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Praise for Theodora: Actress, Empress, Whore

“Theodora is a best-of-all-worlds book—entertaining, gripping, thought-ful, and dangerously enlightening. Stella Duffy, a versatile and gifted novelist, is uniquely suited to bringing Theodora to life. She clearly has great affection for her subject, but does not allow that to undercut her keen eye and pitch-perfect ear. An achievement that many writers will envy and few will equal.”

—Laura Lippman, author of I’d Know You Anywhere

“Duffy’s passion for her heroine, the charismatic Theodora, is evident on every page. The result is a novel that remains true to its historical sources, while managing to reinvent its subject matter with great freshness and verve. A vivid and affectionate portrait of one of the most fascinating personalities of the ancient world.”

—Sarah Waters, author of The Little Stranger

“If ever there was a woman whose power, reputation, and stature in history demand the same fascination as Cleopatra, it’s Theodora.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Lively and dramatic. Duffy explores themes of sexuality, theater, religious conversion, female oppression, and the struggle for power and recognition in a sixth-century historical setting with a surprisingly contemporary attitude.”

—Library Journal

“Duffy’s seductive retelling of the story of the legendary empress Theodora will delight historical fiction fans…. A portrait of a woman who rose from misfortune and poverty to build an empire alongside a devoted husband.”

—Publishers Weekly

“In Theodora: Actress, Empress, Whore, Stella Duffy’s brilliantly organized imagination has reimagined one of the most resourceful, smart, and emotionally complex women in history, creating a woman remarkably relevant to the twenty-first century: a rags-to-riches story of survival and achievement—a feminist reality tale we can all relate to. Read this book. It is a gift from Stella Duffy we should not refuse.”

—Lambda Literary Review

“A bravura performance: a witty, moving, sexy book that bursts with as much color and excitement as the city of Constantinople itself… This is a book that engages with big ideas and yet it is also a joyous and energetic read…. On the strength of this book, a sequel can hardly come quickly enough.”

—Financial Times

“Not only is Theodora herself engagingly brought to life as a sassy, wise-cracking tart with a heart, but Constantinople, the great im-perial capital whose crowds she woos and seduces, is also a pulsingly vivid presence. All is set for the sequel, then. I look forward to it.”

—Tom Holland, The Guardian (London)

“Compelling… Duffy succeeds brilliantly in breathing life into her heroine.”

—Mail on Sunday (London)

“Colourful, compelling.”

—The Independent (London; “Summer’s Best of the Best”)

“Duffy has carefully followed the history of Theodora, but has achieved something much more: the creation for her heroine of a real inner life, which is the most affecting achievement of a his-torical novel.”

—The Independent (London)

“A splendid subject, traced with energy and much juicy detail.”

—The Sunday Times (London)

“Theodora is exquisitely summoned by Duffy…. A story rich in colour, texture, and taste, told in a fleet-footed narrative.”

—Daily Telegraph (London)


PENGUIN BOOKS

THE PURPLE SHROUD

Stella Duffy has written thirteen novels, ten plays, and forty-five short stories, including several for BBC Radio. Her novels have twice been longlisted for the Orange Prize for Fiction, she is a recipient of the Crime Writers’ Association Short Story Dagger Award, and she has twice won Stonewall Writer of the Year. In addition to her writing work, she is an actor and theater director.


THE PURPLE SHROUD

STELLA DUFFY

[image: ]

PENGUIN BOOKS



PENGUIN BOOKS

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, U.S.A.

Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto,
Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3 (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)

Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd)

Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell,
Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd)

Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre,
Panchsheel Park, New Delhi – 110 017, India

Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, Auckland 0632,
New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd)

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue,
Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices:

80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

First published in Great Britain by Virago Press 2012

Published in Penguin Books 2012

1   3   5   7   9   10   8   6   4   2

Copyright © Stella Duffy, 2012

All rights reserved

PUBLISHER’S NOTE

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING IN PUBLICATION DATA

The purple shroud : a novel of Empress Theodora / Stella Duffy.

p.   cm.

ISBN: 978-1-101-60373-4

1. Theodora, Empress, consort of Justinian I, Emperor of the East, d. 548—Fiction.
2. Byzantine Empire—History—Justinian I, 527–565—Fiction.
3. Empresses—Fiction.   4. Biographical fiction.

PR6054.U415P87 2012

823’.914—dc22      2012023607

Printed in the United States of America

Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.



ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON


In memory of my sister-in-law Leah Silas

1957–2011


[image: ]


[image: ]


Acknowledgements

As ever, thanks are due to my agents Stephanie Cabot and Lucinda Prain, and to the triumvirate of editors – Antonia Hodgson, Emily Murdock Baker and Stephen Morrison, all of whom were enormously generous in their work on this book. Zoe Gullen, Zoe Hood, Rebecca Lang and many others at Virago, Little, Brown, and Penguin (US) have been hugely enthusiastic about these two novels and have made the work of creating and selling them much less like work. I am indebted to the Ravennese of the Giallo Luna Nero Notte who first showed me the mosaics in the Church of San Vitale, Ravenna. Gratitude, as always, to my wife Shelley Silas and to the Board who understand precisely what ‘being a writer’ is like. Finally, I’m grateful to Theodora herself, with whom I have worked, dreamed and played for the past six years.



THE PURPLE SHROUND




Table of Contents

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three

Thirty-Four

Thirty-Five

Thirty-Six

Thirty-Seven

Thirty-Eight

Thirty-Nine

Forty

Forty-One

Theodora


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 exactress 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.


Three

Theodora was not allowed to sleep for long. Soon after Justinian had left her, Armeneus brought a message from Narses that she would be required in the Petitioners’ Hall, fully robed, in time for the morning hearings.

‘And why?’

Theodora’s tone was light, but Mariam’s shoulders stiffened anyway. The girl had followed the Empress slavishly, and almost silently, since the day Theodora had her rescued from a sex trafficker; there was little about her adopted mistress she did not know, and less that she did not anticipate. Quietly she waited for the next words, be they explosion or acquiescence.

‘Today’s petitioners, Mistress.’

‘I thought Narses was hearing them?’

‘He was, Mistress, but messengers arrived in the night from our spies in northern Syria—’

‘Meaning they’ll now spend the day poring over Persian maps and border lines in preference to listening to a bunch of patricians complaining about taxes.’

Theodora turned to the window. Larger ships were making their way out now, to the Holy Land, south to Africa, or all the way round to Italy and even Mauretania. She unclenched her hands, calmed her breathing, each action an intention. She belonged to the Palace routine as much as she had ever belonged to her theatre’s company master – she would not sneak away for a walk along the shore today, or even grab a short moment alone in the colonnaded courtyards.

‘So, we must do as Narses commands.’

Armeneus headed for the outer door to let the appeals staff know the Augusta was on her way.

‘Armeneus?’ whispered Theodora.

‘Yes, Mistress?’ Armeneus leaned in.

‘Tell Narses he owes me.’

‘Of course, Mistress.’

The Empress and her entourage of ladies and maids made the long walk through to the Petitioners’ Hall and Theodora made a decision as she walked.

‘I would like a Petitioners’ Room in our own part of the Palace,’ she said to Armeneus.

‘In the women’s quarters, Mistress?’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s not usual to invite strangers – and some of the petitioners will always be men – to the women’s quarters.’

‘It’s not usual for an Empress to hear the petitioners instead of the Emperor. It’s not usual for the Empress to be attended by an acrobat dwarf who still has a sideline as a madam…’

Sophia interrupted her, ‘If you’re referring to me, you might at least use my name.’

Theodora nodded at her old friend. A vital part of her entourage since she had moved to the Palace, Sophia was one of the few people who knew Theodora from her former life who still had the courage to speak up to the Empress.

‘Sophia,’ Theodora said.

‘Mistress.’ The dwarf grinned from her place a few paces behind Theodora and added, ‘And I need that sideline, as you call it – you think the pittance you pay me keeps me in comfort?’

Theodora smiled coolly. ‘You understand it’s believed to be an honour to work for the Augusta?’

‘Apparently so. And you’ll understand you’re not meant to know about my sideline.’

‘Regardless,’ said Theodora, turning back to Armeneus, ‘if the Emperor’s staff are happy for me to take on my husband’s work when it suits them, we can at least see that it suits me too.’

‘I’ll speak to Narses, Mistress.’

‘No, I’ll speak to Narses, you’d end up agreeing some halfway idea with him that neither solves my problem nor creates a new solution.’

‘As you wish.’

They swept on through Theodora’s favourite courtyard, where the old Empress Euphemia’s intricate mosaic fountains poured cool water against gold and blue. Theodora’s pleasure in their beauty dimmed as she remembered the malice of the old woman who had baited her for so long. Lovely though they were, she was planning to have these fountains made over, hoping to remove the pain of the old woman’s disdain as she did so.

‘As I wish, yes,’ she answered Armeneus, ‘but when it comes to getting funds for my own projects, it’s hardly as I wish, is it? The Cappadocian keeps the purse tight shut when it’s to do with anything I want.’

Armeneus stopped himself saying there had already been an enormous list of changes, in particular the elevation of her position to enable the Empress to make any demands at all. He knew his mistress and he also knew that despite her hatred of her husband’s new treasurer, and she wasn’t alone in that feeling, much of her complaint was for show. Like many who worked in the Palace, Theodora was proud of the petitioners’ system. Those who came to court to plead their case might have a long wait, or need to come back several times before they were seen, but most were seen eventually, and their concerns given attention. Not that they always received an impartial hearing.

Among that day’s claimants were the usual round of widows asking for support, refugees begging asylum, and several divorced women trying to reclaim dowries from ex-husbands. All were delighted to find Theodora was hearing them, given her reputation for clemency towards women in distress.

Then a much more assertive petitioner pushed forward to state his case.

The patrician asking for financial aid was fat, sweating, and furious at having to wait on a long line of women before he was required to bow and kiss the Empress’s foot. Theodora had learned the old form of obeisance from Menander when she was a child in his classes, and had instituted it as Palace protocol as soon as she and Justinian came to power. She also insisted they were called Master and Mistress; the new term of address had caused concern in the Senate, and was obviously something this patrician was not comfortable with either.

He barely touched her proffered foot with his lips and then heaved his bulk to stand unsteadily in front of Theodora. ‘Augusta…’ he began.

Theodora frowned and, not hearing the correct term, turned to Antonina, ignoring the man. ‘Would your husband prefer meat to fish this evening, do you think?’

Antonina smiled and played along, ‘Belisarius is fond of both fish and meat, though our fishermen have been landing abundant catches recently. Big, big catches.’

The petitioner tried again, ‘Lady…’

At this Sophia whistled softly and Theodora said, to no one in particular, ‘Yes, the last time we had lamb it seemed particularly lardy.’

‘Mistress.’ The patrician eventually forced himself to use the correct term and Theodora, looking at him properly for the first time, felt she recognised him.

‘Have we met?’

‘No, Mistress. If I could just explain my problem to you – I have come to a difficult…a problem, there is…’

The man stopped as Theodora leaned forward, the chlamys dragging on her shoulders and neck as she moved.

‘I think we have met.’

Theodora remembered a night, a lifetime earlier. Part of Menander’s company of girls, dancing for a group of wealthy men, a sumptuous dinner in a private house, her sister Anastasia grabbed by a man in the front row and pulled on to his lap. Theodora felt again her little sister’s fear, saw herself coming to Anastasia’s rescue, fighting off the man and then turning that fight into a joke, a comedy routine, saving the evening from ruin and earning a beating from Menander for her pains. Anastasia had died young and in childbirth, her memory was precious to Theodora, and if this fat man before her was not the patrician who had lunged at her sister, then he looked very like him. Which was enough.

The patrician was still explaining his petition: ‘I have a hole, Mistress, in my finances. I made a loan, to a member of your own staff and I hope that the Palace might reimburse me? For a patrician to be in need reflects badly on Rome. I am not one of those,’ he waved at the group of widows standing to one side, ‘used to begging for my living. This hole…it is not right…’

Theodora raised her hand and the man stopped, believing his case heard. She stood and Sophia leaned forward to enjoy what was coming. Antonina darted a look at Armeneus, who moved closer, his job always to tread the fine line between acknowledging his mistress’s status and reining her in when the famous temper looked as if it might get the better of her.

Theodora stood a few paces from the patrician, a good head and a half shorter than him, impressive in her held anger. Small and fine, the wiry strength that had stood her in good stead when she had trained daily as an acrobat and a dancer was present now in her poise, her bearing.

She smiled round at her women, at the staff attending them, the petitioners still waiting, and then, speaking quite deliberately, and slowly, she asked him, ‘A hole, you said?’

The patrician was confused. ‘Yes, Mistress, a hole in my—’

‘You have come to the Imperial Palace to tell us you have a hole?’

‘Perhaps not exactly a hole…’

He tried again, and was again silenced by Theodora simply lifting her forefinger.

‘We have seen widows begging for their children’s stomachs, refugees petitioning the generosity of Rome, and you mock these cases of genuine need by declaring your hole?’

Her voice was still quiet, still low, but perfectly pitched so that everyone in the deep chamber heard each carefully articulated word.

‘I don’t…I’m not…’ he blustered.

Now Theodora responded with a chant, repeating herself and gesturing for the ladies to accompany her, ‘Showing your hole in the Palace? Showing your hole?’

It took no time for Antonina and Sophia to join in, half a moment more for Comito’s daughter Indaro, always a bright point in the Empress’s entourage, to take up the chant and turn it into a song. Even Theodora’s daughter, the shy Ana, quietly sang along. Armeneus sighed, well aware this story would be all over the City before nightfall and that the higher-ranking members of society needed no encouragement to shake their heads at Theodora’s behaviour.

The chant grew louder and the fat man realised it was an impossible situation. Careful to bow first, he kissed the Empress’s foot, although she skipped every time his lips came near her toe, and then he backed out of the chamber, sweating, mumbling, hurrying from the Palace. The ladies and their attendant eunuchs laughed, many of the remaining petitioners applauded, and Theodora went back to her seat on the raised dais, the ceremonial robes a little less heavy.

‘Good. Who’s next?’

Two more refugees were granted leave to stay in the City, and then a young man came forward, not much older than Theodora; his face weather-beaten, he looked like a sailor or a pilgrim. He bowed and kissed Theodora’s foot with no fuss. When he stood up he was smiling.

‘I’m pleased to see you looking so well, Mistress.’

‘Really?’

Theodora was wary. Since her elevation in status many claimed to have seen her naked on stage or cavorting in a private house. Most had embellished or completely invented their tales – certainly she had not been quite so busy or as wild as many of the storytellers suggested.

Armeneus stepped forward. ‘Your petition? The Augusta is busy.’

‘I’ll tell it,’ the man answered, the Italian accent clearer now in his stilted Greek.

‘Would you prefer to speak Latin?’ Theodora asked in Latin.

The man shook his head. ‘No, Mistress. My Greek is ugly, I hear it especially in this court, but it offers more choice for conversation, more room for thought. As an artist I find it elegant.’

‘I’ve always found Greek useful, especially when discussing faith…or love.’ She smiled and the young man smiled back. ‘But as you can see, my staff become nervous when I chat, they’re worried I’ll enjoy myself too much – yes, Armeneus?’

Armeneus said nothing. If Theodora was in a good mood having attacked a patrician, and chose to spend the rest of the day charming Italian peasants, he was not going to complain. The more they got through here, the happier Narses would be.

‘You may remember me, Mistress, if I tell you my name is Stephen and I am a mosaic artist.’

Theodora stood up, and again her entourage stood to attention with her.

‘Come closer.’

The man approached, and Theodora stared at him.

After a long while she spoke again, ‘Alexandria?’

‘Yes, Mistress.’

‘You were there when I met the Patriarch Timothy, before I went into the desert. You told me I should not give up.’

The man agreed. ‘I’d seen plenty of lost souls in my own pilgrimage.’

‘You thought I was lost?’

‘It was no special knowing. You were tired, another traveller waiting on the religious; I’d seen the same in the Holy Land, the Church dealing with us in its own time. I wanted to cheer you up. And I had once seen you on stage, I could see the difference from the girl you had been…’ he stopped himself. ‘Is it all right to say that here?’

‘Very many have, and much more,’ Theodora sighed and Sophia grinned. ‘So, you knew nothing, but encouraged me to stay anyway, to wait for Timothy, who became my mentor.’

‘You looked like you needed encouragement.’

‘I did. And are you here because you think I owe you?’

‘No, Mistress, I’m here because I want a job.’

‘I have a household chief who’s irritating me today, any interest in taking over from him?’ she asked, looking at Armeneus, who glanced up from his notes and nodded, the image of passive courtly protocol.

‘Thank you, no. I want to create the mosaics for the new church in Ravenna.’

Theodora frowned. ‘We’ve only just agreed the building work there, it’ll be years before the foundations are laid; with all this fuss from the Goths, it’s bound to be a slow build. You’ll wait a decade or more before the internal decoration begins.’

‘And I’ll be a better artist by then.’

‘You think highly of yourself.’

The artist shook his head. ‘I think highly of my aims for myself.’

‘Good answer. And what will you mosaic?’

‘You, Mistress, and the August.’

Theodora laughed. ‘You don’t even try flattery? Shouldn’t you tell me I’m so beautiful I must be immortalised? That it’s vital I’m seen across the Empire; a symbol of womanly obedience for the fiery wives of Ravenna?’

All her entourage laughed at that, as she intended them to, and the artist continued, ‘Mistress, I am highly skilled now. By the time the church is ready for the mosaic work, I mean to be great. And so will you.’

‘You’re brave – am I not great already?’ Theodora was enjoying this.

‘As young as we are, Mistress, you and I still have much to accomplish, to build on. I with my talent, you with your…’

‘Gold?’

‘And power,’ he agreed. ‘I need the Imperial seal to prove my workshop has the commission for the completed church. Many things may happen between now and then. I need to know I’m promised the work.’

‘Where I can command, I hardly need pay as well.’

Stephen evenly returned her look and said, ‘Where you can pay, the work will be better.’

Antonina burst out laughing at this and Sophia applauded. The artist was too rugged for Antonina’s tastes and probably too earnest for Sophia, but Theodora knew her friends enjoyed having new men about the place, especially men as interesting as this one.

‘Eat with us tonight,’ said Theodora. ‘You may begin your sketches if you like, or I could ask one of my friends to show you the Palace, you can study the mosaics we have here. Sophia probably has something to show that will inspire you?’ She was pleased to see the artist suddenly lose his bravado. ‘What? You’re scared of my friend’s hunger? It’s true her appetites are larger than her half-size frame.’

Stephen held up his hands and spoke more quietly now, ‘Mistress, I have no clothes for an evening in the Palace.’

Theodora nodded. ‘I travelled like that, it is freeing – and frightening. Armeneus, find the artist a room and clothing, enough for a few days, he’ll need time to make his sketches. Sophia can give him a tour later. We’ll see you this evening.’

With that the Empress marched from the room, calling after her that Armeneus should also set up the contract for the artist, make sure the architects in Ravenna knew her wishes, arrange for the seal to be given, then grant whatever the last three petitioners were there for, she didn’t care what it was, she was tired of this now and she assumed everyone else was too. Her women followed in her wake, Armeneus was left to follow her commands.

Theodora walked quickly through the corridors, hurrying away from a memory of herself at eighteen, betrayed by the friend who had replaced her in her lover’s bed, exhausted, alone, seeking solace in the Church in Alexandria, the last place she would have expected to find comfort, the only place left to her. She charged down corridors and pathways and walked back into herself as Augusta, Empress, as one who might not have all the freedom she wished, but who certainly did have the power – and the right – to make another’s livelihood, possibly his life.


Four

The meal was a success. Antonina happily commandeered the visitor, leaving the Emperor entirely to his conversation with Belisarius. Justinian, no soldier himself and painfully aware that his precursor in the purple had been a favourite with the troops, was always keen to have the best advice on military matters. And Belisarius had plenty of ideas, too many for Theodora’s comfort.

Theodora did not doubt the young general’s courage or his military wisdom or his honed, toned good looks; what she didn’t like was the way everyone else treated him as some kind of demigod. Sittas believed Belisarius one of the best strategic minds of the age, an opinion echoed by Germanus. As Justinian’s cousin, Germanus had been annoyed but accepting when the Emperor Justin chose the scholar nephew Justinian as his successor, rather than himself, the military man. Germanus knew his greatest skills lay in soldiering, not diplomacy or the back-room discussions that were so much a part of government and bored him senseless. His wife Pasara however, had made no secret of her disgust when Theodora was raised to patrician, and subsequently made Empress. And yet, even with these old hurts rankling, both Sittas and Germanus, and all the disapproving women, roundly applauded Justinian’s admiration for Belisarius.

Theodora knew from her stage career that the public could be fickle. Today they were pleased with their studious Emperor, enthusiastic about his many building projects. On another day however, there would be incursions from the
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