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      Before the Purple …

      
      Born in AD 500, Theodora began life in Constantinople as a dancer, an acrobat, and – as with many who earned their living on
         stage and off – a sometime courtesan. By the time she was eighteen this daughter of a bear-keeper was the star of the Hippodrome
         stage, and horrified her loved ones when she deserted her fame to become mistress of the Governor of the Pentapolis, in North
         Africa. Following the painful breakdown of that relationship, she underwent a religious conversion in the desert outside Alexandria,
         later making a new life in Antioch.
      

      
      When she was twenty-one, her mentor Timothy, Patriarch of Alexandria, sent Theodora back to Constantinople to meet the new
         Consul, the studious and serious Justinian, nephew of the Emperor Justin. The ex-whore ordered by a leader of the Church to
         make herself amenable to a potential Emperor. No one working behind the scenes to bring Theodora to prominence – including
         the eunuch Narses, already a vital figure in Justinian’s political life – expected their relationship to be anything more
         than a useful alliance. Everyone, including Theodora and Justinian, was surprised when the strategic coalition became a marriage
         of love. On the death of his uncle, Justinian was named Emperor and Theodora was anointed Empress beside him, ruling together from the seat of government
         in Constantinople.
      

      
      The men surrounding the Emperor Justinian have their counterparts in Theodora’s entourage – Narses is Justinian’s chief of
         staff; Armeneus, Narses’ lover, is Theodora’s adviser and assistant. Theodora’s sister Comito is married to Sittas, one of
         Justinian’s highest-ranking soldiers. Theodora deplores the ambition of her husband’s favoured general Belisarius, Justinian
         despises Theodora’s close friend Antonina – Belisarius’ wife. Both households keep a wary eye on Justinian’s cousin, the general
         Germanus, married to the aristocratic and ambitious Pasara. Where Justinian surrounds himself with scholars and soldiers,
         Theodora keeps her family and friends close. The Empress’s entourage is made up of ladies and eunuchs, including her daughter
         Ana, Comito’s daughter Indaro, Theodora’s oldest friend Sophia, and Mariam, the silent and damaged girl she rescued from sex-slavery
         – making sure that the slaver was damaged in turn.
      

      
      For many years the Emperor, whoever has assumed the purple, has also inherited an Empire divided between two opposing factions,
         the Greens and the Blues, run along lines of family history, workplace loyalty and political allegiance. The Emperor has ruled
         a state regularly at war with Goths in the west and Persians in the east; he has held together a complex of nations and states
         riven by religious discord and a growing desire for self-determination. It is into this Empire – factionalised, warring, waning
         – that Theodora is welcomed by the people; the people’s Empress.
      

   



      
      
      One

      
      First, a silk robe, quiet and gentle against her skin. The robe is soft, warm, it needs to be for these long walks underground,
         through tunnels carved deep into the earth and rock beneath the Imperial Palace. The tunnels are cool, even in summer, and
         Theodora knows they are at their coolest now, in autumn. Here, surrounded on three sides by water, the intense heat of summer
         creates a moisture that sits in the still underground air and, when the world above turns cold, that moisture turns with it
         until the tunnel walks become dank and chill. Torches are left to burn at all times in winter, giving heat as well as light,
         bright pathways beneath the Palace, but at this time of year the tunnels are lit only when necessary, leaving the air purely
         cold, a heaviness that seeps in through the finest weave. The Empress’s clothes are always of the finest weave, but even the
         perfect silk cannot hold back a creeping damp that edges into her bones, her knee and ankle joints, her lower back; bones
         that were hard-worked and twisted and fractured in childhood, and now remind her with a constant throbbing ache of every glorious
         tumbling leap she ever made. All of it part of the cold that sinks and settles and pains her for weeks at a time. Pain she
         shares with no one, not even the Palace physicians; if the walls have ears, the courtiers and attendants have all too open mouths. The girl fastens the under-robe
         at the Empress’s waist and breast and Theodora is glad of the silk. She makes a note to herself that she should remind her
         husband’s men to dress him for the season. If she notices the drop in temperature, then he, eighteen years her senior, certainly
         feels it. The staff can be stupid, waiting for orders, and it’s not the kind of thing the Emperor would pay attention to,
         his own comfort.
      

      
      Next, a fuller gown, reaching to her feet, three-quarter-length sleeves added, fitted and then fastened just below the elbow.
         Then her outer robe, the purple itself, heavy with embroidery in gold thread, her signature pearls sewn in around the bodice
         and again at the hemline, pulling the already weighty cloth down flat from the breast. She knows the shape suits her figure,
         worked with her seamstresses to create this image, as comfortable as can be managed in a ceremonial robe, and flattering
         too. She is small, and needs the height given by a plain line. More pearls; pearls for purity, for the Christ, for wisdom.
         Several strands in different lengths are lifted over her neck and laid so they rest evenly across the bodice, falling from
         her just-covered collarbone. The longest strand drops between her breasts to create an arrow, pointing to her tiny waist.
         Again, the illusion of height. The arrow motif is picked up by earrings in red gold, threaded with pearls and emeralds. The
         girl stabs her lobe with the second earring, missing the piercing, and gasps as she does so, realising she has hurt her new
         mistress. The Empress gives no sign that anything is amiss other than a short intake of breath, quickly checked. The girl
         tries again, and this time succeeds. The earring sits, not without discomfort, but now it is merely the pain of heavy gold
         hanging from flesh and gristle, an everyday pain.
      

      
      
      Finally the Imperial chlamys is carefully unfolded, spread out and then gathered back into the proper form, servants’ hands
         taking extra care with this cloak that marks their mistress as Empress. It is draped over her shoulders and pinned into place,
         from where it falls to her feet. She feels her collar and shoulders droop with the weight, despite her preparation; her desire
         the new dresser does not see that the chlamys is a burden to the Augusta. The piece is, of course, weighty: these particular
         ceremonial versions are excessively decorated, have been so heavily embroidered that the fabric has grown to two or three
         times its original density with intricate layers of gold and silver thread, and with still more jewels – her preferred emeralds
         this time, a pale green to offset the deeper purple. As well as the encumbrance of the encrusted fabric, there is the extra
         burden of the purple, as heavy in import as weight. And she is still the only woman to wear it. She stands inside the purple
         and the jewels and she becomes what they represent. It is all Theodora can do not to sway under the burden, carrying the Empire
         on her back.
      

      
      She does not sink, will never sink. These attendants, this new girl dressing her so carefully, so nervously that she risks
         marring the silk with sweaty fingers, these people she sees constantly, in her rooms, going about their tasks at all hours
         of the day or night, have no idea how much it costs her, in physical pain, in boredom, and in the constant nagging hunger
         for solitude and quiet, to stand here and be dressed, to waste the time it takes in preparation. First the bath, and then
         the massage and the oiling of her skin, next the makeup – she applies her own, she has at least insisted on that, time to
         herself for the task – and then the chore of dressing. On a ceremonial day it can take half the morning from waking to fully
         dressed. She would rather pull on an old robe and be out in the world. Much of the time she would simply rather be out in
         the world, but she is Augusta and has no choice, and so she stands still, and steady, in that lack.
      

      
      Finally she steps into the brocaded slippers, built up a little in the heel to give her a touch more height, as well as an
         elegant shape to the ankle. If her husband notices, so be it, and if others choose to look, she does not mind. A moment to
         let the costume settle, to let her spirit rise to the demands it imposes, and Theodora is ready.
      

      
      A call is given and answered a moment later, answered again, and again, the corridors and tunnels, raised walkways and colonnaded
         paths echoing. There is a tangible shiver throughout the Palace, staff and servants and slaves stand to attention in readiness,
         even those hidden from regal view in distant offices, or in the kitchens far below. Those who believe themselves unnoticed
         in their menial tasks, opening gates or lighting corridors, take up a slightly more respectful stance nonetheless. The shiver
         spreads to the Hippodrome. They are coming. Slaves stand alert at the Kathisma doors. Thirty thousand pairs of eyes focus
         on the empty space that will be filled. Justinian and Theodora are on their way.
      

      
      Justinian held out a hand to stop the slave opening the door before him. ‘Theou doron,’ he greeted his wife for the first
         time that day, as every day, calling her his ‘gift of God’, the play on her name obvious even to the nine-year-old Nubian
         slave hiding in a dark corner of the hallway, hoping to see the Imperial couple without being seen, ‘How are you?’
      

      
      And Theodora greeted him as she always had since his elevation to the purple, with a deep formal bow, her eyes low, voice
         quiet, ‘How are you, sir?’
      

      
      Justinian smiled, masking a yawn and pulled her closer with one hand, rubbing the other over his face.

      
      
      She saw the bags under his eyes, darker than usual, and asked, ‘No sleep? Again?’

      
      ‘There were things to do. Figures we needed to work on …’

      
      Theodora hissed, soft enough for only Justinian to hear, ‘You are August.’

      
      Justinian nodded. ‘The purple would confirm it.’

      
      ‘The Treasurer works for you, not you for him.’

      
      ‘And we need the funds his reforms will bring. The Goths and the Persians won’t wait while we arrange our finances for war
         …’
      

      
      ‘So your Cappadocian drunk dismantles our postal service, knowing it’s the poor who are hardest hit?’

      
      ‘Perhaps you’ll be pleased to know he also has plans for increasing the taxes on our wealthier citizens?’

      
      ‘I’d be happier if I trusted him to do his work without you overseeing every step. It astonishes me that Narses allows it,
         I’d have his balls if he wasn’t already a eunuch.’
      

      
      Justinian smiled, there was no point explaining again that his treasurer’s reforms of the Empire’s postal service were a welcome
         distraction from the weightier matters he also dealt with on a daily basis. Theodora was, he knew, concerned only for his
         welfare, and he liked that she was.
      

      
      ‘Good. Now you’ve finished re-castrating my Chief of Staff as well as decrying my treasurer, shall we go? The people are keen
         to get on with today’s races …’
      

      
      Theodora bent her head, acknowledging the subject was closed, for now. ‘We’re still dining together?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Yes, Belisarius will be joining us.’

      
      ‘And his wife?’

      
      ‘If you must,’ Justinian answered, biting his lip as he always did when agitated, ‘but keep her away from me.’

      
      ‘Antonina’s my friend.’

      
      
      ‘Then sit her beside you.’

      
      ‘She’s no less ambitious than her husband.’

      
      ‘I trust Belisarius,’ Justinian replied.

      
      ‘And I like Antonina.’

      
      ‘So we are balanced?’

      
      ‘In all things,’ Theodora answered him, lightly touching her husband’s hand.

      
      They both understood her touch was a cue to let the matter drop, with the full Hippodrome waiting on their arrival, there
         were more pressing matters than wondering which of their circle was least trustworthy. Justinian had been brought up in the
         court, Theodora in the bowels of the Hippodrome; they knew there were few they could fully trust.
      

      
      Theodora took a step back, nodded towards the rising clamour behind the closed doors. ‘Shall we?’

      
      The Emperor of the New Rome gestured for the slaves to open the doors.

      
      As the light flooded in, along with the sound, sight and smell of a packed arena waiting for their ruling couple, Theodora
         whispered, ‘Head up, shoulders back, look straight ahead, north to the horse statues, back to the obelisk, then south.’
      

      
      Justinian nodded. ‘Acknowledging the highest benches as well as the senators and the wealthy in the front, yes I know.’

      
      ‘It’s the people we need on our side, as much as the rich.’

      
      ‘I agree, but perhaps you don’t need to remind me every time?’

      
      ‘It’s my job, to remind you of the people.’

      
      ‘It’s your job to be my wife.’

      
      Theodora gave a little curtsy. ‘That too.’

      
      Then they walked out into the light, and a full Hippodrome crowd saw the Empress arrive a half-step behind her husband, her head bowed as Justinian acknowledged his people – he the country boy made good, she the infamous ex-dancer,
         ex-actress, ex-whore, now loyal, royal Augusta.
      

      
      Thirty thousand spectators, and almost as many opinions about the August and his wife. Over two years since they came to the
         throne, almost four years since the law had been changed permitting Theodora-from-the-Brothel to marry Justinian and become
         Empress of Rome, the citizens of Constantinople and beyond were still divided as to whether their double act was a good thing
         or not. For now the division was in the new leaders’ favour, but there was no guarantee it would stay that way. The Imperial
         couple worked daily at making their presence felt, and harder at making that presence welcome.
      

      
      The Empress stood beside her husband in the Kathisma, the strength of two as one, the many as one, a symbol of the new Rome.
         The people cheered and Theodora waved back, feeling the rush of their approval, enjoying it as much as she ever had as an
         actress. Enjoying it more now because, in her plans for the City and for those closest to her, she finally had some measure
         of control. Her sister Comito was well married to Sittas, one of Justinian’s favourite generals, and the sisters would soon
         begin considering husbands for their daughters Ana and Indaro. There were staff to command, her entourage to organise, extended
         family on both sides to care for, and always, primarily, Justinian to counsel and support.
      

      
      Back in her rooms, the Empress’s staff helped her remove the ceremonial robes. She’d quickly learned that while her preference
         was to wrench off the chlamys the moment the Kathisma doors were closed on the Hippodrome crowd, disregard for the symbols
         of state did not go down well in the Palace. Many of the staff had been raised in the court, most knew far more about protocol than she did, and they all had an
         immense respect for the purple, if not always for the person wearing it. Emperors might come and go, and with them their political
         and religious appointees, but those who actually kept the Palace running, turning the cogs of state, usually remained in place.
         Theodora needed them on her side. The gossip that linked one set of Palace rooms to another also spread well into the City
         and beyond. Now that she could not charm her audience with a sly smile or a quick wink, the ex-actress had to win her applause
         by proxy, letting the rumour of her brilliance within the Palace bring the people to her, not as theatrical star, but as worthy
         Augusta. She had been subject to the whims of the powerful all too often in her youth; now she preferred her staff to enjoy
         working for her because they liked and respected her, not because it was their job to do so. If she must pretend to love the
         heavy Imperial chlamys and venerate the purple in order to gain that affection, then Theodora would do so.
      

      
      Free of the cumbersome symbols of state, she began the rest of her day’s work, accepting the civil and Palace petitions brought
         to her by Armeneus, the eunuch who was lover to Narses, her husband’s Chief of Staff. Armeneus had worked for Theodora years
         before when she had lived in the Pentapolis in North Africa, had known her both destitute and riding the waves of success:
         now he was her assistant in all the business associated with her role, just as Narses worked at Justinian’s right hand. Eventually
         she called a halt to the requests laid before her, from the never-ending stream of needy and demanding who came to her state
         rooms requesting aid, to stand at the wide windows and look out, past the Palace grounds, down to the old wall, to the lighthouse
         and the water beyond. Theodora was used to hard work – as both a performer and later as a religious devotee, she had become skilled in mastering her body and her will – but even as a girl
         she had always craved solitude. Despite the power and privilege of office, solitude was the one thing in very short supply.
         She took a deep breath, turned back into the room, looked at the dozens waiting on her, waiting for her judgement, waiting
         for her approval, waiting on the Empress, and gave up the hope of a brief walk away from her rooms today. Her only role was
         Augusta, and nowhere was offstage.
      

   



      
      
      Two

      
      Theodora and Justinian knelt before the massive figure of the monk. He wore a short robe made of the matted fur of a dozen
         unidentifiable animals in an uneven, undulating mosaic, and the smell of the imperfectly cured skins was strong. The monk’s
         body was also a patchwork, his heavily muscled back and chest, arms and legs were cross-hatched with tattoos and scars. Mar
         the Solitary was called the athlete of God by those who worshipped with him, and God’s brute by those who disliked his showman
         tactics. A star of the preaching circuit, he was not above beating religious sense into his followers, scoring with a knife,
         branding with fire; he encouraged his disciples to wear their prayer as he did, badges of belief cut into the skin. For twenty
         years, since his conversion from Zoroastrianism, Mar had travelled the Christian world, from the seminary near Nisibis on
         the Persian border in the east, to the old city of Rome in the west – he was not one for self-doubt.
      

      
      When Justinian heard the preacher was passing through the City he requested an audience. Mar replied that if the August wanted
         his teaching, he could hear it with his staff. According to Armeneus, the giant had spoken rather less politely, but no one was prepared to carry the full insolence of his actual message back to the August. The preacher’s beliefs on the nature
         of the Christ were antithetical to those of both the Emperor and the official belief of the state, and Mar the Solitary was
         one of the few from his side of the schism – Theodora’s side of the schism – still allowed to speak without censure. Some
         said the Emperor was playing a wise game; allowing Mar to preach made Justinian and the Patriarch of Constantinople appear
         more even-handed than their current attack on Pagans and Jews might suggest. Others thought the preacher a useful safety valve;
         with so many angry about John the Cappadocian’s new tax increases from the Treasury, with Blue and Green factions fomenting
         their rivalry even more than usual, and the droughts of the previous year affecting crop sales, mutterings in the street were
         at fever pitch.
      

      
      As Theodora remarked to her husband, ‘Your antecedents in the purple knew the value of a fool at court. I’m sure this one
         can be of use to us too.’
      

      
      Mar the Solitary rarely preached in the presence of the establishment, so his appearance inside the Palace and before the
         full staff – at his request – was of rare interest. As was the way he launched into Justinian and Theodora.
      

      
      ‘You forget your origins at your peril. Theatre tart. Peasant boy.’

      
      An audible intake of breath spread through the crowd, Mar ignored the tremor of scandal and continued, picking on others who
         were shocked that the preacher knew of them at all; more shocked when he pointed out their truths.
      

      
      ‘Eunuch. Farmer. Baker’s son. Bishop’s bastard. Tax evader. Tax collector.’

      
      The latter two glared at each other, though the tax evader was more scared of John the Cappadocian’s interest in him than the treasurer was of being named a tax collector. It might have been a term of abuse when St Paul was still Saul of Tarsus,
         but Justinian’s treasurer believed the Empire was God’s kingdom on earth. He noted the name of his neighbour, and many others
         thanked a combination of the Christ and their ancient household gods that they hadn’t been singled out instead.
      

      
      Mar approached Pasara. Married to Justinian’s cousin Germanus, her pride in her illustrious Anicii antecedents meant Pasara
         believed that she, not Theodora, should be wearing the purple. The preacher looked her up and down, and she shrank back in
         embarrassment when he poked a heavy finger against her breastbone.
      

      
      ‘Arrogance. Pride is a sin, lady. With your breeding, you should know that – unless breeding is all you have to be proud of?’

      
      Theodora kept her eyes downcast, her hands clasped, and bit the insides of her cheeks to keep her smile from showing.

      
      Mar left Pasara, her face red with shock and anger, and moved on to Armeneus, Theodora’s own household chief.

      
      ‘The August says he will restore the glory of the Empire. But on what will he build it? The likes of you, eunuch?’ Mar held
         the younger man’s whole face in his huge hand and quietly added, ‘Head of the Augusta’s staff is a title of merit, and following
         your mistress to Constantinople has been good for you. But don’t forget your home. Here they ignore all but the City. You,
         African, know better – one day, you will live it.’
      

      
      Mar swept away, his voice booming as he rolled around the courtyard. Where other preachers might praise infants as an example
         of Christian purity, Mar simply picked up any who tumbled into his path and handed the child to the closest adult, continuing
         his oration. Palace parents were furious that their little ones received no more attention than a chair left in his way. Furious, and silent. No one wanted to test the preacher’s temper when Justinian and Theodora were dealing with it
         so well. So far.
      

      
      Theodora was worried about her husband. As a dancer she had been drilled in precision and stillness by her master Menander’s
         voice and the brutal application of his cane. Justinian was not used to this kind of physical stress. The strains he imposed
         on his own body were to do with the long hours he worked, sleeping little, eating only when it didn’t get in the way of the
         business of Empire. Theodora saw him sway and knew she needed to take charge. She couldn’t allow Justinian to collapse in
         public; that would be more dangerous to his reputation than this attack from Mar.
      

      
      The priest turned back. Arms raised, fists clenched, he ran at the couple, pulling up short just as his right fist turned
         into an open, blessing palm, half a step from the Emperor. Narses raised a warning finger, holding back two guards who were
         on the balls of their feet ready to strike, and everyone leaned in to listen as Mar finally knelt with the August and Augusta.
      

      
      ‘So, Emperor – Master, as you would now be called – on what will you rebuild this Empire? The backs of the soldiers, the workers,
         the farmers? The people who call for freedom from your endless taxes and demands. The backs of the Goths and the Persians
         you must fight off? Or the Slavs and those wild Herules and the other Barbarians you bring into our community in your quest
         to make all one? It is only for the Christ you should raise the Empire – none other. Take care; if you forget your debt of
         charity to the people, they will turn on you and all your Palace.’
      

      
      Theodora was about to demand that the preacher shut up and let her husband sit, when the Emperor himself stood up, using the
         huge man as a prop, and turned to Narses.
      

      
      
      ‘I need a stool, and one for the Empress. Benches, too – many here are tired, and it’s getting cold. I won’t have my people
         become ill for the desires of an itinerant preacher.’ He turned and smiled at the horrified Mar. ‘No matter how celebrated.
         Those of you with children, take them inside, keep them warm. They are the Empire’s future, after all.’
      

      
      Mar glared at the Emperor, a silent gasp spiralled around the courtyard, all eyes wide. Eventually the priest found his voice
         again. ‘August?’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Teacher,’ Justinian replied, draining the glass of watered wine a nervous servant brought him. He held out the glass for
         a refill, and drained that too before continuing, ‘We appreciate your visit, such an audience is rare and valuable. We agree
         that all too often we fail the Christ, and also that the new Rome will be restored with the strength of all our people. You
         are right, the people are at their greatest strength when they are comfortable, yes? Our Empire reaches wide, but here in
         the City we are also civilised, I would not have the Augusta bruise her knees merely for a show of piety. You and I both know
         that show is not the same as truth.’
      

      
      Justinian emphasised the word show, raising his arms a little, his fists lightly clenched, and the quiet imitation of Mar’s
         signature action was not lost on any of their attentive audience, many of whom held their hands to their mouths to stifle
         shocked laughter.
      

      
      He went on, ‘I would not have my slaves overworked because you prefer a large audience for your preaching and they will now
         be hours behind in the tasks they must do. As you say, preacher, we must care for the people or risk their rejection. I am
         also of the people, as is our Empress. And so, we ask your blessing. There’s much to be done.’
      

      
      Theodora couldn’t keep the grin from her face and even Narses’ eyebrows were raised. The Imperial couple knelt again, were formally blessed and, together, they walked away.
      

      
      Much later that night, after Justinian had worked through a dozen arcane laws with his legal adviser Tribonian, editing them
         down to three simple concepts for the great Codex where he meant to bring all Roman law into one, several hours after Theodora
         had actually gone to sleep, Justinian came to her rooms. She woke from a dream of her favourite bird, an owl, with dead and
         bloody carcasses in its beak, and was glad to welcome Justinian to her bed.
      

      
      Their bodies had become well tuned to each other in the ten years since Narses and the Patriarch Timothy contrived to bring
         them together. In Justinian, Theodora had finally found a lover with whom she was comfortable in love as well as in the physicality
         of sex, while Justinian himself found that when their bodies were paramount, even he could shut off his mind, just a little,
         and allow that he was as much flesh as thought. But not on this occasion.
      

      
      Theodora was sliding back into sleep when she felt her husband carefully move away from her. ‘Stay,’ she said.

      
      Justinian didn’t answer, he leaned across the pillows to push her dark hair from her face, kissing her eyes.

      
      Theodora groaned, reaching for her husband’s hand. ‘You’re not going to your bed, are you?’

      
      ‘I can’t. I can’t sleep tonight.’

      
      Fully awake now, she sat up and pulled a woollen wrap around her shoulders. ‘Don’t go yet. I ache myself, so you must be in
         pain from all that giant put us through today. You need to rest.’
      

      
      ‘No. There’s too much I need to do. The people—’

      
      ‘The people love to see a priest silenced,’ she interrupted, ‘they’ll adore you for standing up to Mar.’

      
      
      ‘I really did need to get on with our work.’

      
      ‘Of course, but you wanted to shut him up too – yes?’

      
      Justinian laughed, and even in the low-lit room, Theodora was delighted to see the bags under his eyes deepening as the heavy
         lines on his normally solemn face shifted, showing his pleasure. Her husband rarely laughed aloud.
      

      
      He agreed. ‘I’d had enough of kneeling. And he was boring. I far prefer a persuasive whisper to a declamatory sermon.’

      
      He crossed the floor to pull back a hanging from the big window. Theodora insisted on a sea view wherever possible, and had
         chosen a room with an expansive outlook for her bedchamber, not caring that the windows meant her room was always a little
         chilly, colder still when the heavy curtains were pulled back to let in the sea air and a broad view of the Bosphorus opening
         into the Sea of Marmara. Small ships already headed out in the pre-dawn, making for the best fishing spots, their tiny lamplights
         bouncing across the choppy waters of the strait. Closer to home Justinian could hear market traders setting out their stalls
         in the City, their calls caught on the high winds, bouncing off the Palace walls.
      

      
      ‘I’ve had nearly five years of power, but all the people see is reform with none of the benefits. And now we have to deal
         with the Persians breaking the promised peace …’
      

      
      ‘Their new king Khusro would say we do the same.’

      
      ‘And he might be right, but after six years of warring on and off, I’d hoped his coming to power would make a difference.
         Perhaps with support from Belisarius and Sittas …’
      

      
      Theodora frowned. ‘Your generals become dangerous when they are too friendly with each other.’

      
      ‘They’re good soldiers, they respect each other, of course they’re close.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Theodora agreed, ‘but wouldn’t it be better to send them on separate campaigns? It’s bad enough that the people think of Belisarius as their golden warrior, we don’t need Sittas
         showing he thinks so too.’
      

      
      ‘I believe we have more to worry about from the people than from my own men. I trust my generals.’

      
      ‘Then we’ll both pray they keep that trust,’ said Theodora.

      
      ‘The problem isn’t inside the Palace, it’s out there. The people are disappointed with our slow progress, even though I’m
         sure they want to rebuild Rome as much as I do.’ He turned to her. ‘You do want it too, don’t you?’
      

      
      ‘I want things to be better, yes. I despise the Cappadocian, and I think Belisarius is too keen for the glory of battle, but
         I trust you. I know how hard you work.’
      

      
      ‘How else to show the people I have their best interests at heart?’

      
      Justinian kissed his wife and left her, happy to be heading back to his office, back to his papers. Happy too that she understood
         his dreams for Rome.
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