see.”

Oliviawas well-aware of Antoninasfavored status with Theodora, but she checked the pointed
observation that rose to her tongue. "It might be news from your husband.”

"Generd Bdisarius has made arrangements for meto receive my messages directly from him through
the good work of his officers, and thereforeit isnot likely that Theodorawould have any information that
| lack. However, yes, there may be news of the campaign that has not yet reached me. That'svery likely
the case." Her unruffled calm reasserted itself and she moved more easily, her confidence gpparent in

every aspect of her bearing.

The Imperia box was more than twice the Sze of the one that Antonina occupied. It wasdl of pae
green marble with the accentsin gold. There were severd marble chairs and three lessimposing wooden
chairs provided for those Theodora or Justinian summoned to the box. Theodora hersdlf, resplendent in
her jewedls and gaudy silk, smiled at the reverence the two women offered her, then motioned to



Themigtokles. " Seethat refreshment is provided for my guests.”

"How kind of you," Antoninaenthused. "I was saying to Oliviathat you provide the most tempting
food for those you entertain.”

"And|," Oliviasaid, doing her best to be diffident, "said that | amost envied Antoninathe ddight of
your table, and could curse my fortune that made my liver so easly upset thet | dare not egt in the
company of othersfor fear | will becomeill.”

"111?" repeated Theodora, who was clearly not used to being refused, no matter how politely.

Oliviahestated, trying to recdl al the good advice her best and kindest lover had offered her over the
centuries. He had been able to refuse food and drink so gracefully that those offering had been
complimented. Oliviawished now that she could bring some of those eegant phrasesto mind. "Most
serene Empress,” she began, "'l am not yet as versed in your ways, or in your language, that | can explain
to you what anguish | fedl. Y ou have provided an honor | could not have anticipated; to haveto limit my
participation galls me, yet it would be far worseiif | was forced to withdraw from here because | could
not remain without disgracing mysdf.”

"How unfortunate,” said Theodora, her dark eyesraking over Oliviamercilessy. "I am not used to
such... intolerances.”

"Then you are most fortunate, and | would thank God from my knees every hour if | could say the
samething. | pray that you never learn what | have had to learn, mgjestic lady.” Hattery, especidly such
overgtated and obviousflattery, appalled Olivia, but she could read a degree of approva in Theodoras
narrow face.

"Y ou must seek out an Egyptian physician; perhaps there is some medicament you have not yet
encountered.” She Sgnaed to three of the young mae daves—eunuchs, also, by the ook of them—to
bring her medl. "Antoning," she said, some of her formality relaxing, "I decided that | did not want to pass
the afternoon without company, and when | recaled that you would be here, | thought that you and your
guest might be willing to spend your time here with me."

"We are overcome, Theodora," said Antonina, taking on acozy manner. "When you made no
mention of the racesthe other day, | naturally supposed you would have other plansfor the races.”

"There were otherswho my bel oved and exalted husband wished to attend, but it has turned out
otherwise, and they are all occupied with matters of Sate.” She smiled aslow tables were brought.

Below them, the chestnut team swept past the winning marker more than six lengths ahead of the
bays. The crowd roared and the sound of feet thumping the stands made al conversation impossiblefor a
short while. Theodora contented herself with watching her daves offer food and drink to Antonina.

Finally the bray of the buccinae quieted the stands and the Captain of the City Guard presented the
winner with a brass wresth made to resemble large hedge roses with exaggerated thorns.

"The peoplelike these displays," said Theodora. "They see themsdves winning. And when those they
bet for lose, then it isa defeeat that costs little more than the price of what was bet.” She smiled at Olivia
"l understand that since these wars began, there has been little racing in Roma.”

"There has been little everything in Roma," Oliviacorrected her quietly.
"That isunfortunate," said Theodora. "And surely you must be overjoyed to seeracing again.”

"It makes me homesick," shetold Theodora. "L ong ago, of course, we had much more than horse
racing in Roma. The Ludi Maximi were marvelsthat no one has equaed. Thousands participated, and
they went on for three or four days." Her hazel eyes darkened with memory.

"And good Chrigtians were killed, devoured by wild beasts while the people of Roma shouted their



approval." Theodoralooked severe now, and she glared a Oliviaasif she might have been directly
responsible.

"All sorts of people were killed, some of them less valiantly than that. To be torn apart by wild beasts
is hideous, but what of those women who were raped to desth by wild asses?' Olivialooked curioudly at
Antonina "Whét of them?

"They werenot..." Her words faded and shelooked at Oliviawith less distrust. "What happened then
could happen again, under different circumstances. There are those who lack al sympathy for those who
ingst on living gpart from the world who do so for reasonsthat are not religious. And thereis aways
great curiogty about such strange behavior. Don't you think so, Antonina?”

Antoninaheld acube of broiled lamb over her mouth, but rather than est, she set it aside, addressing
Theodorawith her most earnest demeanor. "Thisis precisay what | have been trying to warn Oliviaof,
my most mgestic Empress. It would appear that, so far, | have not been heeded, and that fills me with
despair, for it isnecessary that Olivianot be too lighthearted in her anticipation of these dangers.”

"She'sright,” Theodorasaid, studying Olivia. ™Y ou don't gppreciate how dangerous these matters can
be, and if you decide to ignore the danger, you are being foolish. From what | have heard of you, you are
not afoolish creature, and so | must think that you are obgtinate.”

"Thereissometruthin that,” Oliviaalowed, her opinion of Theodora changing dightly.

"A Captain of the army hastold me that you are not the sort of woman to permit hersalf to be taken
advantage of, either through willful mdice or through inept handling." She waited for Oliviato spesk, and
when her Roman guest said nothing, she continued, "I think that it would be wise of you to teke his
warning to heart. Heis not oneto give himsdf pains except where he has given hisfedty, and where that
isgiven, it bindshim unto deeth.”

"l am aware of that, and | treasure it more than you know," said Oliviaevenly.

"| thought that it was otherwise, that he had overestimated you through the depth of hisfeding, but |
think now that love has perhaps cleared rather than clouded hisvison." Theodorasighed. "As onewho
was not awayswhere | am now, | know what dangers can stalk you. Y ou do not wish to believe the
warnings you have had. Let metd| you that they are given with affection and concern.”

"Very wdl." Oliviaturned her head so that she could meet Theodoras gaze evenly. "1 will not make
light of any other warning, and | will take precautions, for the sake of the Captain of the army aswell as
for my own. | confessthat your concern surprisss me."

"It isasmuch for the Captain asfor you, Roman lady. Also, you have not sought favor as many in
your position have, and thisintrigues me." Sheraised her head. "Ah. They are about to start the second
race. Watch! The graysaremine.”

Asthe next race started, Olivia sat back and wondered what the Empress Theodora might want for
her warning; the things that occurred to her troubled her more than the warning had done.

Text of a letter in Latin from Ragoczy Sanct Germain Franciscus.

Hail to my treasured Olivig;

| amrelieved to learn of your decision to leave Roma. As difficult asit isto leave your native
earth, there aretimesthat it is the only sensible thing to do, and not simply because you arein the
middle of a barbarian invasion. Remember that we cannot afford to attract too much attention to



ourselves, for that often brings inquiry that is not to the advantage of those of our blood. As much
astherestrictions of Constantinople infuriate you, they are preferable to being hacked to pieces
by Totila's soldiers.

The reason it has taken me so long to respond to your letter isthat | am moving again. Your
letter finally caught up with me after almost a year in coming. | write from Poetovio; | |eft Pons
Saravi over a month ago and have had more difficulties and delays than any | can remember for
four hundred years. At the moment | am bound for Trape-zus. | may remain there or go on to
Rhagae in the Parthian Empire: thisin case you decide to write again and are at a |oss to know
where to send the letter.

Your Captain sounds remarkable and | wish you much joy with him, but | warn you not to
withhold your secret too long, for if heis so cherished that you are willing to share blood with
him, then he deserves to know what stakes he plays for—in any sense. | know how difficult this
can be; | remember my own doubts before | told you what would happen at your death. He will
need to prepare, as you prepared, my love. From what you have told me of Constantinople, this
may not be easily done.

Take care, Olivia. It would hurt me more deeply than you know if you should come to any
harm. Know that you always may find a haven with me if | have one to offer, and know also that
no matter where you are, my undying affection and care are with you.

Sanct' Germain through the good offices of
Huroghac, merchant from
Mogontiacum traveling to

Constantinople

Bdisariuslooked up asthe fourth dispatch rider in as many hours thundered into hiscamp ona
lathered horse.

One of hisofficers, an exhausted boy named Kylanthos, brought therider to him. "Generd
Beisarius," he said, then took up his post at the entrance to the tent.

The dispatch rider was not as scruffy as the previous three had been and this aone attracted
Belisarius attention. He rose from his narrow trestle table and came forward, "I don't know you, do 17"

"No, General," said therider, his expression embarrassed.

"There have been so many changes of officersthat | am not always sure." His gpology was
accompanied by aworn smile. "1 hope you bring me better news than the others have done, for | am not
in agood humor to sustain more disgppointments.”

"I bring you news from Constantinople. | landed only yesterday and have been in the saddle most of
the time since then." He spoke with the zeal of anewcomer and was privately shocked when this
announcement did not produce the excitement he anticipated.

"What isit thistime?' Bdisarius asked, hardly doing more than nodding once to show his respect for
the Emperor. "Don't be upset, young man. Most of the men here have been on campaign with short
rationsfor thelast five days and we are dl feding hungry and fatigued. What message do you bring me?
More delays?'

Therider's enthusiasm did not include adenia of the poor provisioning Belisarius troops had
experienced and he could not pretend that the Generd lacked reason for his behavior. He stood alittle
straighter and faced the older man. "I bring welcome news then; Captain Hyperion has landed at



Rhegium with men, supplies and monies, and they are making their way northward to join with youin the
attempt to take Romafrom the invaders." He grinned, holding out his dispatches again. "Read for
yoursdlf."

Bdisariustook the scrolls and broke the seals on dl three of them. He read dowly, pausing onceto
say that hiseyes hurt. "I've been on campaign too long, | think," he went on, glancing at therider. "There
are dayswhen by sundown my eyesburnin my head. But for newslikethis, | am willing to have them
turninto living coas™"

Therider looked embarrassed. "Generd..."

"| say the samething to my officers. Or | used to, when | could still remember who they were." He
continued to read and shook his head. "More replacements. And they are dl unfamiliar to me. Why does
the Emperor remove my officers so frequently? How am | supposed to fight with strangers?”

"The Emperor,” the rider reminded Belisarius fiffly, "does not need to account to you. If he knows
that thismust be done, then hiswill issufficient.”

"Of course" Bdisarius said. "But when you have been in thefidd awhile, you will want tested
comrades besde you. All soldiersfed that, since those comrades are often al that stands between the
soldier and deeth.” Helifted the scroll. “To have eight new officersisdl well and good, but nine of my
saff are being recalled. They none of them have been with melonger than ayear, but they are the closest
thing to acadre that | have now. To learn the ways of the new ones, and for them to learn my ways will
take time, and we have little of that." He finished reading the first scroll and set it asde. "Very well, | will
prepare for the new officers. Thisisfrom the Censor, and | will read the words of Justinian before the
Censor's."

The rider nodded, since anything €l se would beintolerable. "The Censor is devoted to the Emperor.”

Bdisarius hardly responded; his brows had drawn together and he tensed visibly as he read. "How
can!..."he burst out once, but read therest in silence.

"The Emperor isnot truly pleased with the progress being made here," the rider said apologeticaly,
revealing that he knew of the contents of the second dispatch.

"That isvery much gpparent,” Belisarius said darkly. "He has been a painsto explainto me."
Therider folded hisarms. "Generd, the Emperor is concerned for what has been happening here."”

"That, too, isobvious." He moved abruptly to the door flap of histent. "But it isnot true that |
ddiberatdly lost Roma. If | had had the men and the supplies we could have held the city and moved
Totilasarmy back to the north. But without men and supplies my handsweretied. If Justinian believes
otherwise then he has poor advisors. Every officer who cameto Italy with me was dedicated to winning
back al of the old Roman Empirefor Justinian. | vouch for every one of them. They desired to servethe
Emperor inthe field and were willing to give thair livesif it were necessary to gain that end. But now, |
hardly know the names of the men who carry out my orders, and we have had to wage war with
insufficient food and equipment. No army can continue in that way!" He paced the smal confines of his
tent. "I cannot accept that Justinian does not understand this, but from what he has said to me, it isclear
that he does not, or that he does not know how depleted we have been.” He sighed abruptly. "I should
not say this, least of dl to you. | am the Emperor's Generd, and it ismy task to carry out hisorders. |
have not been able to, and the reasons hardly matter, do they?"

"Generd," said therider, "if there has been amisunderstanding, the Emperor isajust man and he will
hear you out if you petition him."

"Y es, but he has dready heard out others and anything | say will have little weight now. And that does
not trouble me as much as his apparent conviction that | have not done my utmost to stop the advance of
Totila, given the men and materiel at my disposd.” He rubbed hisfingers over hisbrow and pinched the



bridge of hisnose. "That perturbs me. | have never had my loyaty and devotion questioned before. |
don't know what to do to refute these charges.”

"Y ou could take Romaagain,” suggested the rider with atrace of sympathy.

"That iswhat | have been trying to do for monthg!" the Generd burst out. "Ask my men—not the
officers, for they have not been on campaign long, but the cavary and foot soldierswho have served with
mesince | came here—they will tell you that we have done everything possible under the circumstances.
They know, because we have fought together.”

"But you havelogt ground. Romaisin the hands of the enemy and two ports are controlled by Totilas
men." Therider stared at the peak of the tent. "The Emperor has expressed his displeasure with good

"Puppy," Bdisarius chided. "Y ou've been shaving for less than ayear by thelook of you, and you are
trying to tell me that we have not fought with determination and vaor. Go outside. L ook at the men. Most
of them are thin because they do not get enough to eat. Half-starved soldiers make poor warriors. Our
cavary isshort of mounts and there are no remounts. We have few arrowsfor our archers, few lances
and spears. Each man should have three swords but now the soldiers count themsdlves fortunate if they
have two. Those are the obvious problems. There are others, less visible, that beset us more keenly than

hunger."

"You will have supplieswhen Captain Hyperion joinsyou,” the rider assured him. "And therewill be
more men. He has brought also sixty horses."

"Sixty," scoffed Belisarius. "All of Sixty. Gracious.” Helaughed. " Sixty will amost supply my men
now. It will not begin to provide remounts. Thisiswhat | meant when | said that we have insufficient men
and materid."

"Whet of local farmers?' asked therider.

"Picked clean months ago, and no longer pleased to help us." Belisarius dropped back into his camp
chair. "We have scoured the countryside for food and mounts and equipment and daves. At first the
farmers and landholderswere willing to aid us, thinking that we would give them protection and that we
would be gone soon, but it has not turned out that way, and they are no longer willing to extend
themselvesfor us. | don't blame them. We have treated them badly. Our men have foraged and raided as
rapacioudy as the barbarians, and they have excused themsalves because it was done to benefit the ones
they stole from. Now all the farmerswant isfor usto be gone."

With acondemning shaking of his head therider regarded Belisarius criticaly. ™Y ou have not
controlled your men as you should.”

"If | had tried to control my men in the way you mean, they would have starved to degth,” countered
Bdisarius. "It isan easy thing for aman with sx davesin the kitchen and afull larder to condemn what
weve done, but let him livewith usand try to think himsdlf satisfied on ahandful of grain and afew
pieces of boiled chicken, because that iswhat has been feeding my men for the last twelve days. For a
while we had some fresh fruit aswell, but the orchards are bare now."

"My uncletold me that you were using your men as an excuse to keep from waging battle."

"Y our uncle, whoever heis, has no idea of what we have been enduring here,” Belisariusinformed the
young man.

"My uncleis Captain Vlamaos of the Imperid Guard,” therider said stiffly and with grest pride. 'l am
Linos, the second son of Linos Aristrades. Captain VIamosis my mother's brother.”

"A good family," said Bdlisarius. "But none of them have set foot in Italy, and they can have no notion
of what has transpired here."



"They areloyd to the Emperor and defend his cause."
Linos declared, repeating amaxim.

"Yes. | anloya and | defend him aswdll. Justinian wishesto restore the boundaries of the Roman
Empire and that isthe task he has set me. | have said from thefirst that if | do not succeed it not be for
want of effort. If this campaign were not for the Emperor, | would have abandoned it long ago; but since
it is Justinian who commands me, | will do everything | am ablefor aslong asthereis breath in my body
to bring hisvison to fruition." He set the second scroll with thefirst. "1 might aswell read thislast one.”

The scroll from the Court Censor was not as long as the other, but it contained anumber of questions
that the Censor requested Belisarius answer, most of them having to do with statements the General had
made that might be construed as being against the wishes and orders of the Emperor. Bdisariusflung the
thing asdeimpatiently. "It'snonsense”

Linos stared in surprise. "The Censor does not dedl in nonsense.”

"Inthisinstance he does," said Bdlisarius. "It can't be serious.” Herose, stretching. "Thereisfood of a
sort, and you're welcome to eat with me, but | warn you that the fareislimited and there isn't very much
of it."

"1 brought my own provisons" Linossaid sulkily. "I will not have to deprive anyone of amouthful of
gran."

Bdisarius gave the young man ahard stare. "If that isyour state of mind, you had better remain in this
tent. My men are not going to be very tolerant of such temperament. Nor am |, for that matter.”

"l didn't mean..."He flushed. "If my supplieswould be of help, you're welcometo them." Therewasa
grudging toneto this offer, but Belisarius decided to ignoreit.

"Fine. Get whatever you have and giveit to my dave lakis. Hesthe tdl fellow with the pockmarked
face and awedge-shaped scar on hisshoulder.” He held the flap of the tent up. "After we edt, | will
confer with my officers.

Y ou may join usif you wish. They will berelieved to hear your news."
Linos scowled, uncertain whether he was being mocked or not. "What use isthat?*

"l don't know yet," Belisarius admitted. "But between your news, which will lift their spirits, and your
current information they may be satisfied that the last year has not been in vain." He squinted against the
sunlight, averting his head amoment. "Most of them are around that fire, over there. | used to spread my
officersthrough the camp, but now, with so many unfamiliar faces, | need to keep them dl in one place.

"Don't you trust them?" asked Linos, shocked.

"Not theway you might think; | do not know them well enough to rely on them without question. |
don't know which of these officers reacts too quickly, which too dowly. | don't know who among themis
best at night, and who isbest before midday. | don't know if one of them isafraid of confinement, or fire,
or serpents. | don't know who has away with horses, or dogs, or peasants. | don't know which of them
speaks Latin." Hewalked as he enumerated his points, pausing now and then to nod or waveto his
soldiers. "For that reason, | require my officersto stay near me."

"Doexn't thisirritate them?' Linosinquired.

"Not most of them, no, because they are as new to me as| am to them, and there are severa of them
who have never been on campaign before.” He indicated the large fire surrounded by tents, most of them
with daves gtationed in front of them. "Thisiswherethey are. Y ou can seefor yoursdlf that haf of them
have new gear that has not seen much use. What they lack are horsesto carry it, but that is another
matter, isnt it?"



Four officers hastened forward as Bdlisarius gpproached their campfire, two of them armed with
nothing more than short, wide-bladed glavi. They looked &t the newcomer with Bdisarius, al of them
betraying some degree of curiosity.

"ThisisLinos," Bdisarius said, raisng hisvoice so that al would hear him. "He comes from Captain
Hyperion who haslanded at Rhegium with men and suppliesfor us."

A growl of gpprova met this announcement. "I know Captain Hyperion," said one of the younger
officers. "Heisvery good in battle, so they say."

"And where has he fought?' asked one of the others, atrifle older than most of the officers. Another
seven men had come up to the space near thefire, for dthough it was stifling in the hest, it was aso the
only sensble place to gather.

"Hefought in Egypt," Linos said defensively. "He has had experience.”
One of the men laughed unpleasantly. "If he has not had some before, he will get some now.”
"Regimus,” warned Belisarius, "wait until you see the man in action before you condemn him.”

"Y ou know thetype aswdl as | do; highborn relatives, ambitious family, purchased promotion and dl
therest of it. That'swhat al the officers are like now. They are puppets of the court.” Regimustouched a
jagged scar that crossed the bridge of his nose and ran unevenly down hisleft cheek. "None of them
lifted asword except to practice with daves.”

One of the younger officers bristled. "Y ou don't know that. Y ou're assuming that becauise you never
heard of him that there's nothing to hear.”

"Likeyou, Georgios." The spesker was wearing lightweight leather armor studded with iron.

"You're as bad as Regimus,”" Georgios snapped. "Y ou and Regimus and Kyrillos and Daiddlos and
Urien are all the same; just because you've been here longest, you think that means you're the only ones
with any knowledge of war and battle.”

"That'sright,” said the armored man. "And you've yet to show me I'mwrong." Heindicated Linos. "Is
he any indication of what they're sending us now?'

"l don't know," said Belisarius. "'l don't have alist of men being sent yet. | won't seeit until wejoin
Hyperion."
"Children," scoffed another of the older men—possibly one of those Georgios had named—"they're

sending us children to lead the soldiers. Isthe Emperor trying to win the war with youth instead of force
of arms, do you think?"

"Urien,” Belisarius said sharply, "it isn't for usto question the decisions of the Emperor.”

"Does that mean you never doubt the wisdom of what Justinian does?' asked Urien. "'l never thought
you were afool before, Bdisarius, but perhaps | waswrong. If you don't wonder what Justinian istrying
to do, then you are being duped.”

Bdisarius was sanding very straight now and hisfeatures were severe. "That is enough. Every manis
entitled to his doubts, but no oneis permitted to question what the Emperor does or why he doesit. Do
you al understand this? | do not want to have another set of replacement officers, but | will not oppose
what Justinian commands. Isthat clear?'

The men said nothing but their expressions were e oquent.

Linosfdt suddenly very avkward, like aman who had walked into a house during an argument. He
coughed once and said, "There are new officers being posted here, of course. Most of you will be sent
home or to other garrisons. The Emperor isincreasing the number of histroopsin Alexandria”



"Alexandria" sad one of themenin disgust. "Egypt! What useisthat?'

"The Emperor has decided that there are dangersin Egypt. He believes that there may be attemptsto
end the strength of Byzantium there." Linos spoke with authority now, having spent much of the last
month hearing of these things. " The Emperor wishesto increase the soldiersin Egypt so that those who
might be plotting againgt uswill see how foolishthey areand desist.”

"It might make them more determined,” said Bdisariusin adistant tone. "But thereisno way to be
certain of that until the action has been taken.”

"Does this mean you do not think that the Emperor has been wise?' Linoswasindignant &t the
suggestion; he glared a Belisarius. "Y ou are his Genera. How can you question what he does?’

"I'm not questioning it, and | don't doubt his decisons. Christod! if | did, | would not continue this
campaign under the conditions we have faced; | could not ask it of my men." Bdisariuslooked around
him, meseting the eyes of each officer in turn. "I only wonder, occasionally, how the Emperor's decisons
are seen by others, especidly those around him.”

One of the officers, ayoung man with rough bandages covering alarge area of festering abrasion,
looked directly at Linoswith pain-hardened eyes. "If the Emperor thinksthat the officers have been
taking advantage of him and have used the war to increase their positions, have him come here himself
and see how we fare; share our food and our tents with us."

Bdisariusheld up his hand to silence this objection. "I havetried in my reportsto make our
predicament clear, but we are not the only ones seeking the aid of the Emperor, and he must answer the
needs of dl hispeople, not just hisarmy in Italy."

"And you never doubt him?' Linosinquired.

"Of course; I've said s0. But the Emperor isthe Emperor and he must be the fina authority for all of
us" Heindicated the poor condition of his men and the camp. "If you were here, riding with us, esting
withus—"

"When we eat," muttered one of the officers but Linos did not know who.

"—and living with us, you would have to question what the Emperor commanded usto do. Any
sensible man would. But that does not give any of ustheright to refuse what the Emperor commands us
to do. Isthat plain?' Bdlisariuswas moretired than angry, and hiswords carried little challenge.

"1 will seethat your sentiments are mentioned in my report,” Linos promised giffly.

"Oh, for the Grace of Angeldl" Belisarius brought hisfist down on aheap of damaged saddlery. "l am
not telling you thisfor your report. | want you to understand what we are facing here, and why there are
problems and discontent, not what you may or may not have to say when you send back your
impressons.”

The officers moved uneasily and anumber of them whispered things to each other without any
inclination to include Linosin their observations.

"If you have such uncertainty, then perhaps you would recommend another man command in Itay,”
sadLinos
"No, | would not." Hisirritation was changing to wrath. "I have been entrusted with thistask and—"

"Y es, entrusted, and you have failed to do what you have been ordered to do,” Linos said, made bold
by the young officers standing around him.

"Anyone who thinks that thisis ddliberate has not been here,” stated one of the Captains and was
seconded by nods and words from the others. "We have nothing, and we cannot go to war with nothing.”

Bdisarius stopped the man. "Never mind, Gnousos. Thereisno way to explain thisto him." He turned



away abruptly and strode back to histent.

"Y ou might have ordersto question the Genera," said Gnousos when Belisarius was out of earshot,
"but you did it asbadly as | have ever seen anyone do it. What made you think that you could challenge
Bdisariusinfront of hisofficers?'

"The Emperor believesthat Belisariusis making aforce of his own here and that the purpose of these
ddaysisto strengthen himsdf so that he can march not on Roma but on Constantinople aswell and
attempt to bring down the government and the Emperor to his own glory and benefit. | am saying this" he
went on, "so that any of you who might be aware of such anefarious plan might clear his conscience by
informing me or Captain Hyperion of thisand thereby earn not only pardon for yoursdlf but the
appreciation of the Emperor for your loyalty." He had been worried what reaction this announcement
might receive and was pleasantly surprised when two men gave him quick, penetrating looks. Most of the
otherswere hodtile.

"Y ou would do well to keep such announcementsto yourself, youngster,” said the scarred officer,
athough he was not much older than Linos. "Here we do not take well to having the Generd
compromised.”

"All of you?' Linos asked sharply.
"If there are those who disagree, they know better than to speak of it."

Thiswarning struck home. Mot of the officers turned away and on one pretext or another left Linos
to himsdf.

Gnousos asked aquestion for al of them when he turned back and addressed the messenger in his
most casua manner. "If the Emperor did decide to post another Generdl to Italy, who would it be, do
you know?"'

"It'sonly arumor,” hedged Linos.
"Who?'
"They say that Narses would be the oneto replace Belisarius."

Thiswas met with disbelief and derision. "Narses? The man's a eunuch. What does he know about a
long campaign like the one we have here? Who suggested Narses?"

"My uncle, among others" said Linos stiffly. "Narses might not have his generative parts but thereis
nothing wrong with hisbrain.”

"Narses!" The officer folded hisarms and spat. "' Gnousos, how would you like serving under him?”

"It'sgot to beamistake," Gnousos dismissed the notion. " They might talk about it around the palace,
but no oneisfoolish enough actually to send thefellow here.”

"Narsesisthefirst choice," Linos perssted. Helooked at the men. "And the Emperor is convinced
that thereis aplot among Belisarius and some of his officers to seize power. Y ou might keep that in mind
when you rush to defend him."

Therewas alow sound from the officerslike agrowl, but they al resumed their departure, taking care
to pay very little attention to Linos, who gave an exasperated sigh and settled back to wait for one of the
more ambitious officersto come forth with information about Bdlisarius activities.

Text of aletter from Eugenia to Chrysanthos.



To the officer Chrysanthos who holds the rank of Captain at the Holy Communion barracks.

What can | have said or done that made you think I would be willing to accompany you to
Africa under any circumstances whatever? What convinces you that your suit was anything more
than a dalliance between us? How could you think that | would be willing to marry you?

You suggest that losing the fortune | eft to me by my late husband would be compensated by
your battle fees and favors you believe will be forthcoming as part of the rewards of your station.
How absurd you are. You have little funds now and if you should be killed in battle or maimed,
then you would have nothing and | would have sacrificed what little | possess for no reason other
than the dubious advantage of a bed partner. That isreadily available to me; my late husband's
fortuneisall that stands between me and penury, and you have nothing to offer in compensation
that would have any use to me.

You mention that you are planning to remain in Africa for five years. In five years any contact
| have at court will be lost and whatever benefits | might be able to gain will have no more
bearing than the money and glory you have yet to win.

Whileit istrue | have enjoyed our time together and | am sorry to lose your favor, it does not
pain me sufficiently for meto lose all good sense.

If you decide to continue our meetings, | will expect you to refrain from any mention of your
ridiculous offer of marriage. When you return from Africa with your fame and fortune amassed,
then it might be worth your while and mine to discuss marriage at that time, but certainly not
before then, and not under the conditions that prevail in our lives.

Surely you will realize that you have been most capricious in your offer when you take time for
sober thought. | will not be angry and will regard it as the impetuous act of an infatuated man,
not a prudent officer.

From my own hand, farewell.
Eugenia

"You should learn to call it Konstantinoupolis,”" Drosostold Oliviafor the third time that afternoon.
"Y ou are not in Romaanymore, you are here, and it isfitting that you should learn our ways."

"Kongantinoupalis," shesad dutifully. "But in my thoughtsit is<till Congtantinople.”
"Intimeyou will change; youll see”

From their vantage point at the crest of the hill, Drosos could point out to Oliviaevery part of the city.
The afternoon sun turned everything gold and brass, even the shipstied up at the wharves beyond the
ramparts and grounds of the royal palace on the Seaof Marmara. At the moment, it was the shipsthat
held his attention. " That one, with the angled sall, isfrom Egypt. They don't often take to seain those
boats; they usethem for river traffic on the Nile, but the larger ones, like that, they occasiondly bring
here. By thelook of it, they're carrying oil and cloth.”

"And the one next to it?' Olivia asked, though she tended to find ships uninteresting snce shewasa
very poor sailor and didiked al journeys by water.

"That isfrom southern Gaul, from Faxinetium, judging by the way the sails are painted. Y ou see those
cages on the deck? They probably carried some livestock with them, goats or sheep, given the Size of the
cages." Hegrinned at her. "Does seeing these ships make you long for Roma, or are you longing to travel
to digant lands?'

"Romaiswhere | was born. Nowhere €l se draws me as Romadoes.” Her eyes grew distant. "That



ship beside the Gaul?'
"From Hippo Regius,” said Drosos. "In Africa”

"I know where Hippo Regiusis," Oliviasaid but without any heat. "And | have afair ideawhere most
other noted citiesare.”

"That isunusud for awoman," Drosos pointed ot.

"Y ou're used to another kind of woman,”" said Oliviaatrifle distantly. "In Roma, it was expected that
we have some education, since we would have to be able to handle our own affairs.”

"Scanddous,”" said Drosos, teasing her.

Shewas used to this and refused to respond to hisjibes. "It would not be so unfortunate athing if
more of your women here knew alittle more of theworld." She said it tranquilly and smiled a him ashe
reached out to touch her hair.

"Let's see: you know most of the palace grounds, don't you? And the Hippodrome is obvious enough.
Hagia Sophiaand Hagia lrene... Now, show me something in Romathat is as plendid as the dome of
Hagia Sophia. Y ou've been down the Mese—I saw no street in Roma so fine."

"You did not see Romaat her best,”" Oliviareminded him.

"Y ou were fortunate to find a house so near the Augusteum, and in S0 pleasant alocation. For many,
even those with sufficient funds, such a place would not be possible.” He had mentioned this before and
spoke of it now reflectively as he gazed out at the city.

Although the worst of the heet was over the day was till uncomfortably warm and the smdll of the
place was intense and pungent.

"Come, Drosos" Oliviasaid as she held out her hand. "1 will agreethat thisis abeautiful setting and
werel not aRoman | might well count myself blessed for being ableto live here”

"Y ou're shameless, that'swhat it is." Hetook her hand in his and walked with her back toward his
chariot. "Y ou ought to let me order a paanquin for you."

"Why?Y ou could not show me your precious Congtantinople if | were hidden by curtains” She used
the Latin word deliberately.

"Kongtantinoupalis," he corrected her.

"If youingst." She climbed into the chariot and waited while he gathered up the reins. Ashe set the
vehiclein motion, she shifted her balance with practiced ease. "How long will it take usto get back to my
hous=?"

"Not very long," he said. "We will be there before sunset, if that concernsyou.”

"Not particularly,” she said, not entirely honestly. "I find the day enervating and | long for abath." Her
Roman-style tub was sunk in her native Roman earth and was especialy restorative to her.

"Y ou Romans and your infernd, eterna baths.” He did not sound condemning as he spoke and he
gmiled in anticipation.
"Youmay cursedl youwishif you will join me" Shewaiched asatrain of heavily laden camelswent

past them toward the gate that was in the west end of the city but opened on the road to the east, at the
edge of the Black Sea.

"Horrible beasts. They spit." Drosos wasin abuoyant mood but Oliviacould also sensea
restlessness, adiscontent that lay under his ebullience. "1've ridden them. They sway like aship in heavy
sess”



"How ddightful,” Oliviasaid with alaugh. "1 will leave them to you and | will keep to horsesand
chariots, if it'sal the sameto you."

The streets were more crowded now, and the press of humanity dowed their progress. Drosos held
histeam to adow walk, remarking as he did, "These two are used to the city, God be thanked. If |
brought my blacks here, I'd have to bring two davesto lead them, otherwise they'd bolt."

"And then?"' asked Olivia. "Where could they go in thiscrush?"

"Knowing my blacks, they'd try to go up thewalls or over themenin the streets.” Littleasheliked to
admit it, even thisteam of dunswasfighting his control.

"Only themen?' Oliviaasked with exaggerated innocence.
"Stop that,” Drosos said, starting to laugh. "I can't keep my mind on what I'm doing.”

The last part of their journey, once they were away from the streets feeding the Mese, went more
easly and they reached her house while the sun still hung in the western sky. As Drososturned his chariot
and team over to her grooms, he pointed this out to her.

"Y ou see, even when we must go dowly through the market, we can make good time."

"True enough.” She smiled a Niklos Aulirios who opened the door for them. "Have you had any
messages brought to me?* It was aregular inquiry and she did not give him her full attention.

"There was afootman from Antoninanot long ago. He brought an invitation for areception she plans
to give her hushand's returning officers" said Niklos. "I said that if you were able you would attend out of
respect for those defending your home.”

She amiled at Niklos. "Y ou are atreasure, my friend.”
Drosos, who had overheard this, looked outraged. "They have replaced his officers again?"

"Apparently,” said Niklos, indicating the smaler reception room off the vestibule. "Will you be ditting
here, greet lady?"

"After bathing, perhaps,” said Olivia

"What has got into the Emperor's mind?' Drosos demanded of the ceiling. "He removesthe officers
again and again and again and then he becomes angry because there are no victories."

"He might not understand,” Olivia suggested gently, guiding Drosos toward the rear of the house
where she had had her bath built.

"He ought to understand. It'simportant that an Emperor understand.” He stopped in the middle of the
hall and turned toward Olivia, hisface darkening. "Unless heis determined that Belisarius have no
victories, and then everything he has done becomes sensible”

"It may be," shesaid, talking asif to calm an excited child. "But you yoursalf have warned me that
there arefactions at court that are so tangled in plot, counterplot and conspiracy that no one can think
himsdf sefethere” Shewas ableto get him moving again.

"Even S0, thisisamilitary matter, not part of court life." He had made fists of his hands and he walked
with such determination that Olivia hoped al the doors between here and her bath were open so that
Drosos would not have the opportunity to kick them open.

"Military or court, each wields power and those who love power will embrace one asreadily as
another. Chide mefor being Roman if you like, but admit that we Romans know something about playing
with power."

"That changes nothing," Drosos declared, his brown eyes growing hot. "If Justinian seeksto restore
the Empireto what it was, helll have to do better than change Belisarius officers every time someone at



court farts."

"If you are certain that heis mided, why not petition him and ask that he hear your views?' They had
reached the end of the hall that ran the length of the house, and the door leading to the bath was closed.
Oliviaadroitly stepped in front of Drosos and opened it.

"Don't beridiculous," he snapped.

"I'm not being ridiculous," she protested. " Drosos, you are a Captain of the army and you have some
knowledge of the whole Italian campaign. Y our perspective might be needed if the Emperor isnot to be
swayed by those who have ambition and family intereststo color their advice."

He shook hishead severd times. "It isn't that Smple. Thisis Konstantinoupolis, and herethere are
formsthat must be served if one wishesto penetrate the court. | would have to speak to the Captain of
the Guard. | know Vlamos. He's not abad sort, but hisfamily isanest of vipersand they are al eager to
see the rest of the nephews and sons and husbands advance. He will give favor to them before he listens
tome"

They had entered the main room of the bath where the holocaust warmed the water of the caidarium
giving the whole chamber a haziness from steam that was faintly perfumed. There were brushes and
robes set out on benches by the tall arched windows that were covered with oiled parchment. Now that
it was sunset, they glowed a deep russet. There were four braziersin the room, dl lit, lending their
brightnessto the steam.

"Would you like meto undressyou?' Olivia offered.

"No," said Drosos. "'l will manage." He began by tugging the end of his pallium free and starting the
complicated process of unwinding it. "These things are the very devil, aren't they?"

"l have seen other garments as difficult. Remember the togas of Roma; most men hated them, in part
because donning them and taking them off was so involved." She had dready loosened her paenulaand
st the tablion asde. Her damaticawas looser and more flowing than the Roman version of her youth
had been, and she was able to pull it off over her head with ease before Drosos had finished disentangling
himsdf from hispalium.

"Y ou are abeautiful woman," he said, stopping histask and staring at her.
"Generous praise,” she responded.

"No praise.” He unwound the last part of his pallium and tossed it aside into adisordered heap. "Y ou
aelovdy."

"And you are besotted.” She walked to within two steps of him. "For that | am more grateful than |
"I | were besotted, | would agree with you and be your dave, and I'm neither of thosethings." He
reached out and fondled her breast. "I love your skin."

Sheamiled. "Just my skin?"

"Right now, just your skin. In alittlewhile, I'll love dl of you, theway | love your voice and your wit
while were out on the hills." He was content to keep the distance between them. "Do we have to bathe?"

"MagnaMater! yes, we haveto bathe." Shelaughed but it was clear that she would not be dissuaded.

"More Roman decadence, | suppose,” he sighed, mocking both of them. "How can | learn to endure
it?'

"Y ou've managed thusfar," she reminded him, and went to the edge of the pool.

Her calidarium was oblong, three times her height on one side and twice her height on the other.



When she stood upright, the water rose to just above her waist. There was another pool, more than
twice the size of this one, atepidarium where she swam when shewas by hersdlf. Both the calidarium
and tepidarium were decorated with mosaics of Roman design and she knew that Drosos found them
fantly shocking, sncethey were dl of wholly secular subjects.

"Why do you Romansinsist on baths?' Drosos asked as he dropped the rest of his clothes onto the
bench.

"Becauseit is pleasant to be clean, and because baths are ddightful .”
"They glorify the flesh," Drosos said, not able to make this as condemning as he might have wished.

"Yes, they do," she said from the middle of the heated, perfumed water. "Come and glorify it with
rrell

"You areincorrigible," he said as he dropped into the water, splashing with gusto and embarrassment.
"Why isit so necessary that you maintain your Roman ways, Olivia?"

"Do you mind?' She studied him playfully, flicking her fingers and sending alittle Soray a him.

"No, not redly." He moved toward her. "Thosetades you told me a your villa | liked them. All those
stories about Nero and Titus and Traianus, you'd think you'd been there."

"Andif | were?' Shesaid it easily, dmost teasing him. " Suppose | had been there? What then?”

"Y ou would be so old and wrinkled that..." Hisresponse faltered and he started to laugh. "Y ou're
doing it again, making yoursdf sound ancient.”

"Andif | were?' Behind her lightness there was firm purpose.

"Then you would not be anatural cresture,” he replied, sensng the underlying thrust of her question.
"InRomal said | wasnot." Shewatched him carefully.

Hislaughter wasless cartain thistime. "Are you being capricious?’

"l had not intended to be," shetold him, tossing her head with ahint of defiance.

"Then why these hints? Why do you want it to seem that you are so—"

"Alien?' sheinterjected.

"Roman," he corrected her sternly. "In this city, being Roman is sufficient; if you tell othersthe
outrageous things you've told me, they might not understand, and that would lead to more difficulties than
you've had dready.”

"What | have said to you is only between us." She sighed.

"That'swise," Drosos assured her. "Others might believe your stories.”

"Don't you?'

"| believe you are determined to remain as Roman as possible. | wish | knew why."

"Ordinarily | might not," she answered him serioudy. "If matterswere different | might striveto be
much like dl the others here. But my only hope of retaining even ascrap of independenceisto continue
to beaRoman, for if | am not, then the Church and the government will so restrict my actionsthat life
here would quickly become... intolerableto me. Asit s, they arewilling to regard me as merely
eccentric—"

"For thetime being," Drososwarned her. "I you do not guard your tongue.”

"—and that permitsmeafew... excusesthat | would not be alowed if | weretoo willing to be
Byzantine"



"That can be dangerous,” Drosos remarked affectionately, coming toward her. "If it should be
decided that you are too Roman and too eccentric, there are those who will do many things that—" He
stopped just before he touched her. Do not tell them the tales you told me, about the old days of Roma,
or how you live. For me. Keep silent.” He put hisarms around her. "Y ou are like a cresture of the sea”

"So areyou.” Shelet Drosos and the water support her, feding the subtle return of energy from the
Roman earth that held the bath.

"But you only swim here" he said. "Only here”

"Wel, | am not like some urchin, who swimsin the sea," she said, making light of her own fear. Water
without the protection of her native earth would sap her strength faster than the rays of the sun if she took
no precautions againg them.

"Nothing about you is like an urchin. Y ou're abit of ahoyden, riding in an open chariot through the
dtreets where everyone can watch you, but that is Roman of you, isn't it?' He nuzzled her neck, lifting her
to him. "Likethis scandaous bath."

"You likedl the scanddousthings| do," she reminded him, and returned hiskisswith ardor.

"| like you, and some of what you areis scandaous." he corrected her when he could, and moved her
away from him abit, not wanting to be finished with her too quickly.

"A finedigtinction, but | likeit," she said. Her skin was growing rosy from the heat and the light of the
braziers cast aruddy glow over the water and their wet bodies.

"The pope a headquarters would find al of thisvery disturbing." He sank down so that only his head
was above the water.

"Then don't tell him," she suggested, pleased that he no longer resisted her Roman ways.

"Isthat what they tell you in Roma; do not confessto your priests?' He flicked water at her and
chuckled as she returned the favor.

"They tell usmany thingsin Roma; they dways have. It isunderstood by many that if confessing
would put a burden on the priest, then one must trust that God will be compassionate, since He has made
man the creature that heis." She did down beside him and reached out to him. "Why talk of priests and

popes?’
"Youworry me, Olivia, when | cometo my senses." He sounded amused but there was trouble
lurking at the back of hislarge brown eyes. "l fear that | will bring you... problems.”

"How could you do that? And why?' Her tone was light and playful; her hands moved over his body,
darting and light asfish.

"It might happen,” he said, hismood darkening. "I might say something, or someone might spy on
us—that happens more than you would think—or there could be rumors.”

"What rumors? Who isto start them?' She moved closer still and her touch became more insistent.
"Everyonetaks, everyone whispers. And you are aforeigner, a Roman—"

"A decadent Roman," she corrected him, catching thelobe of hisear gently in her teeth.

"I'm not joking, Olivia," he said, trying to be stern without much success.

"I know that, and | am hoping to change your mind, at least for alittlewhile." Her hair was damp now
and there were soft curls forming around her face, making her seem asyoung asagirl. "Evenif you are
right, there is nothing we can do about it right now. So long as we are together, we can take pleasurein
each other.” She kissed his mouth softly, her lips barely parted. "Drosos?’

"We must speek of it eventudly,” heingsted, making avdiant last attempt to hold her off from him.



"And eventualy we will. For the time being, there are other things we can do.” Her kiss was deeper
thistime, and when their tongues touched, she did her arms around his chest and brought her legs up
around hiswaist.

With a happy groan he embraced her, his objections fading from histhoughts, and for somelittletime
there were only the sounds of their passion and the splashing of the water in the low and burnished light.

When they findly emerged from the bath, languor had touched them both. They smiled asthey pulled
on therobes that waited for them, and they found excuses to reach out to each other frequently.

"Here; I'll tiethat for you," Oliviaoffered as Drosostook up the long sash.

"Nothing complicated,” he said, handing the long narrow band of sk to her. "That palium was
enough for tonight.”

"Don't worry," she said, efficiently crossing the sash over one shoulder and then around hiswai<t.
"See? Assmple asyou'd find on ahoney-sdler'sdave.”

"Am| totakeit that | am your dave?" heinquired with feigned hauteur.

"No; | do not want anyone who comes to me through compulsion.” Her answer was serious, but her
face wasfilled with joy.

"Y ou could become that to me, you know." Again the worry was back in his eyes.

"Then we must take care to keep variety and novelty in what we do and how wedo it," she said.
"Y ou do not want usto turn al we have into nothing more than afrenzied routine, do you?

"Y ou speak asif it has happened to you," he said, still troubled.

"Yes, it has" she said candidly as sheindicated the door. "Come. Nikloswill have supper set out for
you—nothing too heavy. He said that the cooks have bought some excellent fish, and that with olives and
garlic should be waiting in my private reception room." She walked alittle ahead of him, turning now and
thentolook at him.

The house glowed with braziers; her private reception room was no exception. The promised med
waited on alow brass-topped table, and a flask of wine stood open beside the serving dishes. There
weretwo large vasesfilled with flowers, and before the small ikonostasis athread of incense curled up
toward the celling, smelling of sandawood.

"Thisis more Konstantinoupolitan than Roman,” Drosos said ashe sat at the single placelaid. "But
thisrefusal to dinewith your guedts... when | amthe only one.”

"Romans often did not dine with their guests, but served them and saw to the pleasure of those who
reclined on couches at their invitation,” she said, then added, "and you know my habitstoo well to
continue to question them.”

Helifted his shouldersin agesture of resignation, but he said to her, "Olivia, think of what your daves

"They say | an a Roman widow, which isentirely correct. They say that | run my household in the
Roman manner, which isaso true. They say that | do not live as most women in thiscity live, and | do
not dispute that. What else can they say that might trouble you?' She poured wineinto asilver cup and
held it out to him. "Here."

"| prefer you to thewine," hetold her, his eyes darkening with the remnants of his passion.

"If that iswhat you want, then you may haveit, but after you have eaten, if you please.”

He capitulated with an easy amile. "Are dl Roman women so determined?”

"Thosewho havelived aslong as| have are,” she said, her eyesfixed on her distant memories.



"Y ou are not going to start on that again, are you?' He wastaking the flat bread on the nearest plate
and stopped in the act of breaking it in half. ™Y ou aways do your best to make it seem that you were
around when Romawas founded."

Sheamiled. "Wdl, | won't claim that," she said, and moved the smdll dish of sdt nearer to him.

"Good. | wish you would forget the whole thing." He dipped the edge of the bread in salt when it was
broken. ™Y ou can be quiteimpossible”

"Thank you." Sheleaned back to watch him eat. "And you; how do you think of yoursdlf, Drosos?
Y ou arefairly young to be a Captain, aren't you?"

"For aman with the few connections | have, yes| am," he said between bites. "If my family were
better dlied, then it might be different, but Snce my grestest advocate has been Bdisarius, | have found
my promotionsin war, not in court.”

"And Belisarius?' she asked.

"Heisthefinest Generd inal the Empire,” Drosos said with total conviction. "He was fortunate
enough to marry Antonina, and gain the good opinion of the Empress through her. Not that he did not
aready have the confidence of Justinian, or the marriage would not have been tolerated.” He had helped
himsdf to more of thewine,

"And what will thisgain you, if the Emperor continuesto dedl with Belisarius as he has been doing for
the last two years?'

"Y ou are the most persstent female," Drosos chided her with laughter. "What isit that makesall you
Romansthink thet you invented politics?'

"Didn't we?' she asked swestly.

"The Greeks did," he corrected her. "And they knew better than to permit their women to take part in
them." He broke off another section of fish. "If you continue to pursue these questions, there are
questionsthat will be asked of you that you will not want to answer,” he said, growing serious again.

IIWI,.V?I
"Y ou are aforeign woman and you are not willing to live properly,” he said. He stopped egting to
look at her with great concern. ™Y ou are here on tolerance; you admit that yourself. Y ou cannot yet

return to Roma, for the war thereisworse than it was when you left. What useisit to endanger yourself
more than you dready have?"

"l don't seethat discussing politicswill make my life any worse," she said, but with less determination
than she had shown at first. "Areyou redly convinced that it could be dangerous?!

"Yes. | wish you would believe that and be careful," hereplied. "I would not like to see you cometo
any harm, Olivia Y ou are much too important to me."

Sheleaned over and kissed him on the cheek. "All right; I'll try to control my urge to explore palitics,
at least for thetime being.”

"That's not good enough,” he objected.

"Aslong asyou are here, | will dowhat | can, but if you are posted to... oh, to Nikopolis or Patara
or Syracusa, then it might become prudent for meto find other sources of information. Asitis, | will fully
expect you to keep meinformed of anything that might impinge on meto any degree. Will you do that?'

“If you will give me your word that you will not enlist othersin thisproject,” he said, finishing thelast
of thewine. "I am certain that you could be very unhappy if you came under the scrutiny of the Court
Censor. Y ou may believe that or not asyou wish, but | am aKonstantinoupolitan and | have seen how
determined the Censor can be. There are whole familiesliving in obscurity because one member aroused



too much suspicion and it tainted everything that the others said and did." He scooped up some of thefish
with the bread. ™Y ou have an excdllent cook.”

"So | understand,” she said.
"WdI?' he asked after alittle slence.

"1 will keep everything you've said in mind,” she promised, and clapped her hands to summon Niklos
Aulirioswith the sweetened fruit pul p offered at the close of the med.

Text of a letter from the slave Simones to the secretary of the Court Censor, Panaigios
Chernosneus.

To the most excellent Panaigios Chernosneus, secretary of the Court Censor, with full
dedication and respect, hail upon the Eve of Lent in the Lord's Year 547.

True to your instruction and the good of the Empire, | have carried out your most recent
instructions and have examined the books and similar writings currently in the possession of my
master the General Belisariuswho isat present till in Italy. The volumes | have examined arein
sthe General's house here in Konstantinoupolis and are available to any who wishes to venture
into the reading room. None of them are under lock and key and those few books that are remain
so more for reasons of market value than content, as in the case of the copy of the Edicts of
Constantine dating from the time when the capital was moved from Roma to this city. The texts
arein Latin and as| am not familiar with that language, | can say little of the contents but that
they appear to be complete and fromwhat | can learn of Andros, the slave caring for the library,
there is no reason to suspect that they contain anything other than what their titles indicate.

As to volumes that could be considered questionable, thereisatext in Persian, which | amtold
my master does not speak but which Andros reads well, on the practical treatment of woundsin
battle and at field stations. The entire purpose of the work is to provide those reading it with
methods to limit the damage of bleeding, broken bones, deep injuries and infection. Andros has
said that the master has looked at it from time to time and once declared that it was superior in
the matter of herbs for packing fresh wounds. If there are other reasons for thisinterest, | do not
know what they are, nor do | imagine that they are significant.

There are three books in Latin on the breeding and training of horses, with emphasis on
quality of bones and hooves as compared to speed. Snce General Belisarius has often expressed
his opinions on the quality and condition of the horses he has purchased it is not surprising that he
would keep thisin hisrecords, though the Censor has declared that the nature of the material
covered is not fitting for a true Christian to read. It is my belief that if the General were aware of
this, he would find less offensive texts in regard to horses.

The Censor has indicated that books originating in the lands east of the Black Sea are
especially questionable, and it is my understanding that there are four booksin the library that
wer e brought along the Old Sk Road, although I do not know which was their place of origin,
nor have | been able to locate such volumes, although Andros has told me that they do exist and
that they are valued by our master in that they have to do with the various methods of battle used
by peoples inhabiting the lands that the Old Sk Road traverses. It is his opinion that he must be
prepared to counter every possible attack, and for that reason he has actively sought out all
material he can find on the subject of war and its conduct. He has prided himself on discovering
more material than most of those other officers of his rank who serve the Emperor. Snce | do not



know which these are and if | did, I would not know how to study what they say, | can only take
the word of Andros and repeat to you what | have been told.

There are six Egyptian books, very ancient, on fortifications and the methods of siege which
General Belisarius has had occasion to show to me in the past, and which | have asked Andros to
indicate. | am awar e that these are regarded as being more questionable than some of the others
because of the heretical practices of the Egyptians who claim to be Christians. Snce these texts
are said to be older than the coming of the Lord, then it would seem to me that most of what they
say is not so much colored by the vile distortions of the Egyptians as we know them today, but far
mor e the product of the old Egyptians, who wer e the ones who held the people of Moses and so
terribly abused the captive I sraelites during the time they were made slaves of the Pharach
Emperors, and this| can well imagine might be detrimental to true faith. Upon your order | will
have these volumes removed and brought to you for examination and review so that any heresy
that might have been taught in these writings may be identified and its influence expunged.

In devotion of purpose, | am always at your service and the service of the Empire which all of
us, including my master, serve.

By my own hand
Smones
dave of the General Bdlisarius

It was a sullen morning, with enormous dark clouds piling up over the water and crowding over the
city. Thear was heavy with them; the streetsfelt their weight.

Three Guards surrounded Niklos Aulirios as they made their way through the bresthless silence
toward the grounds of the palace. They had said little since they presented themsalves at Olivias house,
but it had been enough to fill the majordomo with gnawing fear.

"Thisisthe bonded servant of the Roman woman," announced the oldest of the Guards as they
brought him to one of the Sde gatesin the palace walls.

"Heis expected; bring him." The lavishly dressed eunuchs led the way into the palace, apparently
taking delight in finding the darkest and most twisting corridorsto reach their destination, and when they
arrived a the vaulted room with an ikonostasis at both ends, they indicated the Guards should remain.

"It isaways uncertain when one questions aforeigner,” said the largest eunuch in ahigh, shrill voice.
"My nameisNiklos Aulirios" hesaid alittletoo loudly. "My nameis Greek."

"And you admit that you have lived in Roma since you were a boy, and that you have no sense of
being Greek," said the eunuch bluntly. "It isfitting that we speak with you before we extend our inquiries
to your mistress.”

Niklosfdl slent at once, hismind working furioudy as hetried to think of someway inwhich towarn
Olivia. He dreaded what the next hour would bring and he could think of no way to divert the attention of
the Censor from her. He lowered his head and took up the position he knew the Censor's staff would
regard as prayer.

"It will not be long. If you are seeking solace, your prayers had better be short ones.” That was the
second eunuch, who had aface so beautiful that it was a shame it was wasted on him and not givento a
girl.

"Thank you," said Nikloswith outward humility and concealed anger. "I have faith that God will hear
my petition no matter how brief it may be.”



"Indeed.” The second eunuch exchanged glances with his colleague. Both nodded once and the
younger one stepped up close behind Niklos. "What do you pray for?'

"Compassion,” hesad. "Ddiverance.

"Ddiverance? From the Court Censor who is the devoted son of the Church?' mocked the eunuch,
his horror tinged with malign glee.

"No, ddiverance from my enemies and the enemies of my mistress," Niklos said, doing hisbest to
keep hisanger under control, remembering the many times he had given way to it and had bitterly
regretted doing o later.

"What enemies does asmple mgordomo have?' asked the larger eunuch.

"1 do not know; that iswhy | pray to God to deliver me from them since it would appeer thereis
nothing | can do aone." He kept his head bowed over his hands.

"Thereis nothing we can do aone, ever. They teach you heresy in Roma, you Roman with a Greek
name." The larger eunuch cocked his head to the side and regarded Niklos with expectant patience. "Is
your misresssmilarly mided?’

"l do not speak of faith to my mistress,” said Niklos, holding himsalf more rigoroudy in check.

"Too presumptuous? It might save her soul, and what then? Does not the welfare of her soul exceed
the bounds of propriety?' The smdler eunuch was definitely enjoying himsalf now, goading Nikloswith
practiced ease.

"If I could be certain that what | had been taught of savation was utterly true and that my
understanding of it was perfect and my explanation of it was completely clear and without error on my
part intelling of it and without error in what was heard, then | would not |et the limitations of propriety
keep me from addressing anyone, my mistress, any pope, the Emperor himsdf, with what | knew. But
my knowledge isimperfect and | do not spesk with the tongues of angels, and so | will remainas| am
and griveto learn more that one day | might come to such understanding, if it isthe will of God that |
do." Hewanted to rail at them, to accuse them of harassing him and his mistress, of conduct so improper
that everyone would be disgusted if they knew of it, but that would only serveto put him in grester
danger, aswdll as causing Oliviamore distress than what she suffered aready. He bowed his head and
added, "1 therefore must commend mysdlf to God and the Holy Spirit and pray that they will read what is
inmy heart snce | doubt | can speek it clearly enough for you to comprehend it.”

"Humility, and from aRoman," marveled the larger eunuch.

"From a Greek bondsman,” corrected the other. "Y ou can tell he's Greek by the eloquence.”
One of the Guards giggled.

"Greek or Roman, | observethe dictates of Christianity,” said Niklos sharply.

"Curiouswording," observed the smdler eunuch. "He observes the dictates of Christianity. He does
not professhisfath.”

"That is something that only God can know," said Niklos. "1 dowhat | canto live asagood Christian
lives, | striveto do evil to none and to aid those | can, | pray for guidance, but doesthat make me a
Chrigian? Not if what | have been taught istrue, and only the state of my soul—which | cannot know,
being aman—revedswhether or not | am Christian." He decided he had better not continue this
argument, or he might be regarded with more hostility for daring to interpret Chrigtianity and itsteachings.

"Very facile)" said the smdler eunuch. "They are great politiciansin Roma, aren't they? | hear that the
Bishop of Roma has regular debates on doctrine, asif that were required of the popes of the Church.”

"l am not privy to what the Bishop of Romadoes or does not do,” Niklossaid. "I listen to the priest



who preaches, or who preached at the villaof my mistress, and from that | try to gain understanding.”
"And favor?' suggested the larger eunuch.

"l wasn't aware that such was the purpose of being a Chrigtian, except the favor of God." It wasa
sharper answer than he had given before and as soon as he said it, he knew he had overstepped the
bounds.

"A sharp-tongued servant isadisgrace to ahousehold,” stated the larger eunuch with asignificant nod
toward the Guards who remained in the room. "If you were a bondsman in this household, you would be
whipped for your insolence.”

"My mistress does not flog her servants except for crimina acts," said Niklos, attempting to show
humility again. "It is her practice to encourage our speaking out so that complaints may be dedlt with
before they become so significant an issue that they cannot be resolved.”

"When that happens, the daveissold,” the smaller eunuch declared. "That ishow it is done here.”

"But my mistress, asyou have said and as | have said, isaRoman lady, and it isher practice to
conduct herself asaRoman." Nikloslooked at the Guards. "Have either of you served inthe Itdian
campaign?'

The Guard with scarred knuckles answered. | served therefor ayear.”

"Then you will vouch for what | say," said Niklos. "The Romans are not like you
Kongantinoupolitans, and they have other tandards for their deglings with their daves and servants. | am
used to those ways, asis Olivia Clemens, and we are not yet accustomed to the manners of thiscity.” He
looked to the Guard once more. "Y ou have seen Roma? Y ou know how Romanslive?!

"l have seen Roma, but the people were leaving in droves and everyone said that the timeswere
remarkable." He cleared histhroat. " Still, we heard enough and saw enough that | will agree with what
you say; the Romans do manage servants and daves in ways that we do not." He addressed the eunuchs.
"Heisfreespoken, but it is not so strange in aRoman.”

The larger eunuch glared. "Y ou may be correct, but that does not mean that suspicion istherefore
diverted from the Roman woman, or from this bondsman.” With that declaration, he folded hisarms and
fdl Slent.

"Why do you seek to defend your mistress?' demanded the smaller eunuch, then stopped himself as
the door opened and atall, elegant man came into the room. He was partiadly bad and so thin that he
gppeared to be perpetudly in profile, hisbody angling away from hishipsasif he were dightly bent. His
face was lined but expressionless. Both eunuchs made him a deep reverence.

Thetal man paid them no heed but directed dl his attention to Niklos Aulirios. "I am Konstantos
Mardinopolis," he announced, asif the name carried impact.

"You are not the Censor," said Niklos.

"No, but | am his nearest associate,” said the tdl man. "He has entrusted me with thisinquiry.” He
indicated the eunuchs. "Y ou may be certain that these faithful servantswill bear witnessto what we
discover.”

"How fortunate," said Niklos, hisface reveding nothing of hismisgivings.

"In other circumstances we would conduct this through the eunuchs themsalves, but since your
mistressisalady of dignity and fortune, it has been decided that my presenceisrequired." Hetook a seat
at thelong table and ostentatioudy unrolled a sheet of vellum. He then set out an inkstand and astylus. "'l
will make notes of what is said and the eunuchs will sign what | have written if they judge it to be accurate
for what has passed between us.”



"May | seeyour record, aswell?' asked Niklos.

"It will beread to you," Konstantos said. ™Y ou will find that is enough protection.” He looked up, his
features il sat and without any feding. "That will suffice, won't it?!

"If you put down what is said accurately and completely, | do not seewhy it should not be." He
draightened himsdlf and waited. "1 am at your digposd.”

Kongtantos did not spesk at once, but took histime in writing the circumstances of the examination
on the sheet before him, unaware that Niklos was able to read what was there. "It has come to the
attention of the Censor that your mistress has made the acquaintance of the Empress Theodora.”

Thiswas not the question Niklos had anticipated, and he was sartled enough to sammer when he
answered. "S-she has, through the wife of Belisarius.”

"That would be Antonina," said Konstantos unnecessarily. "And we are aware that when they met,
the Empress Theodora made reference to enemies that might attempt to discredit your mistress. Perhaps
you will tdl uswho these enemiesare.”

"If I knew, | would. | am my mistress mgordomo, but | do not share her confidences,” helied. "If
she has knowledge of enemies, she has not told me of them. | do know that she was surprised by the
warning, and took it much to heart because it came from the Empress hersdlf.”

"If you do not know what enemiesthese are, why did your mistress heed the warning?"

"Would you not heed awarning from the Empress?* countered Niklos. "To do lesswould be insulting
to Theodora."

"That istrue. Y et Snce your mistress has taken no additional action, we must assume that she does
not believe that the warning was genuine." He stopped speaking to write. "What can you say to that?"

"I do not know what my mistress has decided. It is not for meto question her." He made asign of
protection.

"Why do you spesk s0?" asked Konstantos as blandly as possible.

"To do anything else would be disrespectful and improper.” He stared at the stylus asit moved over
the vellum and he wanted to correct the words that appeared there, but dared not. "It isimportant to
remember that | am her bondsman,” Nikloswent on, gtill reading upside down. "Herein
Kongtantinoupolis you are more stringent about these things than are most Romans; surely you know that
| would be exceeding my station to require any explanation of my mistressin regard to her conduct in this
or any other matter."

"Surely,” murmured Kongtantos.

The questioning continued for most of the afternoon, and when Nikloswas finally escorted back to
Olivids house he was more shaken than his demeanor reveded. He dismissed the Guards with gplomb
that was far from genuine, and took care to wait awhile before seeking out Olivia, for he was convinced
that at least one of the household daves was spying for the Censor or one of his officers.

"Y ou were gone quiteawhile" said Oliviawhen
Niklosfindly answered her summonsto wait upon her in her reception room.
"Yes" heagreed.

"For good reason, | suspect,” she said casudly, having caught his dight warning gesture as he entered
the room.

"The officers of the Censor were seeking information,” he said carefully.
"About me aswell asyou?' Shewas certain of it but knew enough not to make thistoo apparent.



"Y es, and to discourage any comments on the early life of the Empress Theodora" This had been
part of theinquiry and Niklos knew he was safe discussingit.

"Oh, you mean the rumors one hears about public dancing and harlotry,” said Oliviawith faint
laughter. "It isalways thus, isn't it, when awoman who is not born noble catches the fancy of an
Emperor. No one takes such gossip serioudy.”

"That iswhat | said," Niklostold her, making asign to let her know that they were being overheard.

"l hope so0. Think of al the tales you have heard about me over the years. Y ou are my magjordomo
and you know how | spend my time, and with whom, and yet you have been told of my many lovers,
mogt of whom | have never met. | trust you made it clear that | put no stock in such... speculations. |
assume it comes from envious foolswho do not know how fine awoman Theodorais, or how grest is
Jugtinian'slovefor her."

Niklos nodded encouragement. "I hope | conveyed some of your thoughts. There was so some
concern about your life before you came here.”

"The same questions as you were asked about Theodora?' guessed Olivia

"To some extent. The Court Censor isaware that Drososisyour lover, but there has been some hint
that there are many others and that you are nothing more than aloose woman who has tricked everyone
into believing you are noble." 1t was one of the questions that Konstantos had repeated in many forms
and Niklos knew that it was important to still such speculation.

"L et them go to the tombs by the Via Appia and see those of the Clemens and my husband's family;
Clemensand Silius are old and exalted namesin the history of Roma, and | can show documents going
back to the time of the Caesarsthat prove my clams." She sounded more indignant than she was—her
greatest emotion was cold fear.

"Sadly, there have been so many records destroyed thanksto the raids of Totilalsarmy it may be no
longer possible to produce the proofs you mention,” Niklos said, lifting one brow to let her know that this
wasthe story he had held to. "Ever snce we learned that the villahad been gutted, | have lost dl hope
ever to find your family records again.”

"Ah," she sighed, her relief more genuine than the distress she tried to show. "It is sad to see so many
thingslog. Thevilla... how I will missit."

"And the materia you have los—that isimportant, too." He leaned forward and said inan
undervoice, "Olivia, you arein danger. Be careful what you say.”

"Yes, itisimportant,” she said, cocking her head toward the door. "There are other estatesthat | will
probably never recover. How fortunate that my late husband will never learn of this, for he was aman of
great pride, aswere dl the Silii."

"Will you make an effort to recover the estates?* Niklos aready knew the answer but wanted Olivia
to answer it for the benefit of whoever waslistening.

"l doubt if Totilawill honor my request, but once his forces have been routed, then | hope that the
Bishop of Romawill accept my petition and see that my lands are restored.” She paused. "At least in
Romal may till present such petitionsin person. Here | would have to wait until my sponsor choseto
act on my behdf."

"Midtress, | beg you, do not chalenge the order here." He made a gesture to encourage her to go on.

"Itisnot for you to tell mewhat to do, Niklos, and you would do well to remember this. | have not
made it any secret that | am dissatisfied with the regtrictions that have been placed upon me since | left
Roma, and | will not pretend that | have come to termswith the position in which | find mysdlf. Y ou may
be right and it might be prudent for me to make my peace with the requirements of this city, but I cannot.



| am a Roman woman, | am anobleman'swidow and | am not accustomed to the hindrance | find here."
She saw Niklos motion for more, and so shewent on. "I there are no other meansto regain my
property, then | suppose | must accommodate the laws here but it galls me.”

"Migtress, be cautious,” said Niklos, again gesturing to her for more objections.

"Why? Becauseit isinconvenient for you, or for some of the Byzantines? What isit to meif there are
popesin this city who believe that it isimproper for women to have property of their own? Y ou tel meto
bide my time, but | wonder to what purpose. | hold your bond, Niklos, and aslong as | do, you are
beholden to me. | will not tolerate opposition and insolence from you.” She brought her hand down on
the small table beside her low chair. "Keep that in mind, you arrogant Greek."

Niklos gave her athumbs-up ashe said, "Mistress, | think only of your welfare."

"Y ou think only of your own welfare, you mean. Y ou aretrying to curry favor with the officers of the
Court Censor. | will not haveit.”

"Y ou're wrong, mistress," he said, flashing her asmile. "1 would never do such a—" He broke off and
moved slently to the door, waiting. "Whoever it ishas|eft.”

Olivias manner changed as abruptly asNiklos. "How bad isit?"

"We must be very careful, and we must be aways on guard. There are spies everywhere." He sat
down opposite her. "They are going to make inquiries about you in Roma."

"l have no worriesthere" said Olivia. "There are enough people to testify that | have beenliving asa
widow for sometime, and | think that the Bishop of Roma has some of the old records on my land
claims, snce| have leased sections of it to the Church from timeto time." Shetook a deep bregth. "I'm
glad | did that, now."

"The Court Censor isafraid that you might be part of aconspiracy,” Niklos went on.

"MagnaMater, who could think such athing?' Oliviaasked the ceiling. "What would | gain fromiit,
and who would | conspire against”?'

"They think that everyone associated with Bdlisarius might be aiding him in overthrowing the
Emperor,” said Nikloswith adow shake of his head.

"That'sridiculous,” said Olivia. "l can't take such ideas serioudy.” She hesitated. "Yes, | can.”
"Then do s0," warned Niklos. "And be aware that whatever you say might be reported.”
"Accurately?' she asked at once.

"l don't know," admitted Niklos. "Most of what was recorded of the examination | had this afternoon
was put down in more or lesstrue form, but therewasadant toit, just in case. | think they are preparing
materia in casethey need it.”

"Why?' said Olivia

"Because they aretrying to discredit Belisarius. Heistoo popular with the army and the Guard.
Jugtinian is not a fighting man, and there are those who say that if the Empireisto be restored it will be
through battles and conquest. For thisthey will have to have asoldier on the throne. At least that iswhat
the Court Censor appearsto think." He leaned back. " These questions were dipped in between those

about your geneal ogy and rumors about the Empress Theodora, and yet the answers| gave to them were
more completely recounted than any others.”

"Ah," said Olivia. Her hazd eyesgrew tired. "I wonder why—Who will benefit if Bdisariusis
discredited?!

"Those close to the Emperor. Inthat | think your friend Drosos s correct. There are factions at court



that strive for power that they cannot have if Belisarius remainswhere heis; he must be brought down so
that they can gain accessto the army through various officers. If the eunuch Narses does indeed replace
Bdisarius, then there are many who could take advantage of this change and see men of their family
advancein the ranks and in military influence." Niklos rubbed hisjaw. "I used to think that Romawas
bad, but they are amateurs compared to these Byzantines.”

Oliviagot up from her chair and began to pace. "I can't let them inquire too closdly. If they ever found
out al thereisto know about me, they would have me stoned in the marketplace, and once my spinewas
broken, | would die the true degth at last.”

"We could leave Kongtantinoupolis." The suggestion lacked any conviction.

"So soon after arriving? That would attract more attention than we have aready.” She halted, her eyes
fastened on the ikonostasis. "'l wish | could find away to profess my conversion to thereligiouslife, but it
int prectica.”

Nikloslaughed. "No, avampireis not often welcomein areligious retreat. And you would be
noticed, after awhile.

Reluctantly Oliviajoined in the laughter. "And | doubt | could convince anyone it was my way of
taking communion, athoughinaway, itis."

"That would be worse than the rest.” He met her eyes serioudly. Y ou must be careful, Olivia. It
grows more and more dangerous for you here.”

"And dsewhere" she said. "1 wish we had not left Roma, but | know it was necessary."

"Yes" said Niklos. "And whilewe are here, | will do what | canto bedert. If | knew who in the
household was spying on you, | would do what | could to keep watch over that person and be sure that
the information he got was carefully controlled.”

"But you don't know, and neither do I. And if we aretoo obviousin trying to find out, it will only
serve to make matters worse for us both." She touched his arm affectionately. "We are strangers
surrounded by enemies," she said softly. "We must depend on one another more than ever.”

Niklos nodded gravely. ™Y ou can rely on me, Olivia"

"And you can rely on me, Niklos." She gave asudden, flegting grin. "What mere mortal has achance
agang thetwo of us?'

"Do you want meto make alist?' he answered without atrace of humor.

Outside there was a sudden shouting in the street and the rush of footsteps. Both Oliviaand Niklos
listened with hushed darm.

"No," she said when the footfalls were gone.
"Nor I," he agreed.
In adistant part of the house, they heard a door close softly.

Text of a letter from Antoninato Eugenia.

In anticipation of the festivities to come, Antonina sends her warmest greetings to Eugenia and
wishes to tell her how pleased she isthat Eugenia will be able to attend the celebration that will
take place in eight days.



Naturally, most of the guests will be officers of Belisarius, recently returned from the Italian
campaign. It is appropriate that they have such distinction for their action on my husband's
behalf, and doubtless | will be able to learn more of what has transpired since | had my last |etter
from my husband.

Not to be too blatant, Eugenia, thiswill give you a wonderful opportunity to meet men of rank
and ambition who are sensible to the realities of court life and the lives of those close to the court.
There are certain to be officers who are of a good age to marry who seek a woman with some
skill in court matters and proper conduct for the level of society to which they all aspire. There
may be a few, also, with better connections than either of us may easily boast of. Those will be of
special interest to you, | am sure, and you will do well to come a trifle early so that we may see
who among those who have accepted will be most interesting to you. Snce you are to serve as my
companion, there is no bar to your addressing any of the guests, or to being the first to speak if
that is what you wish to do.

Lamentably, Empress Theodora will not be with us. Her health is not what it should be, and
her physicians are forbidding her almost all public appearances. | have heard it said by certain
malicious and unwise persons that sheis paying the price of her early debauchery, and that the
illness that is overtaking her isthe result of all she did before she became the love of the Emperor.
Even if thiswere true—and it is never wise to think the worst of the Empress, no matter who she
is—it is most shortsighted of those speaking against her to do so, for if she recovers, or if
Justinian learns of these allegations then the results might be severe.

On that note, let me advise you to be very circumspect in what you say about Theodora. Not
only are there spies everywhere, but considering the circumstances, you will be well advised to
keep your opinions to yourself, no matter what they are, for until it is established how ill Theodora
truly is, no statements about her can be thought safe.

You were wise to break off with Chrysanthos when you did, but of course you will see him here
at the celebration. If there should be any trace of awkwardness, you have only to seek me out and
| will deal with him appropriately.

At my husband's request, | have asked Olivia Clemens to come, and she has accepted. We will
do what we can for her, but she insists that she is not searching for a husband. But then, she has
taken Drosos for her lover, and doubtless for the time being she has little need of one. If her
sponsor should question her choice, then it might be different, for she could find her money
withheld on the grounds that sheis using it immorally. That might prove drastic, and all she need
do then would be to marry Drosos and put her fortune in his hands instead of her sponsor's, but so
far she has shown herself reluctant to do this.

| want to advise you to wear something in light red with a good deal of gold and pearls. Not
only isthis most fitting in terms of the occasion, but | have |earned that Justinian has said that he
considers wearing pearlsto be a tribute to hiswife, and if that is the case, we are in an excellent
position to make the most of this without seeming to be courting favor. Also, have your hair
dressed with restraint; it is sometimes thought frivol ous of widows to be too extravagant, at least
that is what Theodora told me the last time we spoke, which was ten days ago. She had some very
good advice that | will pass along to you. She said that few men really admire caprice except in a
brief infatuation. If a woman seeks to secure a marriage contract then she must show herself
sensible and determined for the good of her husband and those around him. We have discussed
this before, of course, but | think that you do not always bear it in mind, and that is a mistake, my
dear Eugenia. You continue to put men to the test with sudden and outrageous demands, and this
cannot help you in your search. Try to be a little less fanciful in your dealings with men, especially
these men, for it serves you ill to imagine more than has been offered. You might seeif Drososis
willing to become intimate with you, for if heis not going to marry Olivia, he might as well marry



you, for he stands in my husband's good favor and is a man of promise as well as some little
fortune of his own.

We will speak of this further when you come, and in the meantime, select your most luxurious
clothes of red and gold, and let me advise you to wear the pearl-inlaid tablion, the large one with
therubiesin the sigil of Christ.

This by messenger at midafternoon with my affection,
Antonina

wife of General Belisarius

By sunset Pope Sylvestros had reached Ostia, and as he waited to pass through the Porta Romana,
he watched the carrion birds feast on the bodies of Ostrogoths hanging from the city walls.

"Name?' demanded a grizzled officer, grubby, unshaven and red-eyed.
"Pope Sylvestros," he answered. "From Constantinople.”

"Busness, Pries?’

"l am here to speak with aship owner,” Pope Sylvestros answered vaguely.
"Pass," grunted the officer.

At another time Pope Sylvestros might have taken time to criticize the laxness shown by the officer,
but not now; he was not eager to be more closaly questioned about his purpose here in Ostia. Meekly he
did as he was ordered, and found himself in the narrow streets of the old port city.

At thefar end of the old wharves there was atavern known as The Seagulll. It had been there more
than three hundred years and had established its own particular fame among the saillors who made up its

patrons.
Pope Sylvestros waited there at an evil-sméling table by the smaler fireplace. He held a cup of wine
which he had been nursing long enough to earn him severa nasty glances from the landlord, but he

refused to buy more and fuddle his wits before his meeting with Ghornan, whose ship was supposed to
have made port with theincoming tide. Hefelt in hisdeeve for thefiftieth time for the lists he would offer

the Captain.
"Food, Priest?"' snarled the landlord.

"I am correctly addressed as 'Pope." He wished God had bestowed a more impressive face upon
him, but knew that hisvery ordinary festures aided himin hiswork.

"Pope or priest, you have the same appetites asthe rest of us; you're as venal as the next man, but
youwrgpitin homilies
"l pray God will forgive your impiety,” said Pope Sylvestros, his nervousness making hiswords sharp.

"Impiety!" jeered the landlord. Helifted alarge cup to his mouth and drank deeply. From the rosy
date of hisnose and cheeks, thiswas ahabit with him. "Y ou meeting a Byzantine ship?”'

IIYSIII

"Totilagivesrewardsto those who sink Byzantine ships," the landlord said with satisfaction, adding as
he watched Pope Sylvestros blesshimsdlf, "Y ou priestsare dl dike. Y ou think that prayers and gestures
make adifference. Any idiot can mumble—most of ‘em do—but no one thinks that God does more than
look after them in their affliction. Except for the likes of you." He started to laugh at his own bitter humor.



"In Constantinople you would not dare to speak so disrespectfully of the servants of God." Pope
Sylvestros was deegply indignant and he was not willing to overlook the landlord's challenge.

“If | pour you another tot of wine, will you turn it into water to spite me?" suggested the landlord.
"That'sblagphemy, evenin ltay."

The landlord filled his own cup with the dark, raw wine that was standard fare at The Seagull. "Who's
to report me—you?"

In order to slence the landlord—and because he was growing increasingly anxious—Pope Sylvestros
tossed him asilver coin and ordered more wine.

"Been away from homelong?' Now that he had money in his hand again, the landlord assumed a
mendacious cordiality. He tested the coin in his teeth and counted out half a dozen dissmilar copper
coinsin change, flipping them in the air and showing the ssumps of histeeth as Pope Sylvestros scrabbled
to retrieve them. He was still hunkered down on the floor when the door to the tavern swung open and a
squat-bodied sailor surged into The Seagull. He bellowed for wine and looked quickly around the room
asif expecting to find armed men behind the tables and benches.

"l am Ghornan," he announced to the room, daring anyone to contradict him.

"That isyour good fortune," was the landlord's laconic response. He poured wineinto alarge-sized
cup and held it out to the newcomer. " Three standard copper pieces, | don't care where they came from
if theweight isright.”

Ghornan pulled the coins from the folds of the narrow pallium wound around hiswa. "Here. And
this had better not be watered." He dammed down the coins, and without waiting for the landlord to put
them in the small scale at the end of the counter, he trod the width of the room to stare down hard at
Pope Sylvestros. " Are you the one I'm supposed to meet?”

"1 am Pope Sylvestros," he admitted, his voice going higher with each word.

"You'velodt flesh. | wastold you were portly. Y ou ought to go hometo your wife." He straddled the
bench. "The Bishop of Roma doesn't like his clergy to marry. So far, he hasn't been ableto stopit." He
stared hard at Pope Sylvestros. "What information do you have for me?”

“I..." Hetouched his deeve but dso inclined his head toward the landlord. "If we were more
privae..."

"Oh, you needn't worry about Gordius here. He knowsthat if he repeats aword of what he
overhears, hell have asecond smile by morning." He drew hisfingers across his own throat to illustrate
hismeaning.

"But there might be others who would pay to know what | tell you and that could lead to..."

With an ogtentatious display of exhaustion—ayawn, arubbing of hislarge, firm belly, a scratching of
his chest—the landlord |eft his post behind the counter and made hisway out of the taproom.

"Y ou peawit," said Ghornan. "Now he's suspicious and there's no telling what he might decide to do
with what you tell me." He gestured with disgust and drank off hiswine. "Hell listen now, or hisdaves
will. Either way, I'll haveto kill him beforel leave.”

"I didn't intend—" Pope Sylvestros started.

"Whatever you intended, the harm's done now." He dammed his cup down. "What you have had
better be worth the trouble you're causing; that'sall | can say.”

"Itis, Captain." Reluctantly Pope Sylvestros drew hislists from his deeve and spread the sheets out
on the table. Though the light in the tavern was poor and the pope's handwriting spidery at best, the two
men poured over the pages and at the end of reading the first sheet, Pope Sylvestros could see the



greedy interest in Captain Ghornan's eyes. "Thereis something worth arisk or two here, don't you
think?" he could not resist prodding.

"True," agreed Ghornan as he got to hisfeet and poured himsdlf another generous serving of wine.
"How far arethese villas, did you say?"

"The nearest ishdf aday'swalk, the wals are il stlanding, and athough the north side of it was put
to thetorch, most of the building isintact, including everything ingdeit." He had lowered hisvoice,
leaning forward so that Captain Ghornan could hear everything he said.

"Haf aday,"” mused Ghornan. "And whét is|eft there would make it worth our while? Where are the
Ostrogoths?'

"They've been and gone. They took the livestock, not the treasure.” He cleared histhroat. "Thereisn't
much furniture; | think the owners must have removed some of it when they fled. Thereis somejewelry,
and quite alot of persona items, such as mirrors and perfumejars. | noticed some garmentsin apress, |
don't think any of Tatila's men knew enough to look there—"

"Too persond. They might beidentified,” Ghornan said, dismissang them.

"There are two chariots, wood covered with brass, very finelooking. | don't know if it's practical to
take them both, but if you brought mules we could harness them to one of the chariots and use it to carry
some of the heavier goods."

"Such as?" said Ghornan, revising his contemptuous opinion of Pope Sylvestrosalittle.

"The wine stored under the kitchen floor, for example. Some of it wastaken, but agreat ded remains,
mogt of it in good condition. The owner had an excdlent collection. And who isto say who owns what
bottle of wine?' He held out the first page for Ghornan's review and studied the second one. "Thisvillais
not very promising, but there are one or two good paintings that might be removed. Thereisdso a
good-sized dabaster vase that could bring avery high price.”

"Paintings are usudly not worth much," said Ghornan, not interested. "And they're easily identified.”

"These are old, and one of them shows the destruction of the lost city of Pompeli under Vesuvius.
That ought to make it worth more than paint.” Pope Sylvestrosran hisfinger down the page alittle
farther. "Here's something quite remarkable: three rosewood chests, al in good condition, one with brass
plattersinit. | found them behind the tack room in the stables; | guess the owners had intended to pack
them and then changed their minds.”

"That's more the kind of thing I'm looking for," said Ghornan with aspeculative smile. " Chedts,
furniture, household goods of specia quality and workmanship. The chariots are tempting, and | think
that if we can find chests of good vaue, it might be worth alittle extra" He tapped the table, hishands
hard on the planking.

"Therewas oneVvilla, then, east of the city. | understand that Generd Belisarius himsdlf stayed there
for awhile. It was owned by one of those imposing Roman widows, and must have severa fortunes,
judging by what was | eft there. Even after Totilas men went through the place, | found many treasures | eft
init." He coughed. "It isalittle farther away than you said you wished to travel, but | think you'd find it
more than justifies the additional time and effort. | made apartial inventory, in case you thought you'd like
toriskit.”

"Y ou know what they're doing to lootersin Romathese days?' Ghornan asked. "Y ou saw the
Ostrogoths on the walls coming in, didn't you?1'd just as soon kegp my hands and my skin, thank you."
He glared at the smoke-blackened beams. "It would have to be redly specia for meto take that kind of
chance." With aspeculative lift to hisbrow, he waited for Pope Sylvestrosto speak. "Well?"

"Look at theligt for yoursdlf," said Pope Sylvestros, diding two of the sheetstoward him. "Everything



| found is catadlogued here, and you may be sure that thereis more. Thisis superficid. There were over
two hundred volumesin thelibrary, and she must have taken many more with her. Some of them were
very old, and that might—"

"Books are dangerous,” Ghornan reminded him. "No telling when they might be banned, and then
they become more hazardous than a scorpion.” He ran hisfinger down the page, hislips moving ashe
read. "If thisplumis so ripe, what makes you think that well be the only one after it?

"Mog of thefolk who live near the villawill not enter it for any reason. They say that it hasastrange
reputation. Even those who do not didike it treat the place with the greatest respect. The owner was said
to be a sybil, and some of the very old peasantsins st that she had lived there since they were children.”
He paused. "1 could say prayersfor the repose of unquiet spirits. If there are ghosts, they will depart.”

"We Copts," Ghornan exclaimed indignantly, "have better sense than to rely on ceremoniesfor dl
eventudities. Y ou Byzantines have complicated worship until it is nothing more than athestrical
performance. Chdices and ikond!" He stopped histirade with an effort. "Still, if you would rather
exorcisethe villabefore weloot it, | will not deter you. If this place has one haf the booty you show
here, oneindugtrious night might be worth everything. And if the peasantsthink that it is an unwholesome
place, that could beto our advantage. They will attribute what we do to whatever demon they think lurks
there, and we will not be hampered.” He rubbed his chin. "In fact, let ustake care to make it appear that
there are restless spirits there. No sense in making this more risky than necessary.”

"And if there are such spirits?' Pope Sylvestros could not resist asking.

"We are good Christians, aren't we?' Ghornan asked. "What have weto fear from the Devil ?I'd
worry more about the owners wrath than what Hell might do.”

Pope Sylvestros blessed himsdlf. "Apostasy,” he muttered. Y ou risk worse than anything the
magistrates might sentence.”

"And what of the owner?" asked Captain Ghornan with elaborate courtesy. "Thiswidow, whereis
she and what will shethink if we help ourselvesto her treasures?'

"She has|éeft Italy. They say that she went to Constantinople, and perhaps she did. No matter.” Pope
Sylvestros waved his hand to show what aminor consideration she was. "Even if we are found out, what
can aRoman widow do to us?1 know that her sponsor is a pope and he will not act against another
member of the Church smply because afew of her things were taken.”

"Y ou're counting on alot,” grumbled Ghornan.

"No, I'mnot," said Pope Sylvestros with intensity. "In the very unlikely event she discoverswhat has
happened here, how can she trace thisto us? All we have to say isthat we bought the goods from a
reputable merchant, and therésanend to it.”

"Y ou hope," said Ghornan a hismost daunting. "And if she can convince someone that something
must be done, where does that |eave us?'

"Who might she convince?' asked Pope Sylvestros with genuine bewilderment.

"You sad that Generd Belisarius used the villa. She might persuade him that something isamiss. Let
metell you right now that | have no intention of getting on hiswrong sde. My work ismuch too
dependent on his—"

Pope Sylvestros interrupted Ghornan with aconspiratoria smirk. "Word hasit that the Genera will
not bein Italy much longer. The rumors are that the Emperor is displeased with the progress of the
campaign and suspicious of Belisarius mativations and is going to remove him shortly.”

"I have heard those rumors; Bdisariusis gill here" Ghornan finished hiswine. "There are otherswho
will be on watch for contraband of al sorts. Thiscould be atrap for us; did you ever consider that?'



"Yes, but | don't think so. There are palacesin Romathat are bound to be traps, for their contents
are famous and many would recognize them if anyone were foolish enough to take them. | have no desire
to have my hands cut off and my armsflayed, either. So | say that we go to thisvillaand take what we
want from it. | doubt if anyone would be able to prove that we had taken the items ourselves, and that is
what would condemn us." He made ablessing over them. "The magistrates are rel uctant to accuse popes
and monks of wrongdoing. If you are working with me, then you are shielded by my cloth.”

"Ared| popesascynicd asyou?' Ghornan asked with ahint of admiration.

"Not dl of them are as poor, and few know how to take advantage of opportunity when it presents
itsdlf," said Pope Sylvestros severdly. "It isnot asif | am heping you sted from Byzantines. These are
Romans, and you know what godless pagansthey are.”

"And that isal the excuse we need?' suggested Ghornan.

"Itisnot an excuse," Pope Sylvestrosinssted. "'l would never assst anyone in taking goods from a
true Chrigtian, but these Romans gtill have templesto their gods, and they think to midead usdl by
declaring that they are now churches. None of usarefooled.”

"So you are actualy heping the Church by seizing these goods?* Ghornan laughed. "Very well, tdl me
some more about thiswidow'svilla. Isit al onthelist here?' Helooked over the two sheetswith more
care, hiseyes growing large with avarice. "What's this?' He pointed to an item on the second page of
notes.

Pope Sylvestros glanced at the entry in question. "Oh. Y es, that was very strange. Fourteen chests
filled with earth. One of the davestold me that twenty just like them had been shipped to thewidow in
Congtantinople." He scowled. "1 wonder what kind of pagan rites she enacts with that earth?”

"Pagan rites?' Ghornan asked, heavy browsrisng.

"What esewould sherequireit for?' Pope Sylvestros twitched with indignation. "Rites of fertility, no
doubt, or some other abomination.” He indicated another line on thelist. "This might interest you:
twenty-eight platters of slver. They werein astoreroom aong with those large brass tubs. Two barrels
of sweet oil, and awhole chest filled with spices, which could be worth agreat dedl. The chestitself isan
old one, al antique lacquerwork with brassfittings. It might be as much asfour or five centuries old, and
there are some who would likeit for that reason done.”

Ghornan rubbed his stubbled chin. "The Spairei Krohma aready hasalittle cargo consigned for the
voyage back to Congtantinople; we can take the most salable itemsfrom thisvilla, and if that goeswell,
then we can return for more on my next trip. In the meantime, if you find any other villasthat are
promising, and that have not been the headquarters for the army, make a note of them. | think that we
might be fortunate if we can keep from becoming too greedy, or taking too much from one place. We
must loot with discrimination.” He belched laughter & his own humor.

"We are not looting," said Pope Sylvestros.

"No?What would you cdl it?' He gave the pope afriendly thump on the shoulder. "Converson?
Donaion?' Thistime hedid not laugh. "Whatever hypocritica reason you have, embraceit if it salves
your conscience. And continueto find likely Stesfor our activities"

Suddenly he lunged to hisfeet and battered open the nearest door. Beyond the landlord stood, his
gtained mantele caught in his hands, hisface guilty. "Wel, wel, well, what goes on here?

"Nothing, Captain. Nothing. | was only curiousto know if you had finished your businessso thet |
could resume business”

"For only thetwo of us? Y our tavern isn't very popular these days. Could it be that you were hoping
to augment your earnings by applying for areward as an informant?’



"Never!" the landlord said stoutly as hisruddy face turned hideoudy pae.

"Ah!" Ghornan was shorter than the landlord, and not as stout, but he was strong as the trunk of an
oak tree, and he flung the man across the room with less effort than most would have thought possible.
"You craven. Y ou don't even liewedll." He strode over to the counter and hel ped himsalf to another cup
of wine. As he drank, he regarded the landlord, saying at his mogt affable, ™Y ou know, | once caught one
of my sallorstrying to sel off part of my cargo. | took some of the rope from the saillsand | had it soaked
in pitch, and then | suffed it down hisgullet and up hisass. It burned quite awhile.”

The landlord was gulping for air, his eyeswild with terror. "1 swear, Captain, by the Mother of God,
that | never intended to do—"

"I think," Ghornan went on asif he had not heard the landlord, "that thistime | might wrap the rope
around the body a couple of times, just to speed things up.”

Thelandlord scrambled to hisfeet. "Y ou would never do such athing, not with apriest to watch you."

"What do you think this pope would do? How could he stop meiif | decided to act?' He glanced
from the landlord to Pope Sylvestros and back again. "How could he stop me?'

With achoking cry, the landlord bolted from the room.
Pope Sylvestros had risen. "He will inform againgt us.”

"Oh, no hewont. | have four crewmen waiting outside; they'll catch him for us. I'll tend to him later.”
He came and sat back down opposite the pope.

"What... what will you do to him?" he asked uncertainly.

"Do you redly want meto tell you?' was the sardonic response. When Pope Sylvestros faltered,
Ghornan picked up the pages from the table. "Come. Let's decide what we're going to take thistime."

Numbly Pope Sylvestros nodded and turned his mind away from the landlord's fate to the prospect of
possbleriches.

Text of an announcement sent throughout the Byzantine Empire.

To all subjects, citizens, and slaves of the Emperor Justinian; your attention, prayers, and
devotions are required to mourn the death of the Empress Theodora, who passed fromworldly
travail into bliss on the feast day of Saint Felix of Nola, after enduring with fortitude the ravages
of disease.

Coming so soon after the Feast of the Nativity, her death in thisworld is seen as especially
blessed and more than silences the calumnies that have been spoken of her while she lived and
grew in grace as the beloved wife of Emperor Justinian. Any person so lost to faith and charity
who believes and repeats all or any part of the lies that have been spread about the virtuous
Empress Theodora risks his body in this life and his soul in the next. Empress Theodora rose from
her obscure beginnings through her innate kindness and goodness, and it was God's approval that
brought her to the throne and bed of the Emperor Justinian.

Anyone discovered defaming the memory of this most blessed Empress will face the full weight
of civil and ecclesiastical justice, and the only mercy that will avail so malignant a person then
will be the Mercy of God.

For one year the Byzantine Empire will mourn for Empress Theodora. Those who do not



observe this period will come under rigorous scrutiny.
By the order of
Kimon Athanatadies
Court Censor
at the behest of
the Emperor of Byzantion, Justinian |

PART I

Drosos

Text of aletter from Antonina to her hushand Belisarius.

To my esteemed and beloved husband on the Eve of Good Friday, hail and embraces.

With Theodora dead, there is nothing more | can do on your behalf with Justinian. He has
refused to receive either me or those officers—notably Drosos and Chrysanthos—who have
continued to support you, and in fact it appears that their constancy has fed his suspicions that
you are gathering men around you for the purpose of overthrowing him and assuming the throne
yourseif.

If you have any such plan, my husband, thisis the time to act, for | would be astonished if you
were permitted to remain in Italy until the end of Spring, given the Emperor's current state of
mind. While you have never confided such ambitionsto me, | would certainly support you in any
advancement or endeavor you wish to undertake, and doubtless you have as worthy a claim to
leader ship as has Justinian. You have always been loyal, and | do not mean to impugn your
loyalty, but there have been those in the past who have professed themselves loyal to the Empire
and not to the Emperor. If thisistruly the case with you, you are now at that time when action is
necessary or you will lose the day and the chance you seek, should you seek it at all.

| am gratified, naturally, that you depend on my affection for your strength, and your avowal
of love and continuing passion is most flattering to a woman of my age, but for the moment, let us
turn our attention to more pressing matters. There will be time enough later for tenderness and
kisses. Now we must take care to minimize the damage that has been done so that you do not lose
all credibility at court and thereby endanger yourself even more than is currently the case.

You would do well to send word to all your officers, current and former, that you are devoted
to the Emperor and his vision of a New Roma. That is essential if you are not to be implicated in
treason before the year is over. When you have done that, | suggest that you do your utmost to
expand the area you control in Italy and show your zeal when you do. This may not do muchin
the long run, and it could strain your supplies and men again, but you must believe me: Justinian
demands a victory or he will hold you personally responsible. Once that happens your timein his
good gracesis over entirely.

Let me tell you now that you are being foolish to plan to live quietly until the worst of thisis
past. You must not entertain such thoughts even for a moment. Without success and a great
display of military prowess, all the lies that have been told of you will be accepted as true and you



will be powerlessindeed. If Justinian orders you back to Konstantinoupolis, you may be sure that
it isto keep watch over you and to undermine any base of power you may have established.

Yes, you may be confident that my care and affection continues unabated no matter what is
thought of you. | would be a poor wifeif | allowed anything else to color my conduct. If you are
exiled, then it isfitting that | accept exile with you, or enter the Church, which I do not intend to
do. I know that you will always be a good husband to me, and will never disgrace our union in any
way.

That, however, is not sufficient after all you have done for the Empire and the ungrateful
Emperor who has chosen to assuage his grief for his beloved wife through measures even more
stringent than ones he has taken previoudly. It is not wise to observe this, perhaps, but thereisa
severity in Justinian's nature that without Theodora's presence might prove to be a trial to us all.
Heis a demanding man and what he requires of his people is more extensive than most of them
realize. Without any influence with the Emperor, you are the one he is going to vent his feelings
upon, and it istime to prepare, one way or another, for that day.

You have an opportunity granted to few. It is for you to act or to fail now, not in some later
time when the issues are clearer, for then you will not have access to the men and supplies that
are around you now. Do not reject my suggestions out of hand, my husband. They are made for
love of you and the Empire.

By my own hand
Antonina

It was a contrived meeting, one that Simones had taken great pains to make appear both accidental
and fortuitous. The fish market was so0 busy that everyone elbowed and shouted and shoved in an effort
to reach the stalls where the various fishermen had set up dabsto show their catch. In such a setting, two
important household daves might expect to find each other trying to purchase the same sole.

"Y ou are the mgjordomo to the Roman widow, aren't you?"' asked Simones, feigning doubt.

"Yes, NiklosAulirios" he said with agesture that indicated he was willing to permit Smonesto
purchase the fish.

"Oh, that'sright. You're Greek. | think thereason | didn't place you at first wasthat | can't remember
that you aren't as Roman as your mistress.” He handed over the coinsto the fisherman without haggling
and told the man where the sole was to be ddlivered. " See that you send it at once; my mistresswishesto
serveit thisevening and it must be properly prepared.”

"You're part of Bdlisarius household, aren't you?" asked Niklos as he moved away from the front of
the booth. He shaded his eyes against the spring sun and watched as the eunuch made hisway to his
gde

"Yes. It isnot so great an honor asit once was, but what dave isfreeto choose his master?* The
philosophical tone was belied by the discontented set of his mouth.

"Or what bondsman, if it comesto that?" retorted Niklos as he indicated a booth where chilled wine
mixed with honey and fruit juice was being sold. "I have afew pieces of copper. Join me."

"Y ou're being generousto astranger,” said Smones, hardly able to believe that their meeting was
going sowdll.

" am the stranger here. And | am curious about your mistress. Olivia Clemens has not had the
pleasure of entertaining your mistress recently, and | was curiouswhy." He found a bench and sat down



50 that the shadow of the nearest wall fdl acrosshim.

"My mistress has not gone out much since. .. recent events.” Simones sighed. "Even her good friend
Eugeniahas not been in the greet |ady's presence of late.”

"Has the Generd returned yet?' asked Niklos politely, dthough he knew that Belisarius had come
back to Konstantinoupolis more than aweek ago.

"Yes, a the Emperor'singstence, there was no official welcome." Simones ran histongue over his
lips, then wiped his brow with the cuff of hisdeeve.

"From the rumors, welcome would not be the word for it," Niklos suggested, raising his hand to signdl
one of the serving daves of the wine merchant.

"Sadly thereisarift between the Generd and the Emperor,” said Smonesat hismost neutrd. "The
Emperor fearsthat the General has become too used to command and wishes to expand his conquests.”
He watched Niklos carefully. "Those who are Belisarius friends are of interest to the Emperor, of
course.”

"Why of course?' asked Niklosinnocently, athough he knew the answer before he asked his
question.

"Because the Emperor wishesto know that heis secure,” said Simones, doing his best to control his
impatience.

"Bring ustwo of your nectars," said Niklosto the dave who approached them. "And if there are any
of those little cakes, one or two of them would be welcome, wouldn't they?' Thislast wasto Simones.

"They aretasty,” he said curtly, wanting to guide Niklos back to the matter at hand. "It isgood of you
to offer.”

"Nonsense. It isgood to find someonewho is so cordid.”

In a Kongtantinoupolitan Simones would have suspected that so gracious aremark hid sarcasm, but
coming from Olivias bondsman, he was confident that there was no ulterior messagein the few words. "I
would beyour friend, Niklos, if youwould alow it. There arered advantagesin my friendship.”

"Arethere?' Hetook the two cups the serving dave brought and handed the youth three copper
coins. "For the drink and for your trouble."

"Y ou Romans are dways very free with money for daves" Simones observed criticaly.

"It isaRoman custom, and my mistress keepsto Roman ways." He gave the larger cup to Simones.
"Long life and favor to the Emperor and our mistresses,” toasted Niklos, though he only tasted the nectar
before he set the cup down.

"Of course," Simones seconded, taking a deep draught of his drink. He wanted to resume control of
their conversation without appearing too obvious. "About your mistress. She knew Belisariusin Roma,
didn't she?'

"Y es. She gave him the use of her villawhen sheleft and she received much assistance from your
mistressfor this"" Helooked at Smones. "And surely you know this"

"Some of it. A man in my position cannot question his owner too closely.” Hetried to be sdlf-effacing,
but did not succeed entirely.

"Then you are aware that the friendship had its originsin Roma," Niklos declared. "And you must
know that my mistress owes your master a debt of gratitude for al he has done to assst her now that she
livesinthiscity."

"1 would have thought that such an honor belonged more to Drosos,” said Simones with asperity



before he could stop himself.
"Well, Drososis Belisarius Captain, isn't he?'

"Yes," Simones agreed with polite savagery. He brought hisrising temper under control. "Does that
mean that Belisariustook her asalover?'

"Saint Stephanos, no," Niklos said with alaugh, his dark, reddish eyes dancing. "My mistressrarely
consorts with men who have wives. There have been very few exceptionsto therulein dl thetime | have
been with her."

"And that has been for awhile, | gather,” Simones prompted smoothly.
"Longer than you would think possible," Niklos confirmed with atouch of irony in hisvoice.

"And... you must forgive mefor asking this, but | do not mean disrespect.” He stared down into the
cup. "Sheisactualy awidow, is she, and not ssmply a courtesan who has taken a convenient lie to cover
her sins." Hisface grew sharp, dmost predatory, but he did not redlize that Niklos saw.

" She was widowed before | became her bondsman,” said Niklos truthfully, not adding that he had
been with her for more than two hundred years. "Her husband was found guilty of treason and other
crimes. For that reason aone, she was not eager to marry again.”

"Such acts stick to wives, don't they?' Simones said with a contemptuous turn of his mouth.

Niklos said nothing but signaed for a second drink for Smones. "Forgive meif | do not have
another,” he said to Antoninas eunuch dave. "I have apoor head for wine."

"Sengbleto know your limits" Simones said asif he approved; he made a note of this weaknesswith
asense of satisfaction.

"So my migtresstellsme." He gave two more coins to the dave and waved the youth away.
"About your mistress," Simones continued ruthlesdy, "how isit that she prefersto live as she does?

"SheisaRoman, my Greek friend, and she lives as a Roman woman of the highest classlives. If she
would rather not be awife, that does not make her awhore because sheisnot ardigious.” He smiled at
reminiscences Simones could not share. "There were times when her life would have been religious, but
these things change.”

"Do not say that where officers of the Court Censor can hear you. Kimon Athanatadiesis not known
for his sense of humor." Now Simonestook afirmer stance with Niklos. ™Y ou apparently are not aware
of how different things are here in Kongtantinoupolis. In Roma perhapsit is not a serious matter to
question the ways of the Church. Here, the Emperor isno cynic whose faith isan act of palitics. Heisa
man of true devotion, and his court isthe same. If you wish to pass unscathed, then you will haveto
mend your ways."

"Isthat what you have been trying to tell me?" asked Niklos with an gppreciative grin. "I have been
wondering what isyour purposein talking with me. Y ou are worried that my mistress might say or do
something unwise, and | am grateful that you, or more correctly your mistress, | suppose, are concerned
on her behdf." Ashe spoke, letting himself rattle on foolishly, he watched Simones, looking for some
indication of what Antonina's dave actudly sought. Y es, | suppose my migtressisalittle stubborn about
how she lives. Romans are like that, you know. They must dways be Roman, no matter how
inappropriate it might be. | have wondered mysdlf if it would be best to keep to the old ways here, but |
am abondsman, and it isnot my place to correct the behavior of my mistress. Still, if thingsare asyou
imply, then | must do something to encourage her to reconsider.” He stopped and pointed to the second
cup. "You'renot drinking, Simones. Isn't thisto your liking?"

"It ispleasant,” snapped Simones, his patience dmost exhausted. Y ou seem to think that thisis



nothing but an entertainment.”

"Oh, no; | wouldn't make so grave an error,” he said with mockery in the back of hiseyes. "You are
trying to give me amessage that hasto do with my migtress. | redizethat.”

Simones started to rise, then thought better of it. "Y ou have alittle of thejist of it," he said with no
attempt to make hiswords cordia. "But you don't grasp the ramifications. If your mistress continues as
sheisnow, she might well come under close scrutiny. Those who have been of assistancein any inquiry
will escapethe worst of the results of such scrutiny. If sheis questioned, your prior assistance will be
welghed in determining what cul pability you share with her."

Niklos stared, amazed at the blatant threat Simones offered. He had expected pressure but not
coercion. "l am abondsman, and there are lawsthat limit what | may do,” he said cautioudly.

"There are laws that supercede your bond," Simones declared. "There are the laws of the Emperor
and God which no bond can overrule." He faced Niklos squarely. "There are d so laws that reward true
service to the Emperor and God by the ending of bonds. It is something to consider.”

"Itis" Niklos agreed somberly. "Let me understand you; if | give information on my mistress before
an inquiry is"madeinto her actions by the Censor, that will be afactor in what trestment |, as her
bondsman, receive, if judgment goes againgt her.”

"In part, yes," Smonessaid, hisface set in aferocious smile.

"And, of course, if | make reports, it might increase the chance of the inquiry being undertaken at dl,”
Nikloswent on in aconversationd way. " So if the judgment went in her favor, | would be the one
blamed for bringing fa se testimony against my mistress and abjuring the terms of my bond.”

Simones came closeto snarling. "It isn't theway it isdone here."

"lantit?" Niklosasked. "Wdl, you will haveto forgive meif | requirealittletimeto think thisover. |
have aready spoken with afew of the Censor's officers, and your reminder, while well-meant, comes at
atimethat fills me with doubt.” He rose abruptly. "1 don't know why so many of you want to discredit my
midiress, but you will not have my help in doing it."

"Condder the dternatives before you make such arash decison,” Smoneswarned him. "Y ou have as
much to lose as she does, and for aman of your position, the methods we use might be more than you
want to endure.”

Niklos eyes were distant as he regarded Smones. "I have listened to men like you before, Simones.
Y ou cannot bear it that Olivia has her own life and her own ways. Y ou refuseto let her be. Well, though
| am only a bondsman and nothing more than her mgordomo, | will not abandon her, especialy to
jackaslike you and the men you serve.” He deliberately reached down and tipped over his cup which
was dmogt full. The contents ran over the bench and splattered onto the pavement.

"Y ou're an arrogant fool," spat Simones.

"A thing | have learned from you," Niklos said sweetly. "I havelistened to al your advice, and now |
will giveyou some of mine: leave Atta Olivia Clemensdone. She harms no one. Sheisliving within your
laws. She has no ambition to seek power here. If you force her to change, you will regret it."

"Will 17" Simones growled. ™Y ou know nothing of it."

"Andif you perss in these attempts to suborn me, | will inform not only my mistress, but | will
request that she inform yours. | do not think that Antoninawould welcome so deceitful adavein her
household." He turned on hishedl and strode away into the market, leaving Smonesto curse him.

By the time he reached Olivias house, Nikloswas no longer satisfied that he had managed his
meeting with Simones as well as he had thought he had at first. He entered his quartersin athoughtful



mood which darkened steadily with the day, so that by nightfal, he wasfilled with melancholy
foreboding.

It was after most of the household had retired that Niklos sought out Oliviain her sudy where she
was passing the night reading.
"You look terrible," she said as he entered the room, and her words were only haf in jest.

"I'm not surprised,” he said, Stting down acrossfrom her. "I fear | have done you poor servicethis
afternoon.”

"Impossible," she said affectionately as she set the old scroll she had opened aside. "What's troubling
you?'

"Simones, Antoninas eunuch,” he said, the wordstasting spoiled in his mouth.

Oliviawaited, her hazdl eyes on his. She said nothing, but her attention was gpparent in every lineand
angle of her body. Her silence was patient and unawkward, for she and Niklos had too many years
together for her to need to urge him; he would speak in hisown time.

Findly the story came out, a bit digointed and with occasional digressions, but recounted accurately
and without too much gpprehension coloring the tale.

"The Censor and now Simones. What do you make of it?* Oliviaasked when Niklos was finished.

"l don't know, but none of it pleases me." He folded hisarms, sighing heavily. "l assumethat if they
are attempting to enlist my aid againgt you that there are other spiesin the household.”

"That's likely; we expected it," she said serendly.

"l dont likeit," he said.

"Nordol."

Helunged to hisfeet and began to pace. "What are we going to do?"

"What can we do? We will have to wait and find out why we are suspect, and of what, and by
whom." She stared up at the ceiling. "It may be nothing more than Belisarius. Now that he has been
recaled and stripped of command, there are vultures waiting to pick over his carcass. If they are seeking
more waysto discredit him, they will have to find someone other than meto aid them.”

"And if it isn't Beisarius?' asked Niklos.

"For thetime, we will haveto assumethat itis" Oliviadecided. "1 am Drosos lover, Drososis
Bdisarius Captain; | provided housing for Belisariusin Romaand | am here under his sponsorship. That
is more than reason enough for the Court Censor. | am aRoman widow. Spying on meisasmplething
andtherisksareminimad.”

"Then you want meto do nothing." Nikloswas growing angry. "What happensif the Court Censor
decides to imprison me? What then? How do | account for what | am? And what if he imprisonsyou?’
Thislast question was flung out with passion, but as soon asit was spoken, he changed, coming toward
her with sympathy in hisface. "By the Horses of Poseidon,” he said contritely. "1 didn't intend—"

Oliviahad turned her face away, but now shelooked at him and there was grief in her eyes. "It'sall
right, Niklos. You'reright, | suppose. And if | amwrong, if | underestimate the risks, then you and | have
agreat ded tolose, and it isnot merely our lives. Weve dready lost those once.” Thislast wasan
unsuccessful joke. "Please, at least chuckle for me, or | will become as morose asyou are.”

“I'm... I'msorry, Olivia. | can't." Helooked down at her. "There aretimes | despair.”

"And 1." Shegot up and cameto hissde. "Niklos, if you think we must take greater precautions, then
| will abide by your decision. Y ou may bewiser than | about this. | didike this place, itsreek of holiness



and condescension so much that | might migudge our danger by my very didike." She leaned her head
on hisshoulder. "That timein Cardis, when the ship had been blown off course.”

"l remember." Now there was a hint of amusement in his response.

"| overlooked the most obvious danger because | was o utterly miserable and furious. Thismight be
the samething, and if it is, it would be unforgivable of meto ignoreit. Only fools and cowards make the
same error twice."

"Sinceyou're neither of those, then—" He put hisarm around her and patted her shoulder. "1 think
what we need most is our own spy in the ranks; what do you say?"

She sagged againgt him and then straightened. "1 would liketo say that | leaveit up to you, but that's
no answer. Very well. | agree, aslittle as| want to. One of the daveswill have to be taken into our
confidence, at least to some degree, and we will have to find some means to establish the dave's
religbility." She moved away from him. "It'sdl so petty, when you think of it."

"Whether it isor nat, it could cost more than either of uswantsto pay,” Niklos reminded her.
"True" Shefdl into amusing slence. "Do you have any recommendations about adave?"

"No; do you?' He had learned long ago to trust her sense about people, for her impressionswere
aways more accurate than his. "Tell me."

She did not answer at once, and when she did, her tone was dightly remote. "That Eastern woman, |
think. Zghil isher name. The one who comesfrom Vagarshapat, if that'sthe place | think itis."

Niklosregarded her with interest. "Why her? The rest of the davestreat her oddly. They don't trust
her."

"That'swhy, in part,” Oliviasaid. "Shewill be under less suspicion because she is dready thought
grange." Shelooked at him and shook her head. "Y ou don't really understand, do you?"

"No," he admitted. "But | know that you do, and that's sufficient.”

"I'm grateful for your confidence,” she said lightly. "I will want to speek to her in the morning. See that
sheis sent to me before the first med. | don't want the summonsto start gossip.”

Nikloswas deeply relieved. The worry had not left him, but he no longer felt that he and Oliviawere
floundering, at the mercy of the shifting Imperid tidesthat had claimed so many others. "Very well, I'll see
that sheis sent to you. For what purpose?’

"Oh, to ingpect my clothes. Something must need mending.” She reached down and picked up the
scroll. "1 was hoping that we might have respite here, but | waswrong.”

"Olivia—" Niklos began.

Sherolled the scrall tightly. "I used to think that there would come atime when | would not haveto
livewith...oh, with fear and anger around me, poisoning theworld. | thought there would be good
fellowship and sensible actions because we would grow wiser and more caring.” She put the scroll back
inits pigeon hole, then glanced over at the small ikonogtasis. "'l fed asif dl our timeisspent interrible
darkness, and that if we are fortunate, from time to time we sumbleinto alittle light. If we are not too
frightened of what we see, we huddle around it, like tradersin the desert a their fires. But most are
terrified or blinded, and they seek the darkness again, preferring that to—" She shook her head. "Forgive
me"

"Always," said Niklos, more moved by what she had said than he wanted to admit.
Thistime her amilewas genuine. "Y ou're too good to me, old friend."
"Me?Never." He cameto her side, kissed her cheek, and went to the door. " Zg hil, tomorrow



morning.”

She nodded. "I suppose | must." Sheturned away and did not look back again when she heard him
close the door.

Text of aletter to Olivia from Sanct Germain.

To my most cherished Olivia, hail from Perath.

Your letter reached me after five months, which is good time, or so | aminformed. For the
next year | will be here at Perath and can be reached at the House of Foreign Scholars. | hope
you will send me word of how you are, for you seemed unhappy with your life in Constantinople,
and that saddens me. You have already endured so much, and to have that haven denied you
grieves me more than | can tell you.

How good to know that Drosos is with you. He may not be able to compensate for your
vexation, but surely you find some consolation in his company. Love given so honestly israre
indeed, as you and | both have cause to know. It has been many, many years since | knew such
intimacy; thinking back, I cannot recall such profound rapture since you and | were lovers.
Treasure your Captain Drosos, Olivia.

You say that you suspect Belisarius will be removed from command, and you believe that it is
foolish. Of courseit is. But are you surprised, you who saw the Year of the Four Caesars and
knew Tigellinus? If Belisarius is the man you say heis, no Emperor could tolerate having himin
power; asitisheisaliving rebuke to Justinian.

This hardly provides the comfort | wish | could give you, and for that | rely on your
understanding. There are so few things | can offer at this distance, and that distresses me. Still, in
spite of it all, this brings you my enduring love.

Sanct Germain

his seal, the eclipse
by the good offices
of Brother Petros

on pilgrimage to Roma

Captain VIamos strove to hide his embarrassment. "I have to take your sword aswell, Generd," he
sad to Belisarius as he and his men waited in the vestibule of Bdlisarius house.

"Why?Who istherefor meto useit on but mysdf?' Belisarius asked with a bitter laugh. "Or isthat
Jugtinian'sfear? Does he think | will deprive him of my shame?"

"Itisn't wiseto spesk soto us, General," VIamos said iffly. "The Emperor has given his orders and
we are hissworn officers. Thereis nothing—"

Bdisarius held up his hand to stop this confession. "1 am aso his sworn officer, little as he believesit.”
He reached down and unbuckled his sword. "Takeit. It'sonly a symbol, but that is enough. The Emperor
has aready taken my persona guard, and he has restricted my movements.”

"Generd." Vlamos held the sword asif he expected it to strike of its own accord.



"Well, heis Emperor and | am his Generd, no matter what he believes, and | will be his Generd unto
desth."

He pinched the bridge of his nose and rubbed hiseyes. "I will dowhat | am ableto, and | will strive
to understand what it isthat he wishes of me."

"Hewishesyour loydty, Generd,” said VIamos, delivering this statement with the stiffness of one
repeating alesson by rote.

"Then he hashiswish," said Belisarius, suddenly weary and out of patience with the ceremony. "
have dways been loyd, and | will dwaysbe loyal. It sorrows me that the Emperor is not aware of this,
but | can do little but protest. Those who have told the Emperor anything else of melie. Those who have
sought to have me removed from command for fear that | might use my position against Justinian do so
without judtification." Hefolded hisarms. "Will you inform Jugtinian of this?"

"We areto give our report to Kimon Athanatadies, and he will present areport to the Emperor,”
Vlamos said, being as meticulous as he could. "I am only Captain of the Guard; | cannot addressthe
Emperor directly.”

"That'snew," said Bdlisarius, surprised at the information. "How long hasthis been the case?’

"A year." Helooked away from Bdisarius, fixing his gaze on the muras of martyred saints. "It has
been determined that the Emperor requires. .. lessinterference from those who are not of true importance
to the Empire.”

"That'samistake, especidly if the Censor thinks that the Captain of the Guard is not important to the
Empire" said Bdisariusdryly. "He could cometo regret that decison one day.”

"|sthat meant—" Vlamos started.

"Asaword of caution, nothing more. If aman does not think those who guard him are important, he
invites problems. | was thinking of the Caesars who were overthrown by the Pragtorian Guard, who
watched over them.”

"Weare not Pragtorians,” Vlamos pointed out uneasily.

"No, but Justinian might err asthe Caesars did,” Belisarius said. "It would grieve meif that wereto
happen.” He glanced at the other officerswith Vlamas. "Isthat al, or isthere something more we must
do beforethisisover?'

"l must announce to your household what isand is not permitted here now that the Emperor has
removed your command and your personal guard.” Vlamos coughed, the only display of emotion he
permitted himsdlf.

"Mugt it be the whole household, or can | limit it to the mgjordomo, who will give ordersto the rest?"
Hethought it galling that he would have to face hisdaves a thistime; it was sufficiently degrading to be
denounced before soldiers; to have the terms of his disgrace announced to his daves wasintolerable.

Although Vlamos had been told to give the orders to every member of the household, he said, "The
family and magordomo will suffice. Hewould dedl with hisreprimand—and there would surely be
one—later.

"Very wdl." He clapped hishands. "Simones! Ariug" The summonswas sharp and loud asorderson
abattlefield. "Come here. Bring your mistress and her aunt. And my brother.” For thefirst timein hislife,
he was grateful that he had no children, and that as a bastard, he could not directly dishonor hisfather.

Vlamos and his men waited in silence while the summoned members of the household cameto the
vestibule and stood in front of the murds of the suffering holy men.

Simones and Arius stood gpart from the rest, both attentive, both curious. They knew that Antonina



was consumed with rage at the way Justinian was treating her husband, and both wondered if she would
be able to contain her wrath during the proceedings. Both daves waited as Captain Vlamos prepared to
recite the Emperor's mandate.

"Generd Bdisarius," Vlamos declared with amost no inflection. "Y ou are required to give up your
command and al clamsto command. Y ou are to surrender your persona guard and al personal support
of those guards. Y ou will be permitted to maintain your house and your fortune in the manner you wish as
long as you do not have guards or the support of guards as part of it. Y ou are not to receive any military
officers without the presence of apope or an officer of the Censor in attendance, and any defiance of this
requirement will bring with it an assumption of treason on the part not only of Generd Belisarius but of
the officer in question. If the Generd isas devoted to the Emperor asheingsts, hewill be a painsnot to
implicate his officersin any possible guilt. The members of General Bdlisarius household may not consort
with members of the households of other military officers but in the presence of a pope or an officer of
the Censor. Thisredtriction includes al fema e members of the household in their dealingswith the
females of other households.”

Antoninagave ashort, stifled cry, but said nothing more. Her aunt, alittle, wizened cresturein a
smple dark brown paenula, reached over and put her hand on Antonina'sarm.

"Thereisnot to be written communication of any kind between Generd Bdisariusand any military
officer,” Captain Vlamos went on, "except if it has been read and copied by an officer of the Court
Censor. Any communication thet is clandestine will be assumed to be treasonous, and will result in
imprisonment of the officer involved in the communication.”

"Isthat al?* Belisarius asked when Vlamosfd| slent.
"For thetime being," Vlamos answered. "I'm sorry, Generd. | haveto say it that way."

"I'm sorry too, Captain,” said Belisarius heavily. "All right, you may tell whomever-it-isyou report to
that | have heard Justinian's strictures and | will abide by them, though | maintain now, as| have from the
first of this regrettable misunderstanding, that there is no need for the Emperor to take these precautions,
and | will pray God every day that the Emperor will come to know thisfor himsdlf." He made asmall
reverence to Captain Vlamos. "Thank you for discharging your duty."

"You should curseme," VIamos said with feding.

"What would be the point of that?' Belisarius asked. "Take what you must take and leave me. |
would like to spend some time aone with my family." He nodded to Antoninaand his brother.

"Of course," said Captain Vlamos, and barked acommand at his men. "We must post aguard at your
door, so that we may know who comes here, how often, and when."

"Certainly," said Bdisarius, dready turning away from the soldiers. "Come into the private reception
room, Lysandros, we must talk.”

Lysandros set hisjaw and glared at hisolder brother. "I havelittleto say to you, Belisarius."

"But | have agreat ded to say to you," said Belisarius, hisface darkened with sorrow. "When | have
done, you may say what you like."

"And what of me?' demanded Antonina, who had contained herself aslong as she could and was
now filled with indignant fury.

"L et me have ashort timewith Lysandros, my delight. Y ou and | have many hours to spend together;
Lysandros returns to Nicaea in the morning, and who knows when we will spesk faceto face again?' He
watched the door of his house as Captain Vlamos and the Guard soldiers|eft. "Anus, Simones, one of
you closethat, will you?"

Ariusbusied himsdlf with the door; Simones went to Antonina. " Grest lady, would you want a cup of



honied wine?'
"1 would want a cup of hemlock and gall," she said in a hate-thickened voice. "1 want poison and acid
and instruments of torture to exact vengeance."

"My niece" said her aunt inasmall, distressed voice.

"To think that this could happen!" Antoninaburst out, and then began to weep in great, angry sobs,
refusing to be comforted. "I an going to my quarters,” sheinformed the air, shrugging off the ineffective
consolation of her aunt.

"Y our wifeis overwrought,” observed Lysandros as Belisarius closed the door.
"Sheisdsoindespair, and | anthecauseof it," Bdisariussad.

"Y ou arethe cause of misfortunefor al of us," Lysandros accused him. ™Y ou ought to have thought of
that before you embarked on your schemes.”

Bdisariuslooked steadily at his brother. Lysandros was eight years hisjunior, and had had a different
father; the two brothers had little in common except the blood of their mother. "I had no schemes, except
those aimed at running Totilasarmy out of Italy. Bdievethat or not asyou wish. It isthe truth.”

"Then why does the Emperor confine you in thisway?Why are you relieved of command and your
personal guard? What sort of innocent do you think | am, brother?* Lysandros put his hands on his hips,
which were dready growing ample.

"l don't think you areinnocent, or foolish, or any smilar thing," Belisarius said carefully. "But | hope
that you have somefaith in me yet, for our mother's sakeif no other."

Lysandros laughed and the sound was mirthless. "Then you are the one who isfoolish. How could
you have et this happen? | have already been told that | can no longer sell my horsesto the army
because of you. That accounts for more than haf my earnings, and | am to lose it because you could not
act intimeto preserve your rank." He turned so quickly that he overset abrazier.

Astheiron tripod clattered to the floor, Belisarius went to right it. "I am the Emperor's Generd,
Lysandros. Thatisdl | am."

"Y ou mean you are not a hushand and a brother? Y ou're just a Generd?* He hurled hiswordslike
clubs and took a perverse satisfaction when they struck.

"l am dl thosethings," Bdlisarius said quietly as he steadied the brazier. "And it seems| havefailed at
al of them.”

Lysandros snorted. "Penitent, too. Doubtless | should tell you now that you are forgiven for dl the
misfortune you have brought down on everyone. But | am not deceived by your ways, brother. You
aspired to the purple and you failed to grasp it for yoursdlf, and now you are taking refuge in contrition.
No one accepts thisfa se front you show to the world. All the world knows you are guilty of treason and
we are amazed that our Emperor should show you the clemency he does. If | werein Justinian's position,
| would see you flayed on the steps of Hagia Sophia, and would hang your skin from the palace gates.”

Bdisariuslistened to thiswithout interruption; only the quickening of his breath revealed hisfedings.
"Isthat thelot?"

"How can you face me? How can you face your wife, who has been your staunchest dly at court for
al theyearsyou werein foreign lands?' Hedammed hisfigt into hisopen hand. "By dl the Saintsin the
cdendar, if | were she, | would despise you."

"Y ou despise me enough for you both,” said Bdlisarius. "'Y ou may speak of yourself to me, but you
are not to say anything for Antonina.” He read astonishment and guilt in hisbrother'sface. Y ou have
traded on our relationship for years, and now you are about to lose that which | made possible. You are



entitled to disappointment, even anger, but you are not permitted to drag my wifeinto this dispute.”
"Belisarius—" Lysandros blustered.

"No, you have had your opportunity, and now | will have mine. | have had to listen to more
accusations and calumniesin the last two monthsthan | have heard in al my previous years, and you now
will haveto hear me out." He hooked athumb into his belt. ™Y ou think—because it isthe current myth
bruited about the court—that | was on the verge of rebelling against the Emperor, and it was only the
swift action of the Censor that prevented me from attacking Justinian. That is not and never wasthe truth.
| have never aspired to the purple, asyou clam. | have had dll that | could dedl with in fighting to reclaim
the old Roman Empire for Justinian. | was satisfied to be the first Generd of the Emperor, and | was
content to follow his ordersto the best of my abilities and to the extent that my men and supplies made
possible. | was and am now loya to the Emperor. | am not atraitor. If | must live thisway in order to
satisfy the Emperor of that, then | am content to do it, and pray only that | will have the chance to show
that everything | have saidistrue.”

"And the spieswill tell the Censor," jeered Lysandros.

"If there are spiesthey can tell whom they wish. It isthe truth. Understand that, Lysandros, if you
understand nothing else.”" He turned on hished and went to the door. "'If thereisnothing ese, | will leave
you. | am sorry that you must suffer because of me, but you chose to prosper through our relationship,
and so it hauntsyou now."

"Wait, Bdisarius" Lysandros cadled less certainly.
"Why? So that you can revile me more?" For thefirst time there was anguish in his voice.

"l... If what youvetold meistrue,” Lysandros said to his brother'sback, "then | grieve for you, for
you have truly been destroyed by your own honor."

"But you think otherwise," Belisarius said, and |eft the room. He stood in the halway for amomert,
his emotionsin turmoil. Thiswasworse than walking over abattlefield after avictory and seeing the
ruined, broken men whose lives purchased it. He ground his teeth together, wishing that he trusted himself
to get drunk and end the pain for afew hours.

Simones stood alittle farther down the hall, and he hesitated before spesking. "Master, your wife...
your wife desres your company.”

“In amoment,” said Bdisarius, not confident he could remain cam with her.
"Sheiseager for you," Smonesinformed him.

"Inamoment,” he repeated. He indicated the door behind him. "My brother is aout to depart. | pray
you, give him escort.”

Thiswas not what Simones hoped for, but he made areverence. "At once."

"Seethat he has an appropriate gift. Something suitable. | suppose a dozen brass cupswill do.” He
rubbed his chin, and wished he had the excuse of shaving to postpone what he knew would be a
harrowing time with Antonina He gave asour amile, that he who had fought armiesin Italy and Greece
and Africashould falter at an hour with hiswife. With that thought to goad him, he went to Antoninas
private quarters.

"My husband,” Antoninasaid when Belisarius had made hisreverence to her. "My husband, what has
happened to us?*

"l wish | knew," he said, thinking how beautiful she was, and how much it hurt him to see her so
distressed. He went and wrapped hisarms around her, saying softly, "The only comfort | can find in this
isthat | can bewith you, beloved.”



She pushed againgt hisembrace. "What isthe matter with you? Have you lost al your mettle?!

He strove to hold her, needing her nearness to assuage the other losses he had been forced to accept.
"Antonina, please."

"Do not beg me, my husband. | am your wife, and yours by rights. For the Lord of Hosts, take
something, if itisonly me. Y ou are without any stedl.” She broke away from him. "How dare Justinian
do thisto you? How dare he forget dl you have done to advance him? If Theodorawere ill alive, this
could never have happened." She dashed her hand over her face asif to banish her furioustears.

"l have asked mysdlf that, Antonina, and | have no answer.” He watched her, an ache like afestering
wound burningin him. "Antonina."

"Do not speak to me! Do not do anything. | have endured al thewords | ever want to hear.” She
reached to the nearest ikon and flung it across the room. When Belisarius reached out hishand to restrain
her, she turned on him, her mouth square with ire. "What use are the Saints? What use is your precious
honor if we are driven to this disgrace? Why must you be blameless? Why didn't you plot against the
Emperor if thisisto be the reward you have?

"For your own sake, Anton—" Belisarius began, then broke off as Antoninathrew herself on him, her
hands raised and her nails poised astalons to rake his face and gouge his eyes.

"Coward!" she shrieked. "Foal! Fool! Fool!"

Striving not to hurt her, Belisarius struggled to hold Antoninaand pin her armsto her sides.
"Antonina," he panted. "Beloved. Wife. My most dear.”

Her nails scored his neck before she was restrained. "I hate you," she hissed. "I hate you."

At that, the strength went out of him and he released her, standing without resistance as she scratched
and struck him. Only when this gave way to high, keening wailing did he act again. Tenderly he drew her
to him, holding her, smoothing her hair, whispering to her. "1 can bear therest, if | must. | will bear it. But
| cannot endure to give you pain, Antoning, and your disgust of meis morethan | am able to stand. Hush,
hush, my dearest, my only beloved. All the rest can be borne, but not your odium. Antonina. Antonina."

Finally she recovered enough to spesk without screaming vituperations. She looked at the blood on
hisface and shoulders, at therentsin hisclothing. "Did | do that?"

"It doesn't matter," he said, kissing her brow.
"Did1?'
"Yes" Hemet her eyes steadily. ™Y ou were very angry.”

"Yes." Someremaining fireflared in her face, then faded quickly. Shelet him support her and take her
to her bed. "1 must deep,” she murmured.

He said nothing, waiting for her invitation which did not come. As he dismissed her body daves, he
watched closely but covertly. "Do you need anything from me?

"l have dready had more from you than ever | sought,” she said with consuming bitterness. "I will
have to have time, Bdisarius. So much has happened.” Thislast was vague and she did not look at him.

"Antonina?' He hedd out hishand to her. When she did not takeit, helet it fal.

"Tomorrow," she said distantly. "Tomorrow, perhaps, we will talk. When | am more mysdlf.” It wasa
dismissd, and he recognized this,

"Very well. Tomorrow."
As he went to the door, she said after him, "Perhaps.”



Text of aletter from Pope Sylvestros to Captain Ghornan.

To the heretical Copt Ghornan for whom | still entertain a certain admiration, hail from Pope
Sylvestros, currently in Roma.

Your information about our most recent venture has given me renewed hope in our current
enterprise, and | cannot help but believe that if we continue our efforts, we might well do far more
than we currently anticipate, given what we have accomplished. It seemsto methat a little
determination and zeal might provide the impetus your last letter had so little of. While | admire
your prudence, | do not think that thisis the time for hesitation. Everything has gone so well that |
cannot but assume that it will continue to go well for us, no matter what you fear.

| find it ironic that you, who were so determined at the beginning of our project, are now the
one who preaches caution and contentment with what we have achieved.

Inthisregard, let me say that there are still many valuable things to be gained in areas we
have been before. We have not, by any means, exhausted the possibilities of our venture as
defined in the past, and were we to continue as we have begun, there is no reason to suppose that
we would not reap the rewards of our efforts. You have advised that we take time to assess what
we have gained, and | concur, but you see this as a point where we might suspend our activities; |
seeit asthefirst real spur to us to be more determined than we have been.

You say you are worried at what might befall us because of our partnership, but why should
anything unfortunate happen? You are concerned that some authorities could become curious
about the achievements we have, and | agree that a little more circumspection about the projects
would not hurt us, but | also believe that we must consider the larger benefits we stand to gain
from our dealings, and weigh that against the hazards of official objections.

Thisis not to say that | am unaware of the risks. | know that what we do may be frowned upon
by some of those in Roma, but there are those in Konstantinoupolis who will be delighted with our
efforts and who will urge usto continue.

We are admonished in scripture to turn ourselves to the labor that we do best and to do it with
dedication and determination. It is not unreasonable to assume that what we have accomplished
thus far has been due to our determination, and if we only persevere, we might ook forward to
many more such successes. Before you reject the new venture out of hand, consider the
possihilitiesin thislight and you will have to come to the same conclusion | have reached, that
there is enough treasure here to justify the things we must do to claimit.

Think of your well-being and you will seethat | amright. | pray that you will reconsider and
join with mein this expansion of our previous activities. It would pain me to think | might have to
search out another to aid me in this worthy pursuit; that would merely serve to increase the
danger to all of us, and | cannot think that you would want that.

I will be waiting for you at the villa where we discovered the chalcedony jars. | will be there
for a period of ten days, and if at the end of that time you have not come there, | will conclude
that you are no longer interested in what we have done and will at that time begin the task of
seeking out other assistance.

With prayers that you will be guided by me and continue to champion the work | have begun
here, | send you my blessings and a list of those items you will find interesting.



Pope Sylvestros
at the villa of the Gracchi
north of Roma

near Capena on the Via Flaminia

"They denied me entrance!” Drosos fumed, his eyes hard with indignation. " They would not let me see
him."

Oliviatrailed her hand in the fishpond and sought for the right words to console him. "It isn't your
fault, Drosos.”

"Of courseit'snot my fault," he concurred, flinging the parchment scroll he had been given hafway
across the garden. "It's the damned Censor and his clique that are to blame, and they will answer for it,
believe me." He paced down the wide stone path, then came back to her. "Aren't you going to say
anything more? Just thet it's not my fault?"

"What can | say?| am asdistressed asyou are; it isadreadful state of affairs, and | wish it were
otherwise. But words do not change these things." She watched the flickering shine of the fish under the
water lily pads.

"No, they don't," he agreed, trying to befair. His disappointment lessened. ™Y ou wouldn't want to try
to gain entry to Beh'sarius house yoursdlf, would you?'

She turned, not quite smiling. "I am not prohibited from seeing him, but | am not alowed to carry any
messages to him, or bring any writing to the house." It was only two days since she had paid her firgt vist
to Belisarius since hisreturn from Itay, and she was till shocked by the reception she had received at the
hands of the Guard who were posted there.

"Y ou could tel him afew things from me, couldn't you?' Drosos suggested, putting his hand on her
head and starting to loosen the pinsthat held her complicated hairdo in place.

"I might,” she said, her voice softening asthefirst lock fell on her shoulder. "If | were caught doing it, |
would be prohibited from seeing him again."

"You're clever. They wouldn't catch you," Drosos said belligerently. "Tsakzal" he cursed, kicking at
the path, his manner changed from teasing and sensud to restless dissatisfaction in an instant. He dropped
oneof her hairpinsand let it lieat hisfeet.

"But if they did," she went on, unflustered by hisbehavior, "I would cease to be much useto you or to
him. Drosos, | do not want to see you cut off from your friend.”

"My Generd," he corrected her, moving away from her, her hair forgotten. He paced through her
garden.

"Your friend," sheingsted gently. "Drosos, if you had atail it would be lashing. Come back and let us
seeif thereisaway we might reach Bdisarius without endangering him or you or me."

"Youjus said thereisn't,” he reminded her, close to sneering.

"l said that if | were caught giving him amessage | wouldn't be dlowed to see him again, and that's
another matter entirely.” Shetook thelast of the pinsfrom her hair and shook it loose. "Drosos, please.”

"They've made a prisoner of him, but they dare not lock him up. The people wouldn't stand for it." He
folded hisarms and stopped beside her fishpond.

"Whether the people would or wouldn't, the Court Censor isn't going to test his power with Justinian



quite yet. As displeased asthe Emperor iswith Belisarius, heisn't ready to berid of him entirely, or you
can be certain that he would already be locked in acell or have been condemned as atraitor.”

"Y ou learned that in Roma, did you?' Drosos asked her, relenting.

"It'safamiliar pattern, you'll alow that." Sheindicated a place besde her. "St. Well think of
something between us.”

"You'realascivious cregature, Olivia" he said, not accepting her offer.

"Yes, but right at the moment | am apolitical one." She sat sraight, and even with her fawn-brown
hair cascading down her shoulders and back, everything about her implied business and reason. ™Y ou will
not be happy until we have some tenable solution, and | would rather you be happy while you are with
me. So wewill consider what isto be done.”

Drosos went back to the fishpond. "I don't want you enmeshed in my snares,”" he said dowly. "I don't
mind risking disgrace for mysdlf, but | don't want to bring it on you."

"That'svery kind of you," she said, her sincerity more genuinefor itssmplicity. "And if you were
nothing to me, 1 would not act with you inthis, for al that Bdlisarius befriended mein Roma. However,
you are dear to me, and heismy friend, and there is no reason for meto hesitate.”

"Y ou're not Kongtantinoupolitan. That isaways afactor, and it puts you at a disadvantage, no matter
how you want to assessthis." He had changed again, becoming more determined. "Still, we might arrange
something, if you're sureyou are willing to do this.”

"MagnaMater!" she burst out, exasperated. "Drosod!”

"All right; dl right. I'll assume for the time being that you are going to aid me. But | want it understood
that if we cannot think of something that is at least reasonably safe that you will stay out of it. They might
hestate at condemning Belisarius, but you're not as distinguished as he; Athanatadies would not balk at
confining you. Or worse." Hiseyes narrowed. "I wouldn't like thet, Olivia."

"Nor would |," she agreed. "And | know that you're right. Well have to work out a prudent way to
manage.”

She was serious enough, but amusement tinged her voice.

"A prudent conspiracy,” he said, and snorted once with laughter.

"Why not?' She rose and went to hisside. "What do you want Belisariusto know?"
Helooked at her, alittle startled by the bluntness of the question. "Isn't thisplacealittle...”

"Niklos and Zghil are watching us, which ought to prevent anyone ese from listening. We're as safe
here aswe're apt to be most other places. Here, if there is someone listening or watching, we will know
of it." Shelooked at the wall enclosing the garden. "I'm not certain thereisn't an urchin in the street with
his ear open wide, but that might be the case anywhere, and if that is how we must think, then no one

would be safe saying anything anywhere.”
"Y ou're made your point,” he sghed. "Very wdll, if you trust your daves, | suppose| will haveto trust
them, too. But don't forget that loyaty is purchased with the dave." He said thislast with stern cynicism.

"Niklosisabondsman, not adave," she reminded Drosos. "Now, what areweto tell Bdisarius?' she
went on, returning them to the problem.

"l want him to know that if he has any need of his officersfor any reason whatever, he has only to get
word to me, and we will cometo him, and the Pit take the Guard set to watch him." He spoke softly but
with emphasis, each syllable rapped out asif he were giving orders on a battlefield.

"Y ou mean that if the rumors are true and Belisarius seeks the purple for himself, you and many of his



officerswould support him," Oliviasaid.
IIYall
"He has said dl aong that he has no such aspirations,”" she pointed out.

"l know. | dso know that he never thought he would be under house arrest. Ingratitude like that can
change aman.” He shook his head. "It'sthe Censor, | know it is. Justinian would not be so unreasonable
if he understood.

He'sthe Emperor, and heisnot unjust. | am loya to him, but | have agreater loydty to Bdisarius.
The Emperor... the Emperor does not have men around him who recognize honor, and therefore they
advise him unwisdy. Justinian would not treat Bdisariusthisway if he had afew soldiers closeto him. He
would redlize that Bdisariusis his champion, and he would reward the service that he hasbeen givenin

the pagt.”
"But you would support an action on Belisarius part to overthrow the Emperor?’ Olivia asked.

"If nothing else were possible. | would not want to bring Justinian down. He is Emperor. But if there
were no other way to remove the Censor and that clique from the Imperid Court, then | would pray to
God to forgive me for acting against Justinian. | hopeit never comesto that. | hope that there are waysto
berid of men like Athanatadies—heis puffed up with that name of his, thinking heisaready
illugtrious—without having to act againgt Judtinian.”

"Andif thereian't?"

"Then the sooner it is done, the better for dl of us. It would be possible to depose Justinian without
imprisoning him, or worse. | do not want the Emperor's blood on my hands, even indirectly. There could
be no greater dishonor. It's one thing to dispose of those men who are corrupt and ambitious, but no
soldier can rise againg his Emperor and think himself worthy of hisrank.”

"He may be your Emperor, but he's not God, Drosos,” Oliviasaid, chiding him alittle.

Drosos responded serioudy. " The Emperor is more than the rest of us. He would not be where heis
if hewere nothing more than aman. Justinian is... an officer of God, and for that reason aone we who
are sworn to uphold hisreign would imperil more than our livesif we abused histrust. Therest of the
court isasfalible aswe are, and they are subject to the sins of men. But the Emperor..." Hedid not
finish.

"The Emperor isaman like other men, Drosos,” Oliviasaid very quietly.

"No." Hetook adeep breath. "I don't expect you to understand. Y ou Romans have had to watch
your Church crumble aong with the power you had. Y ou don't see that God has taken it from you
because you were not willing to find those men who could serve Him aswell asthe state.” He moved
away from her. "'l know that Bdisarius would tell you the same thing."

"Which iswhy he has not protested his treatment any more than he has?' suggested Olivia. "For those
of uswho remember the Caesars, this appears strange.” Shetilted her head and looked a him
Speculatively.

"They were corrupt and corrupting, men without faith and without the power of God to support

them." He touched the crossthat held his palium. "The world wasin terrible darkness before Christ
redeemed us."

Oliviawas dlent, not knowing what to say. She had watched the devel opment of Chrigtianity with
mixed emotions which in the last century had become increasingly apprehensive. She stared down into
the water, watching for the movement of the fish and hoping that Drosos would not insist on discussing
hisreligion with her, for inevitably he would disagree with her.



"You areaRoman," hesaid again, somelittletime later.
"Asyou arewell awvare," she said, trying to make her voice lighter than her heart.

"Yes. | likethat inyou. | can say thingsto you that | could not possibly say to aByzantine." He
reached out and took one soft curl in hisfingers. Y ou do not judge me, do you?'

"Not in the way you mean," she said.
Helaughed, not understanding her. "And you are not like the women | have known."
Her smile was stunning. "1 should hope not.”

"Y ou are not like anyone | have known before.” Helet her hair go, the fine strands pulling dowly
across hispam.

"l know that." She had a fleeting thought of the man she now thought of as her first lover, and recdled
how he had cautioned her to keep her secret even when she assumed revelation would be welcome,

"We are so eadly loathed, Olivia," he had said in great sorrow. "We are feared and despised, and
then it isasmple matter to... berid of us. Keegp your nature to yourself, for your own sake." Looking at
Drosos, sensging histurmoil and his desire, she admitted to hersdf that Sanct' Germain had been right.
"Why isthat?' Drosos question cut into her memories.

"It's... my nature," she said dowly and with great care.
"Y our Roman nature," he ventured.

"If you like." It was not an answer she wished to give, but one she had learned long ago. Therewas,
deep within her, ayearning to be without guile, to tell Drosos everything about herself—her life and
desth, five hundred years before, her life since then, the truth of her nature—and she knew that if she did,
he would be lost to her. She was amazed to discover how much that mattered to her; she saw Drosos
through new eyes.

He rubbed his chin, histhumbnail rasping againgt hisbeard. "Y ou are worried about talking to
Bdisarius, aren't you?"

"Not redly,” shesad. "If heiswilling to talk, then I'll know it fairly quickly and that will bedl right. If
heisnt, then heand | will merely talk like the friends we are. He will apologize for the ruin of my villaand
| will tdll him how much it saddensmeto seehimin his... predicament.”

"l did mean everything | said," hetold her, speaking quickly. "I want him to understand that. For him |
would risk perdition, but for noonedse.”

"Drosos, if Belisariusis as devoted to the Emperor asyou are and for the same reasons, he will not
permit you to act on his behaf. He might not permit it in any case, for heis protective of hismen." She
wanted to move closer to him, to offer him what little comfort she could, but she remained where she
was, watching him.

"Yes," hesad, frowning. "But | must try; | haveto find out. Y ou understand, don't you?" Thislast was
aplea, and shefdt hisanguish.

"l understand. And | will dowhat | can. Trust me, Drosos. | will find out whatever you need to know,
and | will not expose you or Belisarius or myself to any risk beyond therisk of speakingtoamanin
disgrace." She held out her hand. "Isthat enough, Drosos? Will that suffice?"

"l don't know," he said ruefully. He stared at her, respect in his deep brown eyes.
"You're hones, a least," she said, waiting for him to touch her.
"You arewilling to take agreat chancefor me," he said asif aware of it for thefirst time.



At another time she might have shrugged this off, finding an easy dismissal, but there was something in
hisface that stopped her. "'l value you more than the risk, Drosos.”

"l never..."Hetook three hasty stepstoward her. "1 didn't realizewhat..."
"Then you weren't paying attention,” she teased him.
"Do you believe that?' he countered, his hands on her shoulders. "Do you?'

"Y ou were paying atention to other things," she said, her eyes half-closed as she studied him. "You
have had so many things on your mind."

"Youreasorceress," he said, his hands holding her more tightly.
"No," shesaid, "and that is one jest that might be dangerous.”

He nodded, sobered. "'l wish it weren't s0. Y ou're enchanting. Will that do?' He pulled her to him, his
lipsagaingt her brow. "What isit about you? Why do you possess me thisway? What makes you so
much more than any other woman?"

She wondered briefly if she ought to answer him, but she could not bring herself to do much more
than say, "Why are you unlike other men?Why do | prefer you to anyone ese?

He kissed her abruptly, his mouth hard on hers, his arms confining her. As he drew back, he would
not release her, but kept hisgrip on her, asif he feared she would escape him.

"Drosos," she said softly, and kissed the corner of his mouth for punctuation. "Do not fret.”
Hisexpresson relaxed abit. "Isthat what I'm doing?*

"lan'tit?' Shedid her armsfrom around hiswaist and lifted them so that her hands touched at the
back of hisneck."Y ou are o mercurid.”

"Me?' he said with surprise. "I'm steady asarock. Mercurid!" he scoffed.
"You are, you know," shetold him, her voice little more than awhisper.

"It's because of you. Y ou do things to me, make mefed things, and then | don't know mysdlf
anymore." He was not desperate now, but there was alook to him that would have brought tearsto her
eyes had she been able to weep.

"That'sawonderful gift to giveme," she said, and thistime kissed him with passion, leaning into him
so that she could fed hisbody through his clothes.

He was breathing more quickly when they moved apart, and as she stepped back, he kept one hand
on her, asif parting from her was unbearable. "Which room?" he asked as she started toward the door.

"Mine, of course" she said, amiling back at him. "There are fresh rosesand avid of perffume and
sweet oilsin my room."

"Decadent. So decadent." He made the word an endearment.
"Roman," she concurred.

"Roses and perfume and ail,” he said asthey entered the hallway.
IIYall

He stopped and drew her to him again, hislips lingering on hers, then brushing her cheek, her eyes,
her hair. "Why didn't | do thiswhen | first arrived?' he wondered aoud.

"Because you didn't want to," she said honestly.

"Morefool me" he murmured, his hands fumbling with her paenula. Y ou don't have anything on
under this, do you?'



"No," she admitted.

"Shameless, t00." He nuzzled her neck, then gently caught her earlobe between histeeth.
"Careful," shewarned him playfully.

"Why?you do it to me."

"That's different,” she said, moving back a step and taking his hand. "Come. We don't want to
entertain the servants.”

He laughed doud. "Of course not,” he said, trying to sound prim and failing.

At the door of her bedroom, they kissed again, more intensely, tongues exploring, hands spread wide
and moving over backs and shoulders. "For love of—"

"You," hefinished for her.

"Of Aphrodite," she corrected, athough it was not what she had intended to say at first. "Insde, and
get out of those clothes. Y ou are going to madden meif you make mewait too long for you."

"Will you rage and pull out your hair?" he prompted.
"No, | will saize heavy objects and throw them at you," she promised. "Inside.”
Chuckling he dlowed himsdlf to be tugged through the door, and once it was closed, he reached to

her tablion to unfagten it. "L et me. | want—" He could not speak of what he wanted; his eyes were
eloquent, his hands explained, his mouth formed a poetry that was more sublimefor itslack of words.

Olivia, carried by his passion, felt awonderful stillness about her, arapture that was so complete that
it suspended both of them with its enormity and its tenderness. She opened al of hersdlf to him, so that
when he entered her he penetrated much more than her body. It was the sweetest de.lirium to move with
him, to know his savor and weight, hisfervor, his ecstasy. She wasimbued with his ardor, discovering an
awe within hersdlf that had remained inaccessible until now.

As Drosos plunged into release, Oliviafound her fulfillment, and so immense wasther joy together
that her specia appetite was gratified dmost as soon as her mouth touched him.

They remained asthey had been, flesh held by flesh, now unmoving, neither willing to sacrifice their
intimacy by separating evento liein each other'sarms.

Olivialooked up into hisface, her desires so replete that she could say or do nothing that could add
to her bliss. She could fedl athin ribbon of swest down her ribs and another on her shoulder, and
wondered idly if it might be hersaswell as his. Damp tendrils of hair clung to her face and the smell of
their passion blended with the scent of the roses around them.

They kissed dowly, their lips o sensitive that they bardly grazed; exquisite sensations surged through
them.

He started to speak, but she stopped the words with her lips, longing to sustain their glorious,
prodiga delight. "I must be squashing you,” he whispered some while later.

Reductantly Olivialet hersdf dip from passion to contentment. "I don't mind.”

"Um." He plucked afew stray hairsfrom his beard off her cheek. "I can't stay in anymore," he said
with regret.

Findly they rolled to the Sde, still together, though the intoxication of their union no longer consumed
them.

"Let memovemy arm," she offered, shifting so that they would both be more comfortable.
They lay together, her head on his shoulder, her leg over histhigh, the hair of his chest making



patterns on her skin. Their hands were joined.

"Every time | think that it cannot be better than the last, and every timeitis,” he said when hewas
garting to drift into deep.

She turned her head so that her lips pressed his shoulder.

"Olivia?' hewhispered alittle | ater.

v

"In two months, | am being sent to Alexandria" There was devastation in hiswords.
Shefdt her throat tighten. " Alexandria?"

"In Egypt," he explained.

"l know whereit is" she said, trying to keep the hurt out of her voice.

"So anything that is going to happen hasto be before then." He made an angry dash with hisfreearm.
"I'm atoad!"

"Shhush," she admonished him.

But he could not stop. "'l shouldn't have said that. It wasn't what | meant. | wanted to tell you dl the
thingsin my heart. | wanted you to know what you giveto me. | didn't want to say anything about plots
or Alexandria, and | did both.”

Oliviamoved onto her elbow and looked down at him. "It'sal right, Drosos," she assured him,
hoping she sounded more convincing than shefdt.

"l was going to say something later, when we'd dept, when it wouldn't matter as much.” Hisfingers
sought her face, tracing the planes of it.

"It would matter whenever you said it." She bent her head and kissed hisnipple. "And it doesn't
change what we have together."

"It doesn't?" he pleaded.

"No. And you'reright. Y ou had to tell me sometime." There was afine line between her brows, but
otherwise her features were tranquil. "WEell have to make the best of the time we have.”

"Canwe?' Hisfingers sopped moving and he looked at her with an intengity that was so purethat it
waslike alight among them.

"It'swhat we always do,” she pointed out with grest gentleness. "At least we know what time we
have. That makes us more fortunate than mog.”

"Doesit?' He sghed and fought to get the next words out. "I need you, Olivia"

Only twice before had anyone said that to her, and one had been her husband, who had admitted it
with abhorrence. The other had been aboy struggling into manhood. Neither had moved her as she was
moved now. "I loveyou, Drosos."

"And | love you; but that's not the samething,” he said, clearly and softly.

"No." Shelay down once more, her head tucked under the curve of hisjaw. "It's been so long sincell
mattered that much to anyone. Thank you for—" She stopped.

"For?' he echoed.

"For you." Under her, his chest rose as he stifled ayawn. "Go to deep. In the morning we will make
our plans.”

"But... it was S0 perfect. | wrecked it." He patted her shoulder, suddenly ineffective.



"Thingslike that can't be wrecked, Drosos, no matter what comes after.” She wished she could find a
way to show him that shewastelling him the truth, and it hurt her more than she wanted to admit when at
last he drifted into deep with amurmured fragment of an apology.

Drosos awakened shortly before sunrise, hismood terse. After asmall medl of bread and figs he was
ableto jest about the hour and to remark that Oliviamanaged better in the morning than many soldierson
campaign did. Oliviaaccepted the compliment playfully; she did not mention that she hardly ever dept.

Text of an anonymous letter to the physician Mnenodatos.

To the learned Mnenodatos of the Crown of Martyrs' Church, on the Feast of Saint |akobis of
Nisibis, hail from one who wishes you well.

It is known of you that you have much skill in the detection and treatment of poisons, and that
iswhat | must consult you about on this occasion. You certainly understand why it isthat | will not
reveal myself, for such inquiries are often misunderstood. | have sent a messenger and will send
one for your answer in a day'stime.

The person | am eager to have you assess is a woman of middle years, well-born and strong,
with a tempestuous and commanding manner and a fit constitution. This woman has often
suffered from extreme emotions, as women will, and when episodes of this sort occur, sheis likely
to do herself and othersan injury.

Composing draughts have sometimes been tried, and have had some limited success, but it is
apparent that they are not sufficient to the problem, and something stronger is needed if any
lasting relief is to be obtained.

I amreliably informed that most composing draughts are made from herbs and other
substances that have elements of poison in them, but are concocted in such a way asto minimize
the poison. Is there any way to make such substances more efficacious without rendering them
mor e dangerous to the person taking them, and have them act so that the woman would not be
convinced that she was being poisoned? She is the sort of woman who might believe such a thing.
She often assumes that others are working against her, and for that reason it is likely that she
would be willing to believe that those who have her welfare most truly at heart would instead act
to her distress.

If thereis anything that might aid her, please present the substance, with instructions, to the
slave who will call upon you tomorrow. It is of the utmost importance that we carry out this
transaction in secrecy and with discretion, for not only is the woman of an uneven temper, her
husband of late has had to be careful of unseen enemies, and he would be severe with those he
believed were not caring for his wife as they ought.

I have taken the liberty of sending eight pieces of Egyptian gold with my request, both to
insure your prompt compliance and to reward you for your silence. You may rest assured that
your substance will be treated with care and respect and nothing will be permitted to cast doubts
on you or your profession.

A SncereFriend

Rain scraped the walls and spattered in on the mosai ¢ floors where the oiled parchment windows had



given way under the ondaught of the sorm. The room was a miserable placeto sit, filled asit waswith
sudden, hostile draughts and the chill rattle of therain.

Antonina offered asecond cup of hot spiced wineto her visitor, then pulled her plain wool paenula
more closaly around her shoulders. "l am still surprised that you cameto vist me," she said to Eugenia.
"From your last two notes, | thought that you no longer wished the association.” Since Belisarius disgrace
the two white streaks in her hair had become more pronounced but her face, in contrast, appeared more
glacidly serenethan it had before.

"Well," Eugeniabegan, accepting the hot wine gratefully; not only was the warmth needed in this
dreadful reception room, but she needed alittle time and help to build up her courage. "I haveto be
sensble, asyou'vetold metime and time again,” she began.

"And you are going to be sensble” Antoninasaid tonelesdly.

"Toadegree. | must, Antonina." Shetook alarger gulp than she had intended and tried to swallow it
without choking. "1 must be careful, being awidow with limited funds. If anything wereto render me
more questionable as a possible wife, | might not be able to marry again, not for years."

"l know," Antoninasaid, and although her voice was harsh, she did understand the predicament of her
friend. "I don't blame you for doing what you must. | don't even think that you are being didoyad, for you
must first beloyd to the Emperor and hisrulings.”

"Antonina—" Eugeniabegan, then stopped.

"Have some of these stuffed dates. They're excellent.” There was no enthusiasm in the offer, but
Eugenia obediently helped hersdlf. ™Y ou are placed in the same awkward position as most of my
husband's officers are, but you are not as much arisk asthey. But if you want to place yoursdf well,
doubtless being seen herewill not help you." She poured hersalf more of the wine but did not drink it.

Eugenia nibbled the dates and ordered her thoughts. "I am aware that you are under congtraints. Like
many other Konstantinoupolitans, | believe that the treetment is unfair and unnecessary, but it will take
timefor the

Emperor to seethis. Those close to him are determined to continue this estrangement as long as
posshble”
"So | understand,” said Antonina.

"And for that reason, if | curtail my vigts, | hope you will not betoo horrified by my actions, and will
not be too severein your judgment of me." Thislast wasin alower tone, and she dared not look too
closdy at her hostess.

"In your position, | would be tempted to do the samething," said Antonina. "Y ou have so much to
lose, and certainly | do not wish you to have to endure what we are enduring now."

Eugenia cringed under this assault, but she continued to keep hersdlf in check. "'l have hopes of a
ship's captain. He has eight merchantmen. While heis not as well-placed as my husband was, heis
interested in wedding me. And it does not matter to him that | am still seen here. Heisnot part of the
court and has no aspirationsto be." She sghed. "He isover fifty and hasabelly like a captive bear, but it
issomething.”

"Y ou had your sghts higher & onetime," Antoninareminded her.

"| ill do. But if it becomes necessary, it isrewarding to know that | am not wholly without those who
admireme." Shetossed her head defiantly, a gesture that had been gpplauded when she was young and
now shedid out of habit.

"I would hate to see you stuck with your captain of merchantmen,” admitted Antonina. "1 had such



hopesfor you, when | could still command some interest and some respect from those within the ranks of
the Guard.” She sipped the wine and glanced at the torn windows.

"Y ou have been my staunchest supporter and friend,” Eugeniasaid firmly. "It disgusts me that we are
reduced to thiswhen you and | had such hopes. If Theodora could rise from her place, why should not 1?
| amin afar better position than she was, and | have some fortune to offer ahusband.”

Antonina held up awarning hand. "Don't speak that way. There are those who would be eager to
report what you have said to otherswho are not your friends. 1t would do you more harm than smply
drinking hot wine with me." She leaned back in her low chair. "It'strue, but with Theodora dead, none of
us dare remember what she came from. Justinian would not like to hear such things said of her."

Eugenialowered her eyes, chastened and worried. " Theodora never made any excusesfor hersdlf.”

"That was Theodora," Antoninasaid bitterly. "Theodorawas not like her husband in many ways. She
was not shamed by her past and she appreciated her rise and the favor she attained.” She turned too
quickly and knocked over the wine cup that stood at her elbow.

"I'll summon adave," Eugeniasaid, dabbing ineffectively at it with the edge of her rosy-beige paenula

"No; theré'sno saying if well have any privacy if you do. Here" She took one of the soft pillowsand
dropped it onto the wine, watching the stain spread across the linen.

"Youll ruin the pillow," Eugeniawarned.
"And who would seeit that would care?' She picked up the pillow and dropped it on the floor.

"Antoning, you aren't—" Eugeniacried out.

Shewasinterrupted. "What use for usto pretend, Eugenia? The Emperor has withdrawn the favor he
bestowed and for al the position my husband now has, he might as well be posted to the most remote
fort in the Empire. In fact, hewould think himsdlf lucky if that would happen.” She shivered and not
entirely because the sorm was sniffing at the wals of her house like ahungry animd.

"Y ou must not despair,” Eugeniasaid, repeating what her confessor had told her so many times.

"Why not?| pray that the Emperor will escape the influence of those who are my husband's enemies,
but | cannot do as Bdlisarius does and assume that Justinian is at the mercy of those who wish himiill. |
believe—and if | were aman, the belief would be treason, | know—that Justinian isjealous of Bdlisarius
and has decided to take away his power so that he need not fear for histhrone. | believe that the
Emperor is petty and ungrateful and filled with spite. | believe that he wishesto disgrace my husband and
to make an example of him to those who might desire to advance themsalves at the Emperor's expense. |
believe that nothing my husband does or sayswill change this and that he would have done better to have
died in battle, which iswhat | think Justinian prayed would happen.” She stopped, breathless and flushed.

"l won't repest that," Eugeniasaid.

"No matter,” Antoninatold her with a shake of her head. "The Emperor has spiesin thishouse and he
knowsdl that is said here, and most of what isinvented. The davesknow that if they bring areport that
further impugns my husband the reward will be gregater, and so they embroider everything they hear until
achance remark becomes aflagrant threat." She reached out and gave both of them more wine. "Here. It
doesn't matter now. | have dready unburdened mysalf and thereis no reason to try to keep asilent
tongueinmy head."

Eugeniawas becoming actively darmed by her friend's behavior, and shetried to shift their
conversation. "Do you think that the mourning we must observe for Theodorawill last longer than a
year?'

"Whoisto say?' Antoninaresponded. "She would have limited it, but now that sheisgone, thereis



no one to keep the Emperor from his most rigorous demands.” Shetook along sip of wine and clapped
twiceloudly. "Simones! Another jug of hot wine."

The eunuch came into the reception room and took the empty jug from the table. " Some sweetmeats
aswell, great lady?'

"Anything," she answered without any inflection. "Whatever the cooks wish to serve. Just so that the
wineiswel-spiced and hot. And seeif anything can be done about that window. It'scold asatombin
here

Simones made a deep, insolent reverence. " Of course, great lady. And | will have apope petition
heaven bring sunshine and bamy days at once."

Antonina straightened. "If you do not wish to find yoursaf on asae block, you will never spesk to me
againin that manner." There was no doubt that she wasin earnest, and her eyes bored into him. "And my
husband will know of your conduct, so that you will be watched in future. Do you understand that?"

"l understand,” said Simones, aware that he had gone too far. He knew that any vaue he might have
existed because he was in the Bdlisarius household, and that if ever he was sold, he would be of useto
no one, and in fact might be thought aliability for his knowledge. The prospect of what could happen
then made him correct his demeanor, and he went on, "'l vow before God that | will not forget myself
agan."

"Y ou think that because there are Guards at the door, you may show the same contempt they do,
don't you?' Antoninaaccused him, glad to have someone she could vent her rage and frustration onin
sfety.

"| forgot mysdlf," hedlowed.

"And you have assumed that no one in the household would dare to correct you because of the
Guard. Y ou are the dave of this household, not of the Guard, and aslong asthat is so, you will show
yourself subservient and obedient.” She paused, satisfied at the fright she recognized in hiseyes. "If you
are abugve, thereisthelash.”

"Abusive daves deserve the lash,” Eugenia said severely as she watched Simones. "Don't they?”

"Yes," hesaid softly. "And when | give abuse, | will thank God for the correction you mete out to
me." It was the same formula he had been taught since he was aboy, but he no longer said it likea
chadtized child.

"Y ou should dso thank God that you were made aeunuch,” said Antonina. "Rebelion in awhole man
isregarded far more serioudy than in aeunuch.” Sheindicated the ikonostasis. "Even the Saints have said
0."

"Because eunuchs are more tractable?' Eugenia suggested.

Simones bowed his head, and decided to take a chance. "Generd Narses'—no onein the household
had dared to mention Belisarius replacement in Italy—"isaeunuch.”

"Who has nephews," Antoninasaid curtly. " Speek that name again, and | will assure you that you will
be mining copper in Syria before the week isout.”

"l did not mean to giveinsult,” saild Simones mendacioudly. "But there are many who suppose that a
man who lackstesticlesis unable to turn traitor or be of awarlike disposition. With somethisistrue, but
not with al. | pray that the Emperor will remember this."

"Do you?' Antoninademanded.

"Yes. Wearedl required to pray for the Emperor, aren't we? The pope where | worship exhorts us
often to ask God's especia care for the Emperor's benefit so that he might never lose the wisdom that a



ruler must have, and which must come from God." He had the knack of showing correct piety, and he
now enjoyed its success again. "l am filled with fault, asman is, but the Emperor is not one who can
afford smilar faults”

Both women murmured the required response—"Grace of God shine over us'—and then Antonina
indicated the wine-soaked pillow.

"Takethisaway, and bring wine and something to eat. And remember that you are not exempt from
the rulesthat govern adave's conduct.” She waited in slence as Smones picked up the pillow and
gtarted for the door. "And Simones?’ she caled after him. "I never want to hear you speak out again, on
any matter. If you do, | will have to send you to market or giveyou to... someone| didike. You do
understand me, don't you?”'

Thistime hisreverence was perfect. "In dl things, great lady. | am grateful for your correction.”

As soon as he was gone, Eugenialeaned forward. "Do you think that you ought to keep him? He
seems... dangerous.”

"Inahousehold like thisone, all daves are dangerous,” Antoninasighed. "If my husband were not so
much in disfavor, then | might ingst that we berid of him a once, but any dave we purchased to replace
him isamost certain to be the creature of one courtier or another. Simones lacks respect, but he has
been in this household for more than ten years and heisloya. Asthings stand, that isworth more than
conduct." She leaned back once more. "Oh, Eugenia, | am sorry that | have turned out to have so little
usetoyou."

"Y ou must not expose yoursdlf and your husband to greater indignities,” said Eugeniawith aprimness
that did not match her look. "And it fillsme with dismay that | must makethe choice | must. | have
consoled mysdf with theredization that if | were married, my husband would forbid meto cometo vist
you at al, if he were connected to the court. We would not have this chance to spesk.”

Antoninanodded. "Y es. And it might have been wiser if you had done that. But till, | am glad that
you werewilling to seeme."

"l... 1 will not see your husband,” Eugenia tipulated, her cheeks becoming flushed.

"No, of course not," Antonina concurred. "There would be no good for any of usif you did." She
sneezed suddenly and wiped & her eyes. "The storm has brought illnesswith it."

"Y ou should apply to one of the Greek physiciansto give you atincturefor it,” Eugeniaadvised.
Greek physcians were trusted more than most, and it was fashionable to have one cometo treat minor
allments. Serious disease was another matter: for that you summoned the nearest pope for his prayers
and then summoned an Egyptian.

"Perhaps| ought," said Antonina. "But there are herbs here that | can use mysdf. | am afraid of what
aphysician might be bribed to give me."

"Why would anyone want to poison you?' Eugeniaasked. "Y ou have taken precautions to protect
your husband, so why would anyone wish to injure you?"

"l don't know, but the Censor is a man who needs no reason beyond hiswhim." She coughed once
and then looked up as Smones returned bearing atray. "And hot wine. Hot winewill cure most smple

illsexcept hangnails™
Both women were able to smile at this minor witticism, and they watched astheir cups werefilled
agan.

"l have taken the liberty, great lady,” Simones said in hismost neutrd tone, “to request one of the
cooks to make honied lamb with onions and rosemary that you like so well."



Antonina showed faint gpprova. "Y our gesture is accepted, SSimones,” she said, and indicated her
guest. "Be surethat there is something for Eugeniaaswell. My guest would not be pleased to watch me
eat with nothing for hersdf.”

"Of coursg," said Simones, and made his reverence as he withdrew.

"He knows he went too far," Eugenia said as soon as the dave | eft the room. "He's making amends,
int he?'

"He'strying," Antoninaalowed. "He dso knowsthat if he were sold now, he would not find amaster
who would please him even as much as my husband does now in his current position.”

Eugeniahelped hersdf to thewine. ™Y ou must not see many vistors.”
"Not welcome ones," Antoninaconfirmed darkly.

"Who cdlson you?' She waswondering how congpicuous her own visit would be, and how much of
arisk she had taken in coming.

"A few of the officers call, but they must come with a pope with the Censor's gpproval. Drosos has
been here most often. | have seen the widows of those officerswho fell in Ity and Africa” She stared at
the window, angry with the storm. "The relatives who are not a court have visited me, and afew of my
husband's mother's family have come. That Roman widow Olivia has been here threetimes. The four
daughters of Aristinos Pavko have been here, but now that they are religious, they are bound by the rules
of their community, and we have little we may discuss.”

"That'sal?' Eugeniaasked, horrified at the degree to which she had exposed hersdlf to censure.

"All that are welcome. Y ou see how things have changed here. A year ago | would not have been
eager to listen to four young women tell mewhy it is hereticd to believe that the nature of Christ was
more divine than human.” Shefinished thewinein her cup andfilled it again.

By thetime Eugenialeft her hostess, she was fedling reckless and light-headed. Her visit, which
seemed the most terrible folly an hour before, now felt more pleasant, an adventure that had an air of
heroism about it because of what it did for Antonina. Let others hesitate and worry and keep away for
fear of what the Censor might say; she, Eugenia, would not be intimidated. She would visit her old friend
and show that she had the same strength of purpose as Belisarius officers. In thisframe of mind, shewas
amogt to the door, and thinking of afew pithy thingsto say to the Guards, when she noticed that
Simoneswaswaiting for her.

"Come to gpologize to me?' she asked, her words not quite as crisp as usua. "Or do you want meto
intercede for you and get you back into your mistress favor?”

"Neither,” Simones said. "l want to arrange afew things with you."
Eugeniawas too astonished to be affronted. "With me?'Y ou?"

"l have to find someone who will assst me, and you are the most promising. Antoninatrusts you and
shewantsto see you. She believesthat you will not desert her as most of the others have done, and you
gtill can benefit from her favor, which none of her other friends could.” He watched her, curiousto see
what her reaction would be.

"What if | go back to her right now and tdll her what you have said?' There was aspeculaivelightin
her eyes and she waited to hear what Smoneswould say.

"That would not bewise," said Simones. ™Y ou might be rid of me, but another would comein my
place and he might decide that Antoninaisto be kept in isolation for the good of the Emperor.”

"And you?" asked Eugenia, curious and becoming apprehensive.
"l know that my mistressis distressed and londly, which isunfortunate. | know that no matter what



she says, sheiseager for your company and wishesthat you might continue to visit her in spite of therisk
that such vistsentail. Y ou do not know how devastating this has been, and you do not know how much
she haslonged for the Emperor to relax the restrictions against this household. But that isn't going to
happen for sometimeyet." He watched her. " She depends upon you, athough she does not know it."

"Why do you tdl methis?' She was aware that Simones had no reason to sacrifice so much to
Antonina, and she suspected the leved of didike the dave had for hismistress.

"Because | need assstance,” he said bluntly. "1 have been ordered"—he used the word
deliberately—"to watch and make note of al that happensin this household. Certainly | do what | must
because of the order of the Emperor and his Censor. | am in no position to do otherwise.”

"And what if Antoninadiscoversyour duplicity?' Eugeniaasked with mdicein her amile.
"Why should she know anything of it?" countered Smoneswith adigtinct threet in histone.
"Anything might happen. And then off to the copper mines?' She shrugged.

"If I am sent to the copper mines, there will be otherswith me." Hefolded hisarms. "Why not assist
one another?'Y ou could impress the Censor with your devotion and there is no reason that anything you
said to me would compromise Antonina." Simones knew how to be persuasive. Y ou would advance
yourself and not add to Antonina's discredit. Think of the advantage that you could have. Thiswould be
oneway you might return some of the favor Antoninahas shown you over the years. Y ou would be able
to inform her of your actions when the Court Censor is satisfied that her husband is not guilty of any
congpiracy or has supported any plots against the Emperor. Y our activities on her behalf would be
re-warded and you would show Antoninathat you are to be trusted and respected.”

"Y ou wheedle and tempt, don't you?' Eugenia asked, but there was a speculative turn to her face
now and she did not move away from him or reprimand him for making such a suggestion.

"Hardly," hesaid. "I only mention this so that we might both benefit and aid this household during its
troubles." Heresisted the urge to smile, knowing that she would be offended by smiles.

"A woman in my position cannot take risks, dave. | have no one who can sponsor meif | am
questioned or accused. | have little money, and my husband's family has someinfluence but not enough to
influence anyone near the Censor."

"And s0 it would be sensible of you to think about acting on your own behaf so that you have some
position and protection. It would give you access to the court again, and with the gratitude of the Censor,
you can be confident of hisaid in ataining your ends. Hewill see your merit and wish to thank you."
Simones saw that there were three household daves approaching them, and he abandoned his efforts at
once. "l hopeyou will consder what | have said.”

"I may," said Eugenia as she went toward the vestibule.

Text of an Imperial edict.

To all Christians living within the boundaries of our Empire, and to those of good conscience
living elsewhere in the world, the greetings of Justinian and the Peace of God be with you.

We have prayed long for divine guidance in the matter of unchristian works, and works of
heresy. We are aware that the Christ admonished us to embrace our enemies and to be sparing in
our judgment of others, yet He also stated that we must be free of the Devil'swork if we are to be
with Himin Heaven.



To that end, we have considered the writings that are not of Orthodox Christian origin, which
lead to dissension and confusion in our people, and we have consulted with our popes and
metropolitans as well as other religious, and we have realized that these works, many of them
well-intentioned, are the subtle and. dangerous works that lure men from Christ and damn the
souls of many to everlasting suffering.

For that reason alone the works stand condemned. But there are greater considerations. these
wor ks might easily contribute to sedition and other traitorous acts, which marks them as the tools
of those without Grace. Books that purport to teach and have no thought of God and salvation in
them are wor se than lies and deception, for their treachery liesin their seeming innocence.

Therefore we arerequiring that all Christians examine their souls and review the books they
possess. |f what the books contain are not worthy of Christian study and if they are filled with
heresies and lies, we ask that you show your devotion by burning these books and encouraging
those around you to do the same with their books. We are certain that when this is done, much of
the ambivalence that has caused such misfortune to the Christians of this Empire will be brought
to an end, and the disputes that have led to so many unchristian sentiments and attitudes will be
lessened. We are reminded that to aid those in need is the purpose of charity, and so if any of you
are aware of those who are misguided and who seek to preserve their books, for whatever reason,
no matter how sincere, that you attempt to persuade them to be rid of these sources of doubt and
failing that leads inevitably to perdition and the perpetual torments of hell.

With the concurrence of the Court Censor and the popes and metropolitans, we wish all of you
Godspeed in these great spiritual acts that will purge us all of much evil.

By our own hand on the Feast of the Evangelists at midsummer
Justinian

Emperor of Byzantion

hissgil

Just off the Mese there were anumber of smaller marketsthat specialized in various ways. Onewas
filled with jewe merchants, another was the home of leather workers. This street boasted furniture from
foreign ports, some brought by sea, some carried overland aong the Old Silk Road.

Niklos gtrolled through it, mildly curious about what was being offered. He had to meet with a
chariot-builder in the next street, but was pleased to have alittle time to spend in thisway.

One of the gdlls set up wasfilled with Roman goods: chests, tables, chairs, braziers, bencheswere al
piled together in confusion; two bored daves watched over the gall, one of them more interested in the
food vendorsthan in sdlling anything from the trove.

Niklos regarded the Roman goods, an amused, ironic expression in hisdark, ruddy eyes. He went to
examine the nearest pile, remarking to the nearest dave, "I am the bondsman of aRoman lady, and she
might wish to purchase some of your stock.”

"Look at what we have," the dave offered without much enthusiasm. "Thereismore available.”
"How much more?' Niklosinquired as he picked up asmdl chair and examined it.

"I'm not sure. My master and the merchant Ghornan have an agreement of sorts.” Hewaved flies
away fromadish of fruit. "Every time Cgptain Ghornan returns, he brings more things with him, and he
and my master make their arrangements.”

"Captain Ghornan sailsto Itay, then?' There were not many merchants willing to take the risks



necessary to do this now that the Ostrogoths had increased the strength of their navy.

"Regularly,” the dave said with marked indifference. "He has never encountered serious trouble and
does not expect to. It must be his Coptic heresy that makes him think that way." He reached over and
took ahandful of berries out of the dish. As he munched them, he went on. " Captain Ghornan is onewho
takes advantage of secret landings, | guess.”

"Secret landings or bribes?' Niklos asked as he poked around the furniture.
"Probably both,” the dave said through afull mouth. "He clamsthat heis not bothered.”

"How fortunate,” Niklos said dryly. He was about to observe that bribes aways became more
expensve astime went on when he noticed two wooden trunks with brassfittings. "Do you know where
this Captain Ghornan gets these goods?' he asked very carefully.

"He says he buys them from homeless Romans." The dave ate more berries.

"Homeless Romans," Niklos repested as he uncovered the two chests and studied them. "More likely
he has them from Roman homes," he said.

"How do you mean?' asked the dave with asignal to his companion.

"l..." Niklosfdtered. Both daves at the stall were now watching him with suspicion. Hetook ashort,
deep breath and plunged in. "I am afraid that these two chests belong to my mistress. They wereleft in
her villawhen we came here. At the time we were assured that they would be guarded. Now, it may be
that one of Totila's men commandeered the chests and then sold them, but it may also be that your
Captain Ghornan has been dedling with men who are taking goods from villas that ought to be
protected.”

One of the daveslaughed unpleasantly. "Y our mistress wants afew Roman things, and so you make
this accusation in the hope that she will not have to pay the price of thethings; isthat it?"

"No," said Niklos, no longer attempting to be deferent. "I think that someone has taken her goods
from her villaand sold them. | do not say that your Captain Ghornan isthe one, but it is clear that
someone has sold my mistress goods, and that | must inform her of it."

The two daves exchanged looks. Y ou will have to speak to one of the army magidtrates,” said the
davewho was Hill eating berries. "That is, if thereisany judtification to your absurd accusation.”

"My mistress had dl her goods marked, and | know that these two chests have her mark." Niklos
indicated the chests. "'If there are other goods from the same shipment, | will haveto tell the authorities.”

"Marks can be added or changed,” one of the daves said.
"These marks arein the brass," Niklos said.
"Inthe brass?' the other dave inquired, clearly not believing him.

"Yes, it was the custom during the time of the Caesarsto mark valuable property in thisway. My
mistress comes from an old family and has kept to the traditions.” He stepped back and noticed that a
smdll crowd had gathered around the stall. "I do not accuse your master or even this Captain Ghornan of
anything. | amwilling to believe that everyoneinvolved isacting in good faith except the actud culprit
who took the goods from the villa, but | do not think that the chests wandered out on their own or that
they were sold entirdly by accident." He addressed the dave who had findly finished eating hisberries. "'l
will haveto tell my mistress about this, and she, | know, will want to tdll the authorities

Thedaveglared at Niklos. "Y ou are afoolish man,” he warned. "Thisis not Roma, and here we do
not accept the word of adave, or awoman, for that matter. Here we demand more proof and greater
authority.”

Niklos decided he would not tell Oliviaabout this remark; she would beirritated enough asit was and



this animadverson on daves and women would enrage her. "It will be provided. In the meantime, | want
you to know that | will hold you accountable for these goods. If they have disappeared between now and
thetime the caseisreviewed, | will testify that you werein charge of the goods and that you were
ingtructed to have them ready for inspection.”

"Saves do not tedtify,” the other informed Niklos haughtily.

"True; bondsmen do, however, and | am abondsman.”" With that, he turned and regarded the people
clustered around the gtal. "Every one of you will bear witnessto this, if that is necessary. Thisisnot
something that can be easily forgotten or dismissed out of hand." He pointed at the two daves. "These
men are responsible for the contents of thisstall. If thereisany loss or disruption, the burden of that loss
will betheirs"

"Y ou're harsh, Roman," said one of the passersby.
"I'm Greek," Niklos corrected him. "My migiressis Roman."

There was a subtle shift of sympathiesin the crowd, and Niklos knew that he would not have to
complain without support. He smiled a the davesin the gdl. "Remember my warning.”

"Y our warning means nothing to us. Our master will betold of what you have claimed. Therestisup
to him." With that the dave turned away and motioned for his companion to do the same.

Nikloswas far from satisfied with this answer, but did not want to pressthe davesfor fear that he
would |ose the sympathy he had gained. He moved away from the stal quickly and in ashort while he
reached Olivias house. Hefound her in her library reading.

"Y ou look dreadful,” she said as she looked up.
"I've got good reason,” he said, and dropped onto the low bench across the reading table from her.
"And what reason isthat?'

Niklos did not answer at once. When he did, his manner was remote, asif he were discussing events
of the distant past. "Y ou recd| those two chests of yours, the oneswith the brassfittings?”

Asdwayswhen they were done, they spokein Latin, their accents old-fashioned and elegant, their
phrases dightly archaic. "Chests?'

"Y es. Pay atention, Olivia. Thisisimportant.” His aggravation was mixed with fondness and he
touched her shoulder in away no Byzantine servant—save or bondsman—would dareto touch a
superior. "The chestswith brassfittings.”

"With camphor on theinsde and two drawers on one side, the ones that were made during
Caracallasreign—yes, of course | remember them. What of it?" She had set aside the book she was
reading and was now watching him closdly.

"l just saw them.”
"What?'

"l just saw them," he repeated. "'In the market. In agtal filled with Roman goods." He looked away
from her, for thefirst time asif he were ashamed of what he wastelling her. "They werefor sde.”

"Inadal in the market, of coursethey were for sde. Isn't that the purpose of agtal in the market?"
She spoke amiably enough, but Niklos was not fooled.

"Olivia—"
"My things, offered for sde here. How fortunate that | will not be put to the trouble of sending for
them, or requiring some account of them." Her hazel eyes had darkened and acquired ametdlic glitter.



"Olivig, youre—"
"Furious" she agreed with him, favoring him with awide, inancere smile.
Niklos nodded. "With good reason. | was appaled.”

"The chests. | wonder what else?' She stared up at the ceiling so that she could avoid looking at him.
"Wasthat al, did you notice?!

"I don't know," he sad truthfully.
"But there were other Roman thingsin the gal, you said.”

"Yes. All sorts of furniture. | saw some vases and braziers aswell, but nothing | could identify for
certain." He gave ashort Sgh.

"Aha" She drummed her fingers on the table. " So someone has hel ped themsel ves to what was | eft
behind."

"It seems s0," Niklosagreed. "But whoiit is, | have no way of discovering yet—"

"Wewill find out in due course," she said with determination. "And when we do, there are stepsto be
taken." She got up suddenly and began to pace. "I have been afraid thiswould happen. | sensed the
possibility when we left. When Belisariuswasrecalled, | knew that any protection the villamight have
had was|ogt. I've almost expected it." She touched her hair, fidgeting with the ordered arrangement of
pins.

"Olivig," Niklossad, sharing her indignation, "tell mewhat you wish meto do.”

"l suppose we had best find out how to make a complaint, and to whom. And you may be certain
that you or achurchman or possibly even Bdlisariuswill haveto do the thing officialy, since according to
thelaw here, | cannot own property!” She flung asmal iron stylus across the room.

Niklosretrieved it and hald it out to her. "Y ou'll want this later.”

Shewas il too angry to be chagrined, but shetook it and put it back on thetable. "They are so
certain, aren't they, that they will look after the interests of their women, and they cannot conceive of a
dtuation arisng where their judgment is not superior. It comesfrom having al those male gods. And do
not remind me," she went on more sharply, "that they are al aspects of one god. | know Jupiter, Apollo
and Mercury when | see them, no matter how they are got up.”

"l wasn't going to say anything,” Niklos assured her.
Thistime she looked him graight in the eye. "Y ou're very clever, my friend, and | am grateful for that.”
"You're not adolt yoursdlf," Niklos pointed out.

"And why does Drosos have to be gone now, | ask you. Why does he have to be on hisway to
Alexandria. After al those weeks of wanting to do something for me and not knowing what, he would
have to be gone the onetime truly need him." She went and stared out her window; the oiled parchment
had been moved aside and the scent of the garden drifted into thelibrary.

"Then what shdl it be?' asked Niklos. "Do you wish meto makeinquiries?'

"Yes, but first go to Belisarius. Or better yet, | will go, and | will spesk with him. Hewas at thevilla
Hewill want to know what has been taken in any case.” She adjusted the drape of her paenula. ”'|
suppose | must use one of the palanquins, with the curtains drawn. It's exasperating.”

"I will seethat oneissummoned,” said Niklos.

"Y es. Thank you for that. And then arrangements will have to be made to have the sl searched
thoroughly, and the storehouse of the merchant aswell, | guess. What el se should we do? What a



tremendous amount of work." She sighed.
"Would you rather accept the losses?!
She rounded on Niklos. "Magna Mater, no! And you know it."
"Then to Bdisariusfirs?" he suggested.

"Yes. Belisariusfirst." Now that she was set on atask, her manner changed. She moved with
determination and there was no trace of doubt in her attitude.

By thetime Niklos had found a palanquin, Olivia had changed her damatica and paenula so that she
was more formaly attired. She had ddliberately chosen Roman cloth and her most Roman jewelsto wear
on her vigit. As she stepped into the palanquin, she said to Niklos, "If there are questions from the Guard,
you are to makethisas officia asyou can. | came here with Bdisarius sponsorship, and now that my
goods have been seized, | am requesting hisaid in reclaiming them. They won't question that."

"Asyou say," Niklos concurred.

The Sretswere ill busy and it took some little time to go from one hill to the next. The noisewas
particularly loud near the places where the streets were being widened and old buildings were being torn
down to make way for them.

"Thisisworsethan Traianus," Oliviacomplained from ingde the paanquin. "What isit with menin
power that they have sudden impulses to remake the world?

"It'snot abad idea," Niklossaid. "These streets are far too narrow for dl the traffic and the stdlsand
shopsaswdll."

"And so for the next year or two, no one can move along them at al," Oliviadeclared, then said abit
more contritely, "If | weren't dready irritated, it would not annoy me as much. Bear with me." She
continued to speak in Latin.

Niklos patted the drawn curtains. "How long have | served you? Wasn't the beginning the same year
that Commodus was murdered?’ He had taken a more playful tone with her, and now he chuckled.
"Romawas not yet athousand yearsold.”

"It wasn't, wasit?" Oliviaasked, her voice less harsh than before. "It was the last thing Sanct'
Germain did before he went—" She stopped. "If he were here, he'd deal with this and there would be no
reason for usto be out here on the street going to Belisarius house. And if wewerein Roma, | could
take care of thewhole thing mysdf.” A little of the gruff ness had returned, and she cleared her throat ina
conscious effort to berid of the sound. "But heisnot here, and we are not in Romabut in...
Konstantinoupolis, and so we must proceed as the laws require us to proceed.”

"Philosophy becomesyou,” Niklosteased gently.
"Oh, Niklos," she said, permitting herself arare moment of despair, "what has become of us?'

"We're dmost to Bdisarius house," Nikloswarned, continuing in Greek. "There are five Guards at
the front of the house."

"Spesk to the onewho ishighest in rank," said Olivia, dso in Greek. "And be very respectful. They
put great store by subservience here.”

"It'stheir way," Niklos agreed, and adopted a more humble manner than he usualy had. "Good
Captain,” he said when he had come near enough to be heard clearly, "my mistress seeks aword with
Bdisarius"

The Captain, alanky young man with anarrow face and haughty attitude, regarded Niklos
contemptuoudy. "And who isyour mistress that she comes here?”



"The Roman widow, Atta OliviaClemens. Generd Bdisarius was her sponsor when shelleft Itdy, and
itisin that regard that she wishesto spesk to him now." Niklos motioned to the chairmen to put the
palanquin down. "It isamatter of some urgency, good Guardsman, and one that requiresthe Genera's
atention.”

The Captain laughed. "What could that be?"

"It concernstheft,” Niklos said badly. "Thelosses are consderable and my mistressisin need of ad
and advice." He knew that thiswasin accord with Byzantine propriety but he didiked the unnecessary
complexity of fulfilling asmplereques.

"The Generd might not be able to do much for your mistress," warned the Captain.

"Then he will haveto direct her to those who can," Niklos said, becoming impatient. "Good Captain,
if you are going to refuse my mistress admittance here, then tell me at once so that we may seek out a
pope a Hagia Sophiaor Hagialrene to give us the benefit of his counsd.”

The Captain moved aside from the door. "What is the widow's name again?"

"Atta OliviaClemens, widow of Corndius Justus Silius," Niklos said accurately. He did not add that
her hushand had been executed during the reign of the elder Titus Havius Vespasanus, dmost five
hundred years ago.

"Clemens, Clemens," mused the Captain. "Is that the one who lives donein the house with two
gardens?’

"That isshe," Niklos acknowledged, somewhat surprised that the Captain of the Guard would know
of her.

"And she wishesto see Belisarius about atheft?!

"Yes, | have said so dready.” Niklos covered his sharpness by adding, "Sheisvery angry and has
been taking out her feelings on the backs of her household.”

The Captain grinned. "Romans are excessive." He indicated the door. ™Y ou and your mistress may
enter, and Bdisariuswill beinformed that you have come. If he says he wishes to see your mistress, then
shewill be given the chance to speak with him. Otherwise, you must leave at once. Isthat understood?”

"It'sunderstood,” said Niklos, bending to assist Oliviaout of the palanquin.

Simones was waiting for them just inside the door and he regarded Oliviaspeculatively as she came
into the house behind Niklos. "Grest lady, | am surprised to see you here.”

"I am alittle surprised to be here," said Olivialoudly enough to have her words reach the Guard
outside. "But circumstances require that | speak with your master.”

Simones made a belated reverence to Oliviaand ignored Niklos. "1 will inform him of your arrival.
May | tell himwhy you have come?'

"It concerns my villanear Roma. He stayed there some of the time during his campaign.” Shegavea
direct, hard stare to the eunuch dave. "That ought to be sufficient, Simones."

After asecond reverence, Smones hastened away, only to return promptly with word that Belisarius
would wait upon Oliviain the larger reception room. "1 will claim the honor of escorting you there," he
added when he had delivered the information.

"Itisjust downthe hal ontheleft,” Oliviasaid. "1 am ableto find it. Nikloswill comewith me" She
did not give Simones a chance to argue, but went quickly to the room she had indicated.

Bdisariuslooked exhausted when he joined Oliviathere alittlelater. "I've missed you," he said. "But
with Antoninain poor hedlth, and my condition being what it is, we do not often see anyone these days.”



"Antoninaisin poor health?' Oliviarepeated, sartled at the news. "When | saw her last, she was
thriving."
"It has only been recently that she has suffered. Her popetells her that it isthe result of the continuing

disfavor of Heaven, but | cannot believeit. | have brought so much misfortune on her, and if—" He
stopped abruptly. "That isn't why you're here, isit?"

"No," she admitted, her concern not forgotten. "Niklos was in the market today and saw goods from
my Roman villaoffered for sale." She had not intended to state the problem so directly, but knowing now
that Belisarius had many other troubles to plague him, she decided that speaking to the point was best.

Bdisariuslooked at Niklos. "Y ou're certain?"

"If you had served Oliviaaslong as| have, you would know these things asif they were your own,”
hesad. "l am certain.”

"Hewould not have spoken to me unless hewas sure,” Olivia added.
"What specificaly did you see?' Belisarius asked.

"Two chests, antiques, with brassfittings. They're most unusudl.” He paused. "I didn't ook further.
However, the sl in the market wasfilled with Roman goods.”

"And s0 you assume that if the chests are there, other things may aso be. Y ou suspect that there has
been some sort of araid onthevilla"" Belisarius nodded heavily. " And doubtless you have good reason
to think so. My officers have brought me tales that do not bode well."

"Y ou mean that Totila—" Oliviabegan.

"Not only our enemies. There are Byzantines who want to pick the carcass before the Ostrogoths get
there." His bitterness was ferocious and it was amoment before he could speak safdly. "I'm sorry, Olivia
When | |€eft Itdy, | wastold that my obligations would be honored by Narses and his officers, but... it
appears otherwise."

"Y ou've heard of other complaints?* It was not truly aquestion. She could read Belisarius expression
and knew that there had been others.

"Unfortunately.” He lowered his head and rubbed hiseyes. "1 am profoundly sorry to learn of this. I'll
gart an officia inquiry at once, of course.”

"But..." Oliviaregarded him with sympathy.

"Yes. Youreright." Bdisarius stared across the room at ablank spot onthewall. "But as| am under
suspicion of conspiracy and treason, | can make no promises for the success of theinquiry. The Court
Censor isconvinced that | have acted against the interests of the Emperor, and therefore everything | do
and say is scrutinized for possible hidden significance." Hetugged at the end of hispallium. "It haseven
been implied that | have poisoned my own wife to direct suspicion esewhere.

"Oh, my friend," Oliviasaid, and went to put her arm over his bowed shoulders.
He shrugged her away. "I am contaminated. Don't be tainted by me."

"But | dready am,” Oliviasaid at her most reasonable. "I came here with your assistance, and | come
toyou for aid. Y ou were my guestin Roma, and | have been yours herein... Kongtantinoupoalis.
Doubtlessif the Censor believes that women are capable of conspiracy—which | doubt—he will have
long since decided that | am not to be trusted.” Thistime when she put her arm around his shoulder, she
did not permit him to break away from her. "Fird, | think we must determine exactly how much has been
taken from my villa, and what has dready been sold.”

"Didn't you hear me?" Belisarius demanded.



"Yes. And now you will listen to me." She sat beside him and kept her arm across hisback. "1 wish to
discover what | have logt. Niklos has an inventory of the goods from the villaa my house here—which |
thank you again for hel ping me to acquire—and a copy of this can be provided to... to whoever needs
it"

"The magidratefor the Army," Belisarius muttered.

"Fine. Niklos, acopy of theinventory for the magistrate for the Army. Then it might bewiseto
inspect the stall and warehouse of the merchant where Niklos found the chest.” Her strength surprised
Bdisariuswhen he tried once more to move away from her. "Don't you agree?

Capitulating, Bdisariusturned to her. "All right, Olivia. I'll try to arrange for the inspection. Isthere
anything ese you want?'

Her laughter was sadder than any he had ever heard. "MagnaMater, yes. Thelistisso long—" She
forced ahdf-smile back onto her lips. "But for the time being, tell me what iswrong with Antonina
Perhaps| can help.”

Beisariustook her free hand in both of his. Ashe stared down at their interlaced fingers, he admitted,
"Chrigtos, | hope so. I'm frightened, Olivia I'm afraid.”

Text of aletter from the physician Mnenodatos to his unknown correspondent.

On the Feast of the Armenian Martyrs, the physician Mnenodatos sends his greetings to his
continuing friend.

Your request for information regarding certain poisons, while no doubt necessary, nevertheless
concerns me. Your generosity is most welcome, and | am grateful for all you have done for me,
but I must inquire more closely into the use to which you have put this information, for if there
has been any misuse of your knowledge gained through me, | am as culpable as you are, in fact,
because | have given you the degree of information | have, | am more culpable in the eyes of the
law.

While | have no wish to lose your assistance and friendship, | find myself in a very awkward
state, since | amnow in a position where | am apt to be blamed for the misfortune of another. Not
only do | not know who you are, | amin no position to know who it is you have acquired this
information for and to what end it is being used, and | beseech you to tell me at least some portion
of what | have requested so that | will not be entirely without protection.

Your latest request comes with a most beneficent payment, one far exceeding the worth of
what | have told you, and for that reason if no other, | dread what you might do. | have a wife
and children to think of, good friend, and they might easily be made beggars tomorrow if you are
not acting as honorably as| pray you are.

At first, it did not trouble me that you did not say who you are or in what capacity you employ
the information you have obtained from me. But that was before the riots last week, and now | am
afraid that those who believe that the Empress Theodora met her end by poison might search out
all of uswho have some knowledge of the subject and inquire into their activity. At thistime, |
could not prevail if such an inquiry were made of me, and that fills me with the gravest
foreboding.

Comeforth, | pray you, and reveal who you are and what you are doing. | give my word on the
Most Holy Spear that | will not betray you, and | will accept your vow that you will not betray me.



Until some such assurance is given me, | cannot provide you any more information or assistance,
and | am convinced that if you examine your conscience, you will grant my requests as the
reasonable protection they are.

If you decide that you cannot do this, or that you will not contact me again, know that | have
your various notes and letters which | will surrender to any officer of the court who makes any
inquiry whatever of me. I might not be able to identify you for them, but | will reveal to what
extent you have involved me in whatever scheme you are acting upon. Naturally | would rather
not have to do this, and if you act promptly and in good faith, | will demonstrate my sincerity by
surrendering all copies of your notes and letters to you for your disposal in any way you see fit.

Mnenodatos
Physician

Theklawas over fifty and revered for her years aswell as her long religious vocation. Since age eight,
she had lived avirtua hermit in acell scraped out of the city battlements facing the Seaof Marmara. It
was said that the Emperor Theodosius |1 who had ordered the extension of Constantine's seaward
battlements had intended to protect the city from the land as well as the sea, and Theklawas one of many
who had brought her holinessto fortify thewalls.

"But most holy woman," said Panaigios, leaning nearer the wall so that he would be able to hear the
few, whispered words she would vouchsafe him, "surely you know more of the dangersfacing the
Emperor from those who stand nearest to him."

"That isdwaysthe most dangerous,” whispered the dry, ancient voice. "Judas stood nearest Christos,
they say. He kissed Him."

"But who stands nearest Jugtinian that might do such athing?' Panaigios demanded. His position with
Kimon Athanatadies had dipped in the last year and he was growing desperate for the meansto renew
hisgtuetion.

Theklalaughed, or so it ssemed to Panaigios who heard the rustling sound with an emotion near awe.
"Y ou do not want to know. Therighteous are vilified and the vile are exalted.”

"Do you mean that the Emperor Justinian is not entitled to rule?’ Panaigios gasped.
Again thelaugh, and the Sngsong repetition: "The righteous are vilified and the vile are exalted.”

"l don't know what you mean. Y ou must spesk more directly.” He knew that he was challenging a
venerated person who could have him imprisoned for little more than the tone of hisvoice. He could not
gop himsdf from spesking. "Tdl me™"

"Y ou do not want to know. Y ou embrace your ignorance. Y ou would not know honor if Hagios
Gavrilos himself announced it to you.” The old woman's wheezing words came more quickly, asif she
were trying to spesk her last message on asingle bregth. ™Y ou wallow in corruption asif you partook of
the manna of Paradise. The Word of God isawhigtlein therisng wind.”

Panaigios glowered at the stones that separated him from the famous old anchorite and wished he had
the strength of body and character to pull them down and demand that she explain herself. Instead he
leaned hisforehead againgt the stones. "Do you speak against the Emperor?”

"| spesk against no one," she answered. "I speak only what God sends me to know. Leave me. You
are dedf to Grace." With this condemnation shefdl slent.

"Thekla" He waited and when no response was forthcoming, he repesated her name severa times
only to be met with slence.



"l say nothing againgt any man," the arid voice said as Panaigios started away from the battlements.

He paused, uncertain if he had imagined the last sounds or not, but decided at |ast that they were the
parting words from the old holy woman. He looked up toward the walkway where the Guard patrolled,
and saw two soldiers standing some distance away, apparently deep in conversation. How much had
they overheard and who would they tell”? he wondered.

In ashort while Panaigios had reached histwo Egyptian daves who stood beside his chariot. He
sgnaed them both to follow him as he stepped into the vehicle and took the reins from the younger dave.
"I have much to think about,” hetold them in his most important voice.

"There was a messenger from the Censor," said the older dave. "His master wishesto see you before
you return to your house."

Thiswas asummonsthat Panaigios dared not ignore. "Of course," he said asif it were the most
natura thing in the world that he should be sent for in this unusua way. "I intended to report there before
| went homein any case”

The two daves exchanged glances, neither wasfooled by this show of sangfroid. They fell into step
behind the chariot, though the crowding on the streets was sufficient to keep their progressto asow
walk.

At the house of the Court Censor—which was a paace in everything but name—Panaigios turned his
horse into the courtyard and waited while one of the armed private guards came and took the chariot in
control.

"Where am | expected?' Panaigios asked, doing his best to keep the shudder he felt out of hisvoice.

"My magter will see you in the room adjoining his chapd." The guard regarded Panaigioswith an
expression that was very near pity. "He hasafew questionsto ask you."

"Excdlent,” said Panaigios with an enthusiasm that he wasfar from truly feding. "I have afew matters
to discusswith him and thiswill makeit possiblefor usto cover anumber of matters now." He strode
into the house, praying that his kneeswould not give way.

The antechamber to Athanatadies chape was oppressively smal, with high wallsand only two lunette
windowswell above reach. There were frescoes of the hideous degth of the Thirty Virgin Martyrswho
had been partially flayed and then |ft in the sun to die. Panaigios stared at the depiction of the blessed
suffering and wished he had the courage to run.

Kimon Athanatadies emerged from his chapel some whilelater, his dusty dalmatica and disarranged
pallium revealing that he had spent part of histime at prayers prostrate. He looked sharply at his
secretary and indicated the door that led into the private part of the house. "I must spesk with you."

"l am pleased to haveit 0," said Panaigios, lying heroicaly.

"Areyou?' Athanatadies shrugged indicating that Panaigios opinion made no differenceto him.

"Mogt certainly. | have wanted recently to have more opportunity to speak with you, but there has not
been the occasion, and therefore—" He broke off before he became completely lost in his sentiments.

"In here, if youwill." Heindicated asmall reception room where an armed guard waited.
"Melisandos, wait at the door," Athanatadies said to the man and closed the door so that he and
Panaigiosweredone. "Sit. Inawhile! will order refreshments.”

"That isn't necessary,” said Panaigios, anxious not to make his socia ambitionstoo obvious.

"I'm hungry; I've fasted sincelast night." He had dready taken the most comfortable chair leaving two
small benches for Panaigios to choose between. "'I've been busy with the maiter of expunging the
heretica writings of Eutyches and hisfollowers. The Monophysitism heresy is more ingdious than the



Nestorian heresy, for itiseasy to fdl into the error that Christos partook more of the divine than
humanity, and that is the grossest and most pernicious error. Anyone can seethe error in thinking that
Chrigtos partook more of humanity than divinity. | have never feared the Nestorians."

Panaigios knew better than to enter into any religious debate with the Court Censor; he decided to
respond safely. "I have never read suspect texts."

"Very wise, dthough the time may comewhen it will be required so that you will be able to identify
heresy in its most subtle disguises, that of truefaith.” He leaned back. "What did you want to say to me?"

Thisdirect question took Panaigios by surprise and he sammered as he answered. "' have taken the
liberty of approaching Theklato seeif | might discover who near to the Emperor isthe most dangerous.”

"Theklal" exclamed Athanatadies. "Y ou have been busy.”

"l have been worried," Panaigios countered, not wanting to appear that he had usurped any privilege
of the Censor himsdlf. "I have spoken to officers of Belisariusin the hope that they might reved treason
or theintention to act againgt the Empire and | have yet to get any of them to reved themsalves.”

"And so you went to Thekla. Most ingenious. And what did the venerable old witch haveto say?' He
laughed at his secretary's scandaized expression. " The woman might be holy but | fear sheisadso quite
mad most of thetime. And sheis clever enough to say nothing that would jeopardize her Situation. Sheis
wholly dependent on the bread and water left her by religious men and women who offer charity. Shewill
say nothing that might end that charity.” Hefolded his hands and gazed at Panaigios apparently enjoying
the man's discomfort.

"l... | wanted the benefit of ... of..." He could no longer define what he had sought. He decided the
whole day had been terribly unsatisfactory.

"Oh, | know you were hoping for some clue that might give you the key to the sllence of the officers.
But did it ever occur to you that perhaps the reason for the silence isthat thereis nothing to reved?* He
sghed. "Aslittle as| wish to believeit, and aslittle as| am prepared to believeit, thereis no evidence yet
that there was ever arebelion planned, or that Belisarius ever hankered for the purple. Still, he will be
kept under house arrest and his men watched. They are clever men who have learned the virtue of
waiting. They may wish to lull usinto inattention and then act.”

"Yes!" burst out Panaigios. "And that iswhat | have been trying to puzzle out. Theklahad afew things
to say, and little as you may wish to believe them, | think there was substance in her warning.”

"And what wasthat?" Athanatadies asked with very little curiogity.

Panaigios was driven to answer, convinced that he might till hold the answer to the mystery that had
confronted them since Belisarius had returned from Italy. " She said that the vile were raised up and the
righteous were cast down."

" S0 the Prophets have said, over and over. That's safe enough.” Athanatadies clapped his hands and
when Melisandos opened the door, he requested that fruit and bread be brought. "Bring something for
thisman aswell," he added as an afterthought.

"l have assigned Y aspros to the matter,” Panaigioswent on. "I think that if anyone can penetrate the
secret, heisthe one. | have dso enlisted afew daveswithin Bdisarius house so that if thereis anything
that might require our atention wewill know of it at once."

"Yes, sensble.” Athanatadies smoothed the front of his garments. "I have arequest to make in that
respect.”

"Yes?' sad Panaigios, grateful for theinterruption.

"Find out what poison it isthat isbeing used on Antoninaand how much longer it islikely to take."



Thiswas said so bluntly that Panaigios had to bite histongue to keep from crying out in astonishment.
"Poison?" he forced himsdlf to ask.

"What else? Shewas not ill until recently, and now she can no longer hold her food and often
complainsof burning in her vitas. That isvery like poison. Her physician hasn't been abletordlieveit as
he might have if it were merdly an aggravation of the gut." He sighed and shook hishead sadly. "If that
woman had not tried to press the advantage of her friendship with Theodorathen she might not have had
to endure what torments her now."

“l... I will make afew inquiries," said Panaigios, recovering himsdf enough to appear unaffected.

"And | wish to know who within the household is doing the actud adminigiration. | am curiousto
discover whoitiswho iswilling to risk the wrath of Belisariusto do thisthing. Such aperson might be of
great usein thefuture, and will bear close watching in any case, Since anyone willing to poison awoman
of Antoninas statureis clearly adangerous person.” He tapped the tips of hisfingerstogether. "Do you
think you can do thisfor me, Panaigios?'

"Of course, of course," he gushed, hoping that hisforced enthusiasm did not ring as hollow to
Athanatadies earsasit did to hisown. "'l have dready made afew inquiriesin regard to the household
and it is nothing to make afew more."

"Y ou're more active than you were before,” Athanatadies said reflectively. "When did this come upon
you?'

"l have been activein your interests for years," Panaigios said, protesting with some emation. ™Y ou
have given me the office to pursue certain of your interests on your behdf and | have doneal that | might
to fulfill your mandate.”

"Now, there's no need to be huffy," Athanatadies soothed, hisfingertips still meeting lightly. "You are
awaysdert to any criticism, and often thisisagainst your better judgment. | said nothing to chide you
now, merely to observe that your actionswould at |ast gppear to be gathering fruit. | assumethat you
have dready made some inquiriesinto the workings of the household of Belisarius, Sncethat was
required of you many months ago. In the past you have complied with my instructions promptly and | can
see no reason why this case should be any different, and | know of agreat many why you might wish to
be especialy careful where Belisariusis concerned.”

Panaigios did his best to appear studious. ™Y ou have honored me with many requests, Censor, and |
have striven to comply with your requirements asbest | can. Certainly there have been times when this
was not easily accomplished, but there are other instances when | have done al that | might to see that
your ingructions were carried out to the fullest.”

"Who isyour man in Belisarius household?' The demand was casud, even offhanded, but Panaigios
knew that if he did not answer it honestly and at once hislife might easily be forfeit.

"My man thereis the eunuch Simones." Hetried to meet the hard gaze of Athanatadies and did not
entirely succeed. "One or two others, far less Significant daves, | assure you, are also being employed to
watch in minor matters.”

"This Simones, is he trustworthy?" asked Athanatadies.
"What daveistrusworthy?' Panaigios countered, buying alittletime.

"| am asking about this Simones. Do you trust him?* There was no suggestion in histone that he
would permit Panaigiosto avoid answering him.

"Toadegree, yes| do. But that isnot saying agreet deal." He paused, gathering his thoughts and
desperately trying to guess what it was that Kimon Athanatadies wanted to know. "I know that Antonina
relies on him and that he has some power in the household. | know that he is regarded with. .. respect by



other davesin the household. He has been reasonably cooperative with me and has only hesitated when
he has been pressed to act in away againgt his master's or mistress interests. How much of thisisloyalty
and how muchissmplesurvivd, | do not know and have no way of telling. He has brought me regular
reports, and those of the other, lesser daves have supported what he said. | am not God, and | do not
read the hearts of those | employ. | am limited to assessing what they do and how well they doit, and in
thiscase | bdievethat heisdoing his best to accommodate me without compromising himsalf with
Bdisariustoo badly.”

"Serving the staff of the Court Censor does not compromise him,” said Athanatadies with augterity,
then added, "but | suppose he does not yet believe this. It isacomplicated thing for adaveto
understand. They are smple creatures, which iswhy God appointed them to their roleinlife”” He
hesitated, his face so blank that he might have been one of theikonson thewall. ™Y ou know, Panaigios,
aman inyour postion doeswdl to show alittle zed "

Caught off-guard by this shift in conversation, Panaigios could not keep from asking, "A maninmy
position? Isn't it preferablethat | be dedicated to thework | am given?'

"Y es, but aman of vison and zed might find away to take on the tasks at their widest setting. For
example, aman like you with those connectionsinto the house of Bedlisarius might bein apostion, now
that there is atragedy about to occur there, to seize the advantage of such sorrow and unearth the truth
of this conspiracy against the Emperor. A man who guards histongue at other times, when mourning his
wife might say things that otherwise he would not. A man who was present, or whose agents were
present, might then have information of vast sgnificance that would be welcomed not only by me, but by
Justinian himsalf." He regarded Panaigios. ™Y ou have been searching for oracles: heed thisone.”

"l..." Panaigiosdid not grasp dl that Athanatadies wastdling him, but he had sense enough to
addressthe question directly. "l... amto find evidence, by any means, that will at last implicate Bdisarius
inaconspiracy, and you suggest that | use the occasion of hiswife'sfailing health and death asthe means
to secureit.”

"That was not precisaly what | said, but | would not stop you from interpreting my wordsin that
way." Herose. "We are in grave danger, Panaigios. There are plottersal around usand dl desireto see
the Emperor cast down. He himsalf has said to me that he fears enemiesin every corner and that heis
more certain than ever that only histimely recalling of Belisarius prevented the Generd from acting againgt
him"

"Yes, of course.” Panaigios made himself be silent for he knew he was dangeroudy near babbling.

"All that islacking isactua confirmation of these plots. Oncethey arein the Emperor's hands, he will
be relieved for there will be necessary action required by the proofs. Y ou do understand the problem,
don't you?' He was walking away from Panaigios, his dalmaticaamost dragging on the floor to hidethe
misshapen foot no one dared mention.

"Ah... | believel do," Panaigios said cautioudy. "Y ou want some letter or other document that would
disclose dl the meninvolved, and their generd ams.”

"That would be useful " Athanatadies said. "As Antoninagrows weeker, it islikdy that Belisarius will
be less careful, and a prudent dave might discover much. Find out for me how much longer we haveto
wait; remember.”

" will; 1 will." He was starting to swest and his eyes stung. Thiswasamorass, he feared, an abyss
that he was diding into that once in hewould never escape. Herecdled that dl of Kimon Athanatadies
persona daveswere mutes and for the first time he felt the full impact of this. "I will send for Smones and
get dl theinformation | can out of him. | will send areport to you within two days. | will make certain that
if thereisany information at al about Antonina's health and the cause of her illnessthat | discover
everything | can about it.”



"Y ou know, it isnot impossible that a desperate man might attempt many desperate things, such as
poisoning hisown wife." Thiswas said with an air of speculation and hopefulnessthat filled Panaigioswith
dread.

"No, Censor," he said firmly. "There are many thingsthat Belisarius might do in hisdistress, but hurt
hiswifein any way isnot one of them. Y ou and | may think of Antoninaas adifficult, demanding and
mani pulative woman, but Belisarius loves her to adoration, and he would rather run on hissword like a
godless Roman than bring any harm to her. Heis more anguished by her ailment than heisby his
disgrace. There are many people who know this and you might persuade them that Zeusredlly bringsrain
more readily than convince them that Belisariuswould have any part in hurting Antonina.”

"It was athought,” said Athanatadies with ashrug. "Pity. It would have saved so much effort.” He
walked alittle farther. "What about that Roman woman? The widow who's Bdlisarius friend? What of
her? Would she have ahand in this?"

"Thereisnothing to link Olivia Clemenswith Antoninas poor hedlth. In thelast year, Antoninahas
spent very littletime with Olivia, and if there is opportunity for the Roman woman to give her anything
poison, | know nothing of it, and | doubt it would be possible to make it appear that thiswas the case.
Oliviaoccasondly vists Belisarius and often inquires after Antonina, but the two women never
developed any closeness and therefore the household would not be likely to support the notion that she
would harm Antonina"

"Not even to have Bdisariusfor hersdf?' suggested Athanatadies.

"Captain Drososis her lover. He has said that she has refused to marry him." He sighed, for he knew
that Athanatadies did not like the answers he was providing.

"Shewaswaiting for abetter match,” Athanatadies guessed.

"A disgraced Generd without soldiers, stripped of everything but rank and confined to the city?"
Panaigios shook his head. "If she had been hankering for Belisarius, she had ample opportunity to pursue
himin Roma, and dl the officers say she did not. She has been enamored of Drosos from thefirst."

"But Drososisin Alexandrianow, isn't he? What if thisisasubtle plot, onethat requiresa
go-between, and this Oliviaisthe one who servesthat purpose?’ Athanatadies had folded hisarms,
athough hiswide, gold-embroidered pallium shoved his arms upward when he did.

"There are better go-betweens, and asfar asthe spies can tell, no one has been leaving messages
with Oliviafor

Bdisarius or anyone e se, not even Drosos." He leaned back. "It might be wiser to search for the
culpritselsewhere.”

"Y ou would appear to be protecting these people," said Athanatadies sharply.

"No. But if you wish to bring othersinto the matter, it is essentid—or so it seemsto me—that they be
plausible. There are others who would be more... acceptable conspirators than these. If Drosos were
here, there might be away, for he has often railed against what he claimsisthe unfairness of Bdisarius
recal and redtrictions. But he does not wish to go against the wishes of the Emperor or his Generadl. If
anyone was eager for acongpiracy, it was Antonina. And she... she—"

"Yes," said Athanatadies dowly. "Yes. | accept your reservations for the time being, but | must say
that | dtill believe that there is proof of some sort, somewhere, of a conspiracy that will be acceptable and
believable and will show that Justinian was not mistaken in hisfears." He swung around and dl but
blocked Panaigiosin hischair. "Y ou know whét is required.”

"l do," Panaigios said tensdly.

"Excdlent. | expect to have your report in two days time. Speak to that eunuch Simones and see



what you can accomplish between you." Hejoined his hands prayerfully. "I repose greet faith in you,
Panaigios. Do not forget that."

Panaigios hodded, finding the burden dmaost too much to bear. "Censor."

Athanatadies stepped back. ™Y ou have much to do, haven't you? And it istime you were about your
tasks." Hewaved hisdismissad. "Pray for guidance, Panaigios," he recommended before heleft his
secretary.

As Panaigios made hisway back to his chariot, he felt numb; the problems heagped upon him by
Athanatadies seemed insurmountable, and he was | eft with the sinking conviction that if hefailed to do as
the Censor required he would meet afate far more ghastly than the one Athana-tadies had planned for
Bdisarius. As he reached his chariot, he realized that he had never been given the refreshmentsthe
Censor had requested, and this only served to make his apprehension more acute.

Asthe Guards saluted him as helleft, Panaigios fet he was fleeing the fiery rivers of Hell.

Text of an official order from the Emperor Justinian to the garrison at Alexandria.

On the Feast of the Annunciation, the Emperor Justinian through the good offices of his Court
Censor sends his greetings and commendations to the garrison at Alexandria, in particular to
Captain Drosos who commands there and who is known to be devoted to usin all things.

In order that the work of Christ shall spread more quickly throughout the world, we have
authorized the burning or similar destruction of all texts that are not of Christian origin and
thought. In Konstantinoupolis there has been a most successful extirpation of the weeds of heresy
that spring up from such writings because of the willingness of the people to aid in their own
salvation. Hundreds of texts, perhaps thousands, have been cleansed in the flames, and surely the
smoke that rises to Heaven from such pyres must be sweet indeed.

So far we have observed and approved the progress of these acts and have said that thereis
much merit for the soul in pious devotion of this sort. We are assured by those advanced in the
Church that our courseisin accord with the course of God.

Therefore we have decided to extend our mandate and to require that all those living within
the Empire show a similar zeal to the Konstantinoupolitans who have eradicated apostasy from
their midst. Now we wish the rest of the Empire to show that it is as devout and as worthy as any
soul in Byzantion. To that end, we require that the institution known asthe Library at Alexandria,
by which we include the Mother and all Daughter Libraries with the exception of the one
Daughter Library devoted to Christian writings, be burned in order to erase the taint of
godlessness more compl etely from the world.

It isour wish that this be accomplished at Epiphany, to show the offering we bring to Christ in
as pure a heart as the Company of Kings who waited upon Himin worldly submission.

With the concurrence of the Court Censor, the popes and metropolitans of the Church, we
exhort all of you of the Alexandrian garrison to be firmin your purpose and to perseverein this
most Christian undertaking.

By the hand of the Court Censor and at our order.
Justinian
Emperor of Byzantion



hissgil

Zghil's hands were shaking as she heard the door open behind her. Thevid she held dipped from her
fingersand broke on the floor.

In the door Niklos Aulirios stood, his attitude uncertain, as he watched the dave struggle to hide her
shock. "All right,” he said after amoment. "What are you doing here?’

"l... | was sent to fetch perfume,” she said lamely, and turned her large, Tartar eyeson him.

Niklos, who at first had not been very suspicious, now came into the room, closing the door behind
him. ""For whom?"

"My mistress..." As soon as she began, she knew she had made amistake and she flushed.

"No, not your mistress, Zghil. She keeps her perfumeswith her in her deeping chamber, and we both

know it. Y ou must be very nervousif you forgot that." He strolled over to her and looked down at her.
"Yourewhite"

"I'm artled,” she said weskly.

"You'reterrified," he corrected her, not as gently as he might have done under other circumstances.
"Why isthat?'

"No reason.”" She gave ajerk to her shouldersin an attempt to dismiss or minimize his question.

"I doubt that," Niklos said, and took her gently by the arm, turning her so that some of the light from
the window reached her face. "Y ou're up to something, and you don't likeit."

"No!" Shetried to pull away but found that the easy, firm grip was unbreakable.

"Yes" He could fed her tremble and he saw the Sick terror at the back of her eyes. "Zghil, tell me
what you were doing in here and why."

She gave acry and brought up her hands, palms out, asif to ward off blows. "I can't. | can't. Do not
ask mel"

"Zghil..."Helet her nametrall off. "Ligento me"

She had contrived to turn away from him, to wriggle asfar as hishold would permit. "Let me go," she
sad sullenly.

"l can't dothat," he said softly. ™Y ou weretaking avia of perfume from my migtress chest. Perfume
isvauable, and that might mean that you are athief. Since Olivia has reposed trust in you, she must know
of this, and at once." He saw alittle of the dread fade from her face. "Or perhaps you weren't stealing at
al; perhaps you were putting something in that was not here before." Until he spoke the words he had
not considered this possibility, but as he said them, he became sure that was what he had seen.

Asif to confirmthis, Zghil kicked up at hisshin and et out aloud shriek.

"Something in," said Niklos as he quickly sdestepped her firgt attack and braced himsdf for the
second. "Y ou were told by someone to put something in the chest, weren't you? What was it and who
told you?' He continued to hold her, though now he shifted his stance enough to keep her from being
ableto strike out at him with her fists.

"Let go!" sheyelled and was turned suddenly so that her back was pressed hard against his chest and
hisforearm served in part to gag her.

"No, I will not," he said, still without anger. "Y ou were supposed, to be watching the household for
Olivia. She requested you do this, and we thought you were doing well. And now this."



"It'snot... not—" Thewords were cut off again.
"Y ou have agreat dedl to answer for," said Niklos, astern note coming into hisvoice.
Whatever protests Zegjhil wanted to register were lost against the force of hisarm.

"I think we had better go carefully. If someone has suborned you, there's no saying how many of the
other daves are taking payment from outside." He moved her toward the closed door. "When | open
this, if you scream, | will knock you out and carry you. Isthat understood?’

Zghil nodded wildly, trying to signa him with one of her confined hands.

"Very good,” Niklos gpproved. "Now stand up straight and pretend that you're feding week, asif
you were taken suddenly ill. | don't want any more gossip than necessary about thisincident.” He waited
while she complied, and then he pulled the door open.

The hall was empty, but before they had gone more than a dozen steps, Niklos saw one of the cook's
two scrubbing boys peering around the corner. A little farther on and he found the head groom sweeping
the garden steps—atask that was not his—and just beyond him, one of the gardeners pretended to be
busy trimming back the ornamenta appletree.

By thetime Niklos got to Olivids private gpartments, he had counted no less than eight of the
household, and this made him nervousin away it would not have done six months before.

Oliviahad been sorting dried herbs, but she abandoned thistask as she saw Niklos comeinto the
room, haf-dragging Zehil with him. Dressed in her old-fashioned palaand stolag, she seemed didtinctly
out of placein the room. "What on earth—"

"I'm afrad werein for difficulties,” Niklos said as he closed the door and latched it.

"Zghil, what isgoing on?" Oliviaasked, coming around the trestle table and wiping her hands on the
manteletied around her waist.

Zghil said nothing, but as Niklos released her, she moved away from him, repugnance in her angular
features. She rubbed at her wrists and glared down at the floor.

"Niklos?' Oliviaaddressed him with ahint of impatience. "l trust you plan to tel mewhat thisisdl
about?'

Niklos did not answer at once. He leaned against the door and watched Zgjhil, his expression
detached and difficult to read. "1 surprised her in the stillroom,” he said at last. " She was putting avia
of ... of something-or-another into your spice and perfume chest.”

"What?' Oliviaasked, clearly disbdieving. Sheturned to Zghil. "Did you do that?"

For an answer, Zghil spat and huddled against the wall, her back to Niklos. There weretearsin her
eyes, she dashed them away angrily.

"Zghil?' Oliviasaid. When she received no response, shelooked to Niklos. "Tell me." Her confusion
made her tone high and sharp.

"Wait." He opened the door suddenly and looked into the hall. After alittle time, he closed the door
softly and once more secured the latch. "1 am afraid, my mistress, that we are being spied on.”

Oliviagave abregthless burst of laughter. "Again?'

"Thistime, it appearsthat Zghil has become part of it, and that changes matters.” He cleared his
throat. "1 havetried to find out whose orders sheisfollowing, but shewill say nothing.”

"Nothing," repeated Olivia, her expression becoming uncertain. "How do you account for that?"
"Whoever has given her orders hasimpressed her," said Niklos, his eyes never leaving the Tartar



dave on the other sde of the room. "Sheismore afraid of this person than sheis of you or me."

"That isunwise of her," said Olivia, and the edge in her voice caught Zgjhil's attention as nothing else
had, for Oliviaspoke with gelid cam.

"l went to the ftillroom,” Niklos continued, "for the oils you wanted. | saw the door was not quite
closed, which surprised me alittle, but | thought one of the kitchen staff had been cardless. When | went
into theroom, | saw Zghil at the spice chest with something in her hands. She dropped it—I think her
hands were shaking—as | came in. She has refused to explain what she was doing there or what she was
putting into the chest.” Hisruddy eyes grew chilly. "That doesn't bode well."

Olivianodded and touched Nikloson thearm. "I see" Her breath went out of her dowly. "I don't
suppose you could take timeto find thevial.”

"No," Niklossaid, adding, "1 know | ought to have found it and brought it with me."
"Do you suppose there's any hopethat it might still be there?' she asked.

"l can go look, if that'swhat you wish," said Niklos. "Do you want me to summon aid while I'm
gone?'

"l can manage Zghil," said Olivia, continuing to the dave directly, "I may be awoman and no longer
young, but it would be aserious error in judgment to think that | am incapable of managing this situation.”

She made asign to Niklos and he let himsalf out of the door. Olivia put the latch in place once more and
leaned back, studying Zghil.

The dave-woman looked around her, uncertain what to do. She had been prepared for confinement
and chastisement, but this trestment was new to her and she had no defense againgt it. She moved into
the nearest corner and braced hersdlf there.

Olivia continued to watch her, her attentive attitude unchanging. Findly she spoke again. "When |
asked you to watch the household on my behaf, you assured me that you would do so, not only for the
considerations this brought you, but because you were truly convinced that it was wrong for those
outside the house to spy on those within. It seemed at the time that you were sincere and honorable. |
showed my appreciation in anumber of ways, didn't I?'Y ou have funds being held to purchase your
freedom, as would any Roman dave." She did not qudify that statement by saying that such rights had
disappeared three hundred years ago. "'l gave you my word that you would not be punished for reporting
on the activities of the others and you have my promise of manumission within five years. What has
persuaded you to act againgt these considerations?”

Zgjhil shook her head, her jaw so firmly set that the muscles siood out in ridgesin her face.

"You'reterrified. What isthe reason?' She waited, giving Zeg hil every opportunity to speak, and when
the sllence had dragged out between them, she went on. "1 give you my word you will be protected. Y ou
will not be harmed.”

"Y ou can offer no protection againgt them," Zghil hissed through her clenched teeth. ™Y ou are nothing
agang them.”

Oliviaslipslifted at the corner but no one could mistake thisfor asmile. "1 an?Who arethese
formidable beingsthat | can do nothing?”

Zghil retreated once again into silence.

" S0 you believe they are powerful enough to hear through wals™ Oliviasaid gently. "And you believe
that they will know anything you reved and you will be punished for that." She saw Zghil flinch. "I know;
you've said nothing. Thisisonly supposition, though your expression tellsmethat | am correct.” She
sighed. "Which means aso that you are not the only one of my davesto be pressed into the service of
these nameless others. And that isvery... inconvenient.” She turned her head to the side. Y ou knew |



was here, and that | would probably require things from the tillroom, yet you did this, which makesme
wonder if you didn't wish to be apprehended.”

"No. No, that'swrong," Zghil cried out in protest.
"Isit?"
"No!" Her voice was higher and louder, rough with fear.

"Because," Oliviawent on evenly, "you knew that it was necessary for you to have an acceptable
reason not to continue your work for these others, whoever they are.”

Zghil was suddenly very gtill and her face betrayed nothing. She did down thewall onto her knees,
the horror of her predicament making her eyes dmost chatoyant.

"S0." Oliviacame back toward her. "Y ou would rather serve me than these others, but they appear
more powerful to you, and so you dare not displease them.” She studied the Tartar woman's face.
"Eventualy | will learn who these puissant beings are, so you might aswell tell me now. It will be easier
for both of us, and we will not have to say things to each other that we might later regret.”

"I will say nothing." She stared down at thefloor.

"You will, you know; intime." She looked up as Niklos camein the door, something in his hand.
"Youfoundit."

"Yes" Hishandsome face was grave.
"| gather that it isn't welcome, whatever itis.”
"It andlsof bitter dmonds." He held out the broken vid to her. "Try it."

"l don't haveto: | can smell it from here." Olivias face was quite somber now, and she regarded
Niklosintently. "Then something of mine wasto be poisoned.” Her expression hardened. "Zghil, where
were you supposed to put this?!

She shook her head repestedly, violently.

"All right," said Olivia, atempting to cam her dave. "Y ou are afraid of telling me even so little athing
asthat. Y ou were going to the chest with spicesand fine dils, so it wasfor food." For an ingtant anironic
smiletouched her lips, and then it was replaced by stern determination.

Niklos made sure the door was firmly latched. "1 could force her to talk, Olivia, if youwish. You
don't approve, but there are times—"

"Theremay be," she said, cutting him short, "but thisis not one of them.”
"She put poison into your spice chest,” he reminded her with fedling.

"No; she tried to put poison into my spice chest, which isadifferent matter altogether.” She put her
hand on hisarm. "Niklos, she's been treated badly. If we force her to speak, we will be as reprehensible
asthose who have forced her to act againgt us. And do not pretend that you disagree.” She went and
drew up asmall bench. "What am | going to do with you, Zegjhil?' she asked as she sat down beside the
woman, leaving enough room on the bench if Zghil wanted to useit.

"Sdl me" sheanswvered flatly.

"I'd rather not do that unlessit's necessary,” Oliviaresponded. "Y ou've given me very good service,
and until now you have protected my interests within my household. That meansagreat ded tome. |
would not liketo reward you with betrayd if | can avoid it; but if | amto avoid it, you will haveto give
meyour aid, won't you?'

"|—" Shelooked a Niklosasif the bondsman might have a suggestion.



"l do need to know who is attempting to act against me, Zghil. Y ou must seethat.” She had no anger
in her tone, and no hint of condemnation. ™Y ou are agood and sensible person, and you have loyalty.
These are very worthwhile and | am pleased to have someone in my household with your virtues, but if
you cannot tell mewhat | need to know, then something will have to be arranged, something neither of us
would like." From her manner, it gppeared that Oliviawas discussng the arrangements of furnitureina
room or the pattern of agarden'sflowersingtead of athreat againg her life.

"1 musin't tell you anything. They will not spareyou if | do, and they will do terrible thingsto me" She
put her knuckles againgt her teeth.

"Terrible things. They must be desperate, these unknown men." She glanced quickly at Niklos.
"They are very powerful,” Zghil admitted reluctantly. "They indsted.”

"And you are not in aposition to resst them, areyou?' Oliviastraightened up. "And you are
convinced that thereis nothing I can do to prevent them taking action againgt you."

"You are aforeign woman,” Zghil saidinasmal voice.

"So areyou," she pointed out. "Or isthat what you mean? that | am as much at their mercy asadave
is?'
Niklos snorted. "Morefoolsthey."

"Hush, my friend," Oliviaadmonished him softly. "Zeghil, do you think that these men aretrying to be
rid of me?"

"One way or another,” the dave admitted. "Oh, mistress, | didn't want to do anything to help them. |
didn't. | told them that they would do better asking someone else, but they were persistent and they said
that if | did not help them, then the officers of the Censor would come here and you would be found to
have possessions that are forbidden, and then you would be deprived of your house and the things that
you own—"

"But if | conveniently died, that would make it possible for the household to be without taint, or
something of the sort,” Oliviafinished for her. "They are doing thisfor areason, and not Smply because |
am Roman."

"They think that you are aiding Belisarius. They indsted that | tell them of every visit he has made
here, and what transpired during hisvisit." Now that she was spesking the worst of the fear was gone
from her eyes. "l told them that | would do everything they required, just so that they would not do...
what they threatened to do.”

"If they harmed my davein any way whatever," Oliviasaid and there was stedl in her words, "they
would answer for it, in law and in other ways."

"Itisn't so smple" Zghil objected. "They knew | had been watching the staff for you, and they knew
that | reported to you, and that meant that they had otherstelling them what | was doing.”

"Y es, that much isobvious." Niklos had come nearer and was watching Zegjhil with curiosity. "What
makes you speak now? Are you hoping to balance favor against favor until you find the best price?”

"Niklos, for thelove you bear me, stopit.” Olivias gaze rested on him and it appeared to calm him,
for hefdl slent, but without the ill-contained fury he had shown before. "Do you have any notion asto
who among my davesisworking for the Censor? And it isthe Censor, isn't it?" This last was addressed
not to Niklos but to Zghil.

"l never said that!" Zgihil shrieked.

"It had to be someone high in government and by the sound of it someone who didikes and distrusts
Bdisarius. Either the Emperor himsdf—which is very unlikely—or one of his courtiers had to be



responsible. The courtier who has been most consistent in his actions against Bdlisariusisthe Censor,
who has no reason to trust me or anything of mine." She nodded asif to remind hersaf of her thoughts.
"I've wondered if we would have trouble because of him, but | never thought it would be so extreme.”

"Olivia" sad Niklosin awarning tone.
"| am safe saying these things," shetold him. "Zghil is not going to give me away. Areyou?'

Zghil was now ditting cross-legged on thefloor, her back againgt the wall. She shook her head
dowly. "l will haveto tdl them something.”

"So you will." Oliviarubbed her face with her fingertips. Y ou will have to make them believe that you
completed your task and that there is poison in the spice chest. That must be the start.” She sighed. "And
then, if you arewilling, find out what they aretrying to prove. | wish | knew what | had doneto place

mysdf in such jeopardy.”
"1t may be nothing more than your friendship for Bdlisarius," suggested Niklos.

"Possibly, but it may also be more." Oliviastared down &t her linked hands. "And in any case, we
must find away to warn Belisarius about this. He knows of other actions, but he does not know how far
the machinations extend." Once again shelooked down at Zghil. "What did they threaten to do to you?'

"l... | can'ttell you." The Tartar dave was appalled.
"Of courseyou can." Oliviawatched her. "Undoubtedly rape. But what else?'
Zejhil shook her head, mute again.

"For the names of your ancestors, girl!" Niklos burst out. "Tdl your mistress. She can do nothing if
youwill not let her. Tel her!”

"Niklos, don't hector her." Oliviawaited, then said in asoft voice, "If you are frightened, | don't blame
you. Only afoal isnot frightened by red danger. But you need not be parayzed by your fear. Y ou can
act againg it." Sheremained still ashort time, then sghed once more and got up. "Very well."

"They said they would rape me with swords and cut out my vitals and leave mein the market for the
cursto eat. They would make sure | wasaive" Shesaid it quickly, asif by getting the words out swiftly
their impact would |lessen.

"How charming,” Oliviasad bitterly.

"They would. They arethat sort." Zghil got to her feet. "'l was supposed to put the poisonin the
Swest spices, so that you would get alittle of it every day. That way poison would not be suspected until
it wastoo late. Even if you had someone sample your food, it would not prevent your deeth.”

To Zghil'ssurprise, Oliviachuckled. "Then | will have to give them some reason to think the plot was
discovered without compromising you." She shook her head. "Sow poison. In food. MagnaMater, I'm
glad I've found out about this."

Niklos grinned briefly. "In thefood.”
Zghil was baffled, but could not bring hersdlf to spesk.

Oliviaanswered for her. Y ou must understand, Zgjhil, that | have... arare condition that requires
[... limit my diet severdly. If the Censor expects me to succumb to poisoned spices, he would wait avery
long time. So, perhaps, it might be best to make it gppear that the poison was discovered, but not the
poisoner. Let methink about it awhile.”

"They will want someresults,” Nikloswarned.

"And | supposethey will have some" said Olivia. "But thiswill take careful planning. | will haveto
think about what must be done, and then be certain that..." Thewordstrailed off. "If Zghil was given



poison, who knows what the other daves being used have been given or offered. Niklos, | want you to
deep outsde my door & night."

"I will," he promised her.

"And Zghil, | want you to listen more closely than ever to what you hear." She scowled. "Why do
they want to berid of me; it kegps coming back to that.”

Zghil stood with her head down. "I know | must be punished for what | did. | accept that. But do not
punish mein front of the others.”

"Punish you?' repeated Olivia, Sartled. "Oh, for the poison, do you mean? Y es, | imagine something
ought to be done."

“I'l get thewhips" Niklos said without emotion.

"Don't besdlly," Oliviatold him. "For punishment, | will ingst that you replace Pentheus as the night
keeper. | will expect you to patrol the house and the garden al through the night, and during the day, |
want you to clean the reception rooms and the vestibule, starting with scrubbing the floors. Every day.
Until | tel you otherwise. Isthat clear?!

“Itisalight punishment," said Zghil.

"Say that when ten days have gone by and | might agree.” She stared at the door. "Y ou are to return
to your quarters now and remain there. Y ou will have no med thisevening." She waited while Zghil
made a deep reverence, then motioned to Niklosto let her out of the room.

When Zghil was gone, Niklossaid, ™Y ou did give her light punishment.”

"Possibly. I am giving the agents of the Censor plenty of opportunity to approach her. If she cleans
the vestibule, they can find her during the day, and if sheisthe night keeper, they can try after dark. And
then, old friend, we can find out what it isthey're redly after.” She paced the length of the room. "For
some reason, they're becoming desperate.”

"And you are becoming lax," Niklos countered.

"If we weren't strangers here, | might do this another way. But we are here on sufferance, and they
are aready seeking reasonsto berid of us. | would prefer to be free of suspicion, but if that isn't
possible, then—"

"Thenwe moveon?' Niklossad. "But where?'

"S0 you do understand my problem,” said Olivia. "Y es; where do we go if not here? What do we
do?'

Niklos came and put his hands on her shoulders. "This was supposed to be ahaven.”
"Yes," shesad sadly. "It was, wasnt it?'

Text of aletter from the physician Mnenodatos to Belisarius.

To the great General Belisarius, Mnenodatos sends thankful greetings and prayers for his
well-being and the recovery of hiswife.

| confess that your offer of employment has come as a shock: most pleasant and welcome, but
nonetheless a shock. | am at a loss to know how so distinguished a hero as you came to know of a
physician of my station, but | bless the name of that person and | praise himfor taking my



interests so much to heart.

It would afford me the greatest satisfaction to attend your wife and to serve as your household
physician. Such employment is the dream of any man practicing the healing arts, and | am no
different from any of my associates and colleagues who also long for the time they can be sure of
their futures.

Fromwhat little | have learned of your wife's condition, she will require fairly constant care.
Those with such symptoms are never certain when they will once again be seized by the terrible
cramping that you described and which | witnessed for myself yesterday. | certainly share your
concern. To be candid, | am not sure thereis much | can offer to relieve her of her suffering, but
what | am able to do, you may be confident | will make every effort to do. In cases such as hersit
is most important to alleviate the immediate suffering, but beyond that the cause must be
determined and a course of treatment reached that will not in any way increase the symptoms of
this or any other disease.

Let me urge you to encourage all your household to pray for the speedy and complete recovery
of your beloved wife, for as you are aware, nothing can happen without the aid of God. Such
supplications may succeed where no medicine can.

That is not to say that the case is hopeless and only the intervention of Heaven will save
Antonina. Thisisfar from the case; your wife's health is not good but she is not in danger of
losing her life yet, and with prompt action and good attention, she may recover in good time and
enjoy a long life free of pain and attendant distresses. Let me emphasize thisto you: at thistime |
do not fear for her life. To be sure, if she continues as she is going now, then my view of the
gravity of her case will change, and of course no illness that so prostrates a woman can be
regarded lightly, but there is much roomfor hope and | want you to think of my treatment in this
light.

Itisagreat honor to have so distinguished a patient, but | trust you will not be offended in any
way if | say that it would please me far more if there was no cause for us to meet. The illness of
Antonina is not an opportunity for advancement, as many might see it, but an occasion for the
best and most devoted service not only to the benefit of the august lady herself, but the office of
physician which was elevated by having the Apostle Loukas at the head of its numbers.

At your convenience | will take up temporary residence in your house in whatever quarters you
seefit to assign to me. | confess | do not know your eunuch slave Smones, but if you say that his
recommendation brought me to your attention, then | will seek him out eagerly to tender my
gratitude for his kindness on my behalf.

In the meantime, | ask you take what consolation you can in the knowledge that | will dedicate
all my skillsto ending the travail your wife currently endures, and | will strive to restore her
health so that she may once again live as so august a lady ought to live.

With my prayers and thanks, by my own hand,
Mnenodatos

physician

Night hung over Alexandria, oppressivein itsremoteness. There was alazy breeze off the Mare
I nternum, blowing toward the swath of the Nile.

Drosos stood in the window of hislargest reception room staring out into the darkness. Although it
was late, hewas ill in his short military dalmaticaand formal, highly embossed lorica. Only hismussed



dark hair gave any indication of the distress that consumed him: it was the Feast of the Circumcision and
Epiphany wasfive days away.

"Captain?' Chrysanthos had comeinto the room a short while before and was still waiting for Drosos
to address him.

"l know," Drosos said distantly, not leaving the window.

"The Guard iswaiting." Chrysanthos kept hiswordslevel and without fedling but this served only to
mask his deep concern for his superior. "Y ou requested they accompany you.”

Drosos nodded, his broad back rigid under his ceremonia armor.
"Itisafter midnight," Chrysanthos said astactfully ashe could.
"Thenightsarelong," Drosos remarked inconsequentialy.

"Itisthe dark of the year," Chrysanthos agreed, staring at the whitewashed walls, noting the smudges
abovethebraziers.

"The Copts are fagting tonight and tomorrow. They do not feast until Epiphany.” He said the last word
asif itweregdl.

"Yes; | know."

"They say it'sheretica of them." He stopped taking, his eyesfixed on the large buildings that loomed
out of the jumble of darknessesthat was the city. "God," he whispered. "He does not know what heis
asking."

Chrysanthos suddenly found it difficult to speek. "Drosos. If it is so unendurable—"

"l am Captain here," Drosos said in atill voice that silenced the other man. "I have been givena
command by the Emperor. | am swornto carry it out."

"There are otherswho will do it if you give theword," Chrysanthostold Drosos, wishing that he
would turn and face him.

"Would you!" He asked it lightly but hishands closed into hard fists at his sides.
Chrysanthos hesitated. "No."

"Y ou are the Emperor's officer, as| am." Helooked up at the remote stars. "They say God watches
the stars as He watches men, to the end of theworld." Under the metd of hislorica his chest was aching.

"Y our escort—" Chrysanthos reminded him.

"Yes" At last he turned away from the window and his face was blank with suffering. He crossed the
room to Chrysanthos. "'l am ready."

"They'rein the courtyard. Four of them, armed.” Chrysanthos looked closely at Drosos, seeing how
much he had changed from the man he knew on campaignin Italy. "Areyou al right, Captain?"

Drosos met Chrysanthos eyes. "No."
"Isthere—"

"No. Nothing." Drosos moved past him, walking directly and purposefully to the door. He stopped
there, and said without looking at Chrysanthos, "'If you want to leave, | understand.”

"Thank you," Chrysanthos said, longing to take advantage of the offer. "I will remain herefor thetime
being."

"Um." Drosos nodded, unable to express the painful gratitude hefelt at his subordinate's loyaty.
"When| return... shareaskin of winewith me."



"If you like," Chrysanthos said carefully, thinking that he had never needed to guard histongue as
much as he did now.

“I'll need adrink by then," Drosos said, and |eft the room. As he descended the gtairsto the ground
floor, hetried to cam his thoughts. He was the Emperor's officer and he had ordersto carry out and
there was nothing more to be said. He walked more quickly as he approached the escort waiting in the
courtyard. "L et's get thisover with," hetold them as he strode to the door, |etting them scramble to keep
upwithhim.

The Streets were dmost empty and those few, furtive men who saw the soldiers hurried away from
them, wanting nothing to do with anyone from the Byzantine garrison. Neither Drosos nor his Guard paid
any atention to the others, going quickly to the enormous buildings Drosos had watched from his
window.

Two Greek scholarswaited for Drosos at the gates to the Library, and they admitted him with
deference.

"Y ou are most welcome," the younger said to Drosos.
"Am|7?" Drosos asked, hiswords brittle and light. "Well, | will strive to remember that.”
The older scholar regarded Drosos with curiosity and puzzlement. " Captain?”

"Pay ho mind towhat | say," Drosostold them. "It'slate and | want to get this settled as soon as
possible. | must send afull report to the Censor before we. .. before we start the fires."

"May God aid our endeavors," said the younger, piousardor in hisface. "This has been along time
coming. If the vison of the Emperor isto be fulfilled, we must see that temptation is expunged from the
world so that we may better serve the cause of Heaven."

"Yes. Of course." Drosos motioned to hisfour Guardsto remain at the gates. " Show me..."Hewas
not ableto finish hisrequest.

Neither scholar appeared to noticethis. "Yes, thereismuch to see” said the older. "'If you will follow
us, | will be pleased to explain this place to you."

"If youwould," Drosos said, trying to be polite. He let the two scholarslead the way into the largest
of the four buildings that surrounded the vast central courtyard.

"This" said the younger asthey approached the largest building, "is called the Mother. It isthe oldest
of thelibraries and was built in the time before the birth of the Chrigt. It has two warehouses where
materias not yet cata ogued are stored. We have dready determined that what isin themis not Christian,
and so we need have no reluctance about burning them aong with the Library itself.” He stepped aside
s0 that Drosos could enter ahead of them.

"On the main floor are works of philosophy from severd lands. | understand that some are from lands
far to the east and that there are records about the peoplesin the heart of Africa™ The older scholar
rubbed his hands together. " These works would lead the unwary soul to grest error.”

"Indeed?’ said Drosos. "'l am only asoldier, and | do not understand how that information might hurt
thefaith of onewho read these works."

The younger scholar shook his head. The uneven light from the braziers made his shadow dance on
the walls, huge and misshapen. "The Emperor has determined that those who pursue studies of materia
that is not Chrigtian often are seduced into following areas of learning that imperil the soul. Y ou think, as
mogst soldiers mugt, | suppose, that you might have strategic reasons to want to know abot. .. the
peoples of Africa, for example. Surely you would seek out such intelligence if you were expected to
campaign there.”



"That had crossed my mind," said Drosos, relieved that the scholar had provided him an excuse for
hisreluctance. "1t would make the campaign more effective if we knew what we were getting into. The
same might be said of many other areas of learning, because a soldier never knows what information
might give him the advantage in baitle.”

The older scholar chuckled. ™Y ou soldiers are such pragmatists. But | suppose you need to be."

The younger scholar was not asamused. "And for asmple military campaign you would imperil your
soul. What are scoutsfor, if not to obtain the information you require? And they do not lead you into
doubt and error as much of these records might. Think what would become of you if you or your men
should be captivated by the terrible gods of the barbarians around us. Y ou assume that this cannot
happen, but we know that it can." He wasleading the way down the hall. "There are texts here on plants
and anima s found through theworld."

"Whereisthe harm in studying that?' Drosos wondered aoud.

"Y ou are not aware of the subtle waysin which these texts turn the mind from the adoration of God
and the veneration of his Saints," said the older scholar. "The

Emperor isaware of this, and we must praise him for hiswisdom in sparing others from the dangers
that are present here."

They had entered a cavernous room that was it by braziers. Huge pigeon-hole shelveslined the walls
and stood in serried ranks down the length of the chamber. Drosos stared at the mass of rolled and
fan-folded scrollsthat were stored around him and the breeth nearly stopped in histhroat.

"Y ou see we have an enormous task ahead of us," remarked the older scholar. "Luckily there are
excdlent records for thisroom and we can identify every work here."

"So many," Drosossaid dreamily.

"Yes. The oldest scroll hereis atreatise on shipbuilding from Samos. From what we have determined,
it waswritten a thetime of Perikles." The older scholar pursed hislips. " They worshipped idols, those
old Greeks"

"Perikles™ murmured Drosos. "Can you tdl mewhich oneit is?*
The younger scholar frowned his disapproval. "It is not important that you know that."

"l was... merely curious," said Drosos. "I have never seen anything but abronze vase from the time of
Perikles." Hetook a deep breath but till had the sensation of having insufficient air in hislungs.

The two scholarsled him through the room. "Thereisasmaller chamber beyond this," said the
younger. "It is devoted to works on botany, for the most part. It isa pity that the authors were such
dreadful pagans, attributing the properties and virtues of the plantsto the activities of deitiesand
supernatura beingsinstead of to the Will of God."

"Y ou can see, Captain, that the Emperor has considered this most carefully.” The older scholar
indicated anarrow, steep stairway. "There are medicind texts on the floor immediately above us, and
material on jewels, metals and rare earths on the floor above that. Some of those writings come from far
away and their heretical content is more obvious than in works written in the Empire.”

"Medicina texts and metals. These things can be of great valueto soldiers,” Drosos said trying to
gpesk in adisinterested way.

"We can show them to you, if you requireit, Captain,” offered the older scholar.

"That won't be necessary.” He had not intended to be harsh with these two, but the words were out
before he could stop them.

"No; soldier's pragmatism,” said the older scholar to the younger. "Y ou see heisaman of good



sense. He leaves these matters to those equipped to dedl with them, asagood officer of the Emperor
ought.”

The words stung Drosos like alash; he closed his eyes so that he would not have to look at the two
men accompanying him, or at the doorsinto roomsfilled with books. "Arethe otherslikethis?' The
guestion was out before he could phraseit properly; he mastered himsalf sufficiently to give the older
scholar acool stare.

"Very smilar. The Daughter Library of Chrigtian writing ison thefar side of the courtyard, if you need
toingpect it." The older scholar had become dightly servile and Drosos wondered if the man felt as
oppressed as he did.

Before Drosos could speak, the younger scholar said, ™Y ou will have to take every precaution to be
sure that the Christian Daughter escapes the flames. If any harm should come to those sacred writings,
thelossto the world would beincaculable.”

Drososdid not trust himsdlf to speak. He motioned to the two men to take him out of the building.
"What do the other Daughter Libraries contain?"

"Oh, works of history and literature. A few are interesting to Christian scholars, but the Emperor has
rightly pointed out that the only history any Chrigtian needsisthe history of the world since His coming.
The Testaments are literature enough and philasophy enough for the soul of any man, and the writing of
good Christian scholars have more merit and worth than al the pagan writings of the world. What man
desiresto know thingsthat will condemn his soul to eterna torment?' The younger scholar indicated the
long rows of shelving. "Think of theimprovement in the world if one tenth of this masswere devoted to
determining the true nature of Christ. Thiswould be a shrine as sacred as Hagia Sophia.”

"But might not there be. .." Drosos began, then | et histhought remain unfinished.

"Y ou forget that few men have the wisdom to know the difference between information and
knowledge, and they often confuse one with the other,” said the older scholar. A great pope or
metropolitan might read some of these works without danger, but there are many otherswho assume
they would not be led astray who would be at the greatest risk.”

"Including pragmatic soldiers,”" said Drosos, his neck and shoulder aching now, and his heart.

"Mogt certainly,” said the older scholar, his attitude dmost comraddly. "It isasign of your virtue that
you recognize this"

"Isit?' Drosos asked, feding more desolate than he ever had in the aftermath of battle. Asthey |eft
the building, helooked back at it.

"It will take careto burn it safely,” the younger scholar warned him. "It isjust aswell that the burning
isbeing left to you and your soldiers or it might be disastrous.”

"Yes, disastrous.” TheloricaDrososworefdt asif it had shrunk, compressing hischest inits brass
embrace.

"Wewill seethat you are given every assstance,” the younger scholar promised him. ™Y ou and your
men have only to tell uswhat we must do and we will perform your ordersto the best of our abilities.”

"How many are you? scholars who are willing to assist in the burning,” asked Drosos.

"Some have refused, which isto be expected. We have kept alist of their names to pass on to the
Court Censor and the Emperor for whatever action they believeis appropriate.” The younger scholar
cleared histhroat.

"There are forty-eight of us; there are several hundred scholars here, but most of the Coptic scholars
have refused to help on the grounds that thisis an Alexandrian monument and they are not willing to



diminishit, even at the hazard of their souls. Since they are hereticsin any case, we have taken no notice
of them."

"Will they resist us, do you think?" Drosos asked, hoping that he might find an excuse for disobeying
the Emperor's orders in opposition from the Copts.

"They have said they will not," the younger scholar said with pride. "They have admitted that their
alegianceto the Library isas much vanity as dedication and they are willing to stand asdeif we agreeto
keep the Christian Daughter intact.”

"We have spent over amonth attempting to persuade them to join us, but they are not willing,” said
the older scholar as he led the way across the courtyard to the second-largest building. "All the
documentsin this Daughter are in foreign tongues—nothing in thewalsisin Latin or Greek.”

Drosos stared up at the stone front of the Foreign Daughter and he had to bite his lower lip hard to
keep from weeping. "How many manuscripts are stored here?"

"They say there are over twenty thousand, but | assume that isaboast,” said the older scholar.
"Perhaps twelve thousand at the most, or so | believe. This Daughter has one small warehouse, but it is
two streets away, and you will have to arrange for that to be burned at another time. It istoo dangerous
to try to control two fires a the sametime, or so your officer explained it to me yesterday."

"Two fires—yes, two fires are much too dangerous," said Drosos, hardly hearing the words.

Theyounger scholar indicated the Third Daughter. "This Library hastwo large warehouses directly
behind it, but they front on the leatherworkers market, and so it will be tricky to keep the burning from
Sporeading.”

"My menwill seetoit,” Drosos declared, wishing fervently he did not haveto listen to any of this. "l
will send a contingent of Guardsmen to you tomorrow after-noon and you can show them everything that
will haveto be protected." He gazed around the courtyard, thinking for awild moment that there might be
away to protect al of it, or perhaps afew of the warehouses. Surely the loss of one building would be
enough to satisfy the Censor. Heimagined dl the arguments he might put forth, and abandoned the notion
at once. His orders were specific and if hefailed to carry them out, he would be disgraced.

"Captain?' the older scholar ventured.
"I'm sorry," said Drosos, coming back to himsdlf. "'l was attempting to assess the—"

"—the magnitude of the task,” the younger scholar supplied enthusiasticaly. "Yes, it must bea
chdlengeto find the most effective meansto burn such large buildings.”

"A chdlenge," Drosos echoed asif he did not comprehend the word.

By the time Drosos | eft, the moon was down and the streets were wholly deserted. He set abrisk
pace for his Guard and would not spesk to them as they made their way back to the smal palace where
the Byzantine garrison was housed. Once there, he dismissed the soldiers and went back to his reception
room, black despair in his heart.

"Captain." Chrysanthos shook his head and got unsteadily to hisfeet, ayawn concedled behind his
hand.

"Chrysanthos," Draosos exclaimed angrily. "What are you doing here?”

"Y ou wanted meto stay,” Chrysanthos reminded him deepily.

"And | wakened you." Hisface showed no emotion.

"l wasdrowsing," Chrysanthos admitted. "But I'm awake now."

Drosos had gone to the window, drawn by the dark mass of the Library. He stood asiif transfixed by



the sght, though it. was now impossible to make out anything more than an irregular shape where he
knew the buildingsto be. "Only onewill beleft when werethrough,” he said after alittletime.

Chrysanthos heard the pain in Drosos words and had no anodyne to offer. "At least there will be
one"

"They'll probably berid of that, one day,” Drosos said unhappily. "It's like that, once the burning
darts”

"Captain." He was not sure Drosos had heard him, but he went on doggedly. " Captain, you asked for
wine. | brought two skinswith me. They'reright here.”

Drososturned heavily. "Wineskins." He laughed harshly. "Why not?"

"And | havetwo cups,” Chrysanthos said, taking them from anarrow shelf by the door. "Choose the
oneyou wish."

"Oh, | leavethat to you," Drosos said, coming away from the window at last. "Just so long asyou
keep it full. I want to be drunk as a barbarian whore." He threw himsdlf down into his chair and looked at
Chrysanthos expectantly.

"On good Cypriot wine?" Chrysanthos pretended to be scandaized at the suggestion.

"Onany wine," Drosos said with determination. "God, God, God, | want to forget tonight.” He sighed
suddenly and deeply.

"Drosos—"

"Pour thewine," he ordered. "When we've drained a cup or two, | might say something. But then it
will only be maundering, and it won't matter; you'll be drunk, too, and you won't carewhat | say." He
braced hisarm on the table a his side. "Hurry up there, Chrysanthos.”

As Chrysanthos poured out the first generous measures of wine, he said, "Did you take that Egyptian
daveto bed withyou at last?"

Drosos stopped in the act of loosening the bucklesthat held hisloricaand said, "1 decided againgt it.
Shel'stempting enough but. .. | never trust adave in bed. Who knowswhy they're there?’

Chrysanthos held out the larger of the two cupsto Drosos and lifted the other. "Well, hereésto
forgetfulness”

"Amen," said Drosos as he took the cup. He drank greedily, alittle thread of wine diding down his
chin from the corner of his mouth. He wiped thisaway on his cuff. "No, | changed my mind about the

Egyptiangirl.”

"Y ou miss your Roman widow," Chrysanthos said, making the suggestion ateasing one; in Drosos
mercurial mood he did not know how he would react to such aremark.

"Yes," hesad after taking asecond draught. "That isjust what | need,” he told Chrysanthos.
"Thewine or thewidow?'

"Either. Both." He picked up the cup athird time but did not drink at once. " She would understand.”
"Thenit'sapity shesnot here" said Chrysanthos, feding hisway with his Captain.

"Yes, agreat pity." He drank and held out his cup for more.

They sat together until the sun came up; gradually their words became durred and indistinct and their
thoughts no longer held together. But though Drosos drank with single-minded determination, the anguish
remained at the back of his eyes and nothing he could do or say touched it.



Text of aletter from Captain Ghornan to Pope Sylvestros.

To Pope Sylvestros, currently in Puteoli, Captain Ghornan sends greetings and thanks for his
per severance.

The tables and chests you found for me when we last dealt together have brought a higher
price than we expected, and | have paid the monies to your wife's family, as you requested. You
will find that they are more pleased with your absence now than they were a year ago.

However, | must warn you that the Emperor has ordered that more inspections for contraband
be carried out on ships landing in Byzantion, and therefore | am considering marketing our goods
elsawhere. Thereisa good market in Nicopolis which is not as profitable as that of
Konstantinoupolis, but has the advantage that there are very few questions to answer and no
soldiers to seize questionable items. It might mean that we do not realize as much gold, but we will
have our hands and our ears which means much to me.

You mentioned that you found a villa near Vivarium that has eight fine chairsinlaid with ivory.
That would be a treasure, but something that distinctive might be too risky for usjust now. We've
had some cargo identified as smuggled, and we had better save those until later. If you still have
space in that warehouse in Ostia, it might be worth taking the chairs there and storing them for a
while until a suitable market may be found for them. The same is probably true of those statues
you mentioned, although shipping themis difficult. Asto your suggestion that we take the last of
the couches fromthat villa near Roma, | would recommend that you stay away from there for the
time being since | have learned that the owner was able to identify some of the pieces when we
offered them for sale in Konstantinoupo-lis.

It might be wisest if you were to return to your church in Konstantinoupolis for a short while.
Your continued absence might create more gquestions than you or | wish to answer, and | for one
do not want to come under suspicion, for then we will all have to be circumspect in a way that has
not been necessary before. When you return, you need only claim that the battles in Italy were too
costly for you to be able to continue your ministry without great risk. It might be fashionable to
court martyrdom, but your metropolitan will endorse your prudence if you are not foolish about it.

The jewels you discovered in the villa near the Via Valeria are more promising than some of
the other discoveries you have made, for they are small and it is not likely that the owners
survived the onslaught of Totila's men. You can put the jewelsinto large barrels and fill the rest
with grain or some other anonymous substance and the chances are excellent that it will go
undetected through the inspections that are being imposed upon us all. You can indicate that you
are bringing grain or something similar to your family or the poor who come to your church and it
is certain that you will be unscathed.

Let me also remind you that once you are back with your wife and your church that it will be
necessary for you to have a consistent tale to tell them all. You can prepare that in advance, but
once you have decided on it, you must memorize it and hold toit, or there are those who will be
prepared to leave your name with the officers of the Censor and then you would be in a very bad
position. As harsh as the magistrates are being with sailors accused of smuggling, they are more
severe with popes who take advantage of their cloth and calling to turn the service of their faith
to profit. In your case, they might want to make an example of you. Guard yourself well, you
Orthodox heretic.

As soon asit is safe, we will deal together again, but not, | think, in Konstantinoupolis. If you



think of a market we might exploit, let me know of it.

This by my own hand and with the recommendation that you not keep it in your possession for
mor e than a day or two since it would go hard for us both if it were discovered,

Ghornan

When Eugenia cameinto the vestibule of her house she was startled to discover Smoneswaiting for
her. "Is... has something happened to your mistress?' she asked, unable to account for his presence and
wanting her mgjordomo to hear whatever it was that the eunuch had cometo tell her.

"Sheis doing much the same," saild Simones as he made areverence to Eugenia.

"The Generd then? Has there been achange in his condition?' She fdt puzzled and worried and when
she spoke again, her words came faster than before. Y ou are disturbing me, Simones.”

"Perhaps you might spare me alittle time, great lady.” He sounded so sdlf-deprecating that Eugenia
nearly cdled himinsolent.

"l have other tasks," she said, starting to move away.

"It isimportant, or | would not have come." Helooked at her directly, without any apology. "There
are some questionsthat | hope you will answer for me."

"What questions are those?' Her voice was sharp.

"They are only for your welfare, great lady. Y ou need not fear my motives." He glanced at her
majordomo. "If you wereto grant me alittletime and privecy... ?'

"Oh, if you're determined,” she said, her mouth turning down with irritation. " The smaler reception
roomisthisway." Sheindicated the way as she said to her mgordomo, "Isa, leave usadone until | send
for you.

Thereis more than enough work for you and the others. Tend to that while | discover why thisdave
has come.”

"Asyou speek it isdone, great lady,” said Isa, making his reverence and withdrawing quickly.

"Very well; tdl me" Eugeniawasfollowing Simones down the hdlway, her patience dready wearing
thin.

"That ismy intention,” said Simones as he entered the smaller reception room and closed the door
behind Eugenia so that they were done. "Y ou have not caled at the house of my magter of late.”

"Your migressisill," said Eugeniabluntly.

"My migtressisno longer influentia,” Simones corrected her. "If she had kept her position, you would
not have let her illness keep you away."

"Of dl the brazen—" Eugeniabegan indignantly.

"Great lady, if you indgst on these performanceswe will accomplish little.” Smones had folded his
amsover hiswide, muscular chest and he waited while she turned startled eyes on him and fell silent.
"Y ou have not cometo see Antoning, and she finds thistroubling.”

"I'm sorry to hear that, but she understands my predicament. She would tell you that hersdlf.” Eugenia
smiled beguilingly. "If that iswhat you were sent to tel me, I'm sorry to tell you that Antoninaand |
have—"

Simones moved afew steps closer to Eugenia. "I think it would be very wise of you to resume your



vigts”
Eugenialaughed in dishelief. "Y ou think that, do you? You? A dave?"
"Yes. It would be sensible for you to write Antonina aletter, telling her that you have heard that sheis

not well and that you wish to spend some time with her in spite of therisk you run in terms of making the
match you wish to have."

"Y ou are not to speak to methat way!" Eugenia ordered him.

"1 will spesk to you as| wish," said Simones with contemptuous cam. "And you will listen to me and
thank mefor what | tdll you."

"What nonsense are you—" Eugeniawas angry and she spat out the words quickly, her face ugly.
"And you will be rewarded for what you do." He was unperturbed by her outburst.
"By you?"' she scoffed.

"By the officers of the Court Censor,” said Simones, and waited while Eugenia considered his
Satement.

Eugeniastarted toward the door and then stopped. " The Court Censor?'
IIYaII

"What would adave like you be doing to aid the Court Censor?* She had intended thisto be
sarcadtic, but instead the tone was speculative. Her soft vixen's face grew crafty, dmost predatory.

"Think of who | am, greet lady, not what | am." He gave her time again. "There are many who want to
know what transpiresin the house of Belisarius, and thereis no direct way they can find out. A manin my
position knows many things and the officers of the Censor know this.”

"But adave—" she said with less certainty.

"Who better? Y ou do not think that the Censor finds his servants only among those who arefree. |
might not be able to testify before magitrates, but what | learn can make investigations possible, and
there are others to swear to the accuracy of what | say." He came closer to her, standing less than an
arm's length from her. Thiswas a serious breach of correct behavior and was reason enough for Eugenia
to have him whipped. "Listen to me, great lady. Y ou and I, working together, can do much. And we will
be rewarded.”

"If you think | would conspire with adave, Smones," she warned him, her bresth coming faster, "then
you have apoor opinion of my character.”

Simoneslaughed outright. "Be asindignant as you want; you will aid meor | will seethat the shadow
that fallsover Antoninafalsover you aswdl.”

"Y ou're threatening me?' Her head came up and her gentleness di sappeared.

"No, greet lady. A dave would never threaten one such asyou. | am telling you what will happen,
keeping you informed as an honorable dave ought to do." He made amdlicious reverence to her. "Do not
supposethat | won't, or that | will not be believed.”

"You'reridiculous. If thisweren't so absurd, | would have you thrashed for offending me." She moved
away from him, pulling thefolds of her paenulamore closely about her.

"Go ahead, if you are willing to throw my assstance away," he offered her with mock generosty. "But
you might reconsider, greet lady. Who elseisthere who can aid you now? Y ou are awidow and your
means are limited. Y ou have only your sponsor, and he careslittle for what happensto you aslong as
your husband's estate is protected. Y ou have no lover just now—ever since you dismissed Chrysanthos
you have not had alover for more than afew days. Y our means are straitened and your prospects are



not good." He reved ed these unpleasant truths in a conversational way, strolling toward her as he spoke.
"Y ou could make good use of the Censor's gratitude. There would be money, undoubtedly. There would
aso be introductions and endorsements. Y ou do not need meto tell you the advantages that would bring
you. Y ou are not going to be lovely forever, and you should keep that in mind when you ded with me.”

Eugeniahad turned dightly pale at Simones recitation, but sherdlied. "Youtak asif | were about to
become a pauper and ahag at once."

"Not at once," he said, speaking with greet care. "But suppose you were implicated in the conspiracy
that my master is suspected of leading? What then? Do you think you could find anyone but an ambitious
merchant to marry you? And do you think your sponsor would continue to pay for your support if he
thought you had dishonored your husband's memory?* Helet his hand trail down Eugeniasarm. "What
would you do then, grest lady?"

"Thereisno conspiracy,” Eugeniasad, pulling away from histouch.

"If the Censor and the Emperor say there is a conspiracy, then, great lady, thereis one." He reached
out for her again.

"Don'," she snapped.

He sank hisfingersinto her upper arm. ™Y ou can earn the good opinion of the Emperor or you can
losedl favor. It isup to you."

"And presumably to you," she added. "Let go of me."

"All in good time, great lady,” said Simones, and he smiled &t her. "They did not make agirl of me,
Eugenia. Thereis till enough man left of methat you and | could both derive benefit fromit." He held her
firmly as shetried to rake hisface with her nails. "That isfoolish."

"Releaseme!” She struggled inhisgrip.

"Not just yet, Eugenia” His handstightened painfully. "Y ou will have bruisesif you persst. Stand ill
andligentome.”

Shetried to kick him, but in the long, trailing folds of her garments the impact made little impression.
"Youcur! You offa!"

"Eugenia," he said as he dragged her close againgt him. "Y ou will be my dly or you will be nothing.”

Whatever additional insults she had been about to speak were silenced. She closed her eyes. "You
are humiliating me"

"Good," said Simones. "That isastart." He bent his head and kissed her. "Y ou can do it better than
that."

"Please," she begged.

"Youwill bemy aly," he repested. "Y ou will dowhat | require of youwhen | requireit, and inthe
end you will berewarded. Think of it, Eugenia. Y ou will have acomparatively short time of
this—perhaps ayear at most—and then you will be free to find yourself another husband, and to enjoy
the favor and approva of the Emperor. Y ou will not need afriend like Antonina used to be to obtain
introductions and other favor.” Thistime he kissed her with calculated fervor; he opened her mouth with
his tongue and he pressed her against him. Only when he felt her respond did he stop.

"Youdisgust me" Eugeniasad.

"Youll get over it," heinformed her. "Wait and see; you may even cometo like me." Hedid hishand
down her arm and grasped her hand, drawing it between them. "There; isthat enough for you?"

Shetried to pull her hand away. "Y ou'revery large.”



"When they docked me, they |eft the best part.” His expresson was smug. "There are great ladies
who prefer eunuchslike me. We are the safest lovers. Y ou will never get achild off of me, and | will
outlast any whole man, who eventudly spurts and withers." He smiled. "Do not try to hurt me, Eugenia. If
you do, | will hurt you."

Her eyeswere bright with fear and another unnamed and unadmitted emotion. "Why are you doing
thistome?'

"1 need your help. And | have wanted you along time." At last helet her go. "Y ou had better consider
everything | have said. Everything.”
"But... what..." She rubbed her arms where his hands had been.

"Think of the advantages | offer you. Or do you think that a mere eunuch dave cannot do the things|
have said?' Hisface darkened. "Wdll?'

"Y ou are being unkind to me, Simones.”" She said thiswigtfully, alittle of her languishing sensudity
coming back into her manner.

"I will be worse than unkind if you refuse to work with me. | will make you regret your refusa more
than you canimagine”

"Threats are not very lover-like," she said, her smile more arictus of fear than the tantalization she
intended. "If you want my aid, you might ask for it differently."

"l do not want it; | need it." Helooked down at her. ™Y ou are hoping you will enthrall me asyou have
other men, but | am not likethem. | am adave, and | do not find captivity enjoyable. Such things are only
attractive to those who are free to walk away from them.”

Eugenialooked avay from him. "And you will make adave of me."

"If you careto think of it that way," he agreed. He approached her. When she flinched, he
deliberately took her facein hishands. "It will not go well if you show me your repugnance so plainly,
Eugenia. Take alesson from me and learn to appear complacent.” He bent and kissed her again, thistime
harshly, so that she felt histeeth against her lower lip.

Thistime she broke away from him and chose the narrowest chair in the room to sit on. ™Y ou expect
me to betray my friend. Y ou want meto be a spy. And you want me to be your whore."

"Yes" hesad badly.

"And if | do not cooperate, you will do everything you can to destroy me." She said thisvery camly,
but she could not look at him as she spoke.

"Ya”

"So you are saying that it isyou or the gutter.” She flung the words at him, daring him to contradict
her.

"Yes, that is precisely what | am saying." He came and stood directly in front of her so that shewas
blocked in the chair and could not escape. ™Y ou will do what | ask when | ask it and you will not
question me. Y ou will comply with my instructions, no matter what they are, and you will do so without
complaint. Do you understand?’

"Youregloating." She hed her paenulaclosed.

Simones bent down so that his face dmost touched hers. "It does not matter if | am. Itismy right, if |
wish to exerciseit.”

She swallowed hard, and when she spoke, her voice trembled. "Isthere nothing | can do to make
you change your mind?'



"What?' He laughed as he reached out and pulled her from the chair, pinning her against him with his
amsand holding her. "Y ou will haveto show mealittle more emaotion, Eugenia. Y ou must make me
believe you are pleased that | have taken notice of you, or | might be tempted to forget our arrangement
and see you made a beggar.”

"Simones, please.” She was weak with dread.

"And to show you how much faith I putinyou, | will tell you something that will shock you. Antonina
isdying of poison." He saw her shock. ™Y ou will say nothing to her or to anyone about it. If you do, you
know what fate awaitsyou. | will say thet | said | feared she was dying of poison, and that will be
aufficient. Y ou cannot testify and neither can |, so nothing we have to say will reach the magistrates.”

"Why do you tdl methis?' she whispered.

"Tolet you know that | can and will do dl that | say," he said with such calm ruthlessness that Eugenia
shuddered.

"Areyou poisoning her?' She knew the answer but wasfilled with a hideous fascination. In aremote
part of her mind she wondered if thiswere adream, a convincing nightmare that would leave her
melancholy and exhausted.

"Indirectly,” hesad.
"Chrigtos have mercy," she murmured.

"Better to appea to Him than to me,” Simones said, releasing her just enough to have one hand free
to fondle her breasts through her garments. "Where are your private chambers?'

III_II
"Where arethey?' His hand tightened.
She cringed. "Must it be today? Won't you let me prepare?”

"Y ou are prepared enough. If you succeed in sending me away now, the next time you will think you
candoit again, and it will be more difficult for both of us; | would probably have to beet you into
submission—and do not doubt that | would—and that is not agood way to begin. Tell me where your
private quarters are.”

She had not redlized how large aman Simoneswas, nor how strong. Her throat wastight and dry and
shefdt asif she might be getting afever. "It is... dong the hal on theleft. There are two doorswith
golden latches. The second is the room you want."

"How plaintive you sound," hejeered as helifted her into hisarms.
"My daves—" she began, shamed at the thought of gossip.

"l will say you arefaint if anyone has the audacity to ask." Holding her easily he strode to the door,
deftly working the latch open before striding into the hall.

"What if | scream?’ she asked, desperation making her reckless.

"1 will make you sorry you did. | will begin by throttling you until you faint. After thet, | will be certain
you tender me a profound gpology. Slaves know about such things, greet lady. | give you my word it
would be alesson you would not forget.” He was moving quickly but without apparent haste.

"Why do you want to do this? Why do you degrade methisway?' Shefdt tearswell in her eyesand
she hated hersdlf for the weakness she revedled.

"What is degradation to adave? We are born to it, and it is our fate to die as we were born. God has
mandated that we have this station in life without recourse. Y ou say we are born degraded.” Hewas
amogt at the door of her private chambers. "Have you ever consdered your daves?’



"I givethem the best care| can, but | am not wedthy. | see that they are housed and fed and treated
well when they give good service." Shelifted her chin but was appalled at the whine she heard in her
protestations.

"How good of you," he said angrily as he threw the door open. "Y ou think you are doing well
because you don't abuse your daves."

"My pope has said that agood Christian does not mistreat daves, for they have their purpose
gppointed by God just aswe have ours." She repested thisin asmall voice, sounding amost like a child.

"And you listen and obey." He lowered her onto the bed. "Y ou know nothing about obedience. Not
yet. You will learn, Eugenia, and you will thank mefor it, for it will buy you more freedom than it will buy
rrell

"No—" she whigpered, trying to hold on to her garments as Simones kicked the door closed.

"Ancther time you will do thison request,” he said coldly. "Thistime, you require ademonstration.”
Hetook the neck of her paenulaand dalmaticain his hands and with a sudden wrenching pulled both

garments gpart.

Eugenia shrieked, aghast a what was being done to her and at the power Simones used, for the silk
and wool were not easy to tear.

"Don't resst me, Eugenia; it will beworsefor you if you do." He held her with the ends of her
garments, staring down at her. Then, abruptly, he tugged one end of the clothing and amost wrenched it
away from her.

"No!" Shetried to bring her handsto cover herself, but they were il trapped in the deeves of her
dalmatica. She squirmed and pulled, but she was quite effectively trapped.

"Very pretty," Simones approved.
"Take meif you haveto, but not this" she pleaded.

"A few lungesand it'sover?' he suggested sarcagticdly. "Y ou forget how it iswith eunuchslike me. A
few lungeswill accomplish very little. Wetake along timeto be satisfied. | will see you spitted and | will
hear you scream before | am finished with you.”

She struggled but to no avail.

Still holding the wreckage of her garments, Smones sat beside her, staring &t her criticaly. "'l am
going to determineif you please me."

"Smones—"

"You," hewent on conversationaly, "will say nothing. Youwill do as| tdll you slently." Heweighed
her breast in hishand asif he were sdecting acut of lamb. "Firm enough.” He pinched the nipple twice.
"A triflesmdl, but probably adequate.”

"Thisisintolerable!" she screamed oftly.

Simones struck her casualy, his hand open. "I said you would be silent. If you disobey again, | will
have to find someway to correct you with force."

"Dont." Shewas gill with fright as soon as the word was out.

"That's better," he approved, and loosened the belt he wore in place of apdlium. "If you struggle, |
will be rough with you. | hope that won't be necessary.” He tugged his dalmatica up around hiswaist and
moved over her.

"Not yet," sheimplored, her body feding leaden and cold.



"Open your legsfor me."
Shuddering, she complied.

It went on forever, hisbody pressing hers, hisintrusion seeming to be endless. Onceit crossed her
mind that if she had wanted this man, if he had been a chosen lover, shewould fed bliss now, for his
incredible endurance would bring her more satisfaction than she had ever experienced. But it was
Simones who mounted her, who pillaged her. Every thrust was like ablow and their joining like a begting.

"Eventudly youwill givein," hetold her in degp pants. Y ou will not resst me."

"No."

"Yes" heingsted.

Eventualy she shrieked, but it was not from fulfillment or culmination; she shrieked her outrage.

Text of aletter from Drosos to Olivia.

To my dearest, cherished Olivia, Drosos sends his greeting and love on the occasion of Passion
Sunday, in the Lord's Year 549.

My friend Chrysanthos will bring thisto you. Destroy it when you have done reading it, and
tell no one what | have said, or you will expose us both to great dangersand | have brought
enough grief into the world without adding to it. | would not burden you this way, but thereisno
one else who | trust enough and who is not bound by oath to report what | say. Do not be angry
with me for adding to your risks, Olivia. | do not think | could say such things to anyone but you,
and if that is dangerous, | can think of nothing that would make amends for doing this.

| suppose by now you will have heard about the Library. The popes here were celebrating as if
they had triumphed over Satan himself. | have heard them offer prayers of thanksgiving, and |
cannot join with them. All those books! When they showed them to me, | couldn't believe that
anyone could want to burn them. How | hate the ook of that word: burn. | despiseit. | loathe
what it means. It'sall gone, all of it; all the information, all the thoughts, all the words, because
the men who wrote them did not worship Our Lord. What does the growing of a plant have to do
with that? The popes have tried to explain it to me, and | have wanted to under stand, oh, God,
God, | have wanted to understand. There has to be a reason that it happened. If | gave the order
to destroy all those books for nothing more than Justinian's whim, how can | live with honor?

The Emperor has said it was good to do this, that it would cleanse the world and would take
away temptation. Heis not like other men, for God has elevated him and made him our Emperor,
and for that he is given wisdom to be the Godly leader of the Empire. He sees more and knows
more. | have wanted to serve himand to live as a proper soldier does. Though | believe Justinian
was misled by the enemies of Belisarius, | must assume that in this matter he speaks with clarity of
vision and complete authority.

Then why am | unable to comprehend his intentions? Why isiit that every time | look out the
window and see those blackened heaps of stone | can sense the rebuke in them, and | am sickened
by what | have done? Why have | no sense of victory that the others have? What is wrong with
me? Why have | disgraced myself in this shameful way?

Olivia, | long to be with you. At night | dream of you, and the times we have been together. |
want you with me. | long for you. | have asked to be returned to Konstantinoupolis, but so far no
answer has been given to my request. It istoo much to hope that you have taken no other lovers,



but I pray that you have not come to prefer another to me. | hope that you will still welcome me,

for when | return | will seek you out as avidly as a stag in rut. There has been no woman like you,
ever. | have tried others, but all | want is you. Take me back when | come. If you turn me away, |
could not endureit. | would rather the worm consume my vitals than you turn me away.

Chrysanthos will give you news of me if you ask him. He has worried and fussed over me for
weeks on end. He is a good man, Chrysanthos, and he will speak plainly if that is what you wish.
Do not worry that he will report what you say. He has sworn that he will never speak of what |
have told him, and that he will extend this vow to you. Not even the Emperor could demand that
he abjure his word, you may be sure of that.

Olivia, what purpose has the burning served? | think of everything lost, gone. It was a stilling
of voices, asif it were men we burned and not words. | will fight in battle and kill if that is my
fate, but this was worse than slaughter and | fear | am a butcher or a murderer. Why isthe
purpose of this act hidden from me? Why do | see myself as smirched with a stain that will never
leave me? The popes say that thisis the greatest act of the Emperor, that we are closer to Heaven
for being rid of these pernicious books. Why, then, do | feel so much closer to Hell?

Pray for me, Olivia, and let me love you when | return, no matter when it is that they will
finally permit me to leave this place. Olivia, let me come to you then. | amin a wasteland here,
and you are the spring in the desert. If you have chosen another lover, or if you have married,
then there is nothing for me in Konstantinoupolis and | might as well be sent to the battle lines
again.

| wish there were something | could fight. | ama soldier, and | might find expiation in battle.
The popes say that | amwrong to feel this contrition and that | have no fault, but my soul carries

a heavy burden and | do not know how to put it down. If | could vanquish an enemy, | might
believe that | have restored myself.

You are all that isleft to me now, until the Emperor seesfit to send me elsewhere or | come to
under stand what purpose | have served in ordering those damned fireslit. You are sensein an
insane world, Olivia. You shine like a comet in the skies. | will love you until the blood is gone
from my veins and the breath from my lungs.

Remember, destroy this. No one must see it, for your sake aswell as mine.
With my devotion and passion
Drosos

Zghil held out two small, golden cups. "I found them in the pantry, next to the glassvessdls. | didn't
recognize them and | thought you'd better have alook at them.”

Niklostook the cups. "They're not ours. | wonder where they came from?' He turned them over,
examining them with acritical and practiced eye. "Very good quality, about two hundred yearsold, I'd
guess. Very definitely Roman, but | know that Olivianever had anything like them."

"Why would—" Zghil interrupted hersdlf. " Someone wantsto implicate her.”

"Asbeing inleague with smugglers, I'd guess," Niklos concurred. "Doubtlessyou'reright." He looked
down at thelittle cups asif he expected them to burn him. "Oliviahas gone to church. She's been doing
that more recently; shewantsto rid hersalf of some of the sigma of being foreign.”

"If thisiswhat someoneisdoing to her, shewill haveto try harder,” Zghil said, trying to sound
cynicdl.



"That shewill," Niklos said without humor. "1 wonder what el se has been hidden about the house?"
"Y ou don't think theres more, do you?' Zeghil was not able to conceal her shock.

"1f someone wants to make a case for her having things she ought not to have, two gold cups aren't
enough. Anyone might have afew things they had forgotten or misplaced, even gold cups. Therefore, if
thisis part of aplan, there must be other things here. Unlessthey have just started to act, in which case
we may have achanceto surprisethem in the act." He gave the cups back to Zghil. "Put these back
where you found them.”

"Why?" Shewas surprised at the suggestion.

"Because whoever put these in the pantry will know that we are aware of what heisdoing if hefinds
they aremissing." He tapped the rims of the cupstogether inironic saute.

"Areyou certainitisahe?' asked Zghil.

"No. And neither areyou." Hefdtered. "Zghil, if you do not want to do anything more, | would
understand and so would Olivia. It was onething to assst usin gathering information about the
household, but if we have reached a point where someoneis attempting to do more than that, you have
very good reason not to continue to cooperate.”

"l anadave" sheexplained.
"You are. adaveto aRoman lady," Niklos said. "She followsthe old ways."
"l don't understand.”

"There was atime when daves had rights. Olivia Clemens remembersthat time." Niklostook Zghil
by the elbow and pulled her into an alcove. "'If anyone comes, | will kissyou. No onewill think that
remarkable. Now tell me what else you have discovered.”

"Vey little," she admitted. "Phaon, the new gardener, has been asking questions, but thereis nothing
strange in adave doing that when he comesto a household. And the cook has been doing some
snooping; it may be curiogity, but it may be something more than that. The laundryman has spent more
timein the house than in the washing shed, but the weether is—"

Nikloswrapped his arms around her and pressed his mouth to hers. His hands moved expertly over
her and he was startled to discover he was enjoying himself. When the carpenter was out of sight, Niklos
released Zgjhil with reluctance.

Zghil was breathing unsteadily. "I... | forgot what | was saying.” Her cheeks reddened with her
admisson.

Niklosran onefinger dong her cheek. "It'sal right; I'll wait until you remember.”

She caught hisfinger in her hand. "No. Y ou must not."

"Why not?' he asked. "Do | offend you?"

"It'snot that,” she said, looking away from him. "It would not be permitted if our mistress knew of it.
Savesare not—"

"Y ou don't know Olivia," Niklos said, deeply relieved.
"Sheismigress”

"Sheisadso Roman." Nikloslet hishandsrest on her shoulders. "She will not choosefor you, Zghil, if
that iswhat troublesyou.”

"Sheismigress," Zghil repeated stubbornly.
"Y ou make her sound likeamongter." He dropped hishands. "Tell metherest. Well talk about this



later, when you've had achanceto think."

"When you've had a chanceto think," Niklosreiterated. Y ou don't have to decide anything now." He
deliberately took a step back from her. "Have you noticed anything €lse in the household? Has anyone
said anything to you that you find questionable?'

She shook her head dowly. "Nothing specific,” she said in an apologetic manner. "There have been a
few commentsthat might be sgnificant, but daves|earn to keep their council.”

"You gossp,” Niklosreminded her.

"That's different. Everyone in the household knows that the mistress has occasiond lovers but that she
ismost fond of that Captain who was sent to Alexandria. They say that she has strange ways, Roman
ways, and afew of them have said that they worry because they have not seen her edt, ever. Therest
don't care one way or another aslong aswe're fed, which we are." She laughed once, the sound hard
and breathless.

"Isthat dl that mattersto you?' Nikloswas saddened to hear these things from Zghil, but not
surprised.

"A few are curious about her shoes. They say that the soles are too thick.” She dared to look at
Niklos. "Why isthat?"

"She prefersthem that way," Niklos answered evasively. "Y ou think something, Zghil. What isit?'

"1 have no reason for my fedlings,” shewarned him. "Itisjust a...afeding | have. Sometimesit seems
to me that Philetus has been too attentive to his duties, and doing al hiswork on the wals near where the
mistressis. He does very beautiful work, and the murals he paints are lovely, but thereis... alack in him,
asif he were hidden away behind that pious mask he paints on the faces of his Saints." Her eyeswatered.
"I don't want to get him into trouble for no reason.”

"Youwont," said Niklos, permitting himsdf to put acomforting hand on her arm. "When Olivia
returns from church, will you cometo her and tell her what you have told me? | will have to speak to her
inany case, but it would be best if you were willing to answer her questions.”

"And you will treat me asyou did before?' She had intended this as afeeble joke, but Niklos
responded with great seriousness.

"Ligten to me, Zghil: you are not to be afraid of me. | am Olivia's mgjordomo, and | am proud of thét,
but I am abondsman, not adave, and she would not abuse that. She would not abuse daves, either, but
you don't believethat.”

"Sheismigress.” Thistimewhen she said it, Zghil wasless remote than before. " Sheis better than
mogt, | agree, but sheis mistress.”

Niklos accepted this. "I will come for you when Oliviais back."

"Why do you cal her Oliviaand not grest lady or my misiress?* Zgjhil asked, as she had been
wanting to for more than two months.

"We have been together along time, and during that time, her fortunes have fluctuated. We've
become... friends." He knew he could not tell Zgjhil that his association with Olivia spanned more than
three centuries.

"But she holds your bond,” Ze hil pointed out.

"Yes. | don't mind. She would not have objected to my leaving her service a any time, and | can
eadly afford the price of my bond, but the arrangement suits us, and aslong asit does, | supposeit will
continue.” Heamiled.

"Areyou her lover?' Zghil blurted out the question before she could stop hersdlf.



"When | first met her, | was. For three nightsonly.” If he had not been, he reminded himsdlf, he would
be nothing more than a heap of bonesin Saturnia. "She... she saved my life" He had only the vaguest
recollection of the day he had died, but his memory of hisrestoration was vivid; it wasthe first time he
had ever seen Sanct' Germain who had reanimated him.

"Oh." Zghil looked down, asif hisfeet were of intense interest to her. "And now?"

"Y ou mean are we still lovers? No, not for along time." He dipped hishand under her chin and
deliberately turned her face toward his. "And she does not require that | live likeamonk. It isn't her

way."

Zghil fixed her eyes on aspot behind his head. " She is a courtesan, that iswhat al the household
says. They whisper about the men who come here, and they talk about Captain Drosos, but—"

"My migtressisawidow," Niklossaid, in hismost forma tone. "1 did not know her husband, but |
have heard little good about him. She does not wish to marry again, and she does not want to live wholly
retired from theworld. If that makes her a courtesan, then you are the one who calls her that, not 1."

Zghil was more embarrassed than before. "I did not intend to"—she glanced down the hall at the
sound of footsteps—"1 will do asyou ask. | will speak to her when she returns. And Niklos, | do not
care, truly | do not care, if sheisor isnot acourtesan. Sheisagood mistress.”

"That sheis," Niklos agreed. He raised his hand as one of the three women employed to make, care
for, and repair clothing approached. "lanthe," he said to greet her.

"Mgordomo,” she responded, her face expressionless; she gave no indication that she had seen Zgjhil
aadl.

"| don't like that woman,” Zghil muttered. " She wheezes when shewalks.”
"Sheian't young, and her hot blood is congested,” said Niklos. ""One can see that from her coloring.”

Zgjhil shook her head vehemently. "It'smore than that." She moved away from Niklos. "I will come.
I'll tell our mistresswhat | know. Y ou can believe me. | will not fail.”

"I know that," Niklos said, hoping that his smile would give her courage. ™Y ou are agood woman,
Zghil."
"If that matters,”" she said, and hurried away.

By the time Oliviareturned, Nikloswas dl but chewing on the cushions from impatience. He sought
her out at once and gave her as blunt an account as he could, including hisresponse to Zghil.

Olivialistened to thiswith interest. "Good," she said after amoment. ™Y ou have donewell. | want to
know more about this suspect contraband. | don't want you to bring me the cups—I'll go see them for
myself, later tonight. For the time being | want to know how far this has gone. Asto Zghil hersdf, that is
encouraging.”

He could not hold back a burst of laughter. "Only you would expressit that way, Olivia."
"Well, itis. Y ou were afraid that once you were restored that you would not be al that you were."
"And I'm not," he said without rancor.

"That is not because you were brought back." She gave him aroguish, rueful glance. "Y ou ought to
have tasted my blood before you faced that maob. It would have saved dl of usalot of trouble.” It wasan
old, teasing argument with them, and Niklos shrugged daboratdly.

"| was shortsighted; what else can | say?' He met her eyes, theworry back in hisface. "I'm troubled,
Olivia"
"Y es. Whatever we have been caught upin, it isescdating.” She walked over to alarge Roman chest



gtanding next to the window. "We will have to search the house tonight, dl of it. | want to find out what
has been brought into this house. Perhaps then we can determine who isdoing it, and why."

Niklos paced down the room. "And then what? Y ou can't go to the magistrates, and if you did, they
would pay no attention.”

"l can go to Bedlisarius. He may be out of favor with the Emperor, and he might be kept in close
check, but heis gill the most respected Generd in the Empire, and that counts for something. He will
advissme."

"Y ou need more than advice," Niklos warned her.

Shegaveaheplessgesture. "l redizethat. But | must begin somewhere." Her demeanor changed as
there was aknock on the door; shelooked now asif she were discussing nothing more important than
ordering replacement parchment for the windows.

Niklos opened the door and admitted Zgjhil. "Y ou're herein good time," he said to the Tartar dave.
"Don't be concerned.”

Zghil was clearly apprehensive, but she was aso very determined. She spent agood portion of time
answering the questions Olivia put to her and making afew observations on her own.

"l am grateful to you, Zghil," said Olivia, handing the woman five silver coins. ™Y ou have certainly
been diligent, and | gppreciate that morethan | cantell you."

Zgjhil, who had never held so much money in her handsin her life, stared asif she expected the coins
to disappear. "My migtress, | do not know—"

"Itislittle enough. If it were permitted here, | would happily give you your freedom, but for that,
sadly, | need the approval of apope, and they do not often agree to the freeing of daves." She folded her
arms, irritated a the degree of hel plessness that engulfed her.

"My mistress—" She reached to take the hem of Olivias paenulato kissit, and was amazed when
Oliviapulled the garment away.

"MagnaMater! What isthe matter with you, girl?'

Oliviaburst out, frustration showing in every line of her body. "Y ou don't haveto do this; by rights, |
should show that courtesy to you." She rounded on Niklos. "By tomorrow morning | want acomplete
accounting of everything you find that you have any reason to suspect might have been placed hereto
implicate me or any member of thishousehold inillegd activities”

"And Bdisarius. do you Hill intend to ask him for hep?' Niklos asked skepticdly.

"I reglize you don't gpprove, but heisthe only aly | have while Drososisin Alexandria, and he—"
She did not go on, for the anxiety of the letter Chrysanthos had brought to her clandestindy wastoo
keen.

"Olivia?' Niklos asked, senstive to her moods.
"It'snothing," she said in atonethat did not convince him. "Truly, Niklos"

He said nothing; as he went to Zghil's side, he promised himsdlf that he and Oliviawould have to
discuss Drosos, for something waswrong. Hetook Zghil'shandin his.

"Niklos" Zghil sad, trying without successto pull away from him.
"I'mnot going tolet go," he said gently.
"Itisn't for you or meto decide.”

"Andif it were?' said Olivia "Tel me, Zghil, what would you wart, if it were up to you? Do you



want Niklos? Do not fear to speak honestly to me, and pay no attention to him."
"Itisnt my choice" Zghil saidinasmadl voice.
"Pretenditis" Oliviasuggested. "Tell me."
Zghil gave alittle shaketo her head. "I don't know."

"Then, Niklos, | suggest that you give her time. She cannot be pressed,” Oliviasaid, and indicated
their hands.

Helet go. "All right." Therewas an odd light at the back of hisrusset eyes. "For now."

"Oh, gopit," Oliviasaid, and turned her atention to Zehil. "Do nothing you do not wish to do." She
then walked away from Niklosand Zgjhil. "I hope that once we find out what is being done here and why
that we will have no moretrouble here. | am not eeger to haveto move again.”

"If it were permitted,” Niklos said with emphasis. ™Y ou would need a sponsor, wouldn't you?'

"l would find one," Olivia said with what she hoped was confidence. "Belisarius would do that much
forme”

"If it'sdlowed," Niklos cautioned.

"You'reaways so optimistic,” Oliviareprimanded him, and then held up her hands. "No, | didn't
mean to show contempt, Niklos. | am apprehensive, and it makes my tongue sharp.”

"l know," said Niklos, and took it upon himsdf to change the direction of their conversation. "When
do we start our search? Do we wait until al the household isin bed, or do we start now?"

Olivianodded in abusinesdike way. "Y ou're right; we ought to settle that." She glowered at the
ikonostasis. "1 will go to the library now. After church it would not be thought strange for meto read.
Providing | read theright books," she added dryly.

"Do you think they will have placed condemned booksin the library?' Niklos asked.

"It would not be adifficult thing to do,” she pointed out. "And theway things are, it would smplify the
accusation—apostasy isworse than smuggling. And they could be rid of me without having to dedl with
Bdisarius, for he would have no meansto defend me."

Niklossignaled Zghil to leave, and as soon as she was gone, he regarded Oliviathoughtfully. "Very
well, are you going to tell me what has put that crease between your brows?"

"Everything,” she sad comprehensvely.
"Drosos.

"Yes" sheadmitted. "Hisletter—I fear for him."
Nikloswaited for the rest.

"We are not welcome here. Simply because we come from Italy and have been friends of Bdlisarius,
they want to berid of us, and use usin someway againg him." She sighed. "I suppose we had best make
some arrangements that will alow usto leave Kongtantinoupolis quickly and. .. without fuss.”

"Also without goods and money," Niklos stated.
"We have been without goods and money before. Or have you forgot?

"How could I?" He came and stood in front of her. "Olivia, please, | ask you for your sake aswell as
mine, be prepared. Have a safe-conduct. Y ou know that Belisarius will do that for you, and thereisn't a
soldier who will not honor it unless Justinian countermandsit. Will you do thet?"

"All right,” shesaid dowly.



"It goesagaing thegrain?' he said fondly.
"Y ou know it does.” She made adisaster of her amile. "It hasto be done, though, doesn't it?"
"It would be best."

"And it would be best to search the house, and dl therest of it; yes, | know, | know, | know." She hit
her fisgsagaingt her thighs.

He stopped her, confining her handsin his. "Olivia, if you'd rather remain here, | will not—"

Before he could say object, shecut in. "Oh, yesyou will. Fortunately for me." She returned to the
chest and retrieved her writing materids. "If you'll wait abit, I'll have anotefor you to carry to Belisarius.
| hope you'l be permitted to giveit to him. If the soldiersingst on taking it, then request to seethe
General. They aren't supposed to prevent that. Make sure you inquire about Antonina.”

He listened, and when she gave him the note, he promised to return as swiftly as possible. "Where will
you be?'

"In my reading room. With all the furor about heretical books, | can't imagine our enemieswould pass
up SO promising an opportunity.” It was the first time she had admitted that she had active enemiesand it
chilled Niklosto hear her use the words. "It is rare enough for women to read, and to make matters
worse, most of my booksarein Latin." Her hazel eyesdid not shed tears, but there was alook to her
that was worse than weeping would have been.

"Olivia—" Niklossaid tentetively.
"Go on. Takethe noteto Belisarius. Do it quickly; | want this over with as soon as possible.”
He had the good sense not to argue. "Asyou wish." He made her areverence and |eft her.

She stood donein the room after he had left, and in pite of the determination she had shown Niklos,
she wavered. She was more overwrought than she was aware until that moment. All dong, shetold
hersdlf, she had assumed that her situation would change, that in time she would be accepted or at least
tolerated by the Byzantines. Now al hope of that was gone for her and she knew she would have to look
elsawherefor the safety she had so orecticaly yearned for. She had abrief inclination to flee
Kongtantinoupolis a once, to leave everything behind and set out for Olbia, or Tarraco, or Alexandria.

Alexandria. And Drosos. She steadied hersalf and set her jaw. She would inspect her booksfirgt,
making arecord of any that were not hers. Then she would confer with Niklos and together they could
come up with some means of protection that would last until Drosos returned.

There were no mirrorsin her room, but Olivia had long since learned to arrange her clothesand hair
without them. Her fingers made minor adjustments in the arrangement of pinsthat held her coiffurein
place, then refastened her tablion at her shoulder. Satisfied, she squared her shoulders and stepped out
into the hall. It was not far to her book room but shefelt asif she had crossed the desert to Aelanawhen
she opened the door.

By the time Niklos returned with a safe-conduct hidden in the folds of his garment, Olivia had found
fifteen banned textsin her shelves, and wasless than athird of the way through her library.

"How bad isit?' Niklos asked, looking at the scrolls, rolled and fanfolded, afew bound in heavy
leather, that werelaid on the table.

"Four of these are considered worse than heretica, and this one'—she held up the largest of the
leather-bound volumes—"is said to be blasphemous. The others are smply Roman, and might be
questioned because they were not written by Chrigtians. | wonder if | ought to berid of my copy of Fliny
aswd|?’

Niklos shook his head sadly. "I'm sorry, Olivia."



Shecleared her throat. "Yes. | wish... | wish that | could save these, for when Drosos comes back.
Itisn't much, but it might help ease..." She made an impatient gesture. "Wheat did Bdlisarius say?'

"Fird, that heis sad to learn of this. He feds responsible for the suspicion that falls on you. He assures
you that he will do everything he can to aid you, but he isn't certain that he can do much, not anymore.”

"The safe-conduct isenough,” said Olivia. Shelooked down at the books, and said on impulse, "Hide
these. There must be some place in this house that we can use safdly, without the daves knowing of it."

"Where?' He sounded reasonable enough, and that doneirritated her.

"Anywhere. Under the plantsin the garden, if that would not ruin them. Under the roof. | don't know."
She stared a them. "We can't Smply get rid of them, for then it would be known that we had them."

Niklos gathered the books up in hisarms. "I will arrange something. Perhapsin the large chariat,
somewhere.”

"Fine. All | ask isyou leave enough of my native earth there to give me alittle protection.” She looked
thoughtfully at the shelves. "I must finish thistask tonight. | hope there are not too many more of these.
The gods aone know what well do with them.”

"Would you want meto burn alittle incense?' Niklos offered, trying to lighten her thoughts.
She gave him alook of mock horror. "Aren't we in enough trouble aready?*
Neither of them laughed.

Text of the confession of Pope Sylvestros to the Guard of the Court Censor and the
secretary of the Metropolitan Daidalos.

I, Pope Sylvestros, once of the Church of the Patriarchs, now in disgrace and ruin, do, with the
good aid of the officers of the Censor, state the full extent of my crimes which only recently were
brought to light by the piety of good citizens who questioned my right, under sumptuary laws, to
have glass vessels in my house.

The suffering that has been meted out to me by the officers of the Guard with the advice of the
secretary of the Metropolitan is surely well-deserved, for a pope who has strayed from his vows
falls further than those who are not bound by oaths to Heaven. I, forgetting my sacred estate,
strove to acquire wealth and goods the better to enhance my position in the world—the vainest of
false hopes. Not the squeezing with knotted wharf ropes nor the peeling of the flesh from my feet
suffices to make amends for what | have done, and will answer for before God when He chooses
to bring me to the Throne of Judgment.

With an heretical Copt, | have worked to steal goods from houses | eft abandoned and ruined in
Italy. | have aided in selecting these houses and in storing goods. | have advised the said Copt
wher e the best valuables are to be found, what guard if any was on them, and where we might
dispose of them to our mutual profit. For this| am deeply sorry and | repent the greed that
brought me to such a loss of Grace.

During my pilfering, | noticed that many of the Romans still live with tributes to the old, pagan
gods of the Caesars, and that they show these tributes honor. Incense was found in front of
portrait busts of ancestors and in alcoves and niches devoted to the pagan deities that these
benighted peopl es wor shipped and continue to worship. | believe thereis not a Roman alive who is
atrue Christian, for all the protestations we have heard. | am convinced that they are all caught
in apostasy, including the Bishop of Roma, who most certainly has shown his lack of faith in God



in hisflight from Roma in the face of the enemy. What true Christian would leave so sacred a
placeif he had any trust in God? And if he has no trust in God, he cannot call himself a Christian.

| know that | have made myself wholly unworthy of anything but the most ignoble fate, and |
accept that with a willing heart, for | despise those acts that brought me away from the Love of
God, and | welcome the cleansing punishments | have received and those yet to be inflicted. That |
so totally rejected what | knew to be the truth isinexcusable, but | do in part account for it by the
heathenish climate of Roma. | was seduced by the damned place, and thinking that | was
salvaging Christian goods for Christians, | was led astray.

Beware of Romans. They are pernicious and all of them are liars. Their faith isfalse, their piety
is deception, their devotion is nothing more than convenience. They are treacherous and forever
searching out new opportunities for sin. Do not be deluded, as | was, by their subtle treachery. Be
on guard at all times against them, and where you encounter them, watch with care for the
sanctity of your own faith, for they are the great corrupters and will contaminate you.

| have provided a partial list of everything | have aided the Copt to steal and smuggle, as well
as what monies | have been given for my acts. The money itself must, of course, be given to Holy
Church, and | surrender all my earthly goods and the goods of my wife to the Church of the
Patriarchs in token recompense for the shame my actions have brought them. | know that my soul
isin the Hands of God and that no act of mine will bring it again to Grace but that God willsiit.
For traducing the laws of the Church and the Emperor, | have doubly betrayed the sacred vows
of my calling and of my nation, and for that | have erred beyond forgiveness. Yet, in the most
humble emulation of the Apostles, unworthy and corrupt as| am, | beseech you to spare my life
that I might end it in beggary for the Glory of God and fitting homage to the Emperor in my
repentance.

Pope Sylvestros
(his mark)
since heisunableto sign

By the hand of the secretary of the Court Censor, Panaigios, with the signatures and marks of
the witnesses, and the marks of the torturers of the Censor's Guard. Authorization is given for
making ten copies of this document, and for its distribution at the discretion of the Metropolitan
Superior and the Emperor Justinian.

Ashe hurried from the small audience chamber, Kimon Athanatadies strove to conced the trembling
of hishands. He had to use al his control not to run, and for once he did not pause to speak to the Guard
officers who flanked the doors. God in Heaven, what would satisfy Justinian? He closed his hands,
tightening them into white-knuckled fists; his stride increased and he did his best to hide his near-panic
with ascowl.

Captain VIamos was at the Guard station at the front of the various public chambersin the palace. He
glanced up at the Censor as Athanatadies rushed into the vestibule. " That was a swift conference,” he
said, making conversation.

"It was," Athanatadies said tightly.

"Did he give you more orders than usua?' He was used to the Censor's severe appearance, but his
expression was more dire than on other occasions.

"Yes," Athanatadies said, wanting to get out of the palace and back to his own luxurious house, avay
from the orders and demands of the harsh man who ruled the Empire.



"He's gtill mourning Theodora," Captain Viamos said. 'Y ou can't blame him for hisgrief.”
"Of coursenot,” Athanatadies said swiftly.

"Isthere anything more you need to do here, or do you want me to send the davesfor your chariot?"
He interpreted the distress of the Censor asimpatience.

"My chariot, at once." He barked out the words, and then did what he could to modify the tone.
"There are so many thingsto do—"

"l don't envy you the work you do, and that's afact,” said Captain Vlamos as he signaed one of the
daves near the far door. "The Censor's chariot.”

"It isan honor to labor for the Empire and the Glory of God," said Athanatadies, hisemotions giving
hest to this statement.

"There's many another who would not be as diligent asyou are," Vlamosinsisted. "The Emperor is
well-served by you, no doubt about it."

Kimon Athanatadies amost demanded that Captain VIamostell him outright what it was he wanted
rather than listen to more of thisflattery, but instead he made a gesture of dismissd. "Those who wish to
serve greatness must rise to the occasion.”

"Just what | have said to my nephew," Captain VIamos agreed with enthusiasm. "Heisfinishing his
studies with the Metropolitan Odilos and is an eager young whelp. | have given my word that | will do
what | can for the lad. Perhgps you have a suggestion you could give me?”’

"Suggestion?' He wanted to tell Captain Vlamosto send his nephew far from Kongtantinoupolisinto
the service of some digtrict magistrate, to record harvest weights and trade agreementsfor al hislifelong,
and be thankful for it. There was no safety, no protection at court. Anyone might fal a the Emperor's
whim. "Isheambitious?'

"He'sayoung man,” Captain VIamos chuckled. "He seeshimsdlf in ambassador's robes by the time
he'sthirty. I've told him that for such athing to happen, another plague, like the one we had seven, eight
years back, would have to come dong." Thiswas clearly intended to be amusing and the Censor did his
best to smile.

"Is he capable, this nephew of yours?' He knew the answer before the Captain spoke.

"So histutors have dways said, not that | set much store in that. But the fellow does read and write
Latin aswell as Greek and has some knowledge of Persan.”

"He would do well to keep that last to himsdlf," Kimon Athanatadies warned Captain Vlamos. "The
Emperor has recently taken adidike to the Sassanid rulers and any reference to Persian is not welcome
unless the Emperor speaks of it. Tell your nephew to confine himsdlf to Latin and Greek."

Captain Vlamoswas abit sartled. "Very well. And | thank you for your good advice."

"Tell the boy, if you wish, that in ayear, if he has not found someone e se to sponsor him, to cometo
me. He mugt try other routesfirgt.” And thereisno telling, Athanatadies added to himsdlf, if | will till be
Censor ayear from now. The way things were going, Justinian might decide to send him to the most
distant outpost of the Empire, or order himto livein ahermit's cave.

"That's very good of you, Censor," Captain Vlamos said with fedling. "'l didn't mean to ask for so

"You didnt; | offered it." He saw that the dave had returned. "My chariot has arrived." His head was
beginning to throb and he could not bring himsdlf to recite al the proper phrases of leave-taking. "l trust
you will excuse me: | have much to do.”

"God send you Hisaid," Captain VIamos called after him, too pleased with the suggestion



Athanatadies had made to be offended by hisinformality.

The Streets were terribly congested; not far from the palace four buildings were being demolished and
traffic had to find its way around these obstructions. Athanatadies swore silently and comprehensively at
the delays, urging hisdriver to make dl progress. "If you cannot go faster, | will get out and walk.”

The dave holding the reinswas aghast. Y ou cannot. A man of your podition must not—"

"Then hurry," Athanatadies snapped. He had no intention of getting out of the chariot, but hefdlt the
need to press someone—anyone—to relieve the sick dread that had taken hold of him.

"l will do everything | can,” said the dave. "If you needed to move quickly, why did you not ask for
an escort of Guards?”'

This petulant question was rewarded by asharp blow on the shoulder. "'l do not permit my davesto
beinsolent. Y ou will remain slent for the rest of theway."

The dave complied at once, and kept his eyesfixed just ahead of the horses ears.

When at last Kimon Athanatadies arrived at his house, he was more exhausted than he would have
been had he walked three times the distance. There were smudges of dirt on hisfine slk garmentsand his
shoes were fouled with horse and camel dung. He bellowed for his magjordomo, and when that
middle-aged eunuch appeared, Athanatadies issued severa brisk orders. "Send for Panaigios. | want to
gpeak with him within the hour. | will need to have several documents delivered by Guard this evening.
Seethat the officers are ready. | want to bathe, See that a change of clothing is made ready for me. At
once."

The majordomo made avery deep reverence and hastened away to do Athanatadies bidding.

In his private chambers, the Censor stripped, shivering though the air was warm enough. Histerror
waslike afever, making hisflesh diento him. "Be cadm," he said firmly, his hands locked together.
"Think. Y ou must think."

In ashort while, the mg ordomo informed Athanatadies that his bath was ready. "Thereisadaveto
assig you," heinformed his master, then went on, "There has been comment on your bathing.”

"Who has said anything?" Athanatadies demanded, his precarious grip on himself loosening.
"Saveswill tak," wasthe evadve answer.
"Who?" Athanatadies pressed. "Which one has said anything, and what has been said?'

"l don't know," the mgjordomo said, becoming more sdlf-effacing with each word. "It means nothing.
Savestak, great magter, and they say slly things.”

"What do they say?'

He sighed. "A few wonder why a Christian must wash so often. | don't recall who brought it up. One
of the household daveswas puzzled, for hisformer master bathed infrequently and required the rest of his
household to emulate him.”

"1 want the name of any dave who has remarked on this. | want the namestonight. If you do not bring
them to me, they will not be the only ones| sdll." He had wrapped alength of cotton cloth around him
and hetugged at the ends of it for emphass.

"Great master, it isnot important what they say." Hisvoice, dready high, turned to asquesk.

"It isawaysimportant. Understand that. | will have no dave who will not mind histongue. | have
enemies. All men in high places have enemies. A dave that speaks againgt me, be he houseman or
gardener, hasdlied himsdf with my enemies. | will not tolerate that. Tl them." Heglared a his
mag ordomo. "I you do not aid me, then | will see you gone from here, and you will serve some



megidratein Aguntum.”
"That isoutsde of the Empire!™
Athanatadies nodded with feigned satisfaction. "It is."
"Y ou would not do that."

"If | decided it was necessary | would," he declared, knowing that he could not allow arebdlious
daveto be sold to someone who might take advantage of the knowledge the dave had of him to use
againg him. "Any dave sold from thishousehold will go far from Konstantinoupolis.”

"l will... seeyou have the names, great master," the mgjordomo said with resignation.
"Fne. And my bath?"

"It isalmost ready.” He stepped backward to the door, his face dick with swest. " Great master, no
one meansyou any disservice."

"That isfor meto determine," Athanatadies countered. He rubbed his hands together and directed his
gaze toward the small ikonostasis on the far side of the room. "Do you pray?

"At the correct hoursfor prayers—of course." The answer was breathless; the mg ordomo did not
know what was coming and was worried about what Athanatadies might say next.

"When you pray, ask God to reveal my enemiesto me, and to show me the purpose He intends for
me." He blessed himself and watched his mgordomo do the same. " Give that ingtruction to the
household."

The mgjordomo made his reverence and withdrew gratefully.

Athanatadies went through the inner doors of his private gpartments to the chamber where his bath
was waiting. As hetook off the towel, he noticed with distaste that he stank. His sweat was acrid from
fear, and he washed himsdlf diligently to berid of that odor.

By thetime hewas dried and dressed again, he fdlt less frightened. He was informed that Panaigios
waswaiting for himin his private reception room, and he greeted thisinformation with satisfaction.
"Excdllent. | will speak with him directly. See that he hasfood and drink and then do not disturb us unless
there isamessenger from the Emperor. And send for Konstantos Mardinopolis. | want to spesk to him
tonight." He dressed himsdlf, refusing hisdaves minidrations.

The reception chamber where Panai gios waited was not the littlest one adjoining the chapel, but a
pleasant room opening onto the side garden of the Censor's house. The scent of flowers drifted on the air
and where the garden could be glimpsed through the half-open door the shadows were lengthening,
fading from stark darkness to a softer shade. The reception room itself was gloomy.

"| came as soon as | had your message,” said Panaigios as he made hisreverence. "l confess| was
surprised a the urgency.”

"Sowas|," sad Athanatadies, trying to maintain the calm for which he was known. "1 was favored by
the Emperor with an audience today, to... to hear what he has decided must be done and to learn the
meansto achieve hisends.”

Panaigios said nothing, but he regarded the Censor with adegree of curiosity. "What did he say? that
you may repesat to me?"

"He... hehad many new goals,” Athanatadies began, striving for an air of detachment. "His zedl
increases with every new day."

"How thismust be pleasing to God," said Panaigios, trying to interpret the Censor'sintentions. He
sensed an unfamiliar tenson in Athanatadies which puzzled him.



"Pleasing to God?" echoed Athanatadies. "Perhaps. It isfor other men to discover what pleases God,
| am sworn to please the Emperor.”

"Surdly their purposes are the same.” To say anything else might be construed as treason, and
Panaigios had the terrible sense that he was being tested in some new way.

"Sowearetold,” Athanatadies said. "The Emperor has decided that he wishesto post certain officers
away from thiscity, to send them into the field once again so that they may usetheir military skillsinthe
service of the Empireonce again.”

"Belisarius?' Panaigiosinquired.

"No," camethe dry response. "No, Bdisariusis ill confined to his house and Konstantinoupolis. The
Emperor believesthat for dl his protestations, heis part of agroup of discontented men who seek to
bring him down. He believesthat it would be folly to permit the man more liberty than he has now. There
are others, however, who might do better on campaign. And there are... there are afew men who are

not to be spoken of again.” Thislast came out quickly. He spun ashe said it, and discovered akitchen
dave slanding in the doorway.

"l have brought the refreshments you ordered, great master,” the dave said, trembling at the
thunderous expression he saw in Athanatadies face.

"Present them to my guest and depart,” said the Censor. He stood till while the dave carried out
these orders, and it was only when the dave was gone and the door closed that he spoke again. "1 want
you to be on guard, Panaigios.”

Panaigios nodded, holding his cup hafway to hismouth. "1 will do so, of course.”

"Morethan ever. The Emperor isastern man, an unforgiving man of strong principles and grest
determination. He seeksto purify hisreign." He straightened up, looking toward the door. "We are either
hisaliesor hisenemies, and hewill regard usaccordingly.”

"l am not hisenemy." Panaigios put down his cup, the wine untasted.
"| did not say you are. But you must persevere and be more stringent than ever.”

Panaigios swallowed hard. "Y ou said there are those who are not to be spoken of. What have they
donethat they are—"

"They have displeased Judtinian,”" said the Censor. "They have been shown to be working against the
Empire." He recaled the confessions he had read, and the petitions that had been made to the Emperor
for the destruction of the families of the men.

"A great crime,” said Panaigios, histone abit distracted. "I... | know we are not to spesk of them,
but who are they?' He faltered. " Great Censor, what am | to do to defend the Empireif | do not know
who these pernicious men are?"

Athanatadies cleared histhroat. "1 will tell you once, Panaigios, and then you are not to speak of it
again. | warnyou, if you mention these men, you place yourself in great danger and thereislittle | can do
to protect you should you have so great atransgression. The men are all Captains. Savas, Leonidas,
Fortunos I pakradies, and Hipparchos. They, and their families, are... expunged.”

"They were Belisarius officers, weren't they?' Panaigios asked, wishing he could cal the words back
as soon as he had spoken them.

"Y es; Fortunos served with him in Africa, the othersin the Italian campaign.” He indicated the food.
"You'renot eating.”

Obediently Panaigiostook one of the dried figs stuffed with crushed almonds, but it had no taste and
No savor.



"And Bdisarius? What of him?"'

"The Emperor demands proof before he condemns, for heisajust man." Hefell slent, then resumed.
"He has found no proof that makes the Genera part of aconspiracy.”

"But hisofficers—"

"They claim thereis no conspiracy, but they are opposed to what the Emperor has done with the
army and they do not endorse his plan to reestablish the Empire asit wasin the days of Imperid Roma.
That is reason enough to accuse them, and their actions have shown that they are the enemies of the
Emperor, so he has declared that they are not only dead men, but men who never existed.” Hejoined his
hands, staring at hislinked fingersto seeif they till trembled. "The Emperor has ordered me that where
treason is discovered, it isto be eradicated, the traitor and al his blood, so that the poisonous growth of
conspiracy may be ended.”

Panaigios paed. "Thefamilies? What... how... Arethey to be endaved?’

"That isfor the Emperor to determine,” said the Censor in aflat voice. He saw the dark, severe eyes
boring into his once more, and heard that hard-edged voiceissuing orders that made his skin prickle. "l
am the devoted servant of Justinian, and | will do dl that he requires of me with agrateful heart and a
dedicated mind."

"Amen, and God aid usin the endeavor," said Panaigios. He chose another dried fruit but could not
bring himsdlf to et it. Thefig felt asif it waslodged halfway down hisgullet and if he ate anything more, it
might choke him.

"1 will beseech God to do so every day," Athanatadies stated. "And | will depend upon you to be
more diligent than ever. Y ou hear many things and you have those who report to you; whatever you are
told that might have any bearing on this, | must hear of it a once, so that | may inform the Emperor.”
There were otherswho would tdl Justinian if Athanatadieswaslax in performing hisduties.

What would befal him then he did not want to think aboui.

"Four Captains. That isvery dangerous.”" Panaigios watched the Censor closdly, searching for aclue
to what Athanatadies expected of him, what he wanted from him. "I will be certain that those whose aid |
have required take extra care.”

"l depend on you to do that," said Athanatadies, feeling very tired. "Y ou are to urge those you employ
to be on the dert for anything that might point to treason. Tell them that no one is exempt from hisduty to
the Emperor and God."

"Yes, catainly,” said Panaigios, determined to send for Smones before the night was over.

"Be careful of your sources, for afase accusation can be as dangerous as atrue one left unspoken.
The Emperor has warned me that he will not tolerate those seeking vengeance through lies. He will ded
with such trickery as he would with treason.” He wondered if Panaigios could hear the fright in hisvoice;
he could smdll himsdlf again, that civetlike odor that came from feer.

"1 will take care. | will examinedl my assstantswith careand | will do al that | can to determine the
truth of what they say before | inform you of it."

"That isgood," said Athanatadies. "But do not be overcautious, or delay too long, or you and | might
both be taken to task for our lack of dedication.” His hands were moist; he let them drop to hissides.

Panaigiostook along sip of thewine; it was no good, the fig would not budge. “1... | will haveto
make afew arrangements, Athanatadies.”

"Makethem.” Now that he had derted his secretary, he wanted nothing more than to be left to pray
before his next interview. He longed for the solace of his chapel, where he could prostrate himself before



thedtar and itsjeweled and gilded ikons, to lose himsdlf in theritua of worship.

"At once," said Panaigios, thinking that he would haveto find timeto visit Theklaonce again, to learn
what he could from the old holy woman.

"Y ou must discharge your commission with circumspection,” said Athanatadies. "The Emperor
requiresthis of you, and if you are histrue subject, you will be ungtinting in your efforts on his behaf.”

"Yes" Panaigios had more of thewine.

"1 will expect to spesk with you the day after tomorrow. Have something of vaue for me then,
Panaigios, and you will be wdl-rewarded for it."

"l will do my utmost," Panaigios assured him. Herose from his chair and made areverence. "'l will
renew my purpose with every prayer.” Asheleft, hetold himself that he would have to be more
demanding of Simones. There had to be more information he could glean from the dave, and he feared
that if he did not provide the Censor with what he demanded, he would fall into obscurity, and perhaps
join the company of those who were no longer spoken of, who had ceased to exist.

Text of a letter from Olivia to Chrysanthos, written in Latin.

To Captain Chrysanthos, Olivia of Roma sends her greetings and makes a request of him: |
know that you are in communication with your comrade Drosos, and that you have access to
routes not generally open to the rest of the world. | ask that you send him my affections and my
concerns, for what he has said to me troubles me, and | am worried that he is suffering.

Please say to Drosos that my love for himis undiminished, and that while he isfilled with
conflict, I long only to help him end his turmail. | do not want him to turn away from me because
he is angry with himself. | feel no anger toward him, and I do not despise him, no matter what he
has done. It is Drosos | love, not the acts he is compelled to do. It is Drosos | miss, not the officer
of the Emperor. It is Drosos, always Drosos, who compels me, not the orders he follows. | am
afraid he does not trust me enough, that he doubts | would be steadfast in the face of all that has
happened. Let him know that he has no reason to question my faithfulness. Heiswhat | love, and
my love does not fail when circumstances are against us.

I know you will be prudent in what you say to him, but | ask you to give him my love and my
assurances. | want him to be certain that he is welcome when he returns and that he need not fear
| will desert him.

It may be that my own situation will become more difficult than it is now, and if that is the
case, | ask you to tell Drososto have patience. | will find a way to be with himonce heisin this
city again. Sadly, | cannot go to him, much as | would like to, for my petition for permission to
establish a household in Alexandria has been denied by the Court Censor. For the time being it
appearsthat | am confined to Konstantinoupolis. However, this house is always open to Drosos,
at whatever time, in whatever circumstances, for whatever purpose he wishes.

While it would not be wise to let this be known to any but Drosos, | trust to your discretion and
prudence in how you inform him of what | have said. | am not permitted to write to him directly; |
hope your friendship for your comrade-at-arms will extend to mein this case, and that you will
find a way to pass these words to him.

If you do not believe it is safe to write to him, or if in writing to him, you decide it is wisest not
to mention me, let me know of it so that | may find another way to reach him. | dare not say much



about my concern, but it is genuine and profound. There are few men who have moved me as
Drosos has, and | cannot see himin travail without wanting to ease his burdens.

Whatever your decision, | am grateful that you have read these words from
Atta Olivia Clemens

PART I

Olivia

Text of a commendation addressed to Narsesin Italy.

On the Feast of the Holy Dormition of the Virgin in the Lord's Year 549, the Emperor Justinian
sends his greetings and thanks to General Narses, commanding the troops of Byzantion in Italy.

Know that with this commendation we deliver to you and your valiant men an additional two
thousand troops, nine hundred horses, five Imperial wallets of gold coins and twelve Imperial
wallets of silver in the hope that they will aid you in your campaign against the enemies of our
state and religion.

In order to show our thanks more fully, we have given estates to three of your nephews,
General Narses, and have increased your estates; our holdings in Adrianopolis are to be given to
you in token of our gratitude for your tireless efforts on the part of the Empire.

Without your constant and diligent care, no doubt the lands you guard would have fallen prey
to Totila and all the forces who accompany that barbarian. You have turned the tide, and for that
you have the praise of the entire Empire, and you will be acknowledged as the savior of Italy. The
complaints of those people who have claimed that your troops have been more rapacious than the
godless invaders have been revealed as the calumny they are, doubtless the result of agents of the
disgraced Belisarius who are attempting to discredit all you have done and give false praise to the
former commander. We are instructing you and your men to pay no heed to these carping
objections. We wish to see you add victory to victory, and we are confident that your vigorous
campaign will serveto restore all of Italy to the Empire.

Your loyalty is held up as an example everywhere and we are ordering a day of public
celebration with Masses and prayers as well as feasting in honor of your continuing achievements.
We wish that everyone in the Empire join with usin this tribute, and we encourage your troopsto
show you their appreciation with favors and gifts for the superior command you show them.

May God look upon you with favor and continue to grant you the might and wisdomto restore
Italy to our protection. In your valor you have no equal, neither have you any rival in our esteem.
We give you every sign of our approval and gratitude.

Justinian
Emperor of Byzantion
hissgil



"Will you let me comein?' asked Drosos when Niklos came to the door. "Will Oliviasee me?"

Niklos swung the door wide. "She'd have my skinif | kept you out. Welcome back, Captain.” He
kept his smile wide, athough once Drosos stepped into the light of the vestibule, Niklos was shocked to
seehim.

"Areyou certain?' Drosos asked. He had aged; there were threads of whitein hisdark hair, and the
fretwork of lines around his eyes was much deeper. He was both thinner and softer. His nailswere

ragged.

"Of course," said Niklos. "Great gods, Captain, you must have avery poor opinion of my mistressif
you think sheisasfecklessasdl that."

"l never..." Drosos began serioudly, then broke off. "It isn't wise to know me. | amin disgrace.”

"Giventhosein disgrace," Niklossaid lightly, "I think it must be excdllent company. Come with me.
Oliviaisin her library." He did not add that in the last month she had removed and hidden over sixty
books that were no longer permitted within thewalls of Kongtantinoupolis. " She will be delighted that
you're here" As he spoke heled the way down the hal, indicating anew fresco asthey went. "It'samost
finished."

"The martyrdom of Saints Adrian; that's Natdiathere, with his hand after they burned him." Drosos
pointed to the anaemic figure of ayoung woman with ahaoed hand in hers.

"The artist has aso done work for the Censor, so Oliviawas confident that it was acceptableto hire
him for thiswork. It's not dways safe to choose someone who's unknown." He reached the door to the
library and paused. "Do you want me to announce you, or would you rather do that yourself?"

Drosos heditated. "Let medo it. If shesangry, shell want usto be private.”
"Shewon't beangry,” Niklos promised him, his sympathy going out to the Captain.

Drosos shrugged. With alift of hisjaw he dismissed Niklos, but it took him the length of severa deep
breaths to work up his courageto lift the latch. At last he opened the door, stepped inside and leaned
back, closng it.

Oliviawas seated at alow table, an ancient scroll rolled open on the narrow table in front of her. She
had her long, fawn-colored hair held back with awide silk ribbon, and she was dressed in Roman pala
and stola, both of a soft muted green. As she heard the door close, she caled out without turning her
head, "What isit, Niklos?'

"It isn't Niklos," Drosos answered, his voice not much more than awhisper. The sight of her was so
wonderful it dmogt hurt him to watch her.

Sheturned very dowly, her hazel eyeswidening as shelooked a him. "Drosos.” Carefully sherolled
the scroll, wayslooking at him as she did. Then, when thiswas set aside, sherosg, lifting her ams
toward him. "MagnaMater, you are come at last!”

Drosos moved dowly, his somber expression giving way to afaint smile as he reached her.
Lingeringly he touched her face with the ends of hisfingers. "God and the Prophets," he whispered as he
gathered her into hisarms.

They stood together, hardly moving, saying nothing with words; their bodies spoke with other voices
in slent eoquence. When hefindly let her go, Drosossaid, "Olivia, I..."

"I'm so glad you're back," she said when he could not go on. "I've missed you, Drosos.”

"I've missed you. But it isn't wise for you to see me. | shouldn't come here, but | couldn't stay away."
He stared down into her eyes. | tried to stay away.”

"Why?"' Shetook hishandsin hers. "I would have been more hurt than you can imagineif you had.”



"l am not safe to know," he admitted, trying without successto pull his hands away.
"Hdf of Konstantinoupolisisn't safeto know," she countered. "I've never let that select my friendsfor

me.

He shook his head, refusing to be convinced. "Y ou're already suspect because you're Roman. Letting
me come here only servesto make it worse for you."

"If you stayed away, it would not be better. Thisway, Drosos, my troubled love, neither of usis
aone. Being done and suspect isworse than having friendswith you, evenif dl of you are suspect.” She
kissed him on the cheek. "I am pleased you are concerned for me, but not if it keeps you away from me.”

Hiseyesflickered, shifting away from hers and moving restlessy. "Y ou ought to tell meto go.”

"Why would | do that?" she asked, her face calm though she was growing more concerned asthey
talked.

He broke away from her. "l did a... afoolish thing. If I'd thought about it, | would have realized that it
was stupid to do it, but | assumed that... | had to do something. Y ou see how it was."

"No, | don't. Tl me, Draosos." She went to him, standing behind him and putting her ams around his
was. "Tdl me What isthe terrible thing you did? And why isit so terrible.”

He bit hislip, shaking his head. "It would only make thingsworse."

"Drosos, please. Y ou trusted me when you wrote to me. Trust me now." She used nothing to
persuade him, no wiles or tricks that he could later blame for what he did. "1 want to know becauseit is
hurting you."

Aganheressed. "If | tell you, you might haveto tell others, and that would be bad for both of us."

"Drosos, | an aRoman, and asaRoman | swear to you that | will not tell anyone what you reved to
me, no matter what they require of me. Y ou might not believe it, but there was atime when such avow
was binding and any Roman would rest hislife on hishonor. My family has held to the old ways and you
can depend on meto treat your confidencesthat way. If you still would rather not speak, very well. But
believe mewhen | say that nothing you tell me will pass beyond thesewalls." She rested her head against
his shoulder. "Drosos?!

He broke away from her and dropped into one of the chairs. "When | was about to leave Alexandria,
there had been astorm that swept in from the sea. One of my last dutieswas to survey the damage and
make areport about it."

"Isthisthe thing you—"

He went on asif she had not spoken. "Alexandriais on one of the branches of the Nile. Thereare
many little fingers of the river, and when there is a storm—and the one we had was worse than
usual—some of those little fingers get even more divided, and cut up into spits and sandbars. | wasout in
agood-sized boat, looking over some of these sandbars. Most of them were nothing more than isolated
bits of sand." Hisface was nearly blank, his eyes distant asif he were standing on the deck of the boat at
the mouth of the Nile. "But there was one. It had been cut off from the shore. It wasn't large—no more
than twice the length of the boat at most, and very narrow, and it was being reclaimed by the water more
and more every hour. The water was salty there, taking as much from the sea as from the river. Nothing
grew there except afew stands of marsh grass. But on that sandbar there was a cow. Don't ask me how
the poor beast had got out there; the ssorm must have driven it, not that it matters. It was aone on the
sandbar. It had been therefor at least three days. It was a black-and-white cow with dark horns; |
remember it 0 clearly. She was bawling, but there was amost no voice l&ft, for she was dying of thirst
and Starvation. Shewas on her knees, but she kept trying to rise and to get her head out of the water. |
have never seen such despair, not in battle, not in plague, not in adave market. There was nothing for



that poor, dumb creature but her suffering. | asked for abow, so that | could kill her, but no one had
anything other than a spear, and the distance was too grest to be certain...”

"Oh, Drosos," Oliviasaid. She had taken the chair nearest his and was watching him, grief in her
tearlesseyes.

"l don't know what it was about that cow. I'm asoldier,” he said, Stting straighter. "I have killed men,
| have been wounded, | have fought inwar. | know what it isto have ahorse lanced out from under me;
| have watched men with their gutsin their handstry to reach just one more enemy warrior. | have seen
widows and children after the fight. Nothing—nothing—moved me in the way that black-and-white
cow..."Helooked away. After the sllence had stretched between them, he said in another, more remote
tone, "l wrote to the Emperor, after we burned the library. | said that | was convinced that we had made
agresat error in burning the books and that he had been given poor advice by those close to him, who did
not know the Library and the thingsit contained. | thought, you see, that he had been persuaded by those
around him to do this, not that he wanted it done himsdlf. | told him if he understood what was stored
there, he would have redlized that destroying so much knowledge was againgt every virtue and am of
Chrigtianity. Well, | might aswell have ordered my Guard to drag me through the streets of Alexandria
behind four maddened horses. It would have spared everyone trouble.”

"Don't say that, Drosos," Oliviaadmonished himin alow voice.

In the light from the brazier only half hisface could be seen, and it was more like amask than aface.
"Y ou have to understand that it was Justinian who wanted the books burned. It was the Emperor who
had decided that the Library was dangerous and that the thingsin it were a hazard no Christian dared
endure. He was the one who gave the orders, he was the one who decided. It was not some clique
around him; it was Justinian himsdlf." He stood up abruptly. " So they ordered me back here, where they
can keep an eye on me, and watch what | do, for now the Emperor numbers me among hisenemies” He
came and stood beside Olivia. "Whichiswhy | must go.”

Shedid not rise. "No."

He dropped to his knee beside her chair and looked up into her face. "Don't you understand, Olivia?
Don't you redizethat if | vigt you, Justinian will consder you to be as dangerous as| am, and you will be
subjected to—"

"I have dready been counted among those the Emperor didikes because | am ill Belisarius friend
and | have kept him as my sponsor ever since he returned from Italy. If | seeyou aswdll, it will mean
little to the Emperor. It will be yet another example of Roman corruption. Heisamost as disapproving of
Romans as heis of books these days." She rested her hands on his shoulder. "How can | endure your
being here, in this city, and not see you? How can | be cut off from everything and lose you aswell?!

Drosos regarded her with concern. "Y ou are dready at risk. If you continue to see me, therisk
increases, and thereis nothing | can offer you as protection.”

"l do not ask you to protect me, Drosos. | want you to love me."
Hisarmswent around her and he rested hishead in her [ap. "I should not stay."
"But youwill?" Sheruffled hishar, wishing therewaslesswhiteinit.

"Since you seem determined to have me, | suppose | must.”

"Y ou make it sound an unpleasant duty.” She was teasing him now, for the strength of hisarmstold
her more than his spoken denials.

"No; leaving you would be the unpleasant duty.” Helifted his head and reached to pull her mouth
down to his. "'l dreamed of you every night | was away from you. | thought of you each day. | would sit
in my reception room, staring out at the ruins of the Library, the way you stare at asoldier's empty



deeve, and | would see your face instead of the ruins. It was the only thing that kept me from going mad.”
Shekissed hisbrow. "Drosos.”
"If anything goeswrong with you, | will blame myself." He said thisas much to thewals asto her.

"That'sabsurd,” sheinformed him, now very brisk. ™Y ou have been gone too long and you've given
yourself over to gloom and melancholy. Y ou have permitted yourself to succumb to worry and dread.”

Drosos moved back from her, his hands clasping hers. ™Y ou would, were you in my place.”

"Probably," she agreed. "But you are here now, and we are together again." Sherose and tugged on
hisarmsto bring him to hisfeet once again. "Drosos, say here. Y ou can stay tonight and any other time
you wish. Y ou are welcome here aslong as | am living within these walls. Y ou will dways be welcome
wherever | am.”

He attempted a smile without much success. "Y ou are alovely woman, and you are kind, Olivia. Y ou
make me want to believe that nothing else matters but that you and | are together. That isn't true, isit?’

"Therearetimesitisand timesitisnot," she said, her arm around hiswait as she started toward the
door. "But think how desolate this place would beif you and | were not ever to be together again. It
would cause me—" She pulled the door open and was startled to see one of her household daves
standing a short distance away.

The man wasflustered. "1... | amon an errand, greet lady.”

"It must be urgent if it keeps you away from your evening medl,” Oliviasaid with aserenity that she
did not fed. "Do not let me detain you, Vaerios" She stood while the dave hurried down the hall.

"Hewas spying on us," Drosos said, agitation coming back into hisvoice.

"Very likdy," Oliviaagreed. "And | will haveto discover why and for whom, but not just now. | have
other things, more important thingsto do now."

"Y ou do not—" He started to move away from her. "It probably isbest if | leave. | will not have
compromised you too much and you and | will be ableto..." Thewordstrailed off as he gazed into her
face. With asoft moan he pulled her tight againgt him. "1 can't.”

"Thank every god I've ever heard of," she whispered to his neck. "Stay with me, Drosos. It isdark
and | am londly. | have ached for you since the day you left me. | do not want to give you up now."

All a once hishands werefevered, hot and urgent in their questing and probing. "What doesit
matter?' he whispered againgt her hair, sounding like aman in delirium.

With effort she moved back so that they could walk the short distance to her private apartments.
Every step of the way he touched her, his hands seeking out the flesh under her clothes. He spokelittle
and his words were deep and thickened, asif he had been drugged.

"Let me undressyou," she offered when she had closed the door on her degping chamber.

"Never mind," hetold her as hetore off his palium and dragged his damatica over hishead. He
reached out for her Roman clothes and nearly ripped them off her.

"Drosos," she murmured as he swarmed over her. "We can savor this. There'sno need to rush.”

He paid no heed to her, his hands and mouth busy and urgent, frenzied in their quest. He pressed into
her with little more than a hurried stroke to open her legs, and he rode her in ominous silence until he
gpasmed and pulled away from her.

Olivialay 4ill, her eyesfixed on the ceiling, and she caught her lower lip in her teeth until shewas
certain she could spesk clearly. "Y ou needed—"



"So did you," he said, not looking at her.

"Why do you want to deny us what we can have?" She did not make the question an accusation; she
waited for hisanswer.

"What did | deny?' He meant it as a challenge, but he sounded more like asulky boy.

"Mugt | tel you when you know?" she asked as she rolled onto her side and propped hersdlf on her
elbow. "Y ou tel me you remember dl the times we have been together, you have dreamed about them.
And you behave asif | am nothing more than your whore."

Heflinched at the word which she said so camly. "That wasn't it," he muttered.

"Thenwhat wasit?' She studied hisface. "Drosos?!

He refused to look at her. "1 want you. It isworse than afirein my bones, thiswanting you."
"Thenwhy do you—"

"You arerdentless, aren't you?' He faced her, something between fury and despair in hiseyes. "You
will not let me go. Y ou cannot release me.”

"Release you from what? To what?' she asked, pain in her voice now.

"Fromyou. From al you are. 1... | haven't the strength for it anymore. I'm not..." Hetouched her
hair. "Did | hurt you?'

"Yes'" she admitted.

"l didn't want to. But... | don't know. Something within me has... failed. There are nightswhen |
have lain awake and thought that | was taken with disease, that | was being consumed with somevile
infection.”

"Oh, Drosos," she said as she stretched her arm across his chest. "How can you condemn yoursalf
thisway?'

"Why not?" he asked her. "Think of what | am, what | have done.”

" think of who you are," shetold him, soothing him, wishing the cold ache under her ribswould fade.
"I hear you spesak and | long to find the words that would succor you."

He laughed without hope. "There are no such words. Thereis nothing. | am beyond mending.”
"No," she protested.

"When | followed my orders, when | honored my office and my Emperor, | destroyed my honor. It's
an irony worthy of one of those banned Greek plays. If | were more than thefool | am." He shifted his
weight to face her. "l want to have something left of me, something that can touch you without making me
fed you have been tainted by me. If that dtill exigts, Olivia, will you hdp mefindit? 1 have no right to ask,
but if you wont, then it might aswell go up in smoke like the rest of my honor.”

Oliviaregarded him solemnly. She put her free hand over hisheart. "I have lost those | love to desth
and time more often than | want to remember. | have seen destruction overtake things of senseand
beauty so wantonly that it wrung my heart to know of it. If thereis a chance to save something from the
ruins, then—"

"Y ou think to save me, as aremembrance?’ He made a sound that was not laughter. ™Y ou think | am
worthy to serve as atoken of your time in Konstantinoupolis?'

"Stop that," she said softly. "I won't have you scorn yoursdlf.”
"Who better?' He reached out and pulled her over him. "I want to give vaue for—"
She wrenched away from him and he was sartled at her strength. "1 will not be party to your



mockery. | do not permit you to denigrate someone | love, even though that person isyourself.” She sat
up and turned to regard him serioudly. "Drosos, listen to me. | do not despise you. Y ou cannot make me
despiseyou.”

"Why not? | despise mysdlf." He had raised hisarm asif to stop ablow and it shielded hiseyesfrom
her steady l00k.

Sheran her finger dong hisjaw, feding his untrimmed beard rasp againg her skin. "You arelikea
man with afestering wound you will not lance, and you are poisoning yoursdlf with the humors. | wish
you were free of the pain and the anguish you fed."

Helowered hisarm; tears stood in his dark eyes. "God, God, so do |. But—"

Her fingers stopped his objectionson hislips. "Then wewill find away. Thereisaway, Drosos, if
you will permit yoursef tofind it."

"Isthere?' Thetearsran down histemples and he wiped them away.

"Thereisaway," she repeated firmly. Then sheleaned down and kissed him lightly on the mouth.
"Let me help you, for my sake aswell asyours."

"Why for your sake?' He was trying to recover some of the dignity he had logt. "How can—"

"Y ou have done what you have done because you have a sense of honor; | havetold you | havea
sense of honor, too, and it demandsthat | do not desert my friendsin misfortune.”

He sighed, his breath ragged. "There are some hurts beyond remedy.”
"This need not be one, Drosos,” she said, hoping fervently that it was so.

Hefaced her. "All right. Do what you must. I'm grateful, | suppose.” As she sank down on his chest,
he threaded her hair through hisfingers. "It'slikeliving SIk."

She did not respond; she was listening to his heartbests, trying to fathom the depth of hismisery.

Text of a letter from Eugenia to Antonina.

To my cherished friend Antonina, Eugenia sends her greetings and the hopes that Antonina
might soon recover from the affliction that has caused her such misery.

It was only recently that | learned of your continuing illness, and it brought home to me how
great a value | have put on the hours we have spent together, as well as how important your good
opinion has always been. | know that | have been most neglectful of you and | wish | had an
adequate explanation that does not cast aspersions on my character, but | fear | have been
nothing more than an overly cautious woman, and | have let my concerns for my position within
society interfere with the more genuine ties of friendship. | have long assumed that there would be
a time when all the misunder standings would be ended and your family would be restored to the
position it deserves to occupy, but from what | have been told, this might not be the case, and |
amfilled with chagrin that | have let these precious days slip by without overcoming my own
cowardice.

| realize there is no reason you should want to see me again after the dreadful way | have
behaved, but | hope you will show more charity than | have shown you and admit me to your
company once again. It would give me great satisfaction and pleasure to have the chance to
speak with you. There is no one with whom | can share confidences as you and | have, and | have



missed that more than | can express to you in words.

Dear Antonina, forgive me for all my slights and my ambitions. | have been a stupid, vain
woman and | have spurned a friendship that has been worth more to me than the tributes of my
husband. What woman ever truly gives a man the trust that she can share with another of her
sex? We pretend that thisis not the case, but in our heart of hearts, the truth of it cannot be
denied. For that reason if no other, | hope you will not forbid me to call upon you. | have yearned
for the benefit of your good sense as well as the chance to speak plainly, which we never do with
the men we know.

| hope also that perhaps you have missed my company and that you will find that my presence
is welcome to you; surely there are things you wish to say that you cannot discuss with your
husband, for honorable and steadfast as he s, it is not the same as the understanding | have
provided in the past.

Your slave Smones will bring this letter to you and he will tell you himself how much | long to
renew and restore our friendship and what great importance you hold in my life. If you do not
believe what | say, then perhaps you will believe what your own slave will tell you. You should
thank him for seeking me out, for until he came to me | had no idea how great was your suffering.
| had attributed your retirement from the world to the misfortunes of your husband and not to
your health, for which | am most heartily sorry, and | ask that you will not hold against me my
lack of information, for as you know this city is alive with rumors and half-truths which distort
the knowl edge that would have brought me to your side long before now had | any notion of the
severity of your troubles.

Let me hear from you soon, and when you tell me | may, | will come to you to ask your pardon
faceto face, and | will do whatever you request at whatever time you stipulate. | pray that your
answer will be swift, so that | may in some part make amends for the lack of attention | have
given you.

I amyour friend, Antonina, and | beg you to let me have the opportunity to demonstrate that
to you.

Eugenia

Zghil wasdmost out of the garden when she heard the whisper of voices near the passage that led to
the stables. At once she paused and listened, not daring to move.

"Thereismoney initif youwill ad me" said avoicetha Zghil did not know.

"l anadave" camethe answer from aman; Zghil recognized Vaerios. "If | am caught, it could
meanmy life"

"Y ou will not be caught; and if you are, you have only to say that you were working at the behest of
an agent of the Censor to determine if your mistressis an enemy of the Emperor, and there will belittle
she cando againg you."

"Who will ligento adave?' Vaerios scoffed.

"Who will listen to awoman?' asked the other. " And a Roman woman. The Emperor has said that
Romans are not to be trusted and a Roman woman—"

"My mistress has been good to me.”
The unknown man laughed. "What good isthat if sheisaccused of treason?”
"Sheisnot atraitor,” Vaerios sad, but with less conviction than before.



"Have you proof of that? She associates with the disgraced Belisarius and she has kept Captain
Drosos as her lover in spite of his opposition to the edicts of the Emperor in regard to the destruction of
heretical texts. It may bethat sheisonly foolish.”

Zghil put her hand to her mouth to stifle her indignant objections. Cautiously she moved alittle closer
to the passageway.

"Suppose you were to learn that others have found her to be atraitor,” suggested the stranger. "What
then?'

"Itisnot for meto say. | anadave." Vderiosraised hisvoice. "And there are severe pendtiesfor
suborning daves.”

"Sothereare. There are dso severe pendtiesfor daveswho participate in treasonous activities.
Doesnt it trouble you that you might have the skin peeled off your body and you be left staked to the
ground outsdethe city wals?'

"Go away," Vaerios said, hisvoice now tinged with fear.

"I will reward those who help me, and | will see that those who hinder me are punished.” Therewasa
menacein this promise that made Zghil shiver.

"Go away. Y ou are hothing more than adave yoursdlf, and anything you say to meis only the word
of adave." Therewasthe sound of hurrying feet, and then more stedlthy footsteps and a soft closing of a
door.

Zghil remained where she was, unable to move from the dread that gripped her. Shetried to reason
with hersdlf, to convince hersdlf that the sinister unknown man was no danger to her or anyonein Olivias
household, but she could not stop the shudders that overcame her when she attempted to leave the
garden. "'l must warn my mistress," she whispered, asif hearing the words would goad her to action.
Nothing changed. Only the sudden braying of an assin the street beyond the walls gave her the impetus
she needed, and she fled into the corridor that joined the kitchen.

She had tasks to finish and knew that she might be reprimanded if she did not do them, but her fear
outweighed her prudence and she sought out Niklos, hoping to find him before shelost al her courage.

He wasin the counting-room, arow of gold and silver coins set out in front of him, asmall scae
standing beside the coins. He scowled as the door opened. "What—" As soon as he saw who it was, he
changed his attitude. "Zghil. What's the matter, girl? Y ou look asif you've dragged abae of slk from
Antioch to Damascus."

She shut the door firmly and took a hesitant step toward him. "You... you said that if | heard anything
| wastotdl you..."

Niklos was now very atentive. "Y es. And you have been very good in that regard. What have you
heard now?' He got up from thetall stool and came toward her. "Zghil?'

"l wasin the garden," she said, motioning him away from her. "'l didn't think that anyone dsewas
there, but they were."

"Who wasthere?" His curiosity was turning to worry. "What did you hear, Zghil? What did you see?"

"l didn't see anything,”" she said. She was bent over dightly, her arms crossed over her abdomen asif
shewerein pain. "l only heard."

"Areyou dl right? Did anyone harm you?' He ignored her warning and cameto her side.

"Not harm, no. | said | didn't seethem. They didn't do anything to me, but | heard them. | heard
them." Shelooked up a him. "Therewasaman | did not know. Hewastalking with Valerios"

"Vderios?' sad Niklos, more puzzled than before.



"He—the stranger—was offering VVaerios money for information about our mistress. He said that if
there was any trouble for him, the stranger would say that Vaerios was acting for the Court Censor.” She
began to cry fromterror. "If it isso, if the Censor istrying to impugn our mistress, then thereis no hope
for usand we are dl doomed.”

Niklos put hisarm around Zg hil's shoulder and held her as he would have held afrightened child.
"No, no, Zgjhil. If the Censor wishesto learn about Olivia, he will have to do more than spy on her
daves, or make spies of them. Even the Greek male daves.”

"The man was s0... maignant.” Shetrembled. "1 have not heard anyone speak so, not ever.”

"There are mdignant peoplein theworld, Zghil. It isapity for everyone, but it isso." He smoothed
her hair back from her face. "But there have been no accusations made and until there are, even the
Censor can do nothing. Olivia has kept to the laws; she has done what her sponsor has required of her,
andif she—"

"Sheisafriend of Bdisariusand Drosos.” She said thisasif she expected castigation for speaking
those two names aloud.

"Yes, and shewill continueto be, if | know her," said Niklos. Without seeming to do so, he guided
Zgjhil acrossthe room to awooden chair. "Sit, Zghil."

Obediently she did. She clasped her hands together in her 1ap and waited for what would come next.
"l anafrad,” shesad smply.

"I know," Niklos responded, and laid his hand on hers. "I wish you would trust us. Neither Oliviaor |
will let any harm befall you. Oliviadoes not require her davesto suffer for her. If there are charges
brought againgt her, shewill freed| of you before she answersthem.”

"Therewon't betime. Shewill have to ask her sponsor to do that, and if sheis accused, no sponsor
will permit her to do that." Zghil started to rise, then sank back.

"Itisdready arranged,” Niklossaid quietly. "1 rely on you to keep that to yourself."
Zghil stared a him. "What do you mean, it isdready arranged?’

" She has the writs with her sponsor's gpprovd in her documents. She has only to affix adate and sgn
them.” He shook his head. "I have said you could trust her. She knowsthat her position grows more
precarious, and if she were permitted she would leave Konstantinoupolis.”

"But sheisnot permitted?’ said Zghil.

"Not yet," said Niklos. There were dternate plans he and Olivia had made, but they were to be used
only when al other means were exhausted: of these he said nothing.

"Then the stranger | heard could—"

"Y ou have done very good work, for you have put us on our guard before the others are aware of it."
He started to pace. "I want you to speak with Olivialater tonight, after most of the others have goneto
bed. | will give you an order while you have your evening med so that none of the otherswill pay any
attention to what you do."

"What should | do until then?" She waited asif expecting revelation.

"What you usualy do." Heread confusion in her face and went on. "If you change what you do, there
are thosewho will notice, and if Vaerios hastruly been approached, it may be that others have, aswdll.
Inwhich case, everything should appear as normal as possible to keep any potential spy from suspecting
that he has been found out.” Niklos studied her reaction. "I trust you will aid us?'

"How could you doubt it?* Sherose out of the chair and cametoward him. "If anyonetried to hurt

you—



He stopped her with aswift, kind gesture. "For that | am more grateful than you can imagine, Zghil."
Her angular face went crimson. "'[—"

"Y ou are avery good woman, Zg hil; before you are anything el se, you are a very good woman.” He
took her hand. "Now, go about your work, and know that our mistress and | thank you for what you
have done."

She nodded, the blush fading. "I will. And when you summon me, | will be ready."

"Excelent. Now leave me done. | haveto think." He escorted her to the door and saw her go down
the halway; then, when she had turned the corner, he left the room and went in search of Vaerios. It
took sometime for he was not where Niklos expected to find him.

"What—7?" Vderios burst out as Niklos stepped into the small room near the kitchen where furniture
was made and repaired. He was wearing aleather apron and had aleather-headed mallet in his hand.
Between hislegs he held one of the cooks benches, with two new legsjust being fit into place.

"| thought you would bein the vestibule," Niklos said asif the two men wereinthe middie of a
conversation. "Y ou were adding a new screen to the ikonostasi's, weren't you?'

"Yes." He hammered the malet down on the legs. "But the cooks needed this urgently. Since the
gresat lady wasn't as pressed for the new screen, | decided to—" He interrupted himself with hiswork.

"You're an industrious fellow, Vaerios. They breed you hardy in—whereisit you are from?' Niklos
leaned on the doorframe, arms fol ded.

"Thessdlonica," he said, accompanying the word with two heavy blows.
"A distinguished place with along history,” said Niklos, very much at hisesse.

"So I've heard." He tested one of thelegs and glowered at it. "Is there something | haveto do? If
thereisn't, | want to get thisfinished for the cooks.”

Niklos crossed one leg over the other, resting the foot on the toe of hissandal. "Y es, cometo think of
it, there is something you can do: you can answer afew questions.”

Thistimethe mdlet fdtered in its descent. "What questions?”

"Nothing too difficult, | imagine." His mouth curved but there was no smilein hiseyes. "I understand
that you had an interesting offer earlier today. Would you like to tell me about it, or would you rather |
guess?'

The malet struck awry, the force of the impact dmost pulling the bench from the grip between his
knees.

Vaeioscursed, then said, "An offer? What sort of offer?’

"l understand,” Niklos said, unperturbed, "that someone was willing to pay you for information.
Someone wanted to know certain things about this household and for unknown reasons was not willing
to approach either our mistress or me directly.” He paused, sensing Vderios tenson. "Why wasthat,
Vderios?'

"I...1 know nothing about that. Whoever says such thingsislying." His protest wasfar from
convinaing.
"Redly?Y ou mean no one came here, saying that you would not be blamed for any ill you did

because you were working for the Court Censor?' He asked this with innocence acat would envy. "l
wastold you refused.”

Vderios swung the malet and then flung it to the far sde of theroom. "All right!" he shouted. "All
right. There was aman, adave. He had been here before and asked about Captain Drosos. | told him



that the Captain had been here. | didn't think that there was any harm in that. Everyone in the household
knew about it and it's not asif the mistress has made a secret of her dealingswith him.”

"Did he pay you then?' Niklosinquired sweetly.

"Two slver coins" Vaerios admitted.

"You sad nothing of it."

Vderios shrugged defensvely. "I didn't think anything of it. There was nothing secret.”
"Except theinquiry,” Niklos pointed out. "Who was this man? Other than adave?’

"l don't know. | thought when hefirst came here that he was merely searching for Drosos.” Herighted
the bench and sat down heavily onit.

"Why would you think that?" Niklos asked, guessing at the answer aready.

"Hiscollar had the mark of Bdlisarius household. | assumed the Genera was concerned, what with
his former officers being sent to the distant ends of the Empire." He sghed and stared down at the
earthen floor. "Or that may bewhat | told myself when | took the money."

Niklos expression softened abit. "It is areasonable assumption.”

"| thought that would be the end of it, and since Belisariusis our mistress sponsor, | thought that there
washo harmintelling thedavetha."

"Since Belisariusis Olivias sponsor, why would his dave have to ask you? Why would Belisarius not
send amessenger directly to me or to Oliviahersdf?' Niklos asked.

"Perhaps he didn't want Captain Drosos to know he was being watched," said Vaerios hopefully.
"And perhaps Belisarius hasaspy in his household,” said Niklos,

Vaerioslooked away. "There might be.”

"Which davewasit? Describe him." He grew more attentive though his posture did not change.

"A eunuch. Not fat. Fairly tall. Between twenty and thirty—it's hard to guess age with eunuchs. Deep
voice." He shook hishead. "1 should have spoken to you. | knew thet at thetime. But | thought it would
be just the once, and the money was—"

"And thistime he offered more, of course.” Niklos recognized Simones and anticipated the pattern.

"Y es, more. And he wanted to know more. He said that | could keep the money no matter what." He
coughed. "l don't want it, not that way."

"But you said nothing," Niklos reminded him. "Neither thefirgt time nor the second.”

"I know." Thiswas hardly audible.

"Has our mistress been unkind to you?'

“No."

"Or made unreasonable demands?’

"No." Hisvoice was lower.

"Or migtrested you?'

Vaerios surged to hisfeet, kicking the bench aside. "Y ou know she hasn't!”

"Then why did you betray her?' Niklos asked, hisvoice quiet and sharp at once.
Vderios shook his head and moved away from where Niklos stood. "I... | don't know."



"Shdl | tdl you?' Niklosdid not wait for Vaeriosto answer. ™Y ou thought that you might have some
power, some means to control—oh, anyone—and you wanted it. Don't you understand yet that Olivia
meant what she said. Y ou are her dave, but not in the way of Konstantinoupoalis, in theway of Roma, old
Roma When | brought you here, you were told how the household was to be run, and you would not
believe that, and now you have compromised yoursdlf.”

"| didn't agree to help the second time." Vaderios was sulking now, refusing to look toward the
magordomo. "l said | would not."

"If you think that you have heard the end of it, you're very mistaken. Y ou are atool of the enemies of
my mistress now, and that makes you dangerous.” Niklosfindly moved into the room. "By tonight, you
will be confined to your quarters. | would do that now, but it might aert others. Certainly therest of the
daveswould talk, and thet is something that my mistress cannot risk at present. So you might aswell get
used to my company. Until you go to the kitchen to est, you will haveit.”

"And then?' Therewas ahardnessin his voice, the rasp of long-denied anger.

"Y ou will have your med, of course. The otherswill guard you. Afterward, | will secureyou." He
gave Vderiosameasuring look. "If you are thinking of attempting to escape, let me advise you againg it.
If you run away, or even try to, you will havelost any chance you might have of salvaging something for
yoursdlf. A run-away forfeits everything, and there is nothing my mistress can do to changethat. Y ou will
be branded a criminal and set to hard |abor—probably the copper mines or aboard ship. In either case,
you will not have much left to you.”

"| should have taken the money, told the dave what he wanted to know, and said nothing,” Vaerios
grunted.

"Had you done that, you would be confined right now. Be thankful to your good angel that you did
not take the money." Niklos regarded Vaerios amoment, then said, "Bring the bench to the kitchen. If
the cooks need it so much, they will wonder if you do not fix it for them.”

Vderios obeyed, hisface sullen and his movements ponderous and dow. As heleft the room, he
looked hard a Niklos. "I could have accused you. | could havetold the davedl | know about you,
and—"

"And what isthat?' Niklosinquired, sounding amused in order to hide his sudden apprehension.

"l saw you." Vaeriosturned narrowed eyes on Niklos.

"Dowhat?'

"l saw you egt. You had ashoulder of goat. You... just ateit. Just theway it was." Even as he hurled
this accusation, there was atone in his furious words that hinted he did not quite believe what he was

Sying.
Niklos shook his head. "Have you never tested mest to be sure it was fresh and wholesome before
letting the cooks haveit?"

"It was raw." Revulson made thelast word much worsethan it was."

"It certainly was," said Niklos. "But no onein this household hasfalenill to tainted meet, have they?"
Hewaited while Vaerios consdered what he had said. "My ways are milar to the ways of my
migress.”

S0 you eat goat raw?" Vderios said, now more bewildered than challenging.

"Upon occasion." He stood aside so that Vaerios could carry the bench out of the room. "Come. The
cooksarewaiting.”

Vaerioshad onelast crafty question for Niklos. "What if | tell... someone that you eat raw goat?"



"What if you do?' Niklosrgoined. "If they believed you—and the chance is they would not—they
would aso believe the reason for what | do. Konstantinoupolitans believe amost anything about
Romans." Hewas able to chuckle, but it was fortunate that Vaerios could not see hisface.

Vaerios picked up the bench. "What are you going to tell the mistress?'

"Everything. | am her mgordomo." He waked close behind Valerios as they went toward the
kitchen. "If | did not, | would befailing her in every way."

"What will become of me." He stopped in the entryway to the kitchen.

"That isfor my mistressto decide," Niklos said, his manner expressionless. Then heindicated the
kitchen. "Look. Uraniaiswaiting for the bench.”

One of the two cooks, a squat, muscular woman with around face and rosy complexion, greeted
Vaerioswith ashout.

"About time! Put it here. My feet ache dl theway up to my innards.”

Niklos nodded and Vderios, after aquick glance at him, went and put down the bench. "Next time,
don't pile haf the kitchen on one end of it," he admonished Urania.

She uttered a gruff oath and sank down on the bench. "How anyoneis supposed to cook all day on
their fegt, | don't know."

Niklosindicated the two long tables on the far Sde of the room where the daves were served their
mesdls. "How much longer before the med?"

"Not long. There are some flatbreads just coming out of the oven, if you're hungry.”
"I'mnot," said Niklos. "But | know that Vaeriosis. Let him have one and well wait for the others.

Uranianodded, her wide face smiling even as she grumbled. "I don't know how I'm supposed to
keep up with this household." She got her baking paddie and went to the oven. Her face grew ruddy
from the heat as she pulled back the door and did the paddle in. "These are best hot.”

Vaeriosburned hisfingers when he took the flatbread Urania offered him, but he refused to dropit.
He sat at the nearer of the long tables and chewed dowly on the bread, watching Nikloswhile the other
daves began to arrive for their food.

Only when eight of the daves were seeted and Urania was bustling among them with trays of chicken
cooked with dates and olives with garlic and cracked whest did Niklos decide it was safe to leave
Vaeriosin thekitchen. Ashe hurried toward Olivids private apartments, he wondered how many other
of the household daves Simones had approached, and what they had told him. He was most troubled
that Vaerios had seen him eat. Thefiction he had offered might be acceptable to adave, but there were
others who would find other meaning in what he did, and that could easily lead to questions with
dangerous answers and more dangerous repercussions. He set hisjaw and knocked on Olivias door,
saying "It'sNiklos"

She was watching him as he came into her quarters. "More trouble? Of course there is more trouble,”
she said for him when he hesitated.

"It might be worse," Niklos hedged.

"Indeed it might," she said sardonicaly. "There might be an earthquake and the house could be on
fire"

"Olivia—"
She managed arueful amile. "But fortunatdy, we have only to dea with spiesand enemies. Tell me"



Text of aletter from the physician Mnenodatos to the person who employed him to poison
Antonina.

To the man who has called himself my benefactor, the physician Mnenodatos sends his
apologetic greetings and will try to explain why he must dissappoint this generous person.

You have indicated that you are not satisfied with the rate of progress of my "treatment” of
the August Lady Antonina and wish that she would show more signs of debilitation. If you insist, |
am able to give her more of the poison you have instructed me to use, but | warn you that there
are many others who would then recognize the nature of her malady and there is an excellent
chance that | would be dismissed from the service of Belisarius and be accused, if not of poisoning
her myself, of being so incompetent that | did not recognize that she is suffering from such
treatment. If | were taken by officers of the magistrate, or by the Guard, | would have to reveal
all that I know—which is not much, | admit—about the nature of the person who has engaged
and paid me to do this thing.

Asto your request that a similar ill befall the General himself, | must caution you that one
unaccountable illnessin a household like this one occasions only sympathy; two would giveriseto
speculation that neither you nor | would like. It is one thing for a woman of Antonina's years and
temperament to have fevers and aches and sicknesses that no physician can treat, but if her
husband should succumb to the same thing, then there are those who will ask questions, and they
will not be satisfied with easy answers or vague reassurances. To make the poisoning of the
General acceptable, | would have to poison the entire household, slaves and myself included, so
that it would appear that the food was tainted. | do not believe that this is a reasonable solution
to your problem.

If you are eager to be rid of the General, then there are others who will do the deed in any
number of ways you might like. Enough gold will purchase far more than a physician's skill and
conscience.

Be awarethat | amdoing all that I may to keep my activities undetected. If | do more, it will
go badly. Since you have been willing to wait thislong, | ask you take the time required for the
poison to do itswork. There is no advantage to discovery for any of us, not even for Antonina,
poor woman, for she has taken enough of the poison that she cannot be saved no matter what
was done for her. | could leave here tomorrow, give her nothing more, and she would last for
perhaps two years at the most, and they would not be pleasant years.

| urge you to reconsider your request. | have done all that | can, and to undertake to do more
would imperil the entire venture. | say this with authority and | ask that you respect my assertion
—you respected my ability sufficiently to engage me on thisfilthy business.

Mnenodatos

physician

By the time the Guard arrived to search her house, Niklos had managed to hide most of the
incriminating volumes Olivia had not been able to berid of; there were afew Roman objects that might
be consdered suspect, but Oliviahad said that disposing of al of them might be construed as more
suspicious than the possession of one or two Roman items.



"We are here on the order of the Emperor and the Court Censor,” announced Captain Demitrios as
he held out a scroll sedled in three places. ™Y our scribe will read it to you.”

"My Greek isnot so bad that | cannot muddie my way through your writ," said Olivia as she accepted
the document. "Y ou will watch me bresk the sedls, Captain?’

Taken aback, Captain Demitrios exchanged glances with two of hismen. "If you like. Y our sponsor
should be here"

Oliviaregarded the Guard Captain evenly. "My sponsor is Generd Belisarius. If one of you will goto
his house and summon him, | am certain hewill come."

"Genera Bedisarius," repeated Captain Demitrios. "Heis your sponsor.”

"Yes. | turned over my villaoutsde Romato him during his campaign and for that he has consented to
be my sponsor.” She was reasonably certain that Captain Demitrios knew something of this, but shewas
willing to go through theritud. "If you would rather, | will send one of my davesto fetch him."

"He ought to be here," said Captain Demitrios uncertainly. "The Generd—"
Oliviaclapped her handsloudly. "Niklog!"

He responded at once, coming from the smaler of the reception rooms. "My mistress?' He favored
her with afull reverence that was not lost on the soldiers.

"These Guardsmen require that Generd Belisarius be here while they perform their duty. Will you ask
him to join us. Perhgps, Captain, you will tell my mgordomo what your errand is so that he may inform
the Generd?' She did her best to keep the irony out of her voice, but did not succeed entirely. "I will ask
one of my two cooksto give you wine and something to est while you wait, Captain.”

The Captain straightened up. "We will have to stand guard around the house until the Genera arrives.
We cannot act until he has read the orders. It would be best if you did not bresk the sedls; leave that to
Generd Bdisarius." Hewas clearly not satisfied with the arrangement but knew his duty .

"Just as you wish. My household is, naturdly, at your disposd,” said Olivia as she stepped back from
the armed men. "Come with me, Niklos, and | will write anote to the General for you to ddiver."

Niklos heard the anger in her tone and he hastened after her, hoping she would contain hersalf until
they werein private. "My mistress," he said as he opened thelibrary to her, "you have only to command
rrell

As soon asthe door was closed, Oliviaturned her blazing eyes on Niklos. "I am not alowed to

authorize the searching of my own house! It is bad enough that they want to search it, but | cannot read
the document! Hecate hrivel them, every one of them!"

"Hush," Nikloswarned her.

"Don't you—" She broke off. "Y ou'reright,” she admitted after amoment. "All right. Find me my ink
tablet and something to write on. Themood I'min, I'll settlefor atornrag.” She sat down, her shoulders
il angular with rage. "Hurry. | don't want the good Captain to get restive.”

"Will Bdisarius come?' asked Niklos.

"1 hope he will send asmple authorization, if that's possible. Thewhole thing isdready intolerable.”
She wasworking theink cake, mixing alittle water with the square block, rubbing it with asmal ova
section of ivory until she had enough to write with. She accepted the vellum Niklos handed her and began
to write, forming the | etters awkwardly since she was not entirely used to the Greek aphabet yet.

"l will tell himwhat'sgoing on,” Niklos promised her.
"Including, no doubt, my state of mind," she said, shaking her head dowly. "Here. Takethis. Make



sureyou show it to that oaf of a Captain.”

"1 will," Niklostold her, folding the vellum once and tucking it into hiswide belt. He left promptly,
winking at her before he closed the door.

Oliviasat done among her shelves, athird of them empty now that the suspect texts had been
removed. She forced herself to become calm. There had been other times over the centuries when she
had faced worse than this, she reminded herself sternly, and she had been able to win free. Shewould do
it again. If five centuries had taught her nothing el se, she had learned aknack for survival. Much asshe
felt hampered by circumstances, she knew she would find away; she dways had. By thetime she lft the
library, shewasin command of hersdlf.

Captain Demitrios greeted her return with more respect than he had shown her at first. "We aretruly
sorry for this'—he paused, trying to find addicate word for intrus on—"necessity, but asoldier isthe
tool of the state.”

"Yes, | anaware of that,” said Olivia. "Perhgps you might tell me what you are ordered to look for?"

"There are anumber of things," he answered evasively. "It is spelled out in the writ. The Generd will
explanit dl to you when he getshere.”

Oliviabit back a sharp retort and forced hersdlf to say, "I trust that he will. | trust that someone will.
For to be candid, Captain, | do not understand why | am being trested in thisway. Everything | brought
with me to Konstantinoupolis was on the shipping manifests, and they were gpproved when | arrived
here. There were other items of mine that we found here being sold, which were identified as contraband.
What else do you think | have?'

"Great lady, it isnot for me to discuss these matters. | have no knowledge of the reason the Censor
wishesto have your house searched." He sounded so wooden and forma that Oliviawanted to kick him,
tofind out if hewouldfed it a dl.

"Then how will you know if you find what the Censor—" Sheinterrupted herself. "I supposedl that is
in the document.”

Captain Demitrios st hisjaw. "Precisdy.”

"Then, if it isacceptableto you, | will leave you to withdraw to my quarters. Post your guards as you
must. | hopeit is permissible for meto have one of my daves attend me while my mgordomoison his
errand?’ She hated the sound of her voice and wanted to scream at herself for hypocrisy, a the same
time knowing it was the most sensible thing to do.

"Wewill strive not to disturb you, greet lady,” said Captain Demitrios, relieved enough to show her a
dight reverence.

"Y ou have aready done that, Captain, through no fault of your own. | am now going to strive to
minimize the impact of your presence on my household." She gave him abrief, hard look, then turned and
went down the hall. "Zghil!" she shouted. "I want you to cometo my roomd™

Mogt of the household daves heard Olivias order, and three of them took it upon themsalvesto find
Zghil for her, so that by the time the Tartar dave reached Olivias apartments, she was worried that
something more dreadful than the soldiers had happened to her mistress.

Niklos returned ashort while later accompanied not by Belisarius but by Captain Chrysanthos, who
was visting the Generd. "He has authorization from Belisarius," said Niklos, who had dready given
Chrysanthos the benefit of hisview of the Situation.

Captain Demitrios watched Chrysanthos open the document and listened while he read aoud the
itemsthat Oliviawas suspected of having including asizable list of banned books, severa of which
Niklos recognized as the volumes Oliviahad found added to the onesin her shelves.



"Thisisquite an indictment, if it isaccurate," Chrysanthos said when he had finished reading.
"There arethose who have sworn that it is" said Captain Demitrios grimly.

"And if they arein error?' Chrysanthos asked, adding, "I am charged by Generd Bdisariusto
discover what will be done to anyone bringing false accusations againgt Olivia Clemens.”

"l was not informed,” said Captain Demitrios. "It isnot for meto know of that.”

"Then perhaps you will be good enough to deliver this note from Genera Belisariusto the office of the
Censor. Asthe gresat lady's sponsor, heis obligated to ask these things.” It was one of Chrysanthos gifts
that he had afrank and open face, one that expressed good fellowship so easily that few noticed the
acute, canny eyesthat missed little.

Captain Demitrios took the note and looked at the sedl. "'l will report thisto Panaigios when we return
to the palace," he said, and was about to summon his men for the search when Chrysanthos detained
him.

"| fear that the Genera has charged me with requiring you to deliver thisto Kimon Athanatadies
himsdf. Y ou will do that, will you not?' He waited until the Captain agreed.

The search lasted until after sunset; in the end the soldiers carried away threeivory-inlaid chairs, two
jeweed ikons, an antique table, atal Egyptian lyre, four leather-bound books, two bolts of linen, and a
marble portrait bust made more than three hundred years before of aman Olivia caled her oldest friend.

"Things of value are dways suspect,” Oliviasaid to Captain Demitrios as he offered her acopy of the
list of what had been removed. She made no attempt to hide her bitterness.

"1 will provide Captain Chrysanthos with acopy of thislist; he can takeit to Generd Bdlisarius.”
Captain Demitrios paused avkwardly. "It istrue that the Generd isnot in favor now, but there are those
who firgt served under him, and we do not like to seetheway in which heistreated. | am sorry that this
new disgrace had to come to him, after dl the other dights and indignities he has had to endure. Y ou will
tel him that, will you not?'

"1?" Oliviaasked. "Or would you prefer that Chrysanthostell him?”

"It... Heisyour sponsor and we have taken things from your house, which heisresponsiblefor, and
itis—" Helooked toward Chrysanthos. ""Can you explain thisto her?"

"l cannot explain it to mysdlf,” Chrysanthos said without losing his cordid manner. "'l am hoping that
the Censor will be ableto.”

The Captain of the Guard took the note asif he expected it to burst into flame. "I will deliver this.
What the Censor will haveto say, | cannot guess.”

"Hewill tell you that it was necessary to do this," said Olivia. "And if it isdone, then leave my house.
My daves are upset, | am upset, and you have taken some of my most treasured possessions on the
pretext that they are dangerous.” Sheindicated the door.

"The Emperor demands—" Captain Demitrios began, but Chrysanthosindicated the door.

"Itislate, Captain, and thereis not going to be a satisfactory justification of these seizuresnow. You
have done what you had to do. It would be best if you departed with your men." He saw aquick gesture
of gpprova from Niklos.

Captain Demitriosdid not cavil. "'l will seeto your requests asif they came from Bdisarius himsdlf."
He saluted Chrysanthos and | eft, signaling his troops to come with him as he strode away from the house.

"They're nothing more than brigands with permission!” Olivia accused the closed door.
"If you had said that to Captain Demitrios, he would have had to report it to the Censor, and that



would have given him the excuse to summon you for forma questioning. | don't think that you want that
to happen.”" Chrysanthos looked at her, waiting for her to master her temper. "I know that Drosos would
not want that to happen.”

Sheturned to him. "Drosos.”

"Y ou know what he has been like..." Chrysanthos said, his aplomb deserting him for thefirst time that
day. "There has been nothing elther | or Belisarius could say that consoleshim. Y ou arethe only one. If |
felt no obligation to you, | fed oneto him, and I do not want you to fal into the hands of the Censor
while Drososisin such trouble.”

Niklosindicated the hal toward the rear of the house. "I will see about getting the davesfed. That isif
Uraniaand Xanthos are not wholly overwhelmed by what's happened.” He put his hand on Olivias
shoulder briefly. "Listen to the man, Olivia. He has good sense and he knowsthisplace. You area
dranger here.”

She closed her eyesin acknowledgment. "I will try," she said to her bondsman, and once hewas
gone, sheindicated the smadler of the reception rooms. "Will you St?1 think there are enough chairs|eft
for that."

Chrysanthos easy smile had deserted him. "That was unforgivable. | will tell Bdisariusto petition for
the return of your goods at once.”

Olivialooked weary as she sat down on the padded bench. "I have asked for permission to leave
Kongtantinoupalis, did you know? So far I've been refused, but | have continued to request permission.”

"But where would you go? Y ou cannot return to Roma, or Italy, for that matter.”

"There are other places. | have afew friends|eft in the world and there are places | could go." She
paused. "If you want something from the kitchen it might take awhile to get it, but you are more than
welcome.”

He waved her offer aside. "There'sno need. Y ou have enough to do without worrying about me. But
you sidestepped an answer, great lady. Where would you go?'

Oliviatook along breeth. "I have thought | might go to Ptolemais. | have not visited Africafor along
time"
"The Copts are strong there," Chrysanthos pointed out.

"That doesn't worry me." She saw he was shocked and she said, Y our Orthodox ways are not
Roman ways, no matter how hard everyonetriesto deny it. The Church 1... grew up with is not the same
asthe Church you have here. You are dl Christians, but the... emphasisisdifferent.”

"But the Copts are heretics,”" Chrysanthos said.

"For asensible man, Captain, you have afew blind spots—aswe dl do. It doesn't matter to me that
there are Coptsin Ptolemais; it isnot likely that my friend's house there will be searched and looted.”

"L ooted is quite an accusation."

"Oh, very selectively looted, I'll give you that, but looted nonethel ess, and in such away that my
objections place mein aworse position than complying with what the soldiers have done.” Theirewas
back in her voice at last and she dammed her fist into the padded seat of the bench. "I wanted to fight
them. | wanted to take one of the swords out of the stable, or the heaviest plumbatae | have and beat
them, hurt them, for what they were doing.”

Chrysanthos held up ahand in warning. "It isn't wise to say so, no matter how deeply you fed it, for
there are times when such statements are repeated.” He redlized he had alarmed her, and hewent onina
softer tone, "l will say nothing. | would not speak of what you say, for | am here as the deputy of your



sponsor. | would not repest your words, in any case, for the friendship | bear to Drosos.”

Her expression softened. Y ou're dmost a Roman in some things, Chrysanthaos. | thought Belisarius
and Drosos were the only ones, but you..." She reached out and picked up asmall, bronze rushlight in
the shape of awinged serpent. "I'm alittle surprised they Ieft thisto me. | don't think they knew itsvalue
or they might have wanted it. It's Persgan, very old.” Asshe held it out, she said, "Takeit, please, asa
token of my thanks."

Chrysanthos was startled. "Grest lady, you have no reason to do this."

"But | do," she corrected him gently. ™Y ou performed agreat service for me and you've been willing
to do more than you were required to do. Takethe rushlight. Y ou can useit asan oil lamp if you havea
bronzeworker dter it alittle.”

"1 would not think of changing it," said Chrysanthos as hetook the rushlight. "I am... very, very
grateful, greet lady. | never thought you would make such an offer.”

"It ismy Roman nature,” she said, shrugging off histhanks. "I was taught very young to acknowledge
aid and service." She adjusted her paenula so that it enveloped her likeacloak. "It isn't cold, and yet |
fed cold.”

Puzzled, Chrysanthos asked, "Are you well?"

"In body, oh, yes. | am cold for other reasons. | am cold for desperation.” She made a complicated
gesture. "Until now, | have been able to hold off actions against me, but now, everything is different. It
doesn't matter that Belisariusis my sponsor and that Drososis my lover; thetime will come when that will
not stop the Censor from acting overtly against me."

"Surely it won't cometo that?"

"It already has. Y ou were here and you saw what was done. It is practice for what isto come. | will
have to vist Bdisarius soon and find away to gain permisson to leave." Or, she added to herself, she
would have to arrange to leave everything behind and flee.

"l can understand why you think this might be the way things might go, but | assure you that we are
more orderly, more civilized than that. Y ou have seen the barbarians attack Roma, and it's
understandabl e that you confuse them with us." Chrysanthos |ooked toward the door. "Y our
mgordomo—"

Nikloswas standing in the door. "Weve restored some order in the kitchen and the evening medl is
being served. The daves are upset.”

"l am upsat,” Oliviadeclared. "Thank you," she said with lessfeding. "l will need to talk to them in the
morning, whenitislessimmediatein our minds. Tell them, will you? | will spesk with them tomorrow at
midmorning.” Sheamost grinned at Niklos. "Find out what they're saying among themselves that they
would not want to tel me.”

"Of course," Niklos answered.
"l needn't have asked," Oliviaagreed.

Chrysanthos took advantage of thisinterruption to make a departing reverence. Y ou have much to
attend to. | will report to Bdisariusand | will tell him what you have told me, and you may be certain that
it will be held in the greatest confidence. Y our gift isas generous asit isunnecessary.” He started into the
vestibule, Niklos coming after him.

"Captain,” Niklos said as he opened the door for Chrysanthos. "Do you know where Drososis?’

A frown appeared between Chrysanthos brows. "Not today. He has often disappeared for hours at
atime. | thought he might be here, but if that were the case, there would have been no reason to send for



Bdisarius, would there?"

"He has not been herefor three days. I'm concerned for him. My mistressisworried. If you find him,
tell him what has been going on here and ask him to come soon. It would mean much to Olivia™ Niklos
paused. "Tdl himthat..."

"What?" asked Chrysanthos when Niklos did not go on.

"Tdl him that he has nothing to fear from Olivia" He held the door open and made a proper
reverence.

"Why would Drososfear Olivia?"

Niklos opened his hands, pams up, to show hisinnocence in the matter. "He has claimed that he
does. | don't know if that is serious or only histeasing, but—"

"Yes, | seg" said Chrysanthos. "1 will tell him, and | hope for his sake aswell asthe sake of your
mistress that he does come soon. Sheisawoman of formidable control, but | think that sheismore
distraught than is gpparent.” He stepped out into the twilight Street.

As Niklos closed the door, he turned to see Olivia standing in the door of the reception room.
"Y ou're eavesdropping.”

"Asiseveryone elsein thishouse, it would seem.” She cametoward him. "I want to rail at them. |
want to cal down plagues and curses on them and their offspring.”

"But you won't,” Niklos said with confidence.
"No; not yet." Sheindicated the ikonogtasis. "At least not yet. Another time—"
Nikloslooked around. "Do you intend that there be aforma complaint?’

"If I didnt, it would ook more suspicious than anything e'se | could say or do. | will go to Belisarius
mysdlf tomorrow, and find out how he advises me to handle this. Chrysanthos has been very hel pful—I
did not mean to imply that he wasn't—but | will have to spesk with Belisarius privately before | know
what isbest to do." She began to walk restlesdy and aimlesdy around the vestibule. "If | can discover
what the reason is, then there might be away to combat dl the lies and innuendos, but asit is—"

"About leaving?' Niklos asked.

"Yes" She stopped and turned back toward him. ™Y ou are always such a sensible man, Niklos, and
there aretimes| wonder how you deal with me." Her expression grew distant. "The clothes |
mentioned?’

"l havethem."

"Buy three more horses. Make sure they are swift but ordinary looking. Saddle horses, mind, not
chariot horses. If we areto leave here on... short notice, we will need saddle horses aswell as chariot
horses." Thislast wasfor the benefit of anyone who might be listening, and Niklos caught her gesture that
indicated her intent.

"Three horses. Very well." He cocked his head. " Do you anticipate needing to leave soon?"

"No, but anticipation meanslittlein such circumstances. | will haveto find away to judgewhenitis
best to act." She shook her head. "There was atime when | would have thrown it al away and smply
headed out of trouble without a second thought. But that, my friend, would befally. If you leave aplace
under suspicion, you must live with that suspicion for avery long time, and theré'sno telling when it
might—" She stopped. "We had trouble enough in Carthago Nova. | would prefer not to have such
problemsagan.”

"l won't argue,” said Nikloswith fedling. "But who would have thought that smug little buresucrat



would travel so far, or remember so clearly?’

"Precisaly,” Oliviaagreed. "And | do not want to Spend another twenty-five yearsin Pictavi or some
other equally dreadful place posing asasyhil and living in acave. That taught me alesson | do not need
to learn twice." She attempted to make light of this. "And you would not have to spend a quarter of a
century pretending to beamute.”

"Sparemethat," he said with feding. "Horses. Anything e se?'

Oliviagave awarning gesture toward the doors. "Not now, not until | have spoken with my sponsor.
In the meantime, | will want to have aword or two with Zghil. Find her and send her to me, will you?"

For the benefit of anyone who might be watching, Niklos made a deep reverence. "Immediately, grest
lady."

She waved him away, but did not leave the vestibule at once hersdlf; she stared at the door and
wondered, as she had wondered often in the |last three days, where Drosos was and what he was doing.

Text of a letter from Olivia to Sanct' Germain, written in Latin code.

To my dearest, oldest friend who ought to be in Trapezus now, Olivia sends her fond greetings.

| am sending thisto your house in Trapezus in the hope that you will have returned there, or
that if you have not, your servants will know where you are to be found and will send thisalong to
you. You have been traveling more in these last several years, which isinconvenient for both of
us.

But it appearsthat | will be doing the same thing. For some reason | have not yet discovered, |
have aroused suspicions here in Constantinople and from the way things are going, | will have to
leave soon or face consequences that would be unpleasant. What a simple word that is—
unpleasant—when | amtrying to say that | fear for my life; the life you returned to me when
Vespasianus wore the purple. Was it really almost five hundred years ago? You will have to
forgive meif | find that hard to believe. Five hundred years seems so long, looking at the
numbers, yet how swiftly those years have gone.

| have not yet determined where | will go when | leave here, but leave here | must. | hate
abandoning my house and goods; | have already left so much behind in Roma that | know | will
never see again. And leaving my friends—although there are precious few of them—is more
difficult than | can tell you. No, that's not true, isit? You, of all people, know how hard it isto
leave friends.

Assuming | have time enough for adequate preparation, | think | will try to move toward the
edges of the Empire, or to go to those parts that are Coptic. The Copts are not as eager to
guestion the faith of everyone around them as these damned Orthodox Christians are. Of course
the Orthodox regard the Copts as heretics, which might account for some of this; so long as|
have the opportunity to live and move about without constant surveillance, | will be—satisfied?—
content?

Niklos is making several sets of arrangements for our departure, some of them more obvious
than others. Heis a treasure, and when | think of him, | think also of your Rogerian, since they are
the same sort. Isit their method of restoration that creates such loyalty?

When | have established myself at wherever-lI-am-going, | will send you word, and | trust you
will write to me fromtimeto time. Your letters are always so welcome, so consoling. There are



times they are sad, as well, for they remind me of how you brought me into your life. There are
times | miss those years, and your love, so intently that my bones hurt with it. Yes, yes, do not say
that it is past and that the bond continues unbroken. | know that, and | cherish it, but that does
not rid me of the longing.

| am not going to apologize for the last, incidentally. | know that our love cannot be what it
was before | came into your life, but that does not mean | have to deny that | missit.

Perhaps, when the worst of thisis over, there will be time to write more fully, to tell you things
that | cannot yet put down in words. Until then, have care, my precious friend, my old love. This
world would be far drearier than it already isif you were no longer init.

With my enduring love, and you alone appreciate my meaning,
Olivia

in Constantinople

Panai gios was more nervous than the |ast time he had spoken with Simones. His fingers moved amost
congtantly, now at his palium, now at the hem of his deeves, now at thelarge, pearl-encrusted cross he
wore around his neck. He indicated a smdll, unpadded bench and waited while Simones sat, then cleared
histhroat. "Y ou have said that you have made adiscovery?'

"Yes," Smones replied without any aggrandizement to the secretary of the Censor. "I sent you word
of it three daysago.”

"l have your note somewhere," Panaigios said, leafing through the sheets of vellum and parchment that
lay on hiswriting table. There were even afew sheets of Egyptian paper which Smones found surprising.
"Hereitis. You say herethat you'—he held up a trip of vellum—"have found materid that would be of
great value to me and to the Censor and the Emperor. Y ou say nothing more about what this materid is.
Sinceyou describe thisas materia, | have assumed that you have come upon adocument of some sort
that has some bearing on the investigation the Censor has been pursuing in regard to your master. Havel
erred in any of these assumptions?”

"Not very much, no," said Smones.

"l have ds0 assumed that you have some reason for withholding the materia itsef—would it be
missed?' He braced his elbows on the table and leaned forward. "If that isthe trouble, it is possble that a
writ to search the house of Belisarius could be obtained from the Emperor. Heis eager to learn of
anything bearing on the conspiracy that Belisarius claims he has not participated in. Would this materid
be related to that question?' He was speaking fast and in breathless little spurts, and when hefinished, he
coughed once.

Simones leaned back. "I am prepared to show you something that would establish my master'srolein
the conspiracy. It isn't necessary to get awrit and search the house. | can put my hands on the thing at
any time, and if | choose when it isto be shown, it will not be missed.” He folded his hands and caught
them around hisknee. "I want to be certain of my position in thisbefore | go any further. Denouncing my
master isadangerousthing, and | do not want to place mysdlf in the position of asacrifice.” He nodded
at the sartled glance Panaigios threw him. "Oh, yes, | have wondered if you were going to use me asthe
meansto berid of Bdlisarius and then you would berid of me, aswell.”

"It...itisn't theway the Censor.... managesthesethings,” said Panaigios with unconvincing sincerity.

"| doubt that," Simones said. "I have heard of daveswho disgppear with their masters when the
masters have been shown to be enemies of the Emperor. | would not say the names, for they aren't to be
spoken, are they?"



"You areinsolent," Panaigios snapped.

"Certainly.” Simones showed histeeth. "I am serving two masters, which meansthat | must weigh my
own interests.”

"Insolent daves suffer for it." Panaigios held up the vellum. "1 havethis, and it places you as my agernt,
if I anwilling to say that you have worked on my authority. If | do not say you have my authority, then
you are adave who has betrayed his master. | will have no more insolence from you." He dammed the
palm of hishand on the writing table for emphasis. There was afaint sheen of sweat on his brow.

Simones straightened up. "I have other notes from you; | have kept them. They give ingtructions and
they have your name on them.” Hefolded hisarms. "I have two thingsto discuss. | have mentioned the
materid about the conspiracy. | dso want to inform you that my mistress continues to suffer declining
hedth and it isnot likely shewill live more than ayear given her problem.”

"Poison," said Panaigios.
"Y es. It continues to be administered. The man who gives her the poison still does not know who has
required her death. He thinksit is someonein the household, but he does not suspect me. In fact, he once

asked me who might wishill on Antonina" Heleaned forward. "'l have enrolled the aid of Eugenia, who
was once the close friend of my mistress, to observe her and learn from her.”

"Y ou said that you had the support of afriend; wasthiswhat you meant?' Panaigios tapped his
fingers on the piled sheets on hiswriting table.

"Yes. When | reported my intentions, you encouraged me. | have tried to be useful to you." Hiseyes
hardened. "I want you to be useful to me, aswell.”

Panaigios dismissed thiswith awave of hishand. "When we have learned dl that we require, then a
decison will be made regarding you, but not until that time." He waited. "Tell me more about this
meterid.”

"It showsthat my master was part of a conspiracy. | will be happy to produceit assoonas| am
assured that | will not suffer the same fate as my master and his household. | want a promise of
manumission and | want the assurance that | will be paid for what | supply.” He leaned back. "Until these
thingsare arranged, | will not show you this materia.”

Panaigios sighed. "l cannot give you any such assurance. It isn't my place to do so. If you think that
you must have some guarantee, then the Censor must be the one to decide it.” He started to gather up the
vellum sheets. "l will spesk of thisto my megter.”

"If you do not give methethings| ask for, the materia will disappear.” Smones gave another of his
lupineamiles.

"What?" Panaigios stopped hiswork and stared at Simones. "Are you threatening to destroy proof of
treason?'

"Unless| obtain what | want." Simones raised his head, his strong jaw more prominent than usual.

Panaigios stacked al the sheets together, watching his hands ashe did. "Let me warn you, dave, that
you are placing yourself in grave danger.”

Simones chuckled. "I have been in danger from the sart of this. It is nothing new to me."

"Then you have not consdered your rolein this. Y ou have convinced yourself that you are
indispensable to our investigation, and you are not. Y ou are adave and you have been convinced that
your assistance—ass stance, not direction—is needed in order to determine what your master's part has
been in any plot against the Emperor. To imagine otherwise isagrave mistake. Y ou are not the person
who guidesthisinquiry, the Court Censor is, and al of usare histools." He said the last in alowered



tone, but with an expression that was both severe and desolate.

Simones heard this out with amixture of impatience and rancor. "Y ou are histool aswdll, of course,”
hesad at lagt, intending to insult Panaigios.

"Certainly. We are dl histools, and heisthetool of the Emperor." Panaigios waited amoment, then
said more briskly, "If you have knowledge, not suspicion but knowledge, which can link Bdlisarius
directly to aconspiracy, then you must giveit to me at once, for to withhold it is a greater treason than
the action that inspired it."

"What?' Smones said, for thefirgt time frightened of the Censor's secretary.

Panaigios nodded twice. "If you do not produce this materia, whatever it is, and do so at once, then
you are knowingly aiding those who oppose the Emperor, and that is atreasonable act.”

Simones drew back, didiking the firm attitude Panaigios was showing now. "1... | am not quite certain
that | can put my hands on the materid."

"Y ou had better be, or your accusationswill be relayed to your master and he can ded with your
insubordination.” Panaigios stood up. ™Y ou have two days to accomplish this. If you do not, then | will
haveto review your pogition with thisinvestigation. Whatever the decision, you will not be permitted to
act asindependently asyou havein the pagt, for it is obvious that like most daves, you cannot handle any
authority."

"You arewrong!" Simones said with force as he got to hisfeet. Hisface had darkened and his eyes
were huge. "Y ou came to me, and you gave me ordersthat required | act against my master. It was on
your ordersthat | have done the things I've done, and you are the one who must be responsible for
whatever | have done and whatever | will do." He was breathing hard, asif he had just run along way.

"You areadave." Panaigios stepped back. "1 dismissyou until you have consdered your Situation
closely and have made up your mind what you intend to do. | will not stop you from making any decison
you wish, but | warn you now that there is very little chance you will be excused if it turns out that your
dlegations arefdse. The mdice of davesiswel-known, and you are no exception to that rule.” He
indicated the outer door. "I hope you will not dawdle.”

It took al the control Simones had learned over the yearsfor him to leave the room without smashing
hisfist into Panaigios face. He made areverence and touched his collar in agesture of submission, then
turned sharply on hished. "I will find the materid,” he vowed, wishing now that he had taken thetimeto
plant such adocument within Bdlisarius house. There might not be a chance now that the Censor's men
were on the aert. He cursed Panaigios and himself as he strode from the palace of the Censor.

Panaigios did not hurry to Kimon Athanatadies quarters at once, although he was aware his duties
required him to report to his superior immediately. Instead he sought out the smallest chapel in the palace
and took timeto pray, for hewasterribly afraid. He wanted to seek out Theklaagain, to listen to her
strange prophecies and try to determine his course from her cryptic statements, but he knew hewas
being watched, and such an action now might be construed as a ploy to secure a higher position within
the government, which the Court Censor would view as highly questionable. There had been too many
instances lately when Athanatadies had asked Panaigios awkward things, and he knew his answers had
been far from satisfactory.

By the time Panaigios rose from hisknees, Simones was hafway to Eugenias house, histhoughts
growing sterner with every step he took. He was determined to show himself to be trustworthy if he had
to counterfeit the proof of Belisarius treachery himsdlf.

At Eugenias house he was made to wait while she prepared hersdlf to receive him. Thisonly served
to make him more aggravated than he aready was, so that when Eugenia entered her larger reception
room, Simoneswas glowering withire.



"Lord protect us," Eugeniasaid, trying to find the right note to take with Simones. Y ou look asif half
the mulesin the market had stepped on your feet.”

"l don't find that amusing,” Simones said, coming to her side and putting hisarm around her. "Find
another way to amuse me.”

She became very ill. "Simones, there are davesin my house who will defend me."

"Summon them," he offered, dmost eager for the opportunity to have direct conflict with someone. "l
will resst, but that mustn't bother you. Y ou would like to be fought over, wouldn't you? It would be
better if those fighting weren't daves, but that is better than nothing." He put his hand under her chin and
forced her to look at him. " Go ahead; summon your help."

"Not yet," she said, fearful of what might happen.
"Disgppointing, but wise" Hereleased her. "Sit down. | must talk with you."
"Simones—" she began in protest.

"l said st down. Unless you want it known what you have done at my behest." He pointed to the
smaller bench near the window. "Now."

Slowly Eugeniadid as shewastold. "Now what?' she asked when she had folded her handsin her
lap.

"Now | must know if you have any letters or notes written by my master to you or to friends here?"
He braced his hands on his hips.

"l don't think s0," she said, puzzled at his remark.
"Areyou certain?'

Eugeniashook her head. "1t would not be proper for Belisariusto writeto me, in any case, unless at
the request of hiswife. Since Antoninais able to read and write, there is no reason for her husband to
send anything to me." Shefiddled with the edge of her paenula. "'l can only think of one man who
received any word from Belisarius while he was here, and he has not been. .. to visit me for well over a
year. Hewas one of Belisarius officersin Itay."

"Drosos?’ suggested Simones.

"No; Chrysanthos. He is going to be posted abroad soon, or so he wastold by his superiors. They're
doing that with agood number of Belisarius former officers, you know. Most of them areon the
frontiers, but afew have... disgppeared entirely. They might aswell have ceased to exist." Shewas
twisting a section of the edge of her paenulanow. "I don't remember any other—"

"Chrysanthos won't do,” Simones cut her off. "He's too well-connected for my purposes. | need
someone who is not highly placed and hasfew friends near the Emperor. It'sa shame you aren't afriend
of Drosos. Hewould beided. He's regarded as arogue ever since his protest.”

"l don't know Draosos, except for the few times | saw him at your master's house,” said Eugenia
"Y ou might try to renew the acquaintance,” Simones said, histone more thoughtful.

"l doubt it," shereplied. "l was never ableto catch his atention. He was dways enthraled by Olivia
Clemens, the Roman widow who—"

"I know who sheis. She occasiondly vists Belisarius, he's her sponsor.” He bit hislower lip ashe
consdered. "If you were to see him again, do you think you could engage his attention, for anight?'

Eugeniashrugged. "I don't know. | don't want to. The man is dangerous to know and you, for al your
talk of the Censor, cannot promise me that thiswould not ruin me." Her voice raised in defiance. "I have
caled upon Antonina, | have donewhat | can to find out what she knows without being too obvious.



Y ou say you do not think I've done enough, but evenill, Antoninais not a stupid woman, and if | am too
persistent in my questions she will not want to spesk with me. Sheisnot going to be willing to share
confidences with meforever."

"Not morethan ayear, in any case," Smones said with ahint of gloating.
"Don't speak of that," Eugenia pleaded.

"Y ou could help her prepare,” Simones went on, tormenting her deliberately. ™Y ou can turn her
thoughts away from the world and into the relms of faith. Y ou can urge her to berid of the sinsthat
plague her soul and might cast her down into the Pit. It would not be the first time that death brought truth
tolight."

"1 hate gpeaking with her,” Eugenia confessed. "l see her in pain and with her strength ebbing, and it is
al | can doto say thosethings | know will please her." Thefabricin her fingers had started to unravel.
"Sheissuffering. Doesn't that bother you?”

"It bothers me that we must take such along time or be discovered.” He cameto her side again.
"Listento me, greset lady. | anadave. | had haf my manhood cut off when | was seventeen for no
reason other than a pope preached on the joys of celibacy. Mind you, the pope was married, but he
spoke of the freedom from lust that comes with the loss of the hairy eggs. So dl hismae daveswere
castrated for their own good. Y ou see how it has dampened my lust. | have nothing in thisworld. There
iseverything to gain and nothing to lose. Why should the degth of one woman make any differenceto
me? Do you know how | fed when | see her lying there, her face pae and gresat circles under her eyes,
and that pain consuming her? | know that | caused it, and that her physician doesn't know that | am the
onewho has suborned him. It is... magnificent to fed s0." Helaughed, and though his laughter was
genuine, it held no trace of mirth. "Do not gpeak to me about Antonina, Eugenia. It means nothing to me
that shewill die”

Eugenia's head had drooped as she listened to him. Findly she started to weep. "Y ou are worse than
the barbarians who are daughtering our troops.”

"No," he said when he had considered it. "No, to be their equa | would have to have accounted for
more than the death of one woman and the discrediting of asingle man." He reached down and sank his
handsinto her arms, hauling her to her feet. "Look at me, Eugenia Look mein the face and smilefor
rre.ll

"Smile" he ordered, his handstightening. "I want to see you amile."

Her lipstwisted into the semblance of happiness, but she could not continuefor long. "Let me go.”
"Not yet. Not until you agreeto help me."

"What choicedo | have?' she asked bitterly. "Y ou're determined to ruin me, aren't you?"

"Of coursenot,” he said, making no effort a sincerity.

"Y ou want to ruin me aswell asyour master and mistress. Y ou have wanted that from thefirs." She
threw her head back. "'l wish | had the courage to spit in your face.”

"Itisjust aswdl you do not. | would then have to remind you who commands here." He released her
s0 suddenly that she staggered. "Y ou are going to find anote. That note will indicate that Belisarius
wanted his officersto join with him in an effort to overthrow the

Emperor. Y ou may choose which of the officers you like, which onesyou would like to see
disappear. | think that the Censor would believe Drosos was part of the plot before he would believe that
Chrysanthos was, but that isfor you to decide. | want this note to be phrased indirectly, and | want it to
be without date, so that it might apply to any time."



"l can't do that,” Eugeniasaid.
"Y ou can and you will." He caught her arm. "If | have to persuade you, | will. | might do it anyway.”
"Not—" Her disgust was so grest that she did not trust hersalf to speak.

" think that it istime you spent another hour with me. | fear you have forgot what | can do to you."
His grimace wasferocious. "Y ou will writethat notein agood imitation of Bdlisarius hand and you will
leaveit in Antoninas quarters the next time you cal upon her. Y ou will put it in an unobvious but secret
place. There are three dabaster jars of scent; one of those would do very well." He would not let her
move away from him.

"I don't think | can do that," she said, her eyeswide with fear.

"Beinventive. Bring her another jar of scent, or offer to anoint her wrists or her brow. That will give
you the opportunity you seek."

"No," she sad, her conviction fatering.

"Yes. Youwill dothis, and then you will tell me where you have placed the note. The rest will befor
me to manage. Y ou need not be concerned with any of it." Heleaned againgt her, taking ddight in her
terror. "Think of how you will benefit once Bdisariusisfallen completely and Antoninais deed. Y ou will
be recognized for your service."

"I do not want such recognition,” Eugeniaingsted.

"Perhaps not now, when you are caught up in the danger. But onceit is over, you will change your
mind. Y ou will be proud to say you helped in unmasking atraitor. The Censor will show you favor, and
that isto your advantage, isn't it?" He seized her and kissed her hard.

She pushed againgt him trying to break hishold. "I don't want you to touch me."
"It doesn't matter what you want," he said Ssmply. "You will do as| order or you will suffer for it."
"| suffer for it dready," she said, her mouth st.

"Redly?" With one hand he ruffled her hair, destroying its smooth order. "Isdl thisso terrible? Do |
make things so difficult for you? Do 17?7

She did not answer, but the loathing in her eyeswas el oquent and for the time being, it satisfied
Simones.

Text of aletter from Drosos to Chrysanthos, never delivered.

To my comrade-at-arms and, | hope, my friend, | send my apologies and belated greetings.

| have not set out to avoid you, Chrysanthos, though you have good reason to think that might
be my intention. | know | ought to have explained to you, but | have not been able to discuss the
things that you and | endured in Alexandria. | do not want to be reminded, and it is unforgivable
in me that because of my cowardice | have not been willing to speak with you since that would
remind me of all that transpired.

You are being posted to the frontier, or so I've been told. That's been happening to most of
Belisarius officers, hasn't it? At least you are not one of those who has disappeared forever and
whose names are not spoken except when oneis very private or very drunk. I hope that you will
have the opportunity to show your valor and to convince the Censor and the Emperor that you
are worthy of their good opinion. You have always had mine, but that means less and less every



day, and never meant much.

Those bleak days in Alexandria you did more for me than | had any right to expect, and for
that | amtruly and deeply grateful. | have not said it, and | might not say it again, but | want you
to know that all you did made my stay there a bearable torture. If it weren't for you, | might have
forgot all they have taught us about sin and opened a vein or run on my sword like an old Roman.

That is one of the reasons | can almost envy you: you are going to have the opportunity to
fight again, and in battle there is always the chance of a spear in the side or an arrow in the belly
or a sword through the neck. | used to think that the greatest challenge, and now | see it
differently; | see therelease it would bring. I haven't been able to confess this to my pope, though
to be honest, | haven't tried or wanted to. | would never be able to make a pope understand why |
feel the shame | do, or why | seek to berid of myself. All that is sin, and admitting it places me
among the damned. But | knew that already. | knew that as | watched the Library burn.

The Emperor was wrong to order it. For whatever reason, he demanded a deed that was
wor se than blasphemy. It may be that he truly believes that it was a triumph of faith, and possibly
it was that. | cannot grasp it, and no matter how | try, | can see no reason for it that balances
what was lost. So now, on top of my heresy, | am speaking treason. Perhaps you had better not
read this, or | had better not send this. | would burn it, but | have had too much of burning
already. If | forget myself and send thisto you, | suggest you burn it for your own protection. Or
you can take it to an officer of the Court Censor, and then Kimon Athanatadies can have a
chanceto persuade me | amin error. If only someone could. If only | could convince myself that |
have not enough comprehension and that what | see as a failing really is a magnificent
accomplishment.

The souls of the books haunt me. They are like ghosts who cry in the night, and | hear them, so
many, many voices, all lost and wandering. That sounds like the words of a madman, doesn't it? It
may be that | am mad, and have not realized it yet. If | am mad, then does that mean | am
condemned to live with those pitiful voices for the rest of my life?

Pay no attention to me, Chrysanthos. There is no reason for you to have to listen to more of
this; you already suffered more than your share of this maudlin self-recrimination | have indulged
insincel carried out my orders. And after all, the decision was not mine, it was the decision of
Justinian to do away with the books. | was nothing more than his instrument and by rights | have
no responsibility in the act, as you had none. It isjust that | saw the books and the flames that
consumed them and | have become sentimental about them. | do not castigate myself for the men
| maimed and killed in battle, or for the peasants that starved because my troops took the last of
their chickens to keep from starving themselves. There is no sensible reason to be so distressed
over the scribblings on tablets and parchment and papyrus and paper. | have indulged in useless
and apostatic whining long enough and | must have exhausted your patience and the bonds of our
friendship long since.

| pray you have a worthy campaign and that you gain the glory and advancement you have so
long deserved, and that any stigma that remains from your association with Belisar-ius or with me
isat last removed so that you can be recognized as the superior officer you are. Do not hesitate to
disavow your tiesto meif that will aid you. | do not want to hinder you in any way, for you have
done more than | might reasonably expect of a friend and fellow-officer. And | no longer deserve
the loyalty you have given so unstintingly.

When | hear fromyou again, if | ever do, | trust it will be to learn that you are at last given full
field command and the rights and grants that go with that promotion. Never did a true soldier
earn it more completely than you have. If it would not compromise you, | would offer an official
commendation, but since the Emperor recalled me, a good word from me is the same as the kiss



of the plague. So perhaps you may regard this letter as a private thanks and appreciation from an
officer who isno longer in a position to express such things.

If I have not wholly disgraced myself, or if there truly isa merciful God in Heaven, | might be
given the chance to expiate my sins on campaign again. The Saints know | would welcome it. Let
me be a Captain. | do not want higher command. Let me fight and restore some of the honor |
have lost, if that is possible.

You are good to let me carry on this way. You have already heard most of it. So, perhaps, | will
not send this after all. There is nothing here that is new to you and there is no reason you should
have to endure this again.

Sill, I will signit with my good wishes and affection and respect.
Drosos

Captain

Long seclusion had leeched the degp tan from Belisarius skin and now helooked dmost aspdeasa
pope or ametropolitan who spent hislifein religious devotions. His eyes were exhausted but he moved
restlessly as he led the way from his vestibule to the one reception room that opened onto his garden.

"l am relieved that you came," he said to Oliviawhen the formalities had been observed. "I have not
been able to get any response from the Censor regarding the items that were taken from your house. For
the last month the only comment they will give me about you isthat the Censor has not yet made up his
mind. | have no meansto demand more from him."

"Y ou have done what you can, and more than | have any right to expect,” said Olivia, wishing she
could say more safely. On her arrival she had been warned that there were many spiesin his household;
shewould haveto guard her tongue.

"It ought to be more," said Belisarius, hisfrown degpening making furrowsin hisface. "It shamesme
that | am unable to do more.”

"Thereisno reasonit should,” Oliviatold him frankly. "I am aforeigner here, and awoman. That the
Censor does not choose to act is not surprising. There are other more pressing cases requiring his
attention, | am certain." Shelooked up as adave brought refreshmentsinto the room. " Thank you, | will
take nothing.”

"Y ou never do," Bdisarius complained with asmile.
"If things were different | might be offended. Under the circumstances, | admire your prudence.”

Olivialaughed sadly. "It isn't that | fear what you serve. Y ou have no earthly reason to poison me. But
there are things that cause me upset, and | wish to avoid them. Y ou have known others with antipathies
to certain foods, and | am afraid | am one such." There was, she added to herself, one thing only that
nourished her and lately it had been difficult to acquire.

"Y ouvetold methat before" he said, making the most of the conversation while the dave was lill in
theroom. "1 am sorry, incidentdly, that my wifeisnot feding well enough to join us. Her maady
continues. | had hoped she would recover but that hopeis—" He could not finish.

"Beforel leave, | would liketo call upon her, if that isal right with her. It has been dmost three
months since | had the pleasure of speaking with Antoninaand | would liketo have alittle timewith her."

Bdisariuswas ableto smilefletingly at her request. "1 will send word to her. Simones has been
watching her since sunrise and doubtless he will want to have amed and stretch hislegsabit. HE's been



very good to her."

"At atimelikethis, his devotion must mean agreat ded to Antonina.” She kept her voice neutrd, for
shedid not want to distress Belisarius with her own misgivings about the eunuch.

"Yes. Hewas agift, you know. Hisformer master gave him to my household when his second son
was made an officer a the start of my Italian campaign. The officer proved useless, but Simones has
been atreasure." His gaze was directed out the window to the garden which was coming into flower. "I
am growing nostalgic for war. That isabad signin an old soldier.”

Olivialeaned forward and put her hand on hisforearm. "Y ou long for action. Thereisno harmin
that."

"Action? Or battle, and the blood and the thrill? It is athrill, Olivia, thet first charge when it seemsthat
you are asinvincible as the waves of the sea. Later thereisthe clamor and the sweat and the losses, but
inthat first moment, it is as marvelous as taking a beloved woman." His expression dtered. "Do you see
thoseroses? | planted them mysdlf, with arat and afish at the roots to make them bloom more
profusdy.”

"They are beautiful," Oliviasad truthfully, wanting to shake Belisarius.
"Y ou're being very patient,” Belisarius said to her, and when she started to speak, he interrupted her.

"I know you have urgent problems, and | am not doing al that | could. Y ou have let me speek, listening
and not blaming, and | owe you more than | can repay.”

"Belisarius, you don't have to—" Oliviasaid, hoping to spare him the embarrassment he was bringing
on himsdf.

"l do haveto,” hesaid. "Y ou arerightly concerned for your safety, and | talk about daves and roses.
Y ou heed my ad, and | have not givenit." He cleared histhroat. "All right; | will send another petition to
the Censor, requesting the return of al goods taken from your house. | will ask that you be given
permission to leave the city before the end of the year, and | will do al that | can to see that the requests
are granted. If you do not expect arapid decision from the Censor, | think that | will be able to obtain the
documents you will need. How much of your goods | can recover is another matter.”

"l don't ask theimpossible, | hope," Oliviasaid, her eyes softening. ™Y ou have your own difficulties.”

"l suppose | ought to find you another sponsor, onein better favor with the Censor, but to be honest,
| would missyou, and it would be agreater capitulation than | can bear to revoke my sponsorship. As
long as| am permitted to be your sponsor, | fed | have some influence, some credibility with the Imperid
Court. If I logt that, it would be the same as surrendering.”

"l do not want any other sponsor,” Oliviasaid.
Bdisarius snorted. "Y ou don't want asponsor at al."

"Yes. But if | must have one, then | would rather it be you than anyone ese.” She shrugged. "Do what
you can. | will not hold you responsible for what others do."

"| could request that Drosos—" Bdlisarius offered.

"Drososisin more disgrace at court than you are. And heis questionable since heisknown to be my
lover." Shefrowned, hestating. "Heisaso... very much troubled. Ever snce hisreturn from Alexandria,
he has been unlike himsdf. ... | havetried, but he—"

"I know," Bdisarius said. "I've taked with him, and heis overburdened.”

Olivianodded in agreement. "He is not what he was. There aretimes| fear | will not be ableto... to
reach himagain.”

"|sthat so important?' Belisarius asked in surprise.



"Thereisnothing moreimportant,” Oliviasaid quietly but with so much feding that Belisariusfound it
difficult tolook at her.

"Yes." He rubbed his hands againgt his palium. "Isthere anything you would like to eat?'

"No," shesaid. "l would like to be able to help Drosos, but he won't permit it. When wetalk; itisasif
he were a stranger, an angry, guilty boy."

Bdisariusmadeacurt gesture. "Thisisfolly."

"He cannot reconcile himsdf to what he has done.” Now that she said it, she saw compassion and
resgnation in Belisarius face.

"And if he had not doneit, he would not have been able to reconcile himsdf to that, either.” He
reached for aplum. "I do not know what more can be done for him."

"He does not want to listen to me; will helisten to you?"

"l don't know." He averted hiseyes. "If | were able to speak to the Emperor, | might be ableto find
out al hisreasonsfor ordering the Library burned. But asit is, | cannot answer the questions that haunt
Drosos, and—"

Oliviarose. "It wouldn't matter. Even if the Emperor gave hisreasonsto Drosos, it wouldn't end his
doubts, not now." She sighed. "What does a peasant from Macedonia know about the value of books?"

Bdisariuslooked up sharply, hishand raised in warning. "It isn't wise to be so outspoken in this
house"

"l have said the same thing in my own house and | am certain that there are spies.” Shewalked
toward the tall window that was open on the garden. ™Y our Emperor began life as a peasant. He was not
much different from others, except in hisambitions.”

"Inhisvigon," Bdisarius corrected her, an edgein hisvoice.

"Call it what you will; he aspired to more than the life of a peasant—will that do?' She shook her
head. ""He has no concept of the worth of those books, of the tradition he has ruined.”

"If the Emperor believesthat the burning was necessary, then it is not for usto question him."
Bdisarius spoke with conviction.

"That iswhat Drosostells me, too. | can't understand. Y ou have to forgive me," she said, turning
away from the garden to look squarely at Bdlisarius. "Y ou are Byzantine; | am Roman.”

Bdisarius srove to makelight of her words. "I allow that there are differences, but we are all
Chrigtians, and we al bow to the same dtars.”

Oliviacould say nothing in response; she stared blindly at the roses, hoping to quell the anguish she
fet: Drosos, Belisarius, Antonina, Chrysanthos, hersdf; al of them were caught in alabyrinth. Her
attention was caught by a bee that had strayed too deeply into the heart of arose and had been
entrapped by aspider. Now it lay in itsfilament-prison, enmeshed in bonds that were dl but invisible.

Bdisarius spoke, but not to Olivia. "What isit, Smones?' he said to the dave who had cometo the
door and made a deep reverence.

"Itisyour wife, Generd. Shewould like alittle of your time. She gpologizesfor thisintruson.” He
lowered hishead in Oliviasdirection.

"Isshe—7?"
"Shewishesto seeyou,” Simones said, histone and attitude wholly neutral.

Bedisariuswason hisfeet. "l will come at once," he said, adding to Olivia, "It ismost improper to



leave you without escort in my house, but—"

"What nonsense,” Oliviasaid, slencing him. "I will come with you, if you don't object, and if sheis
willing to see me, | would be ddighted to visit with Antonina. She did not wait for him to make up his
mind but followed him out of the room.

"She might betoo ill—" Belisariuswarned her.

"Then | will return to your reception room, or you may dismissme." She kept pace with him, her
attitude pragmatic, her words crisp.

"Itisn't correct,” was the only observation he made to her suggestions.

"I don't careif itisorisnot," shetold him. ™Y our wife needs your help." She hated at the door to
Antoninas gpartments and stopped Belisarius. "Bdieve me, my friend, | am sorry that you arein such
travail. | am sorry that your wifeisill. Y ou will not offend meif you give her trouble precedence over
mine; if you did not, | would be displeased.”

"Thank you," he said, and went through the door that Simones held open for him. "1 will find out if she
iswilling to seeyou."

"Y our august lady isnot able to rise from her bed,” Simones said to Belisarius, pointedly ignoring
Olivia

"Let me speak with her," Bdisariussaid, directing thisto Olivia. "1 will return directly.”

"If you like, my magter, | will bear amessage,”" Simones volunteered.

"No," said Bdisarius. "If Oliviahas questions, it isfor me as her sponsor to answer them." With that,
he entered hiswifée's quarter, indicating that Simones should wait with Olivia

"My midress suffers much with her disorder,” Simonesinformed Oliviain his most daunting manner.

"l understand that she has been falling; it saddens meto hear of it." What would Simonesthink, she
wondered, if he knew how many times she had expressed similar feglings over the centuries? What
would Simones do if she described dl the losses she had endured in her five hundred years. "It isalways
difficult to lose those we love. Both your mistress and master have grief in their hearts.

Simonesglared at her.

In ashort while Belisarius returned. " Antoninawould be pleased to spesk with you for atime, Olivia
Y ou must not be too upset by her appearance. She has lost flesh and her pain has... changed her." He
led her through the door, closing it on Simones. "Come." In an undervoice he added, "I am grateful to
you for doing this. Many of her friends have ceased to vidit her and that has been as hard a burden as her
illness"

Olivianodded once. "They are afraid,” she said.

"Why should they fear? If there were contagion here, otherswould beill, but it isonly she." He
paused at the door to Antoninas room.

"They are afraid because they fear their timewill come,” said Oliviagently. "It isn't theillness, it isthe
inevitability thet terrifiesthem.”

Bdisarius regarded her uncertainly. He pressed the latch and opened the door. "My dear wife," he
said as he gpproached Antoninas bed, " Olivia Clemens has come to see you.”

"Y ou are welcome, friend of my husband,” Antonina said, more cordia than she had ever been; her
voice was low and harsh, no longer musical.

"God give you agood recovery, August Lady,” Oliviasaid with forma kindness.



"It will be God and God aonewho does," said Antonina. She was indeed much changed. Her dark
hair was now the color of tarnished slver, with awide swath of chalk white through it. Her skin, aways
pale, had turned almost lunar, and there were deep hollows in her cheeks; her eyes were sunken but
enormous and shiny with fever.

"Then wewill pray for you, dl of those who know you and care for you," said Olivia, aware that the
woman wasin agony.

"We're grateful for your prayers” Belisarius said when Antoninasaid nothing to Olivia
"l have heard that you had goods taken from your house,” Antoninasaid, making theinformation a
chdlenge.

"Unfortunately | have been suspected of illegal activities and the Censor desiresto clear up the matter
before deciding on my petition to leave the city." Oliviawatched Antoninaas she spoke, aquestion
unspoken in her eyes.

"Y ou wish to leave Kongtantinoupolis?* Antonina said with astonishment. "How can you prefer to live
in another place?"

"l amadranger here" Oliviasaid Ssmply.

"Where would you not be astranger?* Antoninainquired. She was breathing a bit too fast and adull
flush had spread over her cheeks.

"Roma, of course, but that isn't possible,” Oliviasaid with anironic smile. ™Y ou have been most
graciousto me, Antonina, and | thank you for al you have done. Yet | know that | must find another...
home." She moved alittle nearer the bed.

"What foolishness,” said Antonina, glancing to her husband for agreement. "Why have you agreed to
this"

"Because she has been subjected to interferences. | know that she does not ask this capricioudy.” He
sat on the bed beside hiswife. "How are you, my dearest?"

"l endure,” shesad fadigticaly. "The physician has given me another potion, but—" She did not
bother to finish.

Oliviawas more attentive than before. ™Y our physician? Y ou are attended by aphysician?’

"An excdlent and pious man. My dave Simones found him for me and has watched over mewhile
this Mnenodatos has administered his treatments.” She leaned back against the cushions piled behind her.
"I andivetoday, | think, because of the skill of thisman."

"Truly?' Oliviasaid. "That isan impressve recommendation. It takes agifted hedler to earn such
prase”
Bdisarius caught the hard note in Oliviastone, and he glanced at her in surprise. "Olivia?'

"Thereare afew matters | must discusswith you before | leave," she said smoothly to him. "You are
generous, Antonina, to permit meto take up your husband'stime. | thank you for the consideration you
show me." She emphasized thiswith adight reverence to the woman in bed.

"Heisacomfort to me. My husband is aways steadfast.” She patted his hand, and then said in avery
smdl voice, "I did not know until recently how greet astrength heis."

Oliviafound it hard to speak. "Y ou... you are fortunate to know this now. Many another has..."As
her words faded, she made an odd, protective motion with her hands.

"It has been solace to me," Antoninawent on, speaking entirely to Belisarius. "If you were not here, |
would belonginmy grave.”



"Antonina—" Belisarius said, trying to moderate her emotions, concerned about the hectic brightness
in her eyes and cheeks.

"Itistrue, itistrue" shesad, her grip on his handstightening with convulsive strength. 'Y ou are my
good angel, and | thank God and His Mercy for making me seethisat last." Her face grew more
pinched, but she went on talking. "I was angry with my blessed husband, do you see? | was certain that
he had failed me when he was removed from command and returned to this city. | thought that he had
been part of aconspiracy and that it had not succeeded and he had been found out.” She gave adry,
hacking cough.

"Dearest wife, you need not say any more," Bdlisariustold her, stroking her hair and overcome with
regret.

"It isgood that | do. | have wanted to tell someone for so long. Y ou are this lady's sponsor and you
have said that sheis not one to repeat rumors and gossip. Besides, who does she talk to? 'Y ou? Drosos?
Y ou both know this." She stopped, breathless.

"You need to rest," Bdlisarius said, looking to Oliviafor support.

"If you aretoo tired to spesk, greeat lady,” Oliviasaid in response to Belisarius unspoken pleg, "l will
come another time, when you are fedling better."

"That will not happen, | fear," said Antonina, resgnation in every aspect of her posture.

"Y ou cannot be certain,” Belisariusingsted. ™Y our physician is devoted to you. Hewill find away to
restore your good hedth.”

Antoninalooked at Olivia. "Heis till my good angdl, isn't he? That iswhy | am ashamed when | think
of how | harbored cruel thoughts of him, and when he wasin greatest need, | behaved more despotically
than any barbarian prince might." She was exhausting hersdlf, but she went on, her determination growing
as her strength waned. "He has done everything anyone could hope for. He has comforted me, he has
cared for me, he has stayed up with me when | could not deep, and he has seen | was not disturbed
when | could. He has never flagged in hisaid, and his constancy hasfilled my heart to bursting. How
could I think this man capable of any deceit, to me or to the Emperor? What made me assume that he
would ever abjure hisvows, to me or to anyone el se? He has shown me hislove with his duty.”

"My love, please" Belisarius protested affectionately.
Antoninaleaned back. "I wish | could tell the Court Censor these things.”

"If there are spiesin your household, one of them might," Oliviasaid, and got the worn smile she had
hoped for.

"Yes, thereare usesfor spies, | suppose,” Antoninasaid lislesdy. "And if they will report thisto
Athanatadies, | will be stisfied.”

"They might,” said Olivia. "It depends on who isspying." Shelooked at Belisarius. "I do not wish to
overstay my welcome. Let me have amoment of your company and then | will leave you to your wife."
She made areverenceto Antonina. "'l will pray for you, great lady, and | thank you for your kindnessin
alowing meto take up your husband's precioustime.”

"Be careful, Olivia," Antoninawarned, her words just above awhisper.

Inthe halway, Oliviaglanced swiftly to seeif they were overheard. "I must spesk with you. Come out
to my paanquin. | do not want listeners.”

Obediently Belisariusfell into step with her. "Sheisin great pain, you know."
"Yes," sad Olivia, ged in her tone. "'l am amazed sheis able to endure so much.”

"My wife has dways been awoman of mettle," Bdisarius said. "From thefirst time | met her, |



thought that | had rarely seen such substance in awoman.”

"And she has courage,” said Olivia. They were dmost to the door, and the vestibule was empty. "Y ou
say she hasaphyscian: are you satisfied with histreatment?!

"Heworks congtantly to aleviate her torment,” Bdisarius said asthey stepped out into the sunlight.

"And what has he done about the poison that iskilling her?' She said it bluntly, her intention to shock
him.
"Poison?’' He shook his head. "He has said that thisis not poison, but a corruption of her vitals."

"It probably is, and it is caused by poison.” Before Belisarius could object, Oliviawent on, " Give me
some credit, my friend. | am aRoman and | have seen more of plots and poisons than you can imagine.
Y our wifeis being poisoned dowly, so that it will not be suspected by you or by others. | can understand
your doubt, but | cannot understand her physician not knowing what kills her. The course of the maady
isclear enough; her bresth is tainted with poison, and her eyes are changed because of it. Thereis
something very wrong and you must act if you areto save her."

Belisarius stared at her in disbdlief. "1... | appreciate your concern, but you cannot beright. Her
physician came with the highest recommendation. Simones searched him out, and would not accept any
but the most skilled for her." He touched her arm. "I am grateful that you tell me what you fear, but |
doubt that this case—"

"Y our doubt might speed her death,” Oliviasaid directly. "I do not want to distress you more than—"

"l know. Y ou are asensble woman." He indicated the palanquin. "1 will send an escort home with
you."

"That isn't necessary. If you wish to please me, do something about the physician attending your wife,
She accepted hisdismissa with philosophica grace. "Thank you for hearing me out. | trust you will
receive me again soon.”

"When thereis something to tell you, | will." Heinclined hishead in responseto her dight reverence,
then turned and went back into hishouse, his head ill lowered, his steps heavy.

Oliviawatched him go, remorse tugging at her; she had wanted to aid Belisarius, but now she feared
she had added to his distress. She got into the palanquin, for once relieved that the curtains had to be
drawn.

Text of a dispatch to the commanders of the Byzantine navy.

To the valiant men who captain our war ships, the Emperor sends his blessings and prayers for
a successful encounter with the naval forces of the Ostrogoths.

As we enter the Lenten season in the Lord's Year 551, all of the Empire putsitstrust and faith
in you, and prays that you will prevail over the shipsthat are being launched against us by the
infamous Totila and his barbarians. It isfitting that at this time of the greatest sacrifice you
undertake our defense, for surely in going to battle now, you emulate the courage of Our Lord in
facing the trials that brought Him to the Cross.

As He was raised up to glory, we are confident that you will also be raised up. As He passed
through the rigors of Hell and fled the tomb, so we are filled with hope that you will pass through
the battles that must be the test of your superior purpose and might to emerge without blemish to
the acclaim and praise of all men within the bounds of the Empire.



For those who have worried about the cost, fear not that this will impede you. Three new taxes
have been levied and the popes and metropolitans have been urged to ask for additional
donationsto your efforts. If you are willing to risk your lives, then it isfitting that there are a few
who will expend their wealth to aid you in your quest for victory.

We admonish all of you to be stalwart in your faith and determined in your purpose. You are
brave men, all of you, and it isfitting that you should go onto the ocean with the certainty and
pride that sets you apart from others and reveals to you and to the Empire that there is no price
we are not willing to pay to bring about your triumph.

You are not only the officers of our Empire, you are the officers of God, for you fight against
pagan barbarians who are attempting to rend the world into tatters where all will be cast into
Hell. You save not only your ships and yourselves when you prevail, you save the Empire and the
Kingdom of God on earth.

Justinian
Emperor of Byzantion
(hissgil)

A full moon rode at the crest of the night sky, its palid shine turning Kongtantinoupolisinto a
monochrome sketch of domes, walls and shadows. From one of the Basilian monasteries came the sound
of chanting, and dong the walls of the city the night Guard was changed. Those few men on the streets
kept to the deepest darkness, their errands demanding concealment and surprise.

Nikloswas almost to the second square tower when he heard swift footsteps behind him. He dipped
into ashallow doorway and waited while his pursuers came abreast of him.

There were three men, one of them carrying awooden cudgel and the other two holding knives. They
moved efficiently, spread out in the street, their shoestied in ragsto muffle their sounds. Thelargest of the
three men made asignd to the others and they dowed down, their actions more stealthy than before.

When the three men were past his hiding place, Niklos stepped out and followed the men dong the
street; he carried aglavusin each hand, the wide-bladed wegpons catching the shine of the moon on their
newly honed edges.

Just as the three men reached the entrance to the Church of the Resurrection, one of them turned. He
saw Niklos and would have cried out to warn the others, but did not dare to aert the Guard to their
presence. He crouched low, his knife swinging up as Niklos moved in, one glavus dicing toward the
thief's shoulder. Deftly he turned the blade on the quillons of hisknife, and he might have been ableto
attack if Niklos had carried only one wespon.

Ashisright glavus svung away, the left cut in hard and low, catching the thief in the thigh, gouging
through flesh and striking bone.

Thethief shrieked, and his companions turned, prepared to fight. The first man fell to the paving,
narrowly missing apile of dung. He clutched hisleg in afruitless attempt to stanch the blood that pumped
from the deep wound he had been given.

The man with the cudge raised hisweapon as he advanced, bringing it down in front of him, aiming
not for Niklos swords but for his arms and shoulders; this disabling blow ought to leave their opponent
helpless.

Niklos sprang backward, out of range of the cudgel, both glavi held ready to stop an attack.
The second man with aknife was moving againgt the buildings on the other sde of the street, didingin



the darkness, to outflank Niklos.

Asthe man with the cudgel swung again, Nikloslegped a him, choosing the thief's most vulnerable
instant—when his cudgd waslow and he had not yet been able to swing it into position for another blow.
Hisleft glavus bit deep into the man's shoulder, penetrating just under the collarbone. The man howled
and staggered away from the blade.

The third man hesitated, and then, seeing his chance, rushed in, hisknife held to strike Nikloslow in
the back. But he had forgot his comrade who lay bleeding, and in his haste, he tripped over the other's
arm. Cursing, sumbling, he blundered into Niklos right blade, taking it dong hisribs.

In the next street there was the sound of running, and Niklos did not wait to discover who might be
approaching. He grasped his swords and raced away from the three wounded men.

"That was an impressve display,” murmured the merchant from Tyre who had agreed to meet with
Niklosthat night.

"| thought they might have aready found you," Niklos said as he stopped to wipe the blood away.
"Areyou hurt?'
"Nothing to speak of," Niklos assured him. "But | want to get off the street.”

"Of course." The merchant opened the door where he had been waiting and led Niklosinto a
courtyard. "1 have been given the use of this house by another merchant, a Konstantinoupolitan who is
currently on avoyage to purchase fine cloth and copper. | have extended the same courtesy to him when
he hasbeenin Tyre."

"And when do you return to Tyre?'

"l planto leavein little lessthan amonth. | wastold that you might wish to travel with me at that time.
Heindicated abench besde afountain. "Sit. Wewill discuss your requirementsin comfort.”

Niklos made areverence. "Y ou're gracious.”

"It isnot difficult to be graciousto aman who iswilling to pay forty pieces of gold to leave the city."
He amiled, histeeth blue-white in his gray-seeming face. "It must be important.”

"l and my... companion are eager to depart. There isaquestion of removing certain belongings that
we are prepared to abandon for the opportunity to be gone." He waited. "Y ou have arranged such
departures before, or so | have been told by those who are reliable in these matters.”

"Yes," the merchant said dowly, rdlishing theword. "But | am curious about the risk | might be taking.
It isan easy thing to say that you are being treated unjustly; it might be that you aretruly acriminad.” He
stroked his short beard and went on, musing aloud, "It might be more sensible to inquire a the office of
the Censor to learn why you are so willing to pay meto get you out of here.”

"Y ou may ask what you want, where you want. Surely | am not the only Roman who has decided to
leave this city. Romans are not welcome here, and there are many who strive to make our presencea
tria for everyone. Rather than wait for the Censor to determine what of my possessions are acceptable, |
prefer to abandon the ot of them and seek refuge in aplace that islessunfriendly. | have fled Roma
dready. | am prepared to leave Kongtantinoupolis on the same terms.” He ddliberately let hisLatin
accent become stronger. "There have been edicts of |ate that have resulted in the seizure of Roman
goods. Before| haveto give up what little | was able to save, | want to be away from here.”

"Y ou and your companion,” said the merchant.

"Yes, | and my companion.” He regarded the merchant steadily. "If you are not prepared to help me,
say 0, and | will have to search out another.”

The merchant chuckled. "Do you believe that you will find another? Don't you redlize that you are



under suspicion, asare al Romans?' He toyed with asmall dagger that depended from the wide leather
belt that held hisample girth. Y ou haven't yet accepted the seriousness of your position here, and for
that you are going to suffer.”" He shook his head. “"No, no, my poor Roman friend, you have moreto
contend with. Y ou say you want to leave because of adesireto retain afew possessons. If you do that,
you will befortunate indeed. Y ou might well lose your life, and that makes our bargain amore critical
one”

"Critica?" Niklos repested asif he were unaware of the purpose of thisthrest.

"For onething," the merchant went on asif Niklos had not interrupted him, "you are likely to haveto
leave everything behind, and so the only gain | will be able to make isthe fee you pay mewhen | take
you aboard my ship. That meansthat | will have to raisethe price, for my risk isgreater, and the
punishment | would suffer for giving you aid isworse than having my nose and ears struck off." Heraised
his hand to tick off his other objections on hislong, fat fingers. "So | must have more for my own danger.
Then thereisthe matter of smuggling you out of the city, and that will require more effort than we had
discussed before, and for that | think you would agreeit is reasonable that | demand a handsome priceto
pay for the various arrangements | must make, the extramen | must employ and the Guards | will haveto
bribe. Then | might have to appear before the Censor when | return, for | will come back to this city even
if youwill not, and that is another risk which | think deserves recompense.” He grinned. "1 think that
eighty pieces of gold for each of you—you and your companion—is areasonable figure.”

"It'safortune” Niklossad flatly.

"Oh, hardly that. A high price, certainly, but we are agreed, aren't we, that there is a greater hazard
than first seemed the case." He combed hisfingersthrough hisbeard. "Y ou are not thinking clearly. Itis
because you are afraid. Once you consider dl that | can do for you, you will decidethat what | ask is
reasonable. And, of course, if you refuseto pay me, | will have to inform the office of the Censor that
you have attempted to bribe me to take you out of the city without permission. It would be necessary for
me to make such areport, for who knows what the daves of this household might have learned, or what
the master will demand when he comes back?!

"Very neat," said Niklos, who was not at al surprised at the duplicity of the merchant.

"Not neat, smply pragmatic. | have to make my business worth my time and effort. Y ou are part of
my business." He clicked histongue. "I am asmple man, and | know very little about politics and the
cause of the Church. | seek only to do my work and to obey the laws of the land. There are timeswhen
it isapparent that the law might beincorrect, and in such instances | try to make alowances, but not if
those dlowances place me at a disadvantage.”

"Naturdly not." Niklossighed. "I have only thirty gold pieces with me. That waswhat | wastold to
bring."

"It will dofor agtart.” He held out his hand, and when Niklos handed over the leather case, he tucked
itinto hisbelt, making it vanish as a street entertainer would make beans vanish benesth cups.

"1 will bring you more tomorrow night,” he said in discouraged resignation.

"The night after; tomorrow night | am to hear Mass at Hagia Sophia He straightened up. "1 am
permitted to listen to the Massin the narthex. In another year, | will be permitted to enter the church itsalf
with those who take Communion.”

"l am sureyou will receive great benefit fromit," Niklossaid sarcastically.

"A man must think of thefuture,” said the merchant. "And that includes the welfare of hissoul.” He
sighed. "I will haveto have at least Sixty more gold piecesthen. Y ou can give me the rest when you
board my ship. Wewill have plenty of timeto arrange this as soon as | have the other sixty pieces” He
stood up. "Itisvery late. | must retireif | am to begin arrangements tomorrow. These things take very



careful planning, and that demandstime.” He made asmadll reverenceto Niklos. "Y ou are asensble man,
Havius. If you think about it, you will come to the most reasonable decision.”

"Or you will give my nameto the Censor?' Niklos added.
"l cannot endanger mysalf without reason,” he said, making it sound asif hewere avictim of fate.

"Naturaly,” said Niklos, getting to hisfeet. "And you know that | am unable to haggle, given my
circumstances.”

"Haggling isfor the marketplace," said the merchant. "Y ou are not here to bargain, Havius, you are
hereto arrange anillega escape.” He put his hands over his paunch. "Night after tomorrow. The same
time. | will be here. I hope you will not keep me waiting, for | am aman who needs hisdeep.”

"Of course." Niklos arted for the door in thewall. "1 trust | haven't inconvenienced you in coming
tonight, snceyou tire so easily.”

"What an amusing fellow you are, Flavius," said the merchant with alow, popping laugh. "No, abag
of gold isdways soothing to me. Doubtlessif you can supply what | need next time | will be content.” He
held the door gar as Niklos dipped into the street. "Be careful; there are thieves abroad.”

"What would they take from me?' Niklos asked as the door was closed.

Oliviawasin her book room, reading by the light of three Roman oil lamps when Niklos returned to
her house. He closed the door and made asign to her as he approached her, watching her set avolume
of Petronius aside.

"They would not approve of this" she said, one hand on the first page. "I'm sure that Athanatadies
would want to burn this himsdlf."

"Athanatadies or Justinian,” Niklos suggested. They were both speaking Latin, aware that none of the
household daves knew the language. "Both those men—"

"Justinian does not like to soil hishands,” Oliviasaid with distaste. "He prefers others do the deeds.”
She leaned back in her chair, dipping the poemsinside aledger of household accounts. "Well?!

"The merchant will be delighted to fleece usand if | am not mistaken, he will then go to the Censor or
oneof hisofficersand inform them that one of the exiled Romansistrying to leave the city illegdly. That
way hewill collect the monies| have paid in addition to the rewards offered to those who inform against
criminas." Heleaned back, bracing his shoulders against one of the large cabinets. "The ploy is obvious
but neet. Any complaint against him would condtitute a confession.”

Olivianodded. "Did you pay him?"
"Of course. You told meto. | wanted to throw the... gold in hisface."

Thistime when she spoke, she had a suggestion of asmilein her eyes. "How much gold did you give
him, redlly?"

"Nine pieces, in case he opened the wallet. Under the nine pieces there are leaden coins.” He gave
her an answering grin. "He thinks he has duped Favius, but—"

"Was that the name you used? Havius?' Sheraised her brows, "Why on earth?'

"l remember you lived when the Flavians ruled. Nothing more.” He put hishands on hiships. "Hewill
inform, make no mistake. If there were aHavius here, we would haveto warn him."

"So what do we do now?' Shefrowned. "That man wasour last lead.”

"WEell find others." He moved away from the cabinet and came over to the table beside her. "Y ou
might speak to Drosos."



"If | knew where hewas."
Inthe glence, Niklos shook hishead. "No word still?"
"No."

He said nothing as he moved one of the small benchesto the other side of the table. "Do you want me
tofind him?'

She was gtaring into the middle distance, seeing nothing. "If he doesn't want to be here..."
Impulsively Niklos reached across the table and put his hand over hers. "Olivia—"

"He'sbleeding,” shesaidinasmal, distant voice. "Heiswounded and bleeding." Her focus came
back to the room and to Niklos. "Oh, not literdly. For him that would be no real problem. Hesagood
soldier and he expectsto beinjured from timeto time. Thisis something & se, much worse. Nothing he
has done before has... damaged him."

"And you can't leave him in pain, can you?'

"No. Not after—" She brought her hand up to shield her eyes, asif thelittle wisps of flame from the
lamps were suddenly too bright.

"But what can you do for him?" His concern made hiswords rough, but the touch of his hand became
more gentle.

"l don't know," she admitted. "But | cannot abandon him. | have hisblood in me. Thereisan
obligation in that, for he hasloved me knowing... what heloved. I... | am no longer entirely separate
fromhim."

Nikloslowered hishead. "Isthere anything | can do?"
She shook her head. "No."

"Y ou have only to ask it." When hiswarm brown eyes met her hazel ones he repeated, "Y ou have
only to ask."

"l wouldn't know what..." Her sigh was as much from aggravation as from hurt. " The blood binds me,
Niklos, but you are not bound.”

Niklos chuckled once, mournfully. "No, blood does not bind me; | am not asyou are. But life binds
me, Olivia. If it were not for you, | would be nothing but a pile of bones. Y ou were the one who restored
me"

"No," she corrected him. "Not |; Sanct' Germain restored you."

"But you asked it. Y ou were the onewho—" He broke off and when he spoke again, it wasin a
different, tender tone. "1 was nothing more than ahorsetrainer. Y ou had no reason to intercede for me. |
wasn't your lover any longer, only afreedman in your household. But you saved mewhen | was dead.”

"Sanct' Germain saved you," sheingsted.

"Because you asked it." Helooked directly at her. "It isn't a debt, not as other debts are, becauseiit
can never be paid. | am not grateful, not as gratitude is understood. | am... beholden to you."
"l don't—" she began, trying to move her hand away.

His grip tightened. "No, you don't requireit. | remain where | am because | wish to. It isn't your
bond, it's mine." Helet her hand go, but she did not move. "So. Do you want meto find Drosos for
you?'

"Not yet." Shebit her lower lip. "I am hoping that he will come of hisown accord. If he does not, then
| suppose we must act.”



"Asyouwish," hesaid, letting go of her hand at last. "I will try thewharves again, if you like, and see
if thereisanyone willing to carry two people out of thisimpossible place, no questions asked.”

"l supposeit will be necessary,” she said, rising. "It'sfoolish, but | have afoolish desire to be cleared
of suspicion. | want to be... exonerated. It offends meto have so many ill things said of me, for no
reason other than | am a Roman woman."

"If they knew what elseyou are..." Niklos made a cutting gesture with hisfingers.

"Then we must hope that they never learn. | am not ready to die the true desth yet." She took the
ledger with Petronius conceded iniit, replacing it in its pigeonhole.

"Do you think Drosos might—?"

"Might spesk againgt me?* shefinished for him. "It ispossble, | suppose. He could decide that he
needed to purge himsdlf, and thiswould be oneway." Shelinked her hands behind her neck and rolled
her head back. "If he does, then there will be more trouble than—"

"Y ou have ahouse on Kythera," Niklos said, deliberately stopping her.
"Yes" shesad, abit surprised that he mentioned it. "I haven't been therein centuries.”

"It isgtill standing, although it needs some work." Hefolded hisarms. "I spoke to afisherman from
there, and hetold me dl about the house; dll it took was afew leading questions and he recited
everything that is known about the place, including theloca conviction that the placeis haunted. The
monks in the monastery above the harbor have records of the house, so you would not have any difficulty
damingit."

"If itisgtill unoccupied, then..." Sheturned to him. "What made you think of that house?"

"Honestly?' he asked. " Seeing that fishing boat and hearing the men speaking with the Kythera
diadect." Heturned his hands over, pamsup. "I'd like to say it wasingpiration or some such thing, but it
was nothing more than chance. Y ou haven't been therein along time. Thelast time you werethere," he
went on more somberly, "waswhile | waslearning to livewith the... changes of my restoration.”

Shenodded. "'l remember.”

"That raw chicken?' Suddenly he laughed, a gresat, unfettered sound. She could not resst him, and in
amoment they were laughing together.

"Do you recall that peasant with the two spotted goats?' He could hardly speak, but he gasped out
the words. She nodded helplesdy as he guffawed.

When they had recovered, and even theresdud giggles had faded, Oliviafolded her amsand
regarded Niklos thoughtfully. " Perhaps afisherman isthe answer. We wouldn't get asfar awvay as| might
like, but Kythera could be the answer, at least for alittle while. It would remove us from danger, and |
doubt anyone would think of looking for usthere. Who hides on Kythera?'

"Y ou would bevishblethere," he warned her. "And the people would talk."

"Then we will have to take some precautions. | think that for atime | will haveto be aged and ugly.
That ought to keep dl but the most curious away. Isthere any of the walnut-juice tincture left, do you
know?'

"Darkening your hair again?' he ventured. "On that idand they won't notice dark hair in the way they'd
naticelight brown."

"Y ou gpprove?"

"Certainly, if that matters." He watched her. "What about alimp?Y ou would only haveto haveit
when you were outsde the wals of the house." He cocked his head to the side. "Unlessyou want alarge



saff for the place; then it becomesriskier.”

"WEIl need some staff. Anything else would be suspicious. And there are other problems, | agree.”
Thislast was said in aharder tone. "1 will have to make arrangements.”

Niklos sudied her. "How?'

"| can aways appear as a pleasant dream. That way there is no knowledge and no danger. At most
the dreamer will recall aface, atouch, nothing more than that. It isn't—"

"Do not tel methat it isn't hazard; there is dways the chance that someone will become curious, or
will denounceyou out of ... guilt, | suppose.”

"| try to avoid such men,” Oliviasaid in her most sensble manner. "There are times, Niklos, that
you're as bad as Sanct’ Germain—not that he has any claim on avoiding risks, after what he did for me."

Niklosgot to hisfeet. "Wdll, shal | tak to the fishermen, then?"

"Yes. Makeit seem that we are dedtitute, that we had to leave almost everything behind in Roma, and
that we cannot afford to remain here, nor can we afford the cost of filing adeparture petition. The
fishermen will be sympathetic at that. Oh, and add that | have beenill. That will account for my poor
gptitude for sailing." Now that she had made up her mind, she showed her customary energy and clarity
of thought.

"And Drosos?'
Shefatered. "l don't know. | wish | did."

"Would you remain hereif... if it were necessary?' The concern was back in hisface and hiswords
were sharp.

"You mean if herequired it of me? How could | refuse, after what has passed between us? | might as
wdll try to swim naked to Kythera" Sheindicated her shoeswith the thick, earth-filled soles.

"How much of your native earth is at the house on Kythera?' asked Niklos.

"Enough, if the place has been undisturbed. There are three chests of it, aswell aswhat isunder the
floor. It will sufficefor atime." She stretched. "So it will be Kythera"

Niklos came up behind her and put hisarms around her waist. "I know you will honor the ties of
blood, and | cannot and would not fault you for it, but you will have to pardon me for my concern, and
for—"

"For being my loving friend?’ Oliviachided gently.

"Among other things." Heturned her to face him. "In al thetime | have known you, | have never seen
you as... atached to anyone as you are to Drosos. With the exception of Sanct' Germain, of course.”

"Yes, headwaysisthe exception,” she said, then went on. "There is something in Drosos that moves
me. When he became my lover, hedid it s0... so wholeheartedly. There was no reservation, no
guardedness. He was like a clear stream. Now—I don't know. But | cannot..."”

Niklos put his hand to her hair, holding her head closeto his shoulder. "I know, Olivia." He kissed her
brow.

"If you would rather go to Kytheraahead of me and wait, it would—"

"No it wouldn't," hetold her.

Text of a letter from Mnenodatos to Belisarius.



To the most esteemed and noble General Belisarius, the physician Mnenodatos sends his most
abject apologies and sympathy upon the death of the august lady Antonina, and begs that the
General will be able to forgive.

Thisisa most difficult letter to write to you, not only because as a physician | have failed to
render the necessary treatment to save your wife, but because | permitted myself to be party to
the plan that led to this eventuality.

| have not always felt this way. When | was first approached, little as| liked the notion, it had
little meaning for me, for my family was hungry and | did not have the means to support them, no
matter how great my skill.

Sadly, | had other skills aswell, and someone found them out and turned them against me, and
against you. | do not know for certain who the person was who paid me to do this reprehensible
deed, but | am convinced, after examining the events that have taken place, that the personis
known to you and very likely attached to your household in some capacity.

My other skills, | must confess to you, and to God, Who already knows this, isin the area of
poisons, the treatment and detection of them, and their administration. It was in the latter
capacity that | was paid to act, and | am dismayed to tell you that | did not question the person or
the motive of the person who hired me. At the time | was willing to believe that there was good
basis for the request and that you were indeed guilty of conspiring against the Emperor, and that
you and your wife were enemies of the Empire and of God.

I am aware that thisis not the case, and | have thought for some time that the charges against
you were at best misdirected. | have assumed that you were involved with conspirators but were
not one yourself, and that for reasons of honor you would not reveal the names of those who
acted against the Empire because you had fought with them and would not willingly expose them
to the punishment such acts would require. Your wife said many times that you had had the
chance to take action and had not done so, and that she respected you for your integrity while she
also doubted your wisdom in holding off from such action.

Women are strange creatures, General, made frail by God, and subject to the lures of sin more
than men. | did not realize that your wife was so much in the throes of ambition that she
attributed desires to you that were her own, although | ought to have suspected something of that
nature when you were at such pains to conduct yourself with propriety.

None of this can excuse my actions, or my willingness to cooperate with those who were eager
to pay me to administer small doses of poison to the august lady Antonina with the intention of
bringing about her death. | have accomplished that, but | can take no prideinit. | am shamed and
appalled at what | have done, and | pray that you will not hold me accountable for her death, but
will recognize that | was merely the tool of others who are more your foes than | will ever be. The
money promised me has been paid and | have turned it over to the uncle of my wife with
instructions that he isto administer it for her benefit and the benefit of my children.

| have decided to make one last display of my ability with poisons: | have made a preparation
that is both quick and not too painful. When | have finished this letter, | intend to bring about my
own death. | pray that God will not regard this as the act of one lacking in faith, but will
understand that | am not anxious to see what little I have taken by the courts so that my family
would be left with no means of support. It isnot that | wish to spare myself suffering—I will
encounter enough of that in the next world so my pope assures me. At least if | end my own lifein
this manner, my wife and children will not be destitute. The punishments meted out by God to
those guilty of the death of another will be more than anything the Censor might order, or any



death the Emperor could require. Even your own sword, General, cannot equal what God will
demand of me when | face Him, as soon | must.

Your wife died very bravely. She was a woman of fortitude and deter mination, and under other
circumstances | would have the most profound respect for her and her abilities. It distressed me to
have a part in her death. | beseech you to believe this, and to believe that | would rather have
blasphemed in church than been party to her demise, but the temptation at first was so great that
| surrendered toit. Later, my fear accomplished what my yearnings could not do. | dreaded
discovery and denouncements, and | am convinced now that the one who is within your household
and has been party to thiswill not stop his working until you are felled by the same fate that
touched your beloved wife.

If you can bring yourself to pray for me, do so, for | will need the prayers of all good
Christians. | am as contaminated as a house with plague and | will die knowing that thereis no
succor for mein thisworld nor the next. Pity meif thereisany roomin your heart for anything
other than grief. | was compelled and | was weak; | did not and could not resist. You are made of
sterner fibers and you have stood fast where others could not.

I have sent a confession to the secretary of the Court Censor and | have said that someonein
this household is responsible for your wife's death. It islittle enough, but it may aid you in
attaining some justice for the great injury you have endured.

If | have a last wish, it is that the one who has brought you and me to this sorry place should
be discovered and made to assume the entire burden of hisvillainy. If God listens to the prayers of
sinners, thiswill come to pass. If the Emperor isjust, he will exact vengeance on behalf of you,
your wife, and me. Truth, we are promised, will be known, and when it is there is nothing that can
spare me, but it will also bring down the one who has ordered this done, either in the Emperor's
tribunal or in God's, and in either case, | am content.

Until we meet again at Judgment Day before the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, | beg you will
be more merciful than | had the strength to be.

Mnenodatos

physician

Earlier that day Bdisarius had sent over some of the bounty of his garden; now aprofusion of roses
stood in vases and urns throughout Olivias house. In the vestibule the air was heady with the scent of the
flowers; only the kitchen and the latrine did not succumb to the fragrance.

"Smellslike achurch a Eagter,” Drosos complained when Niklos admitted him to the house that
night. He had been drinking; his customary neatness had deserted him and there were three days
whiskers abovetheline of scraggly beard. His pallium was wrapped beltlike around hiswaist and
knotted once without artistry. Thelinesin hisfacelooked asif they had been cut with ahatchet.

"Therosesarefrom Bdisarius," said Niklosin an emotionlessway.

Drososflushed. "Oh." He stood in the vestibule, looking around asif uncertain where he was. "Will
shetak to me, do you think?"

"Of course,”" said Niklos.

"I've been lax invigting her. | ought not to have. | knew | ought to see her, but there are times
when..." He made a complicated gesture.

" She has been waiting for you," Niklos said, indicating the hdl that led to Olivids quarters.



"Don't know why," he grumbled. "Not worth her while, not now." He sumbled asif to make apoint,
but he followed Niklos down the dim hallway, muttering to himself as he wernt.

"Drososis here," Niklos announced when he had knocked on Olivias door. His voice held awarning
to her, anote he knew she would not miss. "Captain." He stood aside so that Drosos could enter.

Oliviahad been combing her hair, using an antique treasure the Guard had missed. She looked up,
expectation in her face and worry in her eyes. "Drosos," she said, risng and coming toward him.

He accepted her embrace unsteadily and when he had his arms around her, he used them as much for
support asfor affection. " Sorry to comelike this.”

"Why?Y ou are welcome at any time, in any way." She had seen at once what histrouble was, and
she sat to work dedling withit. "Niklos, | know itislate, but will you seethat my bath isfilled? Hot
water, mind, and bring me atea of rose hips and pepper.”

"Atonce," said Niklos, leaving her done with Drosos.

"l won't stay, but | had to seeyou," Drosos said as Olivia began to work his palium loose. "I'm not fit
to be here."

"It doesn't matter, Drosos," she said as shefindly dropped the palium to the floor. His damaticawas
gtained, and stank. "What have you been doing, love?' she asked him without accusations.

"Been with my men, mostly. Soldiers taverns.” He hawked and spat, then looked at her
gpologeticdly. "l shouldn't have donethat here, should 17"

"Don't worry," she said, garting to pull the damaticaover hishead. "Y ou'll haveto bend over,
Drosos, if I'm to get this off you without tearing it."

He obeyed, but had to grab her waist to keep on hisfeet. "1 dept in my clotheslast night. Night
before, too."

"l cantdl that," she said gently. The dalmatica came off at last and she dropped it in an odorous,
untidy heap near the door. "I think that | ought to send for arazor and shave you before we do anything
else" she suggested, knowing it would take time for the bath to be readied.

He rubbed his cheeks. "Isit too bad?"

"No, not too bad. | have seen much worse," she said honestly, her mind cast back to other times and
places.

"Still," hewent on, "I ought to have shaved before | saw you. The General wouldn't like knowing that
| had come hereinthisway. Very particular, Bdisarius. He wants his men to take proper care." For the
first time he redlized he was naked. "God of the Prophets, | smell like a sewer.”

"That's one of the reasons the bath is being readied." She was patient with him, not hurrying him.

He ambled over toward her dressing table, frowned at it, then said, as much to himself asto her.
"That'sright; you don't have mirrors, do you?'

"No," shesad.
"Vanity, that'swhat mirrors are for. The pope said s0."
"Which pope?' asked Olivia, glad to have found something to distract him.

"The one at thetavern, last night | think it was. He said that mirrors were evil, and showed visions of
Hell." He puzzled over this. "Hewas drunk when hesad it.”

"Very likely," Oliviasaid, taking him by the hand and leading him toward her bath. "I will shave you.
How would you like that." There was a determination about her that indicated she would do this whether



he approved or not.

"l need ashave," he said uncertainly as he went with her. "And awash, evenif itisvanity." He
stopped, watching the two spouts that led from the hypocaust to the bath where the first streams of hot
water were starting to pour. "Roman, isn't that?"

"Yes, but then, soam |." She guided him to abench in the alcove and there she opened asmdll chest
where anumber of razors, oil jars and scrapers were stored. She selected one and found the honing
block. She worked quickly and expertly to put the proper edge on the razor.

"We could have used you in the army,” Drosos said as he watched her. "Most daves aren't good at
that. The swords lose their edges at once. Y ou know how to do it. That'll stay sharp.” He reached up to
test it with histhumb and gave himsdf asmall cut for histrouble. As he sucked the blood away, he
looked at her speculatively.

"Would you rather do this?'
"Not especidly,” she said, preparing amixture of oil and soap. "1 need more than just blood.”
Helaughed deep in histhroat. "I know what you need.”

"l need more than hard fleshingde me, if that iswhat you think," she said, irritation showing for the
first time. "I need... openness. Oh, for methe blood is part of it, but it islittle more than bread and water
if thereisnothing dse. It isthe touching that givesit... richness." She stopped what she was doing and
looked down into hisface. ™Y ou have given me so much.”

Theintensity of her words startled him and he looked at her in astonishment. "Y ou... you need that of
me?'

"If you arewilling to giveit. | can't demand it." She began to smooth the dily lather over hisface.
"Hold €ill."

He obeyed, his eyes on her face as she shaved him. "Never had awoman shave me before. Do you
know what you're doing?" he said when she wiped the razor on alinen cloth.

"Yes'" shesad, continuing with her task.

"They're sending me away again,” hetold her alittle later. "I'm being posted to the frontier in Italy. |
have two more weeks, and then off | go."

"So soon?' In spite of hersdlf, she stared a him in dismay. "Do we have so little time left?!

"Two weeks," he repeated. "I wasn't going to tell you that." His expression darkened as shefinished
her work and brought wet clothsto rinse hisface. "'l wasgoing to leave, that's all, and have Belisariustdll
you."

"Why?" she asked.

"Why not? There's nothing for me here anymore. Why stay? Why drag you down with me?' He set
hisjaw. "I shouldn't have come here tonight. | don't know why | did."

"Y ou came because you missed me." She dried hisface and looked at him. "Better."

"I missmany things" hesaid darkly. "I miss... pride. | misseverything." Heleaned forward, his
forehead touching her arm. "But | had to see you. | couldn't help mysdlf. Please believe me, Olivia."

"I'm glad you've come," she said, brushing his matted hair with her hand. "The bath isnearly ready.”
Hegot to hisfeet dowly. "l... I'madisgrace.”

"Not to me," said Oliviaas she shed her paenulaand the Roman pallashe wore under it. "The bath is
hot," she warned him as she stepped into the seaming water.



"Christod" he swore ashe joined her. ™Y ou want to cook me aswell as bite me?’
"Not at the sametime," she said lightly, hoping hewould take it asajoke.

But his attention had wandered, and he merely smiled as he rubbed his cheeks. "Very close. Not

She had reached for a sponge and wasfilling it with water when he came up to her, touching her
breast with eager, fumbling hands. "Drosos, wait just abit."

"Why?' He took the sponge from her hands and pulled her into hisarms, his mouth hard on hers.

Therewas only urgency in hismovements, no care and no tenderness. He pillaged with his hands,
probing and grasping.

Oliviawrenched hersdf away from him. "Drosos Stop that.”

"l don't want to." He started toward her, abeast after prey. "Y ou want me; | want you."

"Not thisway." She reached the edge of her bath and started to pull hersdlf out of the water, but he
caught her ankle and dragged her back. She cried out in protest and the side door opened at once.

"Get out of herel" Drosos shouted at Niklos. "This doesn't concern you."

Niklos cameinto the room with atray that held asingle cup. "If you harm my mistress, you will learn
otherwise," he said implacably. He set the tray down beside the pool and looked at Olivia, who had
moved away from Drosos. "Do you want meto remain?’

"Bring two drying sheets from the chest by the door.” she said, knowing that Niklos would use that
time to assess the problem.

Drosos had consumed half the contents of the cup before he redlized it was not wine but the mixture
Oliviahad ordered earlier. He emptied thelast of it into the water. "What isthis dreadful Stuff?’

"It might help you fed more yoursdlf,” Oliviasaid with care.

"l amfine" he protested, and then hiswhole demeanor changed. "No." He lowered his head and
began to sob deeply, wrenchingly. When Olivia started toward him, he pushed her away. "Don't."

From the edge of the poal, Niklos gave Oliviaan inquiring look, and accepted her sign to leave her
aonewith Drosos. He withdrew slently, remaining in the hall, ready to answer any summons.

At lagt Oliviawas ableto get close enough to Drososto take his handsin hers. "Oh love," she said,
kissing his hands, holding them when hetried to pull away.

"Why don't you leave me done?" he demanded when he could spesk at dl.

"Because | love you; because part of you is part of me." Shesad it evenly, camly, dl thewhile
watching hiseyes.

"God and the Angels, you're not pregnant?* he protested.
"No. No, that isn't... possible."

He sighed, his breath shuddering. "Well, we're spared that." He took her by the shoulders and shook
her, but gently. "I am disgraced. Can't you understand that? | am unworthy.”

"Not to me." She kissed him, just hislower lip. "Y ou are Drosos. That isenough.”

"AmI?Isit?' He moved away from her. "1 must have been more drunk that | thought | wasto come
here. | swore | wouldn't visit you."

She did not move after him. "Why? To make yoursdalf more miserable than you are?’
"To save you from sharing my disgrace,” he said. 'l don't want you to be—"



"Yes, you'vetold mebefore," she said as she cameto hisside. "But that meanslittieto me. | am
suspect aready. Y ou can make little differencein that." Shetook hishand again. "Drosos, stay with me
tonight."

He scowled. " So you can get what you want from me?”

"Y es; because you will have what you want from me." Sheignored the bark of angry laughter he
gave. "If you want thisto bethelast, so beit. | will be sad, but that would be the case whenever you | eft
me, however you left me"

His dark eyes could not meet hers. "What isthe point? | will be gone soon."”

"Thereare afew things| want to say to you," shetold him, swalowing hard againgt the grief that was
chilling her.

"Y ou mean the tales you told me before, about living after I've died? That fable about the blood being
the dixir of life?’Y oure as bad as the popes, with their promise of life everlasting if you drink their wine."
He launched himsdlf out of the bath and reached for adrying sheet. "L ord God, how | have missed your
body." He stared down at her. "All right. I'll stay. Well havethisonelast time."

Histone and his attitude were not promising, but Oliviagot out of the bath and wrapped hersdlf in the
other drying sheet. "If nothing else, you can rest in aclean bed.”

"So | can. That'saluxury | won't have again once | reach the north of Italy." He let her lead the way
back to her bedchamber. "Y ou're as fine awoman from the back as from the front,” he said, patting her
rump.

Oliviaglanced back at him, not knowing how to evoke the response she longed for. She nodded
toward her bed. "I'll take what you have on."

Drosos tossed it across the room, on top of hisdamatica. "L et the davestend to it, or that arrogant
bondsman of yours." He reached out, pulling her drying sheet off her. "'l will missyou, Olivia," hesaid as
he stared at her. "Y ou could use allittle more breast—but they come with children, don't they?' Ashe
said this, he brushed his hands over her nipples. "They're pretty; it doesn't matter that they aren't very
big."

Olivialistened to him in growing apprehension. She caught one of hishandsin hers. "Isthat dl you
want of me?'

"Bigger dugs? No, not al." He grabbed her. "It would be the best thing in the world to get lost in you
and stay lost. That'swhat | want. But | will settle for what | can have." Thistime hiskisswas more
skillful, and Olivialet herself respond, hoping to fed asimilar accessibility in him. Hetook her facein his
hands and held her for his second kiss. "'l never knew any woman like you and | will never know
another.”

By the time they sank together onto the bed, Olivia had been able to evoke a sporadic contact with
him, but shefdt him flee thisintimacy even as hisfrenzy for her body increased, and her passion for him
was tinged with despair. There had been so much between them, and now he eluded her, shut her out of
his soul as his body covered and entered hers.

Hisrelease came quickly, seizing him like apasy. Hisfingers clutched her asif her flesh would save
him from being shaken to bits. Herolled off her and away as quickly as he could, and huddled in the
folds of the soft woolen blanket.

Olivialay with the taste of him on her lipsand abjection in her heart. She knew that he would not
permit her to reach him again; he would never offer the wholehearted access he had once given
undintingly. She knew, aso, that it was not contempt for her, but detestation of himself that held him
back, and the pain of that knowledge was cold and keen as aknifeblade.



Drosos sat up suddenly, his hand clapped to the little thread of blood that ran over his collarbone and
down hischest. "Christos! You did it again! He rounded on her, his other hand closed in afist.

"Drosos?' She wasfighting off the anguish that threatened to take hold of her.

"You bit me! Y ou drank my blood!" He heaved himsdlf out of the bed.

Sheraised herself on her elbows. "But I've aways—you haven't objected—"

"You're unnatura!" he bellowed.

"Drosos—"

"Monger! Monster !"

Serioudy alarmed, she got out of her bed and took a hesitant step toward him, one arm out.

"Keep away, mongter!” He reached for the heap of his clothes and drying sheet and flung them at her.
"Stay back!"

"l won't—"
"Monger!" Hisvoice had risen to ashriek. " Vampire!"
She stopped. "But you know that," she said softly. "From thefirst you knew that."

"Fendsof Hell, | did" He reached the door latch and yanked it open. "Keep off me, you, or I'll dash
your brainsout." Naked, he went into the halway, tugging the door closed behind him.

Oliviastood done as she listened to his hasty footsteps outside the door. He would find another place
in the house to deep, and later she would see that he was covered. Terrible desolation swept through
her, and she went down on her knee to gather up the cloth he had thrown at her. Sowly, automaticaly,
she made abundle of it and placed it by the door so that it could all be washed in the morning. She
moved the way adoll might move, her tragic eyes blank, her thoughtsin such turmoil that she could not
sort them out yet. She added the bedding to the other bundle, and then sat on the uncovered mattress,
trying to keep from capitulating to the despair that clawed at her heart.

"There have been worse times," she whispered, the words making no senseto her. There had been
awakening in her own tomb. There had been the day that Regius discovered her with his son. There was
the time that she had been trapped in aburning cottage, when she was sure that she would die the true
death. There had been Zaminian who had run her through with his sword six times, but never touched her
spine. All of them had been more dire than this. But they were in the past; theimmediacy of her debacle
overwhelmed her. The loss of Drosos engulfed her.

Somellittle time later she was shocked out of her misery by aloud crash from somewhere near the
front of her house.

Gathering one of her bed-curtains around her, Oliviarushed out into the hall. Her sight, keener than
othersat night, let her find her way quickly and easily to the reception room off the vestibule.

Drosos had come there to drink the wine kept for visitors, and he had consumed two amphorae of it.
Now helay where he had falen, amid spilled wine and overturned roses.

A commendation from the Emperor Justinian to his naval fleet.

To the men who have achieved so great a triumph over the ships of Totila, we send our
grateful commendation for the superb triumph you have achieved.



The Ostrogothic ships are vanguished and you all share in thisvictory. Each of you will know
the extent of our gratitude in our prayers and our public thanks. For every man who participated
in this great campaign there will be a commemorative coin struck and distributed. To all officers
there will be greater rewards, which will be heaped upon them and their families.

All those who have been in this battle will be honored in a great Mass at Hagia Sophia, and
upon the consecration of the entire great basilica, another Mass will be offered, so that the
building will be made a more holy monument by the addition of the names of these valiant men
who have defended our land from the predations of Totila and have discharged their duty to the
Empire with greater valor than has ever been shown before.

There are many tributes that an Emperor values above the riches and treasures of hisrealm,
and a victorious navy is one of them. You have given us more than any Emperor could want, and
for that we bless your names and give thanks to God for your courage and might.

Fromthistime on, all men who set out to sea to conquer the ships of Totila may count
themselves excused from taxes levied for the benefit of our warriors, either on sea or land, for a
greater measure than gold has already been paid, and we disdain to require more of you. Every
officer who was part of this undertaking is relieved of taxes on all chariots, palanquins, and boats
owned by his family in recognition of the officer's servicein our cause.

Inthis, the Lord's Year 551, we offer up praisesto God, His Son and the Holy Spirit for the
success of the enterprise, and admonish all loyal subjects within the bounds of the Empireto join
with usin this celebration, for surely we are delivered for the purpose of Christian vindication
throughout the world.

Justinian
Emperor of Byzantion
(hissigil)

The reception hall in the Censor's house was three times the size of the vestibule, and lined with
benches and writing tables. There were three other benches at the center of the room reserved for those
about to be questioned by the Censor, for this clearly was not aroom intended for anything so frivolous
associd entertainment.

Both Panaigios Chernosneus and K onstantos Mardino-polis were waiting for the Guard escort to
arrive. Between them huddled a figure more like a collection of sticks held together with rags than aman.
One of hiseyeswas fever-bright, the other was missing entirely. His hands were wrapped in strips of
filthy cloth, but the shape of these improvised bandages suggested that part of hisfingers were missng.

"When is Captain Vlamos supposed to be here?' Konstantos asked, irritated at being kept waiting. It
was one thing for Panaigios to suffer these delays; he, Konstantos, was of too high a position to warrant
such treatment.

"Hisdave said that he was leaving the house immediately. He said there had been no resistance.”
Panaigiosfolded hisarms. "1 suppose there is some reason they are not here yet.”

"There had better be," Konstantos said, his eyes hot.
"Perhaps there has been another procession for the returning ships,”" Panaigios suggested.

"Then Captain Vlamos should use other streets.” Helifted hishead as one of his eunuchs cameto the
door. "What isit?"

"The Guard escort has turned the corner, master. They will be here shortly. Are the Guardsto be



offered refreshments?”
"Later," Konstantos said, waving the eunuch away.
The dave made a deep reverence and | ft.

Panaigios hoped that Konstantos might offer him aglass of fruit juice or wine, or even alittle water,
but he knew better than to ask for it. He concealed asigh and leaned back, bracing himsdlf against the
wall. "Do you think thiswill tekelong?"

"Not very long. We have thisworthy pope's sworn statement, and he will confront the woman,” said
Kongantos, nudging the pathetic creature between them. ™Y ou will not require long, will you?"

Pope Sylvestrosrolled his one eye toward the calling. "I have cdled to Heaven from the depth of my
agony and | was shown the path of retribution. | was shown the way of righteousness and my soul
rgjoiced.”

"Will that be enough?' Panaigios asked.

"If the Emperor issatisfied, you and | are not entitled to question him." Kongtantos drummed his
fingers on the table. "The Censor requeststhat we ddliver our findingsto him persondly, so that there will
be little gossip. There are those whom the Censor does not wish to know of these proceedings.”

"Of course," said Panaigios, morefretful than before.

"Be pleased you are serving here," Konstantos recommended. "Y ou and | both stand to advance
through thisinvestigation.”

Panaigios nodded, feding sweat gathering on his chest and under hisarms. "It isaways an honor to
serve the Emperor.”

Both men heard the front door open and the sound of many voices. Pope Sylvestros started to wail
and did back againg thewadll asif seeking to make himsdf invisible.

Captain VIamos was thefirst into the enormous reception room. "'In the name of the Emperor
Justinian, we have carried out our duty,” he announced formdly.

"Whereisthe culprit?'

Olivia Clemens stepped around the Captain. "I am not aculprit and | will be grateful if you will not
use such words until you have some basis for them." She was dressed in Roman splendor and her
carriage was confident and regdl.

"Shel Itis she!" screamed Pope Sylvestros, raising his covered hands asif to ward off ablow.

"Who isthat unfortunate wretch?' Oliviaasked; if hisbehavior caused her any darm, therewas no
outward Sgn of it.

"Heisamong those who accuse you," said Kongtantos, distaste in hislong festures. "And it ismost
improper for you to address any of usdirectly.”

"Since | have been forbidden the right to summon my sponsor, | can think of no dternative.
Incidentaly, why have | been forbidden to have Belisarius here?' She glanced from Konstantosto
Panaigios. "Or am | not allowed to have answers, either? If | am not, then these proceedings are apt to
be difficult for dl of us™"

"Y our deportment is shameful." Kongtantos had haf-risen and was pointing his stylus at her.

"Y ou expect that of me, from what the Captain hastold me. Wasit that poor creature beside you, or
another who said | was without virtue?' She dared not speak Drosos name for fear that her calm would
desert her. He had been gone for over amonth, but she had learned allittle of him from Bdisarius, most
of which distressed her as much astheir fina night together had.



"Y ou flaunt your godlessnessin our faces?' said Konstantos in outrage.
"No," Oliviareplied, and sat on one of the hard benches. "I flaunt nothing.”
"Y ou come herein Roman dress—" Kongtantos began.

"Because | an aRoman. | understand that is part of the reason | am here." She touched the fibulaon
her shoulder before folding her handsin her 1ap.

"Y ou are here because you are guilty of great and terrible crimes.” Konstantos thundered the
accusation before he resumed his seat. "This good pope knows much of you."

"Does he?' Oliviaasked. "1 wouldn't have thought it." So it was not Drosos who had brought her
here, sheredlized. It had to be another. "What am | supposed to have done?”

"There are three charges,” Panaigios said, his voice higher than usual. He cleared histhroat and read
from the sheet in front of him. ™Y ou are implicated in crimes againgt the Church, witnessed by this pope
who vows that he has seen you make pagan sacrifices, and that within your villain Romathere are
objects of pagan worship."

"Which have undoubtedly been looted by now, and so do not exist; very convenient for you, no
doubt." Oliviawarned hersdlf that she must not be too reckless. These men were capable of condemning
her to adow and painful death that would be asfata to her asto anyone else. Shelowered her eyesand
listened.

"There are accusations, brought by those who cannot give witness, that you smuggled goods into the
Empire without paying taxes or declaring their worth. Further, it is said that you have kept illega booksin
your house, knowing they were banned and aware of the implications of their presence.” Panaigios read
thisinafad, flat tone, head bowed.

"Again, | must ask what proof you have." Oliviakept her manner subdued. "Y ou say that the
accusations are brought by those who cannot testify. That would mean another woman or adave, or a
foreigner who isnot part of the Empire. The motives of al such persons are questionable, had they the
right to speak out, which they have not."

"Thethird chargeisthe most serious,” Panaigios went on, glancing once at Kongtantos. "It isclaimed
that you provided and administered the poison that brought about the death of the august lady Antonina.”

Oliviawason her feet. "Ridiculoud”
"Bedlent!" shouted K onstantos.

"The chargeisabsurd!" Oliviainssted, but she sat down as shefelt Captain VIamoslay hishand on
her shoulder. "What reason would | have for such aterrible deed?"

"You areawidow," said Konstantos. "Y ou have been afriend of the Generd Bdisarius snce his
campagninltay."

"Soit followsthat | would kill hiswife?" Oliviaasked in disbdlief.
"If you planned to take her place," Kongtantos stated.

"l have refused Captain Drosos when he offered marriage.” She saw the way Panaigios started at
Drosos name. "Is he among the nameless ones now?" she asked, saddened.

"Captain Drosos was an officer of Generd Bdisarius. He would be willing to serve his Generd in
many ways," Konstantos averred. "It would not be the first time aman held awoman for another man.”

Oliviacould find no words at first. "Y ou mean that you think Drosos was my lover so that | would be
ableto marry Bdisariusonce |l killed hiswife? Why would Drosos help his Generd if he knew what |
was doing? Unless" shewent on more carefully, "you arelooking for away to implicate Bdisariusin



Antoninas death. That would be laughable.
"Y ou have afortune.” Panaigios refused to raise his head.

"Which Bedisarius controls. He has no reason to dly himsdf with me. He dready isin aposition to
take every coin and dl property he has secured for me." Shefelt thefirst stirring of panic and forced
hersdlf to ignore them.

"In Roma, this pope saw your villa, and in it he found certain compounds that can be used as
poisons." Konstantos plucked at Pope Sylvestros ragged deeve. "Tell her what you saw.”

"l saw Angels descending from Heaven, and each one carried agem of adifferent color. All of them
had wings of fire and they flew over me—" Pope Sylvestros said in asing-song.

"Stop him,” Konstantos ordered Panaigios, who tugged ineffectively a the man.
"—and their wings made the sound of great whirlwinds, and—"

"Surely you do not expect me to take these accusations to heart, do you?" Oliviatossed her head.
"What purpose do you think any of this serves? Y ou bring that... wreck of aman here, who knows
nothing but that Angels have cometo him. Y ou let him speak. Y ou mention things that have been said by
those who are not permitted to testify asif that could have some bearing on the matter. Am | supposed to
be so contrite that | offer aconfession to you?”

"You are not to spesk at al," Panaigios said, hisvoice going up again.

"Y ou are awoman of dangerous repute.” Konstantos pointed a her again, hisarm quivering. "You
are not smply a Roman whore who has traded on her profession to cometo this city; you are—or you
claim to be—of noble background, of a gensthat would be horrified to see what you have done."

"But | tel you | have done nothing wrong,” Oliviasaid in areasonable manner. "I am awidow and |
do not seek to marry again. My husband's Will is specific about that. | have had one lover since |l came
here, who was my lover before, and that is Captain Drosos, who has been posted back to the Italian
frontier. Y ou seek to make this seem disrespectful when it is nothing of the sort.”

"Y ou have herbs and spicesin your house," Kongtantos said.

"Inthat | am no different than any other house holder in Kongtantinoupolis™ Oliviawasfinding it
difficult to remain in unruffled control of herself; her indignation was increasing with every word
Kongtantos addressed to her. "Asto my few remaining Roman goods, there is nothing significant in them,
unlessyou wish to claim that anyone with abust of an ancestor isworshipping pagan gods.” Thislast was
addiberate dight to Konstantos, who was known to keep portraits of his grandfathersin his private
gpartments next to hisikonostasis.

"Y ou are clever, and you have Roman guile." Konstantos turned to Panaigios. " The accusation about
the poisons, you have it there?"

"l do," said Panaigios, taking care not to look a Olivia, who captivated him.

As Kongantos took the pages from the Censor's secretary, he held them up, showing them to Olivia,
who was too far away to read them. "Here we have areport from one who works for the Censor and
the good of the Empire.”

"Y ou mean apad $py in ahousehold, probably Bdisarius or mine," said Oliviaevenly.

"That iswhat a dishonest person might believe,” Konstantos allowed. "This person states that you
have often visted Belisarius house.”

"Of course| have; hesmy sponsor.” For al her outward scorn, Oliviawas listening carefully, awvare
that thiswas the only accusation that might cause her trouble.



"And nothing more, or so you clam.” Konstantos cleared histhroat. "This person describes the
number of times you have been at the house, and remarks that you have paid vists to Antoninawhile you
werethere”

"Not every time," Oliviacorrected him. "l was permitted to speak with her only when shefelt well
enough to have avistor, and that wasrarely, snce shewas o ill."

"Doubtless," Konstantos said smoothly, and Oliviawondered what trap she had entered. "You." He
poked the demented pope a hisside. "What have you seen?”

"| saw at the house of this Roman woman, at her villaoutsde thewalls of Roma, vidsand jarsand
other containers of many substances that were known to be dangerous. There was Purple Slipper and
Wolfsbane and hemp aswell as Armenian poppies. It was said that she was known to be expert with
these herbs, and that there were many who cameto her over the years." Herecited hisinformation asif
he had memorized it badly. "I learned from monks at a nearby monastery who keep to the teachings of
Saint Ambrose of Milano. They informed me that the great lady who owned the villawas a sorceress.”
Hefdl slent, then cried out, "I am treading the way, Holy Spirit. | am reaching out to Y ou so that Y ou
may see what | have done to make amendsfor my sinsand crimes. | am repentant, Holy Spirit. Bear
witnessto my deeds.”

"Yes, yes" sad Panaigios, patting Pope Sylvestros arm and trying to quiet him. "Y es, we know how
you grive”

"To make amends,” heinsisted, his one eye fixing on Kongtantos. "Y ou promised methat | would not
haveto beg if | would bear witnessto what | saw in Italy."

Kongtantos was so angry that he found it hard to speak. ™Y ou will be silent now," he ordered through
histeeth.

"In effect, this miserable man has been offered abribe if he will speak againgt me,” said Olivia, turning
toward Captain VIamos. "What do you think of this, Captain Vlamos?Y ou have heard the dlegations
and you say nothing."

"It'snot for meto say, one way or another. | am here to carry out the commands of the Censor, his
officers, and the commands of the Emperor." He spoke woodenly, and he refused to ook at Olivia.

"Tdl me" Oliviasad, addressing Panaigios, "when you questioned my bondsman, did anything he
said cause you to think that | might be as sinister aperson asthis... this pope has said?’

"Y our bondsman is your bondsman.” Kongtantos would not permit Panaigiosto answer.

"And your witnessis demented,” Oliviasaid, her control dipping avay. She dug her nallsinto the
palms of her hands and concentrated on the pain in order to master herself. "My bondsman has served
me many years. He—if he were dlowed to speak here, which heis not—might tell you otherwise. |
admit | know some of the lore of herbs, as do most owners of villasin the country. Y our own citizens
probably have smilar supplies, and for smilar reasons. If you have decided that thisis significant, there
are many, much closer to the Emperor and the Censor, who must share suspicion with me." She thought,
asshesad it, that she might have inadvertently touched on the truth.

"Y ou are being questioned now," Konstantos shouted. "And you are not permitted to speak.”

"Then send for my sponsor and let him know of your suspicions. Or would that interfere?' Oliviagot
to her feet again. "Bdisariusisrequired by law to be present if there are forma chargeslaid againgt me,
sgnce heisresponsiblefor me. Y et you refuse to send for him. Therefore you are not making formal
charges. Or if you are making forma charges, you do soillegdly.” Shelooked at the three meninturn.

"Y ou need to find someone to blame, and | am safest, for | have no family and | am aforeign woman.
How convenient that | also have money that you will be entitled to clam.” She turned to Captain VIamos.
"Wdl?'



"l must not speak with you, great lady,” the Captain said in some embarrassment.

"Don't these proceedings seem irregular to you?' When she received no answer from him, she went
on, "l know from Belisarius himself that you are considered an honorable soldier. | ask you now to
inform him or my bondsman of what has taken place here, so that one or the other of them may beginto
seek remedy for this... thistravesty.” She gave her atention to Konstantos once more. "That is part of
your purposg, isn't it? Y ou want to find someone guilty for the death of Antonina so that therewill be no
more questions abouit it. Y ou think that if you accuse me, Bdisariuswill ask nothing about me, and you
will never haveto answer for your acts." She wondered if perhaps Konstantos had guessed correctly,
and Bdlisarius, overcome with grief, would refuse to pursue her interests.

"l have heard too much from you," Konstantos said in alow, deadly tone. "Y ou have been permitted
more leeway because as a Roman we know you do not understand proper conduct. We will enter the
testimony of Pope Sylvestrosin our records, and we will send al to Belisariusfor him to reply to the
accusations. But you, you are to be detained until it is decided that there are grounds enough to review
your case." He dapped the tabletop.

"OLord, You grikeinwrath and in thunder,” intoned Pope Sylvestros, his hands pressed together. |
listen and | hear the sound of Y our destruction promised to the sinful world.”

"Make him be quiet!" Konstantos shouted, rounding on Panaigios, who had dropped the vellum
sheetshe held.

“l... |..." Panaigios began, then said nothing more as he pulled on Pope Sylvestros arm in afutile
attempt to get his attention.

"The thunder of destruction and the thunder of creation fill all Heaven and shake the earth,” Pope
Sylvestros exulted. "The tread of the Lord shakesthe world and the citiesfal before Him."

"If it is proven that you are asorceress," Konstantos went on, doing his best to ignore Pope
Sylvestros, "then you will betied in asack and thrown in the sea, which isthefate of al sorcerersand
sorceresses.”

"Tied in asack and thrown in the sea," Oliviarepeated with fascination and horror. Water would not
kill her, and she could not drown, but she would be immobilized until her flesh gave way or she was
eaten. And for however long that took, she would be conscious. "Y ou condemn meto Hell," she said
softly, with great feding, for to her it was no more than the truth.

"It isyour action that condemnsyou to Hell," said Konstantos with satisfaction, misunderstanding her.
"We are only instruments of the Emperor who seeks to emulate God on earth with wisdom and

judgment.”
"That might be thought prideful,” Oliviasaid in athoughtful voice. "And asl recal, prideisasn.”

"Y ou are not one to speak against the Emperor or the Lord God," Konstantos warned Olivia. He
was about to go on when another man entered the room and approached him.

Both Panaigios and Konstantos made a reverence to Kimon Athanatadies, and Panaigios held out the
list of chargesthat he had read earlier.

The Court Censor took the sheet and looked over them. "Atta Olivia Clemens" he said. "l recall we
have had some questions about her. Sorcery. A grave charge.” Helooked at Pope Sylvestros. "Who is
thet?"

"A witness." Panaigios had the grace to look chagrined at thisadmission. "Heis Pope Sylvestros.”

"| recdl that name. He has been shown to have committed crimina acts.” Athanatadies tapped the
edge of the shedt. | trust that he is not your only witness."



The cold expression in the Censor's eyes subdued Konstantos zedl. "We are trying to find others.
We have information from those who cannot testify, and in time we will obtain accessto those who can.”

"Seethat you do," said Athanatadies. | must defend every decision made by my staff to the
Emperor." He stared blankly at the far wall. "The Emperor is determined to root out al wrongdoing in the
Empire. We are mandated to act for him. But if we abuse his authority, then we are culpable.” He did his
fingers over hismoist pams. "Have care that you do not exceed your authority, Konstantos. And you as
well, Panaigios. If you do, you will haveto answer for it." He handed the vellum back to Panaigios and
looked toward Olivia. "Where is your sponsor, woman?"

"That isaquestion | have been asking since | was brought here, Censor," Oliviaanswered with
agperity.

"Her sponsor is Belisarius and thereis reason to think that thiswoman poisoned the Generd'swife,"
Kongtantos said, not quite defiantly.

"|sthat any reason not to have him here?" Athanatadies asked, thinking what Justinian might require
under these circumstances. "He should be sent for."

"At once?' Panaigiossaid.
"How do we explain to him?' Konstantos said at the sametime.

Athanatadies did not want to make any more decisions; he had been upbraided for the last two and
he was afraid of the Emperor's demands. He stared in Silence at a place on the floor about halfway
between him and Olivia. At last he said, "Detain her."

"What?' Oliviacried out, her reserve gone. "By what right do you 'detain’ me?' She did not want to
be kept in acell again, logt to the world and conveniently forgotten. This had happened to her in the past,
and in many ways it was worse than awakening in her tomb. In acell, she had become ravenous, not only
for blood but for intimacy, for the exchange that satisfied more than Smple hunger.

"By right asthe Court Censor,” said Athanatadies, hisexpresson rigid. ™Y ou have been accused of
serious acts. Until we have more to support these accusations, | remand you into the custody of Captain
Vlamas. There are quartersin this building for those accused whose cases are being investigated; we
maintain them for such asyou." He studied Oliviafor alittle while. "1t will not be too unpleasant, if thet is
what troublesyou.”

"Locked up and isolated is dways unpleasant, Censor,” she said with hard intent. "The trappings—"
She shrugged.

"Thereisthe dungeon, if you prefer,” Konstantos offered, gloating.

Oliviaignored him, keeping her attention on Kimon Athanatadies. ™Y ou will seethat my sponsor is
notified of your investigation and the charges againg me."

"Yes,; induetime." He cleared histhroat and moved away from her.
"When isthis'duetime you speak of ?* Oliviaasked, making no attempt to disguise her sarcasm.

"Itiswhenitis" Athanatadies said without |ooking around, and spoke next to Konstantos and
Panaigios. "l want to be kept abreast of your findings. Do not think you are being excused from your
work here. Something must be found, something more than that disgusting pope. He would be unreliable
at best.”

"Yes, Censor," said Kongtantos. "We will continue our work."

"And see that you find testimony from those who can giveit; the gossip of daveswill not be welcome,
even as supporting reports. Slaves awaysthink ill of foreign masters, and you know that aswell as1 do.”
He started toward his side door, then turned back. "Y ou may be sure that Belisarius will begin asking



questionsin afew days. Y ou had better have some answers. He may be in disgrace with the Emperor,
but heis gtill a Generd and he has some authority.”

"Of course, Censor," said Konstantos.

"Y ou are not to do anything hasty. This charge of sorcery isthe most worrisome. Be certain you have
proof, or drop it." He did not want any of the decisions he had made regarding heretics and sorcerers
caled into question now, for Justinian had aready indicated that he wanted to berid of al of them at
once, as he had been rid of the pernicious books at Alexandria As Censor, it would be histask to carry
out such acommand, but he feared that the confusion that would result, the charges and countercharges,
would lead to an unrest that the Emperor did not appreciate, and he would be unableto explain. "l do
not want to be told that you have heard rumors, or that there are those who think she might be enchanting
cats. Isthat understood. Y ou must be able to demonstrate your charge or you must removeit.”

From her place on the bench, Oliviasaid, "Y ou sound dmost Roman, Censor."

"Y ou do yourself no good spesking to methat way," Athanatadiestold her, though he continued to
look at Konstantos. "In ten days, | will want to have word about thiswoman. If thereis no word, you will
haveto give reason why you have not done what isrequired of you. And if you cannot, then you will
have to answer to Belisarius." With that last ominous promise, he was gone.

The reception chamber was slent; Panaigios shuffled papers.

"The earth shows worship and reverence to God," called Pope Sylvestros. "1n homage to the Might
of God, the people are silent.”

"Then you be slent, too," snapped Konstantos. He signaled to Captain VIamos. "Y ou know where
the detention rooms are. See that she has one of the better ones, with agood bed." Hefavored Olivia
withamdicioussmile. "That isin case you wish to entertain friends."

Olivia had been expecting some attack, and she did not respond to it. "Captain VIamos, lead the
way."
"I'm sorry, grest lady," he said, "but | must bind your hands and keep hold of the thongs.”

"Of course." She held out crossed wrists. She wanted to lash out with her feet and hands, then fleg,
but that was worse than folly. "Not too tight, | pray.”

As Captain Vlamos secured the thongs, he asked, "Will this be too bad?'

"No," she said honestly. As she was about to be led away, she glanced at the three men. "When the
day comesthat this happensto you—and do not think that impossible—remember me." Then she
nodded to Captain VIamos and went out of the chamber toward the detention rooms at the other end of
the enormous building.

Text of aletter from Niklosto Belisarius.

To the distinguished General who is sponsor to my mistress Olivia Clemens, my greetings and
supplications.

Sx days ago my mistress was taken by the Guard to answer questions of the Censor's officers.
She has not returned home since then, and all attempts to discover what has become of her have
met with nothing.

Snce | ama bondsman and my mistressis a Roman thereislittle | can do beyond what has
already been done. Therefore | have to ask that you act to find out what has happened to her and



to take all measures to see that sheisrestored at once to her house and to your protection.

| had a few words with a Captain Vlamos, who was one of those who came to take her to the
Censor, and he told me that the Censor has an accusation of sorcery against my mistress, which is
not only a defamation of her character, but it places her in gravest danger with no meansto
refute such a charge.

Should you requireit of me, | will place the resources of this household at your disposal to aid
in any and all ways possible to secure the release and total exoneration of my mistressaswell as
demanding and receiving damages for what she has had to endure on these fal se and mendacious
charges.

It ismy belief that those who have brought these charges did so with malicious intent, for
everything they have said has served to divide her from her household, her goods, and your
protection. Snce you have not been called, | have assumed that you are likely to be implicated by
these charges or be found to be the victim of what is alleged.

Captain Vlamos has said that he will speak with you if you requireit of him, for that is his
responsibility as an officer of the Guard, since you are my mistress sponsor here. | urge you to do
S0 as soon as possible, for thereis no telling what indignities might have been forced upon my
mistress, who has already suffered enough in coming to this city. If the Captain will tell you what
we need to know, then | will take action at once and do my utmost to save my mistress from any
more travail.

I must warn you that | have been informed that sorcerers are executed by being put into a sack
and thrown into the sea. | do not want to make demands of you, great General, but | am certain
that neither of us wish to have that happen to Olivia. Snce those executions are carried out in
secret, | am afraid that we have less time to discover her whereabouts and take action than we
might have under other circumstances.

Whileit pains me to intrude on your mourning and grief, | would rather do thisthan add to
your losses, for that iswhat islikely to happen if you will not insist on some resolution of this
dreadful business at once.

The Censor's officers Konstantos and Panaigios are pursuing the case for the Censor and the
Emperor. They will not answer me, but they must answer you. | beg you to approach them at
once, for to tell truth, | fear for my mistress more than | ever have in my life.

Niklos Aulirios
bondsman to
Atta Olivia Clemens

P.S The slave Zgjhil has asked to be permitted to aid you in any way she can. She carriesthis
letter, and | have given her permission to remain with you and to act in any capacity you deem
necessary. Certainly you may do so as Olivia's sponsor, but in case the Censor decides that there
isavalid charge and attempts to seize all of my mistress’ household and goods, you will be ableto
retain Zgjhil. Listen to her, Belisarius. She has been a great help to us. With this, | include Olivia's
endorsement of Zejhil's writ of manumission, along with a request that she be given thirty gold
pieces when sheis freed. | trust you will honor my mistress' decision in regard to this slave.

Shortly after Captain VIamosleft Bdisarius house, Simones requested permission to be gonefor an
hour, and so was not present when Eugenia arrived and begged to speak with the Generd.

The eunuch dave Arius admitted her and told her that his master was not to be disturbed.



"I haveto spesk with him," Eugeniasaid, her eyes brimming with tears. "Heismy only hope, and if he
won't see me, | have no other chance to save mysdif.”

Arius knew Eugeniafrom her friendship with Anto-nina, and for that reason he faltered. Belisarius
might want to see thisold friend of his dead wife, but then again, the presence of Eugeniamight recall his
loss. Weighing these two considerations only became more puzzling, and so at last he said, "Wait here,
great lady, and | will speak with my master.”

Eugenialooked about the vestibule alittlewildly. "L et me st in the smdler reception room,” she said,
precarioudy near begging. "I don't want... anyoneto know | am here. The matter is confidentid." She
held out asiver coin. ™Y ou must tell no one but your master that | have come. No one. No other
member of this household.”

Ariustook the coin, more out of surprisethan greed. "Of course, great lady." He tucked the coin
under hisbelt and went to Belisarius study.

"Tdl her I'm busy," said Bdlisarius, who was deep in conversation with the Tartar dave from the
Roman woman's household.

"Sheisweeping, Generd," said Anus, who assumed he owed Eugeniathat much for the coin.
Bdisariussghed. "Whereisshe?'
"In the smaller reception room." Arms made areverenceto hismager. "Sheisvery... upset.”

Zghil rose and made her reverence. "I have more than enough to do. | will be busy for the rest of the
afternoon with the tasks you have set me. Y ou mugt attend to your guest, of course." Without any fuss,
shewithdrew.

"All right," Bdisarius said with aresigned hitch to his shoulders. " Show meto her, Arius.”

Eugeniawas seated in the darkest corner of the room, her back to the door, hunched over. She had
dressed plainly and without any of her customary ornaments and jewels. As Arius came into the room,
she started, then recovered hersdf and rose. "I am very sorry to disturb you at thisterrible time,
Generd," she began with proper formdlity.

"If you disturbed me, it must be for something more than a.consolation cal,” he said tersely, motioning
to Ariusto leave them done. "Y ou have something you wanted to say to me."

"Yes," shesad, color mounting in her face. "It'svery difficult. | don't know whereto begin." Shewas
hardly audible at these last words.

Belisariustook his place on the padded bench. "Shdl | send for some refreshments?”

"No!" Her protest wasawail. "No. | don't want anyone to know | am here, no onein your
household." She caught the edge of her paenulaand began to twist it in her fingers. "1 tried to tell you this
before. If | could bring myself to write, it might have been easier to set it down, for | would not haveto
seeyour facewhile| told you." She cleared her throat, then coughed; neither effort raised her voice or
her confidence. "I... I'vetried to do this before, but | have been afraid.”

"Why didn't you speak to your sponsor?’ Belisarius asked her reasonably.

"My sponsor?' Her features crumbled under her emo-tions. "Oh, | could not. | would be cast out for
what has happened, and he would never believe that | wastdling the truth. He would not be able to do
anything. Hewould not want to. There would be too much shame, and for that he would want meto
auffer, not to find the answer for me." Thistangled protest caught alittle of Belisarius interest.

"Areyou saying that you must speak to me about one of my officers?' He knew of her unsatisfactory
dalliance with Chrysanthos, but was reluctant to think that his officer would behave badly to aformer
lover.



"No, not... not officers. Someone... someonein your household." She put her handsto her face and
wept, trying to keep from making a sound.

Bdlisarius rose and went to her. "Let me summon one of the davesto—"
"No. No daves. No." She pushed him away from her with repugnance. "No daves!”

Now Bélisarius was both troubled and curious. He knew that he had interpreted the reason for
Eugeniasvigt incorrectly and he was beginning to think that there was something to be learned from her.
"Come. | will not ingst you be aided if you would rather not." He indicated a place on the other bench,
but she retreated back into the shadows once more. "What isit, Eugenia?’

She shook her head, shuddering with tearsand fright. "I can't.”

"But if you came hereto tell me something—" He approached her dowly, with care, asif shewerean
animd that was only hdf-tame.

"l havetotdl you," shewhispered. "I haveto.”

He watched her face, seeing the shine of her eyes and the gleam of tears; the rest wasindigtinct.
"Thentel me, Eugenia™

"It's... very difficult.” Shetrembled. "But it hasto end. It hasto. | can't... go on." She bowed over,
her head caught in her hands and pressed to her knees.

Bdisariuswaited, trying to keep hisimagination from building hideous scenarios to account for
Eugenias behavior. "When you are dble, tel me. | will listen.”

"Oh, God and Saintdl" she screamed, the sound muffled by her hands. "I can't. If hefinds... out.
Donttel." Shelooked up imploringly. "Give me your word you will not tell him."

"Tdl whom?' Belisarius asked, assuming she meant either her sponsor or Chrysanthos. Her answer
agonished him.

"Smones”
"Simones?' He repeated the name asif it were unfamiliar. "Why should it matter what..."He did not
go on for ashort while, and when he did, hiswords were sharper. "What about Smones?

"He..." Shefound areserve of discipline she did not know until then she had. "He came to me, oh,
sometime ago. He said that he would see you condemned as atraitor, that he was being paid by the
officers of the Censor to find the meansto discredit you completely. He said that if | confessed thisto
you, you would not believe me, and he would deny it."

"Smones" said Bdisxius,

"He... demanded | be... | be hislover." Her voice sank and her courage nearly failed her. "He

boasted of how he would bring you down, and dl those who were close to you. He said he had bribed
Antoninas physician to—"

"To poison her?' Belisarius asked in alow, soft voice.
Eugeniablinked. "Yes"

"Therewas aletter from the physician. Heleft it... in Antoninas room. For me." He clasped hishands
together in front of him asif they were holding asword.

"And?' Though shewasfrightened, for the first time Eugeniahad hope that she might not be
dismissed. "Wasthere something in the letter?"

"The physcian was paid to poison Antoning,” Belisarius said heavily. "I informed the Guard but
nothing has happened. Now, with the other—" He stopped abruptly. "Tdl me about Simones.”



"He said he had to have my help, but... | don't know." Shefelt her face turn scarlet. "I think he
wanted to have someone to command, someone he could bully and threaten. He liked that better than
anything else between us." She put her hand to the neck of her paenula. "I... | thought | had to do ashe
ordered. | thought he would say | was consorting with adave, and my sponsor would hear of it, and then
| would be cast out for what | had done. | was afraid. Y ou understand that, don't you?"

"l undergand," said Bdlisarius, and for thefirst time, hedid.

"l didn't dare refuse him. He said he would accuse me of conspiring against Antonina, that | would be
judged guilty. I cannot speak for mysdlf, and although he cannot speak againgt me, he could implicate me,
and—" It took an effort but she stopped her rush of words. "He told me he had arranged for the
poisoning of your wife. He said that he had done other things aswell. He wants to bring down everyone
associated with you. He is determined to. .. to ruin you, to destroy you. He wants to know that he
arranged your downfall." Sheturned to Bdisarius. "1 am sorry. | am so very, very sorry that | let any of
this happen, and that once it happened that | permitted it to continue, but truly, | did not know what to
do. | didn't want to participatein what he was doing. | thought | wasn't... important enough. But—"

"But Antoninais dead,” Belisarius said heavily. "And she died because of poison. | should have seen
what was happening. | should have suspected. Oh, Lord God, how could | not have seenit?* Helunged
away from her, hisarms crossed over hisbody. "How could | not have known."

"Gengrd—"

"l did know. Chrigtos, | knew." He blundered into the wall and swung around toward Eugenia. "Why
didn't you come to me when it might have done some good? Why didn't you tell me when she could have
been saved? Why?' He brought hisarm up, and then held it, seeing Eugenia cower, her face white, her
eyesglazed with fear. "l won't hurt you," he said dully, stepping back from her. "It wouldn't change
anything."

"But | tried," Eugeniaprotested in asmal voice. "1 tried once to talk Simones out of what he was
doing; it was the third time he came to me, and | spent asmuch timeas| could teling him why he ought
not to dowhat... hewasdoing.” She said thistentatively, like achild unsure of an angry parent.

"And? What happened?' He was exhaugted. All his energy seemed to have run out of him, leaving
him listlessand numb.

"He... exacted vengeance. He made certain | would not do that again." Shelowered her voice. "He
used me. | have never been used so by aman before. |... wassick, afterward.”

"Smones" Beisariussaid.

"Heisan angry, dangerous man,”" Eugeniasaid, reciting alitany she had told herself since her
subjugation had begun.

"Simones." He nodded dowly. "So efficient, so dependable. So devoted. | assumed—" He lowered
his head. " Antoninatrusted him. She liked him better than any other dave in the household. Whenever
ghe... shehad had a... abad night, she would send for Simones, for he cheered her.” Without warning
he hurled one of the small tables across the room; it smashed and broke against the oppositewall. " Of
course he cheered her. He was enjoying his handiwork."

Two daves gppeared at the door of the reception room, one of them visibly frightened.

"Leave usaone" Bdisarius ordered. "And tell those Guards watching my housethat | am going to
the house of the Censor. | want them to be ready.” He lurched to hisfeet. "I have let too much get
beyond me. | have not done al that Lneed to do.”

"What... what will happen to me?' Eugenia pleaded, her terror returning.
"You will be safe; | giveyou my word onit. If | am betrayed, then that may be another matter." His



smilewas hard, cynicd. "Who knows what Fallen Angels have flocked to the Censor's standard? It may
bethat | am aready too late." He went to the door, saying to her as he left, "Have one of my men escort
you back to your house. | think that you had better not till be here when Simones returns.”

"Belisarius" Theforce of her cry stopped him.
"What isit?"

"Say you forgive me. | never meant to be such acoward, | never thought it would go thisfar. Please.
Forgiveme." She reached out to him, suddenly very vulnerable and fragile.

"Forgive you? How can | do that while Simones breathes? Once heis gone, ask me again." With that
he was gone from the reception room, striding toward his chambers, moving in away that his soldiers
knew better than his household. "Ariug! | want my white ddmaticaand my gold palium set out. At once.
| want abasin to wash and | want oil for my hair. Now!"

The eunuch dave hurried after him. "'l will haveit done, master. At once."

"QOrder the roan harnessed to my triumpha chariot and have two of the horsemen accompany me.
Mounted. On the matched bays. Givethe order while| prepare." He dammed his private door closed on
Ariusand began to undress.

In lessthan an hour, he was ready to leave his house. Since he was no longer permitted to bear arms,
he had arrayed himself with every honor presented to him for his military achievements. His chest flashed
and glowed with jewes and gold. He had donned his golden wresth presented to him for hisvictoriesin
Africa, and he carried the three bound staves that were the sign of hisrank. As he climbed into his
chariot, he nodded to the two mounted daves who flanked him. "Don't get ahead of the Guard. They'd
beinsulted.”

The older of the two, agrizzle-haired veteran from Emids, touched hisleft shoulder with hisright hand
insaute. "Do we go ahead of you, master?'

"Either sde of the chariot.” Bdisariusindicated the places. "Don't hurry. Give them plenty of timeto
know I'm coming.” There was a grimness about his mouth and his eyes narrowed as he spoke.

Thetwo daves exchanged glances, but said nothing, putting their mounts into movement at the walk,
taking care to observe the form their master required.

Little asthe two Guards liked it, Belisarius ordered this small procession to go past two of the largest
markets and the front of Hagia Sophiawhere the workers were laboring to complete the new basilicaon
the foundations of the old. From within the building came the sound of chanting that faltered as Belisarius
passed the open narthex. Behind them hundreds of people followed, but at a safe distance.

The Guards at the gate of the Censor's palace blocked the way with their spears until Captain Vlamos
was found. He came out of the main doors, asword in his hand, and looked up at the chariot and
Bdisxius

"What isyour purpose for coming, Generd?" he asked with respect; Belisarius might be out of favor
with the Emperor, but the Byzantine soldiers regarded him astheir greatest hero.

"l must speak with the Censor or with his officers. At once. It concernsacrime, and a... negligence
on the part of his gaff." He looked directly at Captain Vlamos. "Will you let me pass? Asyou see, | an
unarmed.”

"The Censor isat prayers,” the Captain said, for thefirst time disappointed in the Censor.

"I will wait. | do not wish to interrupt his devotion." He secured the reins of his chariot and stepped
out of it. "If one of your stablehands will seeto my horse?'

"Yes" Captain VIamos clapped his hands sharply, and as soon as one of the Censor's daves



responded, he issued anumber of orders. Then he stood while Belisarius came up to him. "It isan honor
to be of help, Generd."

Bdisarius face had grown craggy inthelast few years, and his hair was amost white; in his splendid
dress he was asimposing as ametropolitan at the high atar. His attitude was stern as he spoke to
Captain Vlamos. "There have been accusations laid here that | have information to disprove. What is
troubling isthat no one told me of the accusations, though they concerned both my dead wife and the
Roman woman | sponsor. The Censor owes me alittle of histime and some clarification." He was no
taller than Captain VIamos, but he seemed to tower over the Guard officer.

"l..." Helooked around, then motioned to the Guards who had accompanied Belisarius to step back
out of hearing. "I know something of this."

“Tdl me"

"I... | heard the accusations brought against the Roman lady." He looked around hastily, to be certain
they were not overheard. "One of the articles againgt her sated that she... shehad ahand inyour...
wifesdeath.”

Bdlisarius gave an impatient wave to hishand. "1 know shedid not; | know precisly whois
responsible, and | have astatement to support what | say.” He moved, standing now with his feet apart
and braced, asif he were preparing to attack. "' require some explanation about all of this. | haveto
know who suborned one of my davesto work against me."

"It'sabad business," Captain VIamos said, hisloricafeding much too tight.
"And it must be settled.”

"Yes." Heindicated the door. "I will summon an escort. It is necessary; you understand.” Thislast
was an gpology and both men redlized it.

The reception room was neither the grandest or the meanest; it had two tall ikonostases flanking three
narrow windows that looked out on a duggish fountain. Three padded benches were arranged around a
low, square table. Neither Belisarius nor the three Guards who accompanied him sat down.

Captain VIamos had spoken to the mgordomo, informing him that the Generd's task was urgent. He
doubted that he could hurry the Censor, but he felt obliged to try. When the majordomo suggested that
wine and fruit be brought for Belisarius, Captain VVIamos declined. He remained with Belisarius and the
two officerswho served asthe Generd's escort, saying nothing, growing more agitated as time dragged
on.

When Kimon Athanatadies finaly entered the reception room, Captain VIamos was prepared to
upbraid him for the long delay, but he was held in check by Belisarius, who sauted the Censor.

"l am sorry to have to disturb you, Censor," he said asif the wait had not been insulting. "1 know you
are busy on the Emperor's behalf."

Athanatadies gave aguarded nod. "I strive to discharge the tasks he setsme.”

"Yes; | know from my campaigns how gtrict his expectations can be," Belisariuswent on, asif
greeting aforeign envoy. "It is one of the demands made on those willing to rise as high asyou have.”

"What isyour intention?" Athanatadies asked, trying to gain control of their encounter.

"Why, to assst you in one of your investigations," he said blandly. "If you had notified me of it, |
would have been able to spare you time and effort, and perhaps you would have apprehended a crimina
before he could do more damage." He looked around the room, indicating the Guards. "Would you
rather speak privately? | am not permitted to carry weapons.”

Thisladt, instead of reassuring Athanatadies, made him more restive. He knew thet if Belisarius



wished, he could dispatch him with nothing more than his hands. " Captain Vlamas, dismiss your men, but
remanwithme."

When the two Guards were gone, Captain VIamos posted himsdlf at the door, protecting the Censor
and the Generd from spies and each other.

"What isit you wish to say?' Athanatadies inquired as he sat down on the largest of the padded
benches.

Bdisarius went to the windows, positioning himsdf between the ikonostases, the light behind him so
that the

Censor could not see hisface clearly. "l want," he said in alight, neutra tone, "to seejustice done for
once."

"For once?' the Censor demanded.

"Let's not waste time in debate, Censor. Y ou have accused the Roman lady | sponsor of severd
crimes, including the murder of my wife. The physician who was responsible for her degth left a
confesson—acopy of it was sent to you—that indicated he had been corrupted by a member of my
household, adave. | havelearned which daveit is, and that he claimsto be working at your request. He
believes that he cannot be blamed or punished for any of the wrongs he has done because he has been
assured that you will protect him."

Kimon Athanatadies smoothed the loose ends of hispallium. "1 am not certain | understand you.”

"I thought | spoke plainly,” said Bdlisarius. "Isthis dave of mine spying for you, or one of your
officers? If so, did you give him permission to have my wife killed? Because if you did"'—his voice was
suddenly soft and cold—"I will seeyou diefor it."

"I would never authorize such agnful thing," Athanatadies protested smoothly. "If your dave thought
hewould be alowed to act in that way, he was mistaken. If hedid anything at al." Thelast wasan
afterthought.

"The physidian sad hedid."

"Oh, yes, the confession you claim was sent here. | do not recal seeingit. | will haveto ask my
officers, they ded with so much that occasionally something is overlooked.” He hoped that Belisarius was
far enough away from him not to smell the sharp sweet that betrayed hisfear.

"Such asamurder confesson.” Belisarius made histonelight again. "I am certain that if you search for
the document, you will find it. Then you can gart to dismissthe charges brought againgt AttaOlivia
Clemens. And when that isdone, you will tell mewhat punishment will be givento my traitorousdave.”

Athanatadies coughed delicately. "Which would you rather have: the Roman woman free, or the dave
condemned and punished?' For the firgt time since he entered the room, Athanatadies felt he had some
power, and it dmaost made up for the trepidation that had gripped him.

"What?' Bdisarius sared at the Censor. "What did you say?'

"Would you rather free the Roman lady or punish your dave? It'sasmple matter of choosing one or
the other.”

"Areyou offering me abargain?' Bdisariussad in disbelief. "1 comefor justice and you barter with
me?'

Athanatadies put his fingertips together. "Genera, the Emperor is determined to berid of the Roman
influencein thiscity. Heisnot inclined to ook indulgently on crimeswhen aRoman isimplicated. Heis
a o determined to punish erring daves. A man who isin your position will not do well by asking too
much of Jugtinian; he regards you with suspicion dready and it would not take much for him to decide



you are actively hisenemy. If that happens, then neither your dave nor the Roman woman will get what
they deserve." He paused, giving Bdisariustimeto consider.

"Y ou will do one, but not the other?' Belisarius asked harshly.
"l can see no way to do both," Athanatadies said.

"What you mean isthat you will not act in both cases. Y ou refuse to risk your position, and because |
amin disfavor you are free to abuse your trust." He sudied Athanatadies. "Y ou enjoy this. You are
reveling in your authority. It pleasesyou to be despotic.”

"Those words could befatd, Generd." Athanatadies sat Sraighter, one hand clutching the crucifix that
hung around his neck.

"But thereis no witnessto them,” Belisarius said gently. "Isthere, Captain VIamos?'
"I heard nothing disrespectful, Genera," said the Captain of the Guard.
"Y ou will answer for thisinsolence, Captain,” Athanatadies warned.

“Then | will haveto reved the offer you have made. | don't think it would be gppreciated.” Hisface
was blank and he spoke in amonotone, but al three men understood.

"Sinceyou ingg," Beisarius said evenly, "wewill strike your noxious bargain. But | warn you,
Athanatadies, that your victory will be Pyrrhic; thisisonly thefirgt skirmish—you have yet to enter
baitle.

Part of a series of clandestine orders from Kimon Athanatadies to the Guard Captain in
charge of detained suspects.

In regard to the apostate pope called Tomus, the Censor in the name of the Emperor requires
you to strip him bare in the narthex of Hagia Sophia and batter him with workmen's mallets until
no bone within himisleft unbroken. He is then to be hung from ropes in the narthex where those
Christians of catechumen status may see the consequences of the loss of faith.

In regard to the musician Narsissos, his tongue is to be cut out and he isto be branded on the
arm and the chest so that all will know he fouled his mouth with libelous and unholy songs. Also,
the fingers of hisright hand are to be broken so that he may no longer pluck a lyre.

In regard to the traduced slave Smones, he isto be taken to the public courtyard of the
Censor's house where he isto be flayed in strips, so that his skin will hang in tatters from him. Let
care be taken that he not die too soon, for when heis flayed, he isto be left for the curs to devour.

In regard to Pope Sylvestros, who is demented: let him be immured in one of the cellsin the
new extension of city walls where his prayers may strengthen the fortifications and where he will
be no harmto anyone. Further, let him be visited often to hear what heis saying. If itis
treasonous, then his cell must be walled up entirely.

In regard to the Roman sorceress Olivia Clemens, sheisto be held for twenty-one days, until
the next full moon, at which time she isto be sewn in a sack and taken into the Sea of Marmara.
The boat isto leave the east end of the Bucolean Harbor at the end of the first quarter of the
night. Because this is a dangerous sorceress, the sailors are to be told in advance that she is not to
be listened to or believed.

In regard to the desecrater of tombs, the heretic Pthos, heis to be sewn into the skin of a



fresh-killed goat and taken to the highest Guard tower on the city walls at dawn, and left there
exposed to the sun for three entire days, at which time his corpseisto be thrown to the swine to
eat, said swine then to be used to feed other heretic suspects.

Inregard to Szoni, the smuggler of condemned books, he isto be taken to the main portal of
the Emperor's Forum where he is to be flogged with parchment lashes until he dies.

At sunset Captain Vlamos cameto Olivias cell for the last time. He stood in the door, not quite
certain what to say. "I haveto tell them you will beready,” he said unhappily.

"l am not reedy at dl,” Oliviasaid in atranquil way. "I do not want to be. .. executed." She wondered
what the Censor would think if he knew what along and agonizing death he had ordered for her. She
sghed and glanced toward the small, high window where alittle fading light glowed. "Wasit afine day?'

"Very clear,” said Captain Vlamos. "The night should be the same."
"Full moon," she sghed. "Will they let me keep my garments and my shoes?'

"If you request it, yes, if they are very smple. Y ou may wear adamaticabut not a paenula” He
shifted to his other foot, didiking histask more with every passng momernt.

"Then | do request it. | am not wanton." She went to the low pallet which had served as her bed.
"Will Bdisarius be notified?'

"He has been dready,” Captain VIamos confessed. "I sent him word myself. He requested it—"

"Y ou needn't gpologize,” Oliviatold him with afaint smile. "I'm grateful to you." Therewasavery dim
chance, she thought, that Belisariuswould inform Niklos, and if Nikloslearned of her fate, he would do
everything he could think of to aid her.

"It'snot enough for gratitude," Captain Vlamos said, not ableto look at her. "If it had been up to me,
| would not have issued the orders. It was the Censor's doing. He had to prove to Belisarius—"

"l know," Oliviasaid, cutting him short. "And he certainly has. At least Smones didn't escape; that's
something.”

"The Emperor would not—" Captain VVlamos began, then broke off. "Belisarius hasfiled three
petitions on your behdf. He has said that dl the charges against you areliesand thet it isonly the

sdf-serving interests of those close to Justinian that have made it possible for thisto happen.” He looked
at Oliviawith remorse. "They would not permit meto testify.”

Oliviadid her best to look unconcerned. "It was good of you to make the offer. There are many
otherswho would not, who did not."

"Do you blame them?' Captain Vlamos asked.

"Not redly,” Oliviasaid. There was an unredlity to her Stuation. After so many, many years, she could
not make hersdf comprehend that it was ending. Thistime it would be the true degth, not that other. The
five centuries she had survived were over. She shook her head at the ides; it was not possible.

"Gresat lady?' said Captain VIamos.

"It'snothing,” Oliviaresponded. "I... was remembering. There won't be much moretime for
memories, will there?'

"If it had been my decision, you would have |ft this place the day we brought you here." He paused.
"I knew Captain Drosos before he went to Alexandria. He told about you, alittle, and | thought he was a

very lucky man."



Olivialowered her head. "Thank you, Captain. And when Drosos returned, what then?”
"Hewas not himsdf," Captain Vlamos said with difficulty.

"Yes." Sheturned away, but said, "If you know where heis, tell him what happened, will you? If
Bdisarius does, it will betoo painful for him. Y ou need not say more than afew words. Y ou might
mention that | would never forget him." Then she shook her head. "No; don't say that. It would only
troublehim.”

"Grest lady, | will beback... shortly.” Hewasfinding it impossible to spesk.

"1 will be here, Captain Vlamos." Her hopes were fading, but she was determined not to let him know
it. She stared at the locked door when heleft, asif the power of her eyes done could openit. Then she
lay back on the pallet and |et her thoughts drift.

When had it been, that time when she was convinced she would die? Three hundred years ago?
Commodus or Servius called himself Caesar then; Oliviawasliving in Ravenna, and there had been a
riot. The reason for the riot escaped her, and she could not bring it to mind. She had been trying to return
from the emporiawhere she was expecting goods to be ddlivered. She was by hersdlf in an open chariot,
and when the crowd began to throw rocks, she had been more worried for her horses than hersalf. And
then she saw two men dragged from their chariots and trampled, reduced to aterrible flattened smear on
the cobbles, and she knew that unless she was very careful and unusudly lucky, she would suffer the
same fate. She had pulled the chariot to the side of the road and cut the harness. She had ridden her lead
horse through the streets at agalop, her legs holding tight and her hands holding both reinsand maneina
tangle. She had been cut and bruised, but she had escaped. If Niklos had not taught her how to handle
horses so well, shewould have been lost.

Therewould be no chariot, no horse for her now. She was facing water, the one irresstible force. At
least, she thought in ironic consolation, it would be night, and they would let her keep her shoes, so that
shewould be ableto swim, at least for alittle while. Eventualy she would lose strength, and when the sun
rose, it would sap her vitdity, and shewould sink, to liein the depths, pardyzed by the water.

Assheforced her mind to other thoughts, she became aware of adistant voice singing one of the
chants of Saint Ambrose. She listened to the droning melody with haf her attention, and then sat up, for
thefirs timeredizing what the text of the chant was. " Lord God lend Your protection to those who
venture on the deep waters.” A single spurt of laughter escaped her before she was able to control that
impulse, and she chided hersdf for clinging to forlorn dreams. The chant was repested, and thistime
Oliviatook heart fromiit.

"I am... not dead." The sound of her words in the little room startled her; she sounded resolute,
determined. "All right," she said, "until the crabs nibble my toes, [—"

Thedigtant chant changed to onein praise of the Virgin Mary and began with the words "Magna
Mater."

"Very wdl, Niklos" Oliviasaid to the dim light of thelittle window. "I will not succumb yet." She
stretched out on the pallet, her gpprehension and fear belied by her apparent languor.

By the time Captain VVlamos returned, she had worked out a skeleton of aplan. It was so
inauspiciousthat at another time she might have found it absurd; now she hoped that she would have
enough good fortune to attempt it.

"Areyou... prepared?’ Captain VIamos was more upset thistime than he had been earlier.
"l hope s0," said Olivia, getting to her feet unsteadily.

Captain Vlamos reached out to her, pity in hisheart. Helet Olivialean againg him. "Y ou have
courage, great lady, but thereisno shamein fdtering a atimelike this"



"You're very kind, Captain," she said, stepping back to adjust the single wide sash she had tied
around her waist. Thelittle ornamental dagger she had removed from his belt was concedled as swiftly
and as efficiently as she had taken it. "Do you have the sack with you?"

"Itisintherear courtyard." Heindicated the two torchesin the hal. "Y ou will have afull escort that
far; two of my menwill walk with us™

"But you arein no danger from me," she said pleasantly. "l do not know my way about thisplace. If |
escaped | would not know where to go, and most likely you would need to find someone who would
help mewhilel waslog." She went ahead of him into the hdl. "Tdl me onething if you can, Captain
Vlamos"

"If I can,” he agreed.
" left writs of manumission for my daves—have they been honored?!

"Belisarius has petitions with the magistrates. It is assumed that they will be granted. That way there
will be fewer questions asked about. .. this"" He sgnded the soldiersto fal in, one ahead of and one
behind them.

"That pleasesme," said Oliviatruthfully. No matter what happened to her, she wanted to believe that
she had treated her daves the way a Roman matron ought to. Especialy Zegjhil, she added to hersdlf, for
her loyaty and bravery.

"Isthere anything... you want meto say? To anyone?' Captain VVIamos could not look at her ashe
extended this offer.

"Tell Bdisariusthat | know he has done more than anyone could expect of him, and that | thank him
for what he has done. Thereisno oneesein... Congantinople | wish to bid farewell.” She did not try to
keep track of the turns the soldierstook, nor the placement of doors and halls. No matter what
happened to her, shewould never return to this place.

By the time they reached the rear courtyard, Captain VlIamoswas visibly distressed. "Y ou do not
have to saw her in until just before you throw her overboard,” he told the men who waited for them. "Let
her havethat at least. Sheisnot a sack of onions.”

The nava officer, an old man with a puckered scar where most of his ear should have been,
shrugged. "If the orders don't say otherwise, it'sdl oneto me."

"Olivia?' Cgptain VIamos said, looking at her with sadness. "Thereis nothing more| can do.”

She made him areverence. "Y ou have done more than you know, Captain VIamos, thislast ismore
generous than—"

Heturned on hished and walked away, unable to remain any longer.

The two soldierswho had served as escort exchanged looks that the pale brilliance of moonlight
rendered inscrutable. "We might aswell get to it,” one said to the other.

"Shegoesinthiscart,” the navd officer said, indicating arickety contraption pulled by aweary
donkey. "Therewill be sx men on the boat. Shelll be over the side before the monks start to sing for the

souls of the dead.” He indicated a heap of rough cloth in the cart. "There's the sack. Do you put her in or
do!?'

The Guards did the work quickly, their hands clumsy but not unkind. "We're sorry, greeat lady. None
of usthought it would cometo this."

"WEell say prayersfor you," the other promised.

"I will certainly need them,” said Oliviaas shefdt them adjust the drawstring around her neck,
tightening it enough to make it uncomfortable for her to struggle or movetoo quickly.



"When you get to the place where you do it, loosen thisand draw it tight over her head,” the taller
Guard told the naval officer.

The sack fitted tightly and Olivia could not easily move her asamsto discover if thelittle dagger was
gill in place. Shetold hersdlf to bide her time, that she would have enough opportunity for thet later,
when the boat was under way. One thing encouraged her; since her head was | eft uncovered, it was not
likely shewould beleft in ahold or put under adeck. So long as she was not too closely watched she
would be able to get to the dagger before she was dropped into the water. Her only difficulty would be
resisting the intense seasickness she invariably felt aboard a boat.

The streets were dmost deserted and the donkey cart was incongruoudly protected by an escort of
sx well-armed soldiers. Asthe decrepit cart rattled down to the Bucolean Harbor, Oliviarolled in the
back of it, unable to keep her balance or to brace hersdlf against jolts and turns.

Another contingent of soldierswas waiting at the docks, and they unloaded Oliviafrom the back
without speaking. Two of them carried her aboard adorkon, its angled lanteen sail till furled.

"There sheis, boatmagter,” said the shorter Guard. "Handle her gently. Shé'sagreat Roman lady, this
one, and we're sorry she cameto this.”

The boatmaster hitched up one shoulder. "They warned us she was a sorceress and that she might try
to work her wiles on our boat. Some of the men were for having alast go at the lady, but | said that wed
take no chances with the likes of her." He spat copiously and called on severd Saintsto protect him.
"For it isabad business, having such a creature aboard.”

"Y ou won't have me aboard for long, boatmaster,” Oliviareminded him, and resigned hersdlf to rough
handling.

"Take her aft," the boatmaster ordered. "There's some chickensin crates. We're bound for Rhodes
when wevefinished thisjob.”

The soldier obeyed promptly and none too gently. When one of them swung Oliviaaround o that her
shoulders struck two of the crates, he only grunted and shifted hisgrip on her.

Oliviawas starting to experience the vertigo that being on water gave her which not even the Roman
earth in her shoes could entirely counteract. She struggled in her bonds to face the front of the boet,
knowing the hypnotic effect the sea would have on her. She was oddly pleased to see that there were
severd small fishing boats out, torchesin their sterns, wide nets flung across the sealike the mottled
pattern of moonlight. At least, she thought, they will have to get beyond the fishermen before they drop
me overboard. The notion was comforting in its silliness, and she discovered that she was dmost amiling.

She knew that thislevity could be dangerous, but for the moment she welcomed it.

The sailors cast off with aminimum of fuss, and the sail opened like anight-blooming lily asthe boat
moved away from the wharf. The sailors made it evident that they were not going to pay any attention to
Olivia, taking care not to get too near her as the boat edged out into the Seaof Marmara.

Silently the dorkon moved away from Konstantinoupolis, going dowly in order to maneuver through
the fishing boats. Even the luff of the sail was muted; the bow whispered through the water asif wanting
to keep its passage secret. No cals, no sgnas from the fishermen disturbed the dorkon as she began to
pick up speed, leaving the fishing boats bobbing like fireflies over the moon-flecked water.

They were moving at agood pace when the boatmaster resigned thetiller to his next-in-command
and brought two men aft with him.

"We might aswell do it now," the boatmaster said as he gpproached Olivia,
She froze, her hand dmost on the dagger hidden in her belt. "Now?"



The boatmaster went on asif she had not spoken. "Well dack off, dow down and make sure she'sin
the water. No telling what a sorceress like thismight do.”

"Boatmadter,” Oliviasaid, speaking forcefully. "1 wonder if | might make arequest?”

He struck her across the face with the back of hishard, thick hand. "Y ou're not to talk. We were
warned about that."

Already dightly dizzy from being on the boat, Oliviafought nausea as shetried to steady hersdf. Then
sheféell to the deck and her fingers closed on the dagger.

The boat was dowing down, and it began to rock more as she was brought around, wallowing in the
risesand fal of thewaves.

"Get her up and over," the boatmaster ordered. "Now. Before she can do anything.”
"But we're supposed to tie the sack again, over her head," one of the sailors protested.

"If you want to take that kind of chance, you're free to, but I wouldn't open that sack. She might
conjure anything out of it, and who knows what would become of usdl. | say throw her in now. The
Censor won't know or care unless someonetellshim.” Therewas athresat in thislast, and two of the
salorsmade sgnsagaing the Evil Eye.

Oliviasbrief rush of ation was lost before it had begun; she was wrenched to her feet, then hoisted
into the air and flung away from the side of the boat to ahost of blasphemous oaths. She struck the
water, and for a short time was so disoriented that she dared not move. Eventually her head broke water
and she caught a glimpse of the dorkon drawing away from her. Shetried not to stare after it, knowing
that would only serve to sap her fading spiritsto no purpose. The dorkon'swake wasfroth in the
moonlight, then drifted and waslogt.

With aterrible effort, Oliviaworked her knife out of her belt, trying not to thrash with the Struggle.
Part of the time she was able to breathe air, occasionally she was under the water, and it stung her nose
and lungs, adding to the discomfort and confusion that was gradualy overwhelming her. She fumbled with
the knife and it dropped to the bottom of her sack; it took her far too long to retrieve it, and when she
did, her whole body was lethargic, so that any movement at al wasagrueling orded.

She brought the knife up to the cord around her neck, but could not cut it. Disheartened, shelet
hersdf drift for alittle time, then resolved to make another attempt. Thistime shetried to cut the sack
itsdlf. One, two, three times she poked at the rough fabric without success. On the fourth jab, which she
noticed was weaker than the others had been, the tip of the knife snagged on aheavy dub in the weave,
and asshetried to pull it free, alarge tear opened like the mouth of an exotic sea creature. Sobbing,
choking, Oliviarenewed her efforts, and at last she had ripped away al but the small section of the sack
that held the cord around her neck like a bizarre wresth.

She was out of the sack, but her body was exhausted; the earth in the soles of her shoeswas wet,
steadily losing its potency. Only the power of the night gave her any resistance to the insidious
somnolence that tempted her. 1t would be so easy to stop fighting, to yield to the seductive lure of the
water, to drift away from al the turmoil and the pain and the trife.

Only the distant motion of the torches on the fishing boats held any fascination to her, and she clung to
that with some small, committed core of hersdf. If they could float, so would she! Her arms ached
whenever she moved them, her head was muzzy, her legs might aswell have belonged to someone ese
for dl the sense she had of them. Her knife was gone, dropped some time—she did not recall
when—uwhile she strove to escape from the sack. Shefocused her dwindling attention on the fishing
boats and hoped that morning would not come too soon.

Dazed, demoralized, she floundered, sometimes keeping the torchesin sght, sometimes not. There
were fewer of them, she thought. Most of the fishermen must have their catch and were now returning to



theland. Shetried to paddle toward them, but the effort was too grest.

But it did seem to her, she thought when she was not filled with chaos, that afew of the boats were
nearer. One of the torches seemed to be growing larger, and she made alast, pathetic effort to swim
toward it. She splashed ineffectively, and for ashort time she dipped under the surface again.

When she rose and was able to clear her head a bit, she noticed that one of the fishing boats had
come quite near, and was moving back and forth over the sea. She watched it, bemused, her body no
longer ableto move.

She was gazing up into the immensty of the night, caught by the beauty and vastness of the sky, the
congtdlations no longer clear to her, when something brushed her outflung arm.

Olivialet out ahoarse yelp, then whimpered as a darkness |loomed between her and the stars.
"For Poseidon, will you give me your hand, Olivia?' Niklos ordered in an undervoice.

Although she was certain that none of this was happening, that she had actualy sunk to the depths of
the seaand was logt in a pleasant dream, she did her best to humor hersdlf, and with tremendous
exertion, was able to wag her hand out of the water.

Niklos grabbed it, muttering astring of obscenities that would have awed the boatmaster. He was
desperate with worry, and took little care about how he got her aboard. Dragging first her arm and then
her leg, he wrestled her over the sSide and onto the rough planks. He wrapped four stout ropes around
her, securing her to the mast. All the while he watched her, distracted with apprehension.

"Zghil!'" he commanded, keeping hisvoice low since he was aware how well sound carried over
water.

The Tartar woman came from the shalow hold. "Y ou have her?"

"Yes" he said, and the word itsalf made him giddy. "Bring that rolled mattress. Wrap it around her.
And then head for Cyzicus." Herose from histask and went to the high tiller set &ft in the boat.

Zghil obeyed, her impassve features only once reveding the darm shefdt. " Sheis haf-drowned."

"But only hdf," Niklos pointed out, letting himsdlf laugh for thefirst timein days. He kept hiseye on
the shore, but his attention was more on Oliviathan the line of darkness at the edge of the bright sea.

Near dawn, Oliviaturned her head. "Niklos?'

Though the word was little more than a croaking whisper, Niklos beamed at her.

"Where..."

"We're going to Kythera" He glanced down at Zghil adeep in the bottom of the boat. "Y ou?’
"I'll... hed." Sheleaned back against the magt. "This mattressis soaked.”

"Sowereyou," he pointed out, leaving most of hisfedings unspoken.

"That hymn—?"'

"| gave adonation to three monks; | said it wasfor arelative feared lost at sea. They accepted the
donation.” He secured thetiller with cords, then cameto her side. "Shall | take the mattress away?

"Not yet. | fill need it." Her voice wasfaint but each word was steadlier, less strained.
"All right." He beamed at her. "Tell me about it later. There's plenty of time."

Her answering smile was weary and her chuckle ended in acough, but at last she said, "Yes,
centuries. Thanksto you."

Niklos put his hand on her stringy, matted hair. " Just returning an old favor.” Ashe got to hisfeet, he



sad, "Sunrise soon."

Oliviaturned her head to the stern of the boat and saw thefirst tarnished glow at the rim of the sea.
As shewatched, it brightened and smoldered, asif distant Constantinople were on fire. She closed her
eyes, and when she opened them, she had turned, facing the bow again, and the pallid moonpath spread
over thewrinkled sea.

Text of a letter from Chrysanthos to Belisarius, delivered to Konstantinoupolis three weeks
after the General's death.

To the great and admirable Belisarius, greetings from the godfor saken out-post Colonna
Romanum wher e Chrysanthos now commands, by default as much as promotion.

It has been more than three years since | have written, and almost nine since | have seen you.
For the lack of letters, | ask pardon, but there has been so little to tell. Out here, we are cut off
half the time, and the rest of the time we are so bored that there is nothing to report except for
the number of flies biting the horses. Ever since Totila was killed, and then his heir Teias, we've
had few skirmishes even at outposts like this one. Until two months ago.

Drosos was posted to Mons Falconis, which is a three day ride from here. He was
second-in-command to Solonios, nephew of the Exarch Narses, and | do not need to tell you how
Solonios got his position, do |?

Yes, | say was. Drosos was killed six weeks ago. Mons Falconis got cut off and Solonios would
not order an attack or send anyone for reinforcements, for fear of what hisillustrious uncle would
say. Drosos took it upon himself to remedy that, and with Fabios, Leonidas son, rode around the
enemy lines. Fabios arrived here, wounded and half-baked with fever and we did what we could
for Solonios and his men.

Drosos wasn't so lucky. He was thrown when his horse was lanced, and the barbarians caught
him. They staked him out, still bleeding, and then rode to the charge over him. There wasn't
enough left to give him proper burial. If he hadn't disobeyed Solonios, none of the men would
have survived, and so he had what he told me last year he no longer deserved: an honorable
death.

| am sorry to have to send you this news, especially since it is my under standing that in your
battles with the Huns last year you were badly wounded yourself. The rumor is—and | hopeitis
not true—that you have been blinded. It is bad enough to have lost Drosos; to know you cannot
fight again would be too much for this old soldier to bear. Let me hear from you much sooner
than you have heard from me, with news that you are thriving now that you have saved
Konstantinoupolis and are once again in some favor with Justinian.

Isit true that Kimon Athanatadies was found guilty of heresy and hanged on a butcher's hook
across fromHagia Sophia? | could not believe it when the story reached here. | hopethat it is so,
and that he suffered long and hard for all he had done. If it isn't so, | might well be the one
hanging on a hook when | am posted back to Konstantinoupolis at the end of next year, but |
doubt if it would bother me as much now as it would have when | |eft there nine years ago.

| hope that the next time | write to you, it is with good news, and the invitation to dine with me
upon my return. It isan honor | look forward to with joy and gratitude. Until then, my respect
and my affection iswith you; it is heartening to know you have been vindicated at last.



Though | amremiss at letters, | am still very much your friend
Chrysanthos
Captain (till)

Epilogue

Text of aletter to Olivia from Sanct Germain.

To my long-treasured Olivia, Sanct Germain sends greetings from Naissus, and thanks her for
sending news of her travels.

So you are going to Alexandria now that Justinian is finally dead and his nephew Justin rules
in Constantinople. | hope you have not decided to do this out of devotion to Drosos memory. You
tell me that you want to find out what is left of the Library and to try to salvage any of the texts
that might have escaped thefires. That, | probably need not remind you, is dangerous work; high
risk for a dubious reward.

You told me once that Drosos called you a monster and that you did not know how to convince
himyou are not. Olivia, he was right. We are monsters, Olivia, never forget that. But we need not
be monsters simply because we are.

Some time soon, |, too, hope you can return to Roma. | know how hard it isto be drawn by
your native earth. Why else would | be in a place like Naissus? In less than a month | will be back
in my native mountains, and they will restore mein ways | need not explain to you.

| am pleased to know that Niklos Auliriosis still with you. His sense can stand you both in
good stead, for often you have more courage than sense, which is one of the many reasons that |
loved you while Nero wore the purple and love you now, and will love you when both of usare
nothing more than dust.

Takejoy in living, Olivia, else the burden istoo great for even you to endure, and loss of you
would grieve me more than any other loss | have sustained in all my years.

In this, the Lord's Year 566, you have my love, as you have had it for the last half millennium
Sanct Germain
(his seal, the eclipse)



