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THE WARM WIND BLEW across the Golden Horn, collecting moisture as it drifted over the Sea of Marmara nearby; it only served to increase my awareness of the afternoon humidity. The older I had become, the less I enjoyed the damp heat as I sat at my desk, the paper lying before me, perilously empty, whilst my thoughts flooded the room. Questions nipped at my mind, how to start a history of my campaigns and not talk about my personal life. It had been weeks since I had attended the magistrates’ court to answer charges of corruption, and I was sure I knew who had organised the affair. I also had a good idea why.

“Papa, are you in your study?” I recognised the voice of my daughter, Johanna, her question dispelling the thoughts clinging about me in the air as I knew she required my response.

“Yes, I am in the study,” I replied, sounding distracted but not unwelcoming as I noted her familiar shadow in the doorway.

“Any luck starting your magnum opus?” She came into my study, carrying a small basket of bread and some cheese, judging by the smell. I hadn’t eaten since I had woken that morning. Judging by the light, it was late afternoon already. I hadn’t managed to write anything, though there was much to try to pen. I welcomed the break from the blank paper, I hadn’t seen Johana for several days since I started trying to write my personal history and calmly, she sat down next to me. She moved the blank paper out of the way and served the bread and cheese in its place. She was the spitting image of her mother. She also had her willpower — she had waited before marriage, taking her own time and making her own choice. Her mother, before she had died, had done her utmost to marry Johana off to one of Justinian’s family. But she had refused the arranged marriage, and she had refused to speak to her mother over the matter. She kept it up till the day Antonina had died, an example of her willpower. I was blamed by Antonina — even on her deathbed, she still informed me that this is what happened when you educated a daughter! Well, Johana was my daughter, and I intended that she should be as independent as she wanted. When I died, she would inherit everything, her half-brother, and sisters would receive nothing, just a small bequest. 

She looked over at me, and her bright eyes investigated mine. She had a way of reading my moods.

“Papa... think of this as a task! It’s your chance to tell your side of the story, not just what happened.” There was a look in those eyes that triggered me to think on her words, to think on what was going on, and I curled an eyebrow as I thought to question her on the matter.

“Yes, I suppose you’re right.” I paused, waiting to see if she would notice before I mused on the matter myself. “Why do you think Procopius asked me to write a history of my wars?”

“You always said he understood politics and how the system worked. Look how he has progressed since he worked for you all those years ago. I was just a child when you hired him,” Johana stated, a slight sigh of nostalgia or perhaps even amusement in her tone, but it brought me back to my thoughts.

I pondered over what Procopius, and I had talked about after the recent court case; Justinian, our Basileus, had called an investigation into the actions of a few of my old staff. They had been rumoured to have taken bribes in Italy and sold food at exorbitant prices during the Siege of Rome; the case had seemed strong against them. But this time it had failed; largely because he’d picked the wrong judge, my old secretary, Procopius. He had won favour with the emperor recently, thanks to his panegyric on the great building that the emperor had commissioned. From this, Procopius had been given evermore powerful and rewarding roles within the government; loyalty has its rewards. But this time he had seemingly failed to bring the proscribed judgement against me. He found the evidence, dragged out of former slaves — even after the procedural torture — false and malicious and so closed the case in my favour. After the verdict, he had called me into his chambers and explained in a hushed tone, just in case we were overheard, his reasons.

“My dear General, this time I could save you. The case was weak and deliberately so, Justinian knew it. I feel it was another warning for you to disappear from public view. I would further add that maybe a pilgrimage to some remote location soon will save you and give the appearance of public contrition.”

He had been as honest but cautious in his words as any would, and I whispered back, slightly confused by the statement.

“I thought he’d had his pounds of gold and silver from me, what else is there?”

“You are a face from the past, and even without your knowledge, you are, or could be, a focus for revolt against his waning grip on power,” Procopius had whispered, his tone firm and voice steady.

“But I have never challenged him, even when we thought he was dying from the plague. We all looked around for a strong figure to succeed him; with no heirs and no sign of his guidance in the matter, we couldn’t be left alone. Luckily, he recovered, and all was set right.”

I had almost scoffed at the words but for the caution requested and in hindsight remembering my surprise appeared foolish.

“Yes, but you forget that the empress lived then. She balanced his personal demons and held them in check, guiding him. When she couldn’t guide him, as with Divinity questions, she bypassed him and gave her personal support to the other side. So, you were safe.”

“Yes, I was drawn into it, but she had such force and insight. I am getting old. I was never a politician. You always saw the intrigue, and I have missed your advice. But as I am out of service, I thought after he had taken my wealth and estates, he had vented his rage.” Still, I had been oblivious, reluctant to believe that there would be any reason for the emperor to be vindictive.

“When was the last time you saw him or even spoke to the Basileus?” he had queried, and for a while, I fell silent as I contemplated it over.

“It’s been years since he recalled me and sent me north. You, on the other hand, see him more; so, I bow to your knowledge. God Almighty, I served in the guard with the man, socialised, and you think you know the man, only to learn that power changes all!”

“Look, my friend, you must stop living in the past, the now is more dangerous than you could believe. The longer he lives on his own, the stranger and more paranoid his behaviour has become. You are a danger because you once were his best general and friend. Without the late empress, and dare I say it, your ex-wife, you have no one to protect you? This case should have shown you how little you understand what is happening at Court!”

“So, the pilgrimage is a ruse to escape the capital and his fears?” I sighed regretfully.

“Of course, anyway you are older now, and it is common for ex-officials to seek solace in God, as well as seeking forgiveness for actions in life. He will see it that way, as his religiosity dominates his thinking. But you can do one thing for me before you leave, say next summer after you announce your intentions. Write me an account of the wars we fought together, so I have a record. Even I will need to leave the capital in a few years. If I plan it right, I will gain a posting back to my home in Caesarea. It should be out of his reach and palace intrigue. So, leaving me free to write a history of our times,” he had said as if relieved by the thought.

“Well, I can trust no one else. I have little to lose except my life, I suppose. A record of what we have done and failed to do will serve as a lesson for those to come. It is traditional for so-called great men to write their accounts, or as you used to say ‘histories’. I will take your advice and use the autumn and winter to write as much as I can before I leave. Thank you for your kindness.”

We parted, he back to the palace and me to my small estate across the water from the capital to contemplate all of it.

So here I sit, looking at blank paper again.

I was never one for letters, but I suppose the best way is to begin with a brief mention of my life. Then of what, I think, is worthy of my time with the emperor-to-be, Flavius Petrus. It was the urging of my only daughter who persuaded me that Procopius was right, that I should tell my story, as much as I can remember of it. She had been good to me, visiting me when she could, making excuses to her husband to see me. She also agreed that leaving the old house and going on a spiritual retreat would be a good idea. It would give me time to recover and prepare my soul for the next life.

“So, Johanna, here I am looking at the paper again, where do you start your story?” I said as I considered it all over again, the thoughts floating about like clouds around the room. But I was rather bemused by the grin she suddenly wore as she practically teased me with the simplicity of her advice.

“Well, I suppose the easiest way is to begin from the beginning. From there, try and explain yourself through your story.” 

It seemed perhaps the correct answer for a child to give, though, of course, she was hardly that any more. But there was so much to discuss, so much to filter through and some of the topics were too difficult to even attempt to divulge. Some stories from the past had only recently begun to stick as a lump in the throat and rot away all the pleasant thoughts of the time before, and when I responded with a simple, “some of it is still too hard to discuss,” she practically snorted at me as if I were being foolhardy.

“Look, when it comes to Lady Antonina, just say what you’re happy about.”

“You mean your mother?” I chided her, slightly irritated to hear her speak so disrespectfully, but then I held my tongue. I remembered the recent past – her death- and calmed down before I could sound unfair. Without missing a beat, she passed me the bread and cheese, and we ate in silence, the air still filled with my thoughts before they seemed to untangle from one another. A different matter popped to the front of my mind, and I turned towards my daughter with a grunt. “All I knew were the rumours that Phocas told me about. She was a convinced Alexandrian, just like the late Augusta Theodora, and she was determined to force my godson to become one. She took it too far!”

“Well, Papa, if that’s what you feel was behind it, I would leave any mention of Lady Antonina’s indiscreet actions out of your history. After all, it’s about your wars, not hers and better to say what you know rather than to speculate,” she stated wisely, and I informed her I was happy to have spoken it over with her and I would begin at the start. She seemed pleased and began to clear the remains of the food, leaving me to my writing.

“Good. I’ll see you in the morning. I have things to do in the house. Don’t stay up all night — your eyes aren’t as good as they were, especially in the lamplight.”

“I’ll make a start, and I’ll go to bed once the lamps are lit,” I stated with a grunt, then turned to the great sheets of nothingness where I would have to explain my entire life and once more, I felt the room and the world take in a deep breath and wait for me to start.

The silent paper looked back at me. I reached for the pen and dipped it in the fresh ink. For a moment, I pondered the smell of the parchment; I wondered what animal had given up its skin for my project. I had thought about using Egyptian paper, but it was expensive, and in the mixed climate, I wondered if it would last. The animal skin lasted and was available here in the capital and cheaper. The smell of the ink reminded me of being back in a military headquarters, there, someone like Procopius would do the writing, I would just tell him what I wanted written, and he would compile a piece of poetry out of my words.

But the smell of the animal skins always reminded me of my childhood; it triggered all sorts of memories. How long ago, it seemed now. I can still see the house and the farm; I can still daydream back to when being a child was so clear and free. Everything then was new and fresh; days seemed to last forever. Even sitting and looking out of a window during a boring class on Roman poetry didn’t make the day any shorter and the blow from the teacher only reminded one of how trapped you were.

So, let’s begin...

I was born in the province of Middle Dacia, in the town of Germania, in the ninth year of the Augustus Anastasius. My grandfather was granted the rank of most notable for his service under the Vicar of Dacia in the time of the godforsaken Attila’s invasion of the province. He retired to Germania and bought a ruined estate outside the town and rebuilt it. This was where my father had grown up and served the town in the role of magistrate. With this status, I was well-educated and prepared for government service. In other words, to not only follow my father but my grandfather and eventually reach the Senate in the capital. But my uncles had served in the army and, from as far as I can remember, they had told me tales of the campaigns they had served in, the different regions and the excitement of being a soldier, which is what I wanted. Not just any soldier, of course, but one of the Imperial Schola Guards or Excubitors, who served in the presence of the emperor. This was the best route to becoming a commander, as you were more likely to catch the eye of the emperor. With my education, I would have a head start over the more experienced men, who couldn’t read or write. So, I had them train me, and when they were away, I paid for a coach to ensure I could ride as a cavalryman, use a bow and lance and fight with a sword.

The advantage of wealth allowed me to have this dual education and to round it off, after a hard day’s training, I could relax in one of the few surviving hot baths that the town was famed for — even in the winter, the outside baths were still hot. This was the only way to persuade my father that my path lay with the army, not the civil service. He was the only one who could allow this, as a family of our rank had to serve the government, and most chose the easy route rather than the hard and dangerous life of a soldier. Being seen to refuse my request for military service could place him under a cloud if the prefect of the province heard about my choice. Dishonour was something my father took seriously, unlike others who would pay their way out of problems, such as when the prefect demanded that officials send sons for military service as an example to the town. Some could bribe and have a provincial official issue a deferment or even claim their son was a priest or monk at the time. Money could buy anything one wanted or needed, but thankfully it was not my father’s way. Nothing has changed since then though, money talks and about the only thing that can’t be purchased is the Imperial throne.

Unlike the men of the town and countryside, I had a choice of one or the other; they could only escape to the army to avoid following their father’s livelihood. So, if you wondered why our army was so dependent on mercenaries, that is why; the army could only recruit the sons of soldiers if they could find them. The pay was so low, but a mercenary was well paid from the start. Yet, men were supposed to be free to join the army, but they were not. Some of our mercenaries were runaway citizens who joined the barbarians so that they could be paid a just wage. In a way, the state was its own worst enemy. Those tied to the land paid for the barbarians to defend them as they demanded more pay, so the people had to pay higher taxes. I first came across this in Italy, where we charged more to defend them than the barbarians charged them when they conquered them.

With age, they say, comes wisdom, so as I look back, I can now see the unjustness of the system I served; but what choice did we have? Our peoples had been conquered by barbarians such as the Vandals and Goths, who were not Catholic, and forced our lost citizens to worship their twisted false heretical barbarian Christ. We had a divine mission to release them from their living hell that endangered their souls. We did this, but the cost, in the end, was so high that when the ‘bearded ones’ came to Italy, we had little to stop them with. But that gets ahead of my history, and I will speak of this more in the right place.

So, when the winter snows had begun to melt enough for travel on the roads, and I had reached manhood, my father wrote to one of his family’s allies in the capital and arranged a place for me in one of the palace guard units there. I would start at the bottom and earn my promotion. My father was strict about that; only through ability would I progress. I think this was his last test to ensure I was committed to my choice. Once the reply had been received, I was ready to leave. I was assigned to assist with guarding that year’s tax returns, which that year were going direct to the capital, rather than the diocese capital. Each town was selected to make payments either to the province, diocese or direct to the capital, depending on the wants of the capital; that is how much it demanded from each vicar. Each town collected from the citizens and the countryside, and any shortfall was made up by people like my father, which meant that he had the hard task of extracting the yearly tax from the community. He did this as honestly as he could, but failure to collect meant people like him would be forced to sell up to cover the difference. No one liked the Imperial tax system, as in lean years people could starve as they were forced to hand over their produce to cover the tax demand, leaving very little for them in the winter.

Now I see the system for what it was — a drain on the citizens of the Empire to pay for grandiose buildings that weren’t to benefit the farmer in Thrace, but rather the grandeur of the capital and the Basileus. Yet it all failed to defend them from the ravages of the barbarian, as there was never enough money to pay for an army to defend them. What it paid for was a weak defence of the provinces, based on small hilltop forts with few defenders designed to offer a secure refuge for the countryside or small towns that didn’t have a wall or a garrison. The frontier troops were poorly paid and spent more time growing food than training to be soldiers. The only saving grace was that the barbarians mainly raided, so were uninterested in besieging a garrisoned town or fort. Instead, they stripped the countryside bare, took anyone they could as slaves and retreated over the frontier, till the next harvest when they would strike again. For regions such as Thrace, the countryside closest to the frontiers were slowly depleted of peasants who fled into towns; only the very rich could survive there. The very large estates mostly farmed by slaves or landlocked peasants continued to operate, while the owner lived in the fortified towns or even in the capital. The only advantage they offered was protection. They had an investment to protect, so they paid for their own soldiers, the so-called ‘biscuit eaters’. I had at one time as many as seven thousand cavalry that I personally paid and fed, hence the term, from the traditional military ration of the hard-baked biscuits.

So, in the second year of the late Emperor Justin’s reign, I said my goodbyes to my mother and father and headed south towards the Military Road, escorting the tax convoy. I joined with ten other men, paid for by the town to protect the silver and gold coins in the wagon, along with a further wagon holding the food and other items for living on the road. The minor roads tended to be just usable, as there was little money to pay for their upkeep, and any heavy rain caused us to stop and pitch camp. We waited till the water had left the surface, as the driver couldn’t see the potholes with all the water sitting on the surface. Once we reached the main artery, the Military Road, we could travel in all weathers as the provinces were responsible for its upkeep. If they wanted a relief force sent quickly from the capital, this was the only route they could use. Dotted along at the distance of a day’s march in good weather were small towers with guards and their families. They maintained the post and kept fresh horses and looked after the remounts of the postal service and offered water and limited shelter to users of the road. The closer we came to the capital, the larger these posts became, till they were a fort with a small garrison and accommodation for many travellers and food. On top of this, the road became more crowded, and the journey slowed, as we had to fall in behind other convoys heading for the capital, and when a military unit was on the road, we had to pull off the road to make way for them to pass.

On this journey, I first saw cities such as Hadrianopolis with its mighty walls, the older sections made up of limestone with the new sections clearly visible with interlaced red and white brick walls, which had replaced the sections destroyed by the barbarians. We entered the city by crossing the bridge and then through the Western Military Gate. The city was laid out in the Roman style of a legionary fortress with straight roads leading to the forum and government building and barracks. We stayed a few days in the city, and it was even grander than Philippolis, which we had reached earlier. The place was heaving with people from all over the Empire. This is where I heard Greek being spoken as much as Roman. I had learnt a little Greek, but the accents were different. Closer to the capital, I noticed just how much Greek was preferred to Roman. Of course, in the army, we used a hybrid Roman-Greek-Goth language to enable us to give orders and understand our troops.

By the time we reached Heraclea on the coast of the Marble Sea, spring had fully arrived, and the area was awash with the colour of blossoms as the land returned to fertility. But with it came a new scent for me, salt from the sea. Heraclea, I always remember smelled of fish. We had fish sauce as a treat at home, but here it was freshly made from the early catch of gutted fish. It was pungent, but here it was the only smell, everything tasted of the sauce even fresh fish and vegetables. I never got used to the smell of fish that dominated the cities and towns on the coast, especially the capital, which in the heat of summer smelt just like a rancid pot of sauce. But the people here loved it and regarded it as the most natural smell, as a baker does of his freshly baked bread. I still hang garlic and onions and have grown plenty of herbs around the villa to compete with the stink of fish sauce. It’s also one of the reasons I preferred to live outside the walls of the capital, as the air moved around here, unlike in the capital where it was trapped. There it blew mostly from the Golden Horn across the city, carrying the stench of fish from the markets to every nook and cranny of every building.

Speaking of the sea, this was the first time I ever saw one. It was blue, just like I had been told it would be, wide and smooth-looking from a distance. Up close, as I would later learn, it was rough at the best of times, and when the wind changed, a storm could envelop it as fast as a sandstorm in the desert. Then it turned an angry boiling white, and the waves turned into a moving mountain range. Even in spring, it was warm along the road by the sea. During one of the first breaks after leaving Philippolis, I washed in it for the first time and learnt the difference between river water and the sea. With salt, I was left with a fine crust after drying, and it got into all the sores I had developed from riding and walking since leaving home, stinging in a manner one can hardly describe. On the other hand, it cleaned them, and the sores quickly cleared up and made the remaining part of the journey to the capital more comfortable. Since then, I have used either the sea, if I can, or salted water to clean myself after a day’s marching or riding while on campaign. The trick was getting the right amount. Too much and it left salt in all my skin creases which acted like sand and caused just as many rubs; with experience, I learnt to balance the mixture. But nothing, even today in the capital, can beat the warmth and healing of the hot water pools of home.

Then finally we approached the capital after the road had joined one of the main aqueducts, which towered above us as its multiple tiers of arches allowed it to breach the small valleys, before reaching the great walls of the capital. They had been built by Theodosius, and I have never, in all my campaigns across the Empire, seen anything as splendid as those walls. Even from a distance, especially in the afternoon, when the sun catches the outer wall’s brickwork and causes it to glow, one is reminded of Homer’s description of Troy. The closer one came, the easier it was to see the grandeur and sheer power those walls projected. As we approached the first military gate close to the coast, we could see over to our left the great impressive Golden Gate, which was the colour of chalk.

Only the Basileus used it when entering the city in triumph. The first military gate only allowed access into the city, and it was only wide enough for a wagon to pass through. To leave the city and return the way we had come, one used the second military gate. Before we could enter, we had to cross the moat using a wooden bridge, the ditch was full after recent rain, but it was normally dry and only flooded in times of emergency. Then, we passed through the first customs post, which lay outside of the lower outer wall atop the inner side of the moat. Once through that post, we entered the gates of the middle wall, then we crossed an open area till we reached the last gate fitted into the third and highest wall. Finally, we were inside the capital and assigned accommodation till we could hand over the tax to the designated officer and receive a signed Imperial receipt. My fellow travellers would ensure this reached home safely, as their lives depended on this — this was the only proof we would have that we had not lost or stolen any of the tax we had conveyed from home to the capital.

For me, after my first night’s sleep with the wagons, I headed towards the Imperial quarters of the capital and the headquarters of the master of soldiers, in the presence of the Basileus, ready to report for duty. It was quite a walk. As I was of no importance, I could not ride inside the capital. I walked with my two horses in tow. The road was paved and quite wide in sections of my journey, there were blocks of building on either side while in other sections there was only parkland, orchards or vineyards with sheep and cows on the pasture. Closer to the Imperial quarter, the city built up, especially once I passed through the old walls and into the very heart of the Empire.​

My first impressions were that every other building was a church of some kind, but with experience, I learnt that many of these were private houses of the elite of the city. Some were indeed churches and monasteries, but the extravagant nature of the private houses could make anyone confused. These sights remained the norm as I continued on through the Forum built by the Emperor Arcadius and finally reached the Forum of Theodosius, and hence to the military headquarters, where I presented myself. Once there, I was informed that I had been assigned to the Excubitors — the sentinels or personal guard of the Basileus. I had expected to be assigned to the Schola and then possibly posted back to the army of the West, which was based in Thrace, and so closer to home, so it was quite the surprise.

Although the Excubitors were the main guards of the palace, they were based by the walls at the Gothic barracks, close to the second military gate. The barracks had gained this name as in times before the Gothic mercenary troops had been housed here. Later, under Emperor Leo, they became his power base and housed his fellow Isaurians whom he formed into his sentinels, trusted and pampered over the rest of the army. Under the last emperor, who fought a major war against them, the main Isaurian elements were purged, and it was now made up of a mix of Romans, like me, from the West and Greeks from the East. There were also a small number of Isaurians, who were tough mountain people who were fiercely independent and prone to banditry when pressed to pay taxes, but good fighters.

So, my training began. The morning was spent at the Hippodrome, learning how to fight in armour with a variety of hand-held weapons. After lunch, we cleaned our kit, sharpened swords and repaired clothing and armour ready for the next day. At first, I thought this would be easy, but after running, climbing over obstacles and fighting mock battles with wooden weapons, I did not, and I was exhausted by the end of each day. But gradually it became habit and less tiring, in that I had enough energy to wander around the city when we were occasionally granted passes for the night. We were fed well, allowed wine with the evening meal of the usual bean stew or fish. We had meat on feast days and celebration days. After two months of infantry training, we began to train as cavalry.

The day started at dawn in the stables where we prepared our mounts for the day, ensuring they were healthy and smart. We groomed each mount before placing on its armour and then the saddle. After that, we paraded before the count of the sentinels. He would then choose a squadron to inspect formally, disciplining any man whose equipment or horse wasn’t up to his standards. Then we were assigned our tasks — for me and other new boys that was more training. We would ride out of the city to the plains close by, and there began practising moving in formations. First, at a walking pace and as we improved gradually faster till we regularly charged over the plain. At noon we rested, first removing the equipment from our mounts, then cleaning them up, feeding and watering them and then resting them. After that, we cleaned our equipment, and once that was done, we ate our lunch. All the time a section was assigned guard duty to protect us from an attack. We trained for war and as if we were in a war. The afternoon was taken up with practising archery from horseback, first having the mount held so we could adjust to the position required for shooting. First forward, then to either side and lastly, the Hun shot, where we turned as fully as we could to the rear to fire well-aimed shots. Not as easy as it sounds and it just got harder as the horse moved, first at a walking pace and as we improved, faster till we could shoot while charging. We practised one at a time, aiming at a stuffed, mounted target. With time, we shot together in pairs and finally as a whole troop.

It took most of the summer to become at least competent at archery on the move. Later, once we had been sent to a squadron, we would train with the lance and then hand weapons. But archers were the most numerous in our cavalry, so we were trained first in that skill so that as soon as we were assigned, we could fight and be of use on the battlefield. It would take years, we were told, before we would be considered effective with all weapons.

Once assigned to a squadron, we would regularly mount guard in the palace and at the city gates, as well as providing security at official occasions, which included events at the Hippodrome. When not guarding, we would spend each day training as a unit and undertake more specialist training such as using the lance. I thought shooting from horseback was difficult, but using a lance was even more complicated. I spent most of the first weeks eating dirt, as I continually forgot to release the lance as I struck the target. The impact of hitting the target when at charge was enough to completely lift you off the saddle, at which point you either let go and crashed to the ground or were balanced for a moment in the air till the lance snapped and then you crashed to the ground. The other guards spent most of their time laughing at my exploits — they called me ‘The Mole’ for my efforts at digging holes in the ground.

My body felt each crash, and I had bruises that left most of my body a blue-grey patchwork. If nothing else, the pain quickly taught you to release just before impact, then you either reached for your sword or mace or axe, depending on which you preferred. Your target should have been unhorsed and either dead or dazed, at which point you clubbed or axed him to death to make sure. By then, you had either charged through most of the enemy or had come to an abrupt halt, the most dangerous moment for cavalry, and you needed to be able to fight your way out. While you swung left and right at the enemy, you urged your mount forward and as fast as possible. This was especially effective against infantry who either ran from you, ducked out of the way, or, if stupid, stood their ground and were mown down by the mass of the horse. It was hammered into us that movement was all that could save us on the battlefield; freezing would get you killed. Once through the enemy, you regrouped around the dragon standard and prepared for another charge, hopefully into the flanks of the enemy and victory.

I spent a further year developing my skills as well as learning the duties of a guard. What I hadn’t known was that all the time, I was being watched by the deputy commander of the guards, Timostratus, a man constantly on the lookout for good soldiers. At the end of my second year in the guard, I was summoned into his office, a space cluttered with maps and documents. It looked like a mess, but I later learnt he had a keen memory and a curious system of order amongst the chaos and knew exactly where everything was. If you wanted to annoy him, of course, you moved something — then he would fly into a rage. It was a lesson I found out rather unfortunately when I once thought to tidy his office. The outcome of this first meeting was that I had been chosen to be promoted to the old rank of tribune and would work directly for him on his staff. He mentioned that I had impressed my instructors and fellow guardsman, as well as my officers. When he saw talent, he picked it and developed it.

I was going to spend several years on his staff, learning how to command an army, and eventually, he would promote me to lead a squadron of the guard to see how much I had learnt. If I did well, I would gradually rise to command a whole formation or legion as he liked to refer to them. When he went on campaign, I would go with him and learn the art of being a general. Unfortunately, we had very few major campaigns, and instead, I learnt most of my skills from major field exercises. As soon as I received the promotion, I wrote home to my family with the news. Eventually I had a reply, only to learn that both my parents had died in an outbreak of pestilence that had stricken the region during the last winter. I was heartbroken, as I could only have imagined how proud my father might have been at the news that I had become an officer. Now there was no one to tell, my uncles had long since retired from the army, and I had lost touch with them. On perhaps the brighter side, I had a larger income but very little to spend it on.

It was while I was on Timostratus’s staff that I first met the future Emperor Justinian; he was of average height, heavy build — typical farming stock. On that day, my life changed completely. He wandered into the office and asked to speak to the general. I had recognised him as the son of Justin, the commander of the guards, and treated him like any other officer. He had looked me over for a time before replying to my answer that the general was at the palace.

“Ah, a native Roman speaker. By your accent, you’re from Dacia?” he questioned with an eyebrow slightly raised and a look in his eyes as if he were daring me to prove him wrong and say different. But he was correct, and I spoke to him with all the politeness afforded to all officers.

“Yes, sir, you have a good ear for accents.”

At that, he sat down in the general’s chair and looked me up and down. A broad smile was on his face as he seemed to settle in the chair as if it were his own, and I could tell he was bemused by something.

“No, I only recognise those from my province. I came here to speak to the general about you, Belisarius.” He laughed rather suddenly, looking to the desk thoughtfully as if he might be reading from a document, but I could hardly believe it. I was dumbstruck and could find nothing to say in reply to his statement. But he spoke again with a curious manner as if he were building up to something, I should be very keen to hear. “Belisarius, I have heard good things from Timostratus; the most important being loyalty. He knows he can trust you, and in the capital that is a rare gift. Also, you are from the provinces and have no bond to the palace or any of the senatorial families.”

I nodded in agreement. With my parents’ dead as well, I had little connection even to my home province. But I remained unsure where this conversation was leading — questions of loyalty and talking about palace connections could be dangerous if answered incorrectly. Was he trying to trick me into betraying the general, perhaps? I knew the general was loyal to the emperor and Justin, the commander of the guards, but there always seemed to be people out to question loyalty. And yet my possibly stupid expression of confusion served only to entertain him further.

“Belisarius, you look perplexed.” His expression was all humorous as if he were suddenly afraid that I was perhaps some provincial simpleton and not as interesting a figure as he’d been led to believe. But I knew too that honesty in this kind of situation was of more importance, and so I just remained dutiful in my response, though it was little more than a question in return.

“Yes, sir, I am not sure what I can do for you?”

“First, you are being promoted to spear carrier. Then tomorrow, you will report to my quarters and become one of my personal bodyguards. I need officers who are loyal and have ability,” he stated so plainly I could hardly recognise what he was actually saying at first. I swallowed hard. I wasn’t sure about this; I wanted to stay with the general. I knew I had much to learn. But this was an order, and if Justinian gave it to me, then his uncle agreed. I had no choice but to salute and mumble my thanks, which gained a suddenly sharp, almost dangerous expression from him. “I am sorry, Belisarius you said something?”

“Yes, sir, thank you, sir.” I corrected my impoliteness, and it seemed to please him, but I was not sure what to do next or even how appropriate it was to react to this sudden, and in my mind, unfounded promotion.

“Good, I’ll see you in the morning.” With that, he stood up and walked out of the office, and I remained standing there, stunned. Later, Timostratus returned, and I discussed the matter with him. I was relieved that he wanted me to stay, but Justin had decided that Justinian needed good men to watch over him, and there was no debating the matter. But he was swift to give me a warning — to keep whatever I saw from now on to myself and never discuss it, even with a girlfriend.

From now on, I would not be able to trust any of my colleagues or any new friends. I was to become the private gatekeeper to Justin’s favourite nephew. In the capital, access to men of power normally came through connections and, of course, patronage; I was now linked to Justin’s powerbase. If they fell from power, so would I.

Over several weeks, Justinian gradually began to use my services more and more. At first, I was posted to guard his quarters. The following week, I was named to join him on rides outside of the capital. Slowly, I was drawn in ever closer to him. Within a month, I was quartered in the same house as him. I was woken when he did and slept once he was in his bedroom. It was a relatively easy life compared to training, yet I was sure there was more going on than met the eye. I was certain that he slipped out of the house at night and returned in the early hours. But I remembered what the general had said and so never mentioned my suspicions. Anyway, who could I mention them to that would have any bearing upon Justinian?

Then one evening, after I had retired for the night and was sure that Justinian had also, the curtain to my room was swung open, and in strode Justinian. He was wearing non-military clothing and looked just like any other wealthy young man you would see strolling around the capital with an entourage in tow. He was carrying a bundle, which he casually chucked at me and then calmly gave me some rather unusual orders.

“Right, change into these and make sure you take your best sword and a couple of daggers with you.”

It sounded dangerous and concerning, but I was not able to disobey and so automatically I got up. I dressed in the clothing, slightly coarser material than he wore, but still well cut and smart. I tucked my sword into the belt and the daggers into the top of the felt boots he had given me. I remained silent all through this. Once I was ready, he motioned me to follow him, and he led me out through a discreet doorway into the back alley of the house.

“Well, I think you are ready to join me on my little diversions. Just follow.”

I did as I was bid. It had been a long time since I had bothered to venture out into the capital this late at night anyway. The alleyways and backstreets were still busy with soldiers, workers, and others looking for places to drink and for prostitutes. The nobility avoided these areas like the plague, or so I thought. That night I learnt that everyone who was anyone went out into the night to seek pleasure away from the tight grip of the palace and household. We trawled through a few seedy taverns, never quite stopping long enough to buy a drink. I occasionally thought I recognised a face or two in the crowds we travelled through, but I did not say anything, just observed.

Then we were at the rear of the Hippodrome, almost where we had started from. We had walked for some time, and I now assumed it was to make sure we lost anyone who thought about following us. We weren’t furtive in our actions, and he led me into another alleyway, and suddenly we were outside a rather seedy-looking tavern named The Spinning Wool. He turned and looked at me, a wide grin on his face.

“Let’s go in!” he said — or rather ordered — as he marched straight in, without waiting for me to join him. Inside it was quiet — only the sounds of pleasure emanated from the stalls upstairs. Apart from that, the tavern was almost silent, save a few seasoned drinkers still hard at work with wine and chatting gently at their small tables. No faces looked up as I rushed in behind him. He made his way over to the L-shaped bar and leant on the flat wooden top. I walked over to join him, my right hand gently fiddling with the hilt of my sword underneath my cloak. A slightly taller than average woman appeared on the other side of the bar. She took one look at Justinian and shouted back behind her into the private area of the tavern.

“Theodora, special customer!”

“I am coming, I am coming!” came a Greek sounding voice from the depths of the interior, sounding flustered but at the same time still in control.

By now, I had reached the counter where I noted Justinian’s face had changed, and he looked completely different. His posture had completely relaxed, and he was actually what I would assume to be happy. The voice seemed to have caused this sudden reaction, and finally, the owner of it emerged. She had long, dark hair, was made up in the typical manner of a tavern owner, with jewellery on display, but of poor design, just shiny enough to catch the poor light of the tavern and sparkle. She swirled out from behind the counter with a suddenly coy look, but it seemed a rehearsed scenario as Justinian grabbed her by the waist, and they both embraced. Without a doubt, this wasn’t his first encounter with this woman. He turned and looked at me with a big grin on his face and motioned for me to remain at the counter. He was led off to the rear by the woman and out of my sight. That was the first time I met the future Augusta, Theodora.

The woman at the counter looked at me and I at her. She was older than me, nearer Justinian’s age than mine, and she had a full figure, slightly olive skin tone, dark hair, and brown eyes. She spoke in the natural Greek accent of the capital, and she looked back at me, almost surprised I had not really reacted. She suddenly twirled around on the spot, and her clothing did not cling to her body as she moved and gave a hint of what lay underneath.

“Like what you see, soldier boy?” She seemed to throw a kittenish expression towards me, but I will be the first to admit that in this situation, I was as clueless as any other. I was far more concerned with whether I was supposed just to sit and await Justinian’s return or try to blend in — neither of which I was keen on.

“Um, yes, I think,” I mumbled in reply, not exactly sure how I was supposed to respond in the situation and even rather shocked she’d ask such a thing. I felt my cheeks go a bright red. In hindsight, I was still very much a country boy in this big city, and there was a lot I still had to learn. I tried to clear my throat and speak a little more clearly as I requested wine, and she just gave me a rather dry expression.

“Oh, I thought you wanted something else. Cheap or good wine?”

I was not quite sure if I had offended her or not, the safest assumption being I probably had. Either way, she seemed to continue her work all the same as if such things never put her down, and I requested something decent with water to mix with it. I was feeling awkward all the same. In truth, these places were not as common outside of the larger cities.

But at that time, I knew the last thing I needed was to get drunk while Justinian was busy — I had no idea how long he would be. A good wine would take time to savour, and the water would dilute it further. The woman quickly filled a jug with water and then placed two cups on the tabletop, and wine was produced from below the counter. I placed several silver coins on the counter, and these disappeared with a quick sleight of her hand. She poured wine into both cups, leaving enough space for water. She then slowly poured the water in, till I motioned for her to stop, and we both drank our first cups in silence.

“So, what’s your name, country boy?” she asked, leaning on the countertop, her brown eyes looking into mine demurely and making me feel anxious. Something about her manner felt as if she were probing for more than just my name, checking my credentials perhaps, or trying to figure out what kind of person I was.

“Belisarius, and your name?” I replied in my best Greek, toying with the idea of insulting her, but for some reason, not wanting to.

“Antonina,” she replied. She stopped leaning on the bar and stood more upright. Her face was more rounded than Theodora’s, and she had a very pleasant smile. She seemed rather more relaxed suddenly as if she’d gained all she needed to know just from the fact I was trying to be polite. “I am sorry, I thought you were just one of the normal heavies Justinian brings in with him.”

“I don’t think so. I belong to the guard,” I replied, realising I had said too much already. Then it occurred to me that she had probably guessed that. “I come from Dacia. I’ve been here in the capital for a few years. But I still have my accent.”

“Well, I wouldn’t have noticed.” She smirked as she replied. There was something about her, even though she worked in a tavern. I was from a minor level of the bureaucracy and was considered to be of a higher station in society, but she had something that pulled me in from the very first time I met her.

“Who owns the tavern?” I asked, trying to think of something to keep the conversation going, although I knew it was probably a ridiculous question to ask, but it seemed to amuse her.

“We both do. Theodora and I set the place up. We had enough of working for others, and with a couple of wealthy patrons, we earned enough to buy the place.”

I was impressed by the thought, and yet I was made uncomfortably aware of a sound from upstairs and the presence of other women. I dared to ask if those particular ladies were in their employ, but Antonina shook her head firmly with a stern expression. “No, they rent the spaces and what they earn, they keep. We make more than enough here, so we don’t have to exploit the girls.”

“That sounds unusual.” I was sure it must have sounded a rather unkind thing to say, but Antonina seemed amused by it. She could tell my statement was made not necessarily because I thought it was abnormal, but rather if it were the norm for the city life, and she gave a soft and sweet chortle before giving a sudden sad little sigh.

“Well, we both know what it is like, and we can afford to be kinder.”

I had to admit, I felt sorry for her, but I had no understanding of that kind of lifestyle, anyway. Just using such services was not really something I’d put much thought to. I’d always found myself far more preoccupied with training and begging to be trained, ever to give much thought to such matters. All the same, Antonina was very different from any woman I’d met before, and it was probably due to her straightforward manner, not to mention the fact she did not seem to feel it necessary to make up stories or tease my lack of knowledge as she spoke with me.

We chatted for the rest of the evening. Nothing of any more consequence was said between us, though I managed to keep chatting that night, hoping not only for the distraction until my master returned but also to keep her attention. Finally, Justinian came back with a smug expression that looked rather more like he was putting it on for the sake of pride than his true feelings. I stood up to meet him, and we said our goodbyes, but as we walked back, he said only one thing to me.

“So, you have been smitten by Antonina?”

I just went bright red and failed to reply. He didn’t push for an answer. So, I too, met my future wife in a tavern, as poorly matched as it sounded. We returned there nightly, and Antonina entertained me with good wine, food, and conversation. During the many evenings we spent together, I learnt that she had three children already, two girls and a young son. I didn’t enquire about the father or fathers. If she didn’t want to tell me that was her business, I had fallen in love with her, and she knew it. I now looked forward to our evening trips. Justinian and I had a common secret, and that, more than anything else, formed a tight bond between us.

Since I was thought to be of a lower station, neither Justinian nor his uncle raised any objections when I asked for permission to marry Antonina. With my accumulated pay, I had ended up buying into the tavern business. The profit allowed us to extend to the tavern next door, and we converted part of the upstairs into flats for us to live in. We were married by a friendly priest, who raised no objections to Antonina’s past life or fatherless children. Sadly, Justinian could not attend as Theodora would be present at a semi-public event, and it would be improper for them to be seen together. But now that I had quarters outside of Justinian’s, which happened to be where Theodora lived, there was no longer any need for secrecy regarding our visits to the tavern. As far as anyone was concerned, he was coming to my tavern for the evening, and then I would escort him home.

This arrangement worked well until Justin became emperor. With this sudden elevation, Justinian was banned from seeing Theodora, let alone contemplating marriage with her. He was now the heir apparent, the Nobilissimus and only other royalty or senior senatorial daughters could be considered worthy of his attentions. Justinian’s marriage to Theodora would have to wait till after he was emperor, and he could change the law of Constantine on societal weddings and permit it to take place. But even if it were the way of things, Justinian held a stubborn streak, and he seemed to truly love Theodora regardless of her status.

Did his uncle’s ban stop him from visiting Theodora? Hardly! We just went back to subterfuge, and instead of visiting at night, I escorted him there during the day. As far as his uncle was concerned, he stopped off for lunch or late breakfast after a long ride in the countryside. I, in the meantime, settled down to a soldier’s version of family life. Occasionally, I was sent to the East with a squadron of guards during times of tension with Persia. Apart from one minor raid, I saw little action. I was always back in the autumn once the campaign season was over and glad of it, as I would be back in the capital with my family.

It had been a long day at the palace waiting for Justinian the Nobilissimus to finish his work with his uncle the Basileus, when I was given the news that we had, in fact, been expecting and in little doubt over. I sat in an anteroom while the advisors moved in and out of the office. I was lucky to sit here. The rest of the detachment waited in the main entrance, which in winter was cold and in summer hot, till the later afternoon breeze entered the area and cooled it. Their spears and shields were stacked against the wall, while in the winter, they hung around braziers and in the summer, in the shadows. They were given water and food at noon; the rest of the day was spent rolling dice as they could not leave their post. I, on the other hand, could sit and read.

I had befriended one of the clerks in the Imperial office, and he regularly retrieved books for me from the Imperial library to study while I waited. He also helped if I got stuck on an obscure use of Roman, and most of all with Greek, I never really mastered reading it. The Nobilissimus often questioned me on my reading, and later, he assigned a reading list for me, and the clerk was assigned to ensure that I worked through the list. I gained quite a bit of knowledge reading the Gallic Wars, but I enjoyed the studies on the Punic Wars and Alexander’s campaigns. In those days, they had huge armies and what appeared to be limitless resources to call upon. Generals, such as Scipio, even paid for their own armies which were larger than all our forces. They seemed to have an enormous amount of manpower to call upon. Even after the disaster of Cannae, Rome was still able to rebuild a replacement army within two years and continue a campaign in Hispania. Their enemies also had large resources and field armies of similar sizes. We could not match that, and even our enemies could not, which was fortunate. We all had a limited amount of manpower — continuous warfare and disease had drained us all.

This evening was different. He came out of the office alone as the Basileus had already retired to his Imperial rooms. Now, I was expected to escort Justinian to his own section of the palace, but there seemed something odd in his expression as he approached. This time he had a broad smile on his face as he reached me, and I had already bowed at his approach. He spoke softly but with real joy in his voice as he stood beside me.

“I thought I would tell you now rather than you learn tomorrow after the Senate meets, the Basileus has decided that the time is right and seven is a lucky number. So, as tomorrow marks the beginning of his seventh year, he decided that the Senate should announce my promotion officially to the rank of Caesar and become his official heir.”

It had been expected news but was still exciting, and, of course, I had to perform the correct response at this knowledge. I bowed once again, picked up a piece of the hem of his cloak and kissed it.

“Hail, Caesar!”

I stood up with my spear by my side and shield with the Chi-Rho Cross embossed on it, positioned across my left arm and chest, and presented a military salute by bringing my spear aloft and shield raised to my forehead before returning them to the carry position. He smiled and continued out of the anteroom with me in tow, an expression of delight visible within his eyes. Inside the palace, I followed behind, as did the guards, but once outside, he moved into the centre of us. Now, as I led, the guards formed a box around him at a comfortable distance, but enough to stop an assassin from reaching him. As we reached his section of the palace, he halted abruptly, turned around, and signalled that we head for one of the smaller gates leading out of the palace. We automatically tightened the box formation.

“Where to, Caesar?” I called out to him firmly as we awaited his orders, but he seemed almost coy about answering at first. Then he replied, his voice still as cheerful as when he had first spoken to me.

“Take me to The Spinning Wool tavern.”

That evening, sitting in the tavern close to the Hippodrome, following a jug full of local wine, the Caesar Justinian unexpectedly began to explain to me how his uncle  Justin, had gained the throne. I had heard many stories from my fellow soldiers in the sentinels, and they all praised Justin, as he was “one of us,” who’d gone on to rule the Empire. The young Caesar wasn’t drunk, but for whatever reason, he needed to talk about his uncle and his place in the ruling of the Empire. I think now, in retrospect, that he felt the end was near for his uncle, and soon he would be ruling, and he was seeking allies for when he sat on the throne, and I was one of those chosen.

“Well, Belisarius, we are both from the West and speak Roman, unlike most of them here! We come from the land and know what work is like, and we follow the correct line of belief, the Chalcedon view on Christ, not the Alexandrian view, you understand what I mean?” he stated calmly and firmly before pausing, almost as if the statement was more to probe my belief than actually to tell me the story. I murmured agreement, not really understanding the difference at that time in the views of the so-called nature of Christ.

Later, I learnt that it was a difference over the understanding of a line of scripture from John, “the logos became flesh.” Was Christ’s nature split between the human nature of his flesh or the divine, logos, or was it one united nature? Even now to me, at my time in life, it seems like splitting a hair and then trying to split it again; after all, was Christ not the Son of God who came to redeem us, who died and rose at Easter? The hair was still hair, no matter how many times you cut it in half.

But as I was from the West, we were followers of the Chalcedon vision, which, as the Caesar explained, was two natures in one and the correct view, while the late Emperor Anastasius had favoured the Alexandrian view of unity. It had been termed the Alexandrian view as one of its main centres was that of Egypt, and there the bishops fully supported this view; it was widespread in the East. While the West was Chalcedon, and that included Rome, but not being a scholar, I found the arguments confusing and miscellaneous. It caused major divisions within the Empire in the East and caused serious problems for us when, later on, Justinian decided that all the Empire would only accept the Chalcedon view; even though the late Augusta had been a follower of Alexandrian unity.

I also tended to keep quiet when it came to talking about working hard on the land, being of real working stock, as Justinian and his uncle had been, he was quite proud of not being from wealth or nobility, unlike myself, who had hidden my family connections of being from the lower rank of the nobility and so had never worked on the land or seen parents go hungry in the winter to allow their children to eat. Was I lying to him? No, because I never actually said my parents had worked on the land. He had assumed this, as I was from the countryside in the West and had not gone into the sentinels as a junior officer, which was the normal route for anyone of the rank of the nobility.

Only the poor started at the bottom, but he had been surprised to discover that I could read and write and had an education. I explained, honestly, that my parents had paid for this. Again, he stated only the poor knew the real value of education, which in his case was a bit rich as his uncle had summoned him and other nephews to the capital, once he had been raised in rank to count of the sentinels and had a ‘really good’ income. With this, he had paid for his nephews’ education with the best scholars available in the capital. The current Caesar had outshone them in his abilities, and Justin had chosen him to be his successor. From what I later learnt, the best emperors of old had always adopted their heir. It had begun with Augustus, back when the Empire was first founded, and adoption of Caesars was seen to be the best way. Emperors, such as the Great Constantine, who had sons and not adopted heirs, had caused division and civil wars as the sons argued over the succession. Although the Caesar was blood-related, he was not a son who would have had the right to inherit the Empire directly. Instead, Justin had chosen who he thought could do the best job.

But back to my story, the Caesar continued his friendly talk, which was moving from talk to more of a lecture.

“The Basileus, , had been clever and with success in the wars fought by the Emperor Anastasius, he had gained recognition as an effective military commander; honest and trustworthy. He even assisted in the defeat of Vitalian, the master of soldiers of Thrace who had forced Anastasius to reject the Alexandrian doctrine and move towards the Chalcedon view. After Vitalian rebelled again and marched on the capital, he proved his loyalty, and he fought for the emperor who preferred another creed against a man who followed the same creed as he did. Defeating Vitalian once again, my uncle put loyalty over faith. He was his own man. And against protocol, he had secretly married my aunt, the Augusta Euphemia, before he gained the throne. You know her real name was Lupicina, and she was a slave, and like us was of peasant stock — he had brought her freedom. With his rank of count, the law forbade his marriage to that of a lesser. We call ourselves Christian, yet we have laws like this!”

Again, I nodded. I had heard rumours muttered very quietly that the Augusta had once been a slave of the Basileus and in some quarters it was still considered a grave matter that they were both peasants and could hardly read or write, and yet they were our leaders. Having met some of the elite in the company of the Caesar, I can admit to preferring the company of soldiers and peasants. These elite were the very same group who sat around all day complaining about the state of the Empire and saying in the old days, things had been better. Yet, they were the very ones who sat there and did nothing except gossip when the barbarians surrounded us, complaining of how the army of old would never have let this happen. All the while sending their gold and silver out of the capital to a safe location or making preparations for fleeing.

“Anyway, Anastasius had no sons, but three nephews who he hadn’t adopted, so no heirs when God called him back to his presence. So, a crisis developed in the capital as to who was to be the next Basileus. My uncle and I had been secretly working on this problem for a year. We knew the sentinels were behind us, as well as the exiled Vitalian, and that would mean the army in Thrace was loyal to us. The Central Army was already with us, as their commander saw the need for a strong and stable leader from the West once again. So, once the death had been announced, we all headed to the Hippodrome to watch who would take their seat in the Imperial box and be proclaimed Basileus by the city, Senate, and most importantly, by the army.”

He was silent for a moment to hold the suspense or to wet his drying throat as he then had another large sip of wine. I had a question and saw the moment to ask was now, although I was not quite sure if it were the right kind of question that Justinian would expect of me or if I were to come across as a simpleton.

“But surely there were others after the throne and had been preparing for this day?”

“Good, Belisarius, that’s what I like about you. You think around the problem. Yes, the High Chamberlain Amantius had planned to place a puppet by the name of Theocritus on the throne and run everything from behind the scenes. But he was an idiot, as his superior birth right had made him over ambitious and disdainful of those of lower birth, such as my uncle. So, he paid my uncle a large amount of gold to bribe the loyalty of the guards and the commanders of the army. All the officials assembled in the palace in the third entrance hall, and a heated discussion began on who was to be Basileus. Amantius was feeling smug, according to Celer, the master of the offices, who was already with us, and Celer demanded that they recommend a name. At this point, Amantius announced his candidate and looked to my uncle to give his nod of approval. The rest of the officials, including the patriarch, looked aghast at the suggestion. My uncle ignored him and instead offered a friend of his, a fellow officer, John, as his nomination. This was just a ruse to find out if there were any other candidates.”

The Caesar went quiet again, pausing, looking around the empty tavern as if suspicious of keen ears, but there was nobody. Then he gave me one of his huge grins before he returned to the tale, clearly proud of his uncle’s cunning.

“My Uncle sent a messenger outside to the guard units in the Hippodrome to begin proclaiming John as their candidate. This caused the Blue faction of the mob to shout and throw objects at John and the guardsmen!”

He paused again, looking around to see if either Theodora or Antonina were within hearing distance of us. Since both were occupied dealing with clearing up the tavern, he continued, “We knew the Blues weren’t in favour of us, as we had supported the Greens, and the late emperor had been a keen supporter of Blue teams in the Hippodrome. It just confirmed who our enemies might be in the future. They were caught completely off guard during the election, as no one had bothered to bribe them, as my uncle was meant to have done! We had already bribed the Greens to support no other candidate but my uncle. So, they shouted down John. Now the guards, with prompting, began to proclaim me as their choice! I, of course, loudly and publicly refuted their offer. And the Greens, of course, booed me loudly. Each time the guards had banged on the doors of the Ivory Gate demanding the Imperial regalia, and they were, of course, refused. We had bribed the palace officials to refuse any choice from the Hippodrome. This left the Senate with little choice, as key members were already with us. So, they demurred at the choices given. Even I was ruled out as being too young and inexperienced, which, of course, pointed to one candidate, my uncle, who was elected by the Senate. The patriarch agreed as he favoured the Chalcedon doctrine, and we already had the army!”

With the conspiracy section discussed at last, he returned his voice to his normal level and finished the tale. I was not sure I was impressed by it, or even if I quite understood everything, he had told me, but I accepted that he seemed to think it was something I had to understand. With his new position, he needed to know he could trust people and, in a way, perhaps, it was just another confidence exercise.

“So, the chamberlain and his officials clad my uncle in the Imperial regalia and led him to the Imperial box. The curtain was drawn back, and out stepped my uncle. The guards, the Greens, and most of the crowd, apart from the dyed-in-the-wool Blues, cheered for the new Basileus, as he took the oath and announced a celebration and a bonus to all soldiers. This was partially paid with the bribe money, so saved the treasury excessive expense. The next step was to have his marriage confirmed by the Senate and patriarch. They issued a dispensation — what else could they do?”

He was pausing again to have a drink. With the cup now empty, he waved it above his head as a sign for more wine. Antonina wandered over with a fresh jug, and a secret smile for me, and placed the jug on the table, and quietly withdrew. 

“My Uncle was sixty-six years old, and we both knew that he would not have enough time to begin our great work. So, the next day he had the Senate proclaim me overall commander of the army, a senator and count of the domestics. In this way, we held all the major levers of government, and the remaining offices were controlled by our allies. As for Amantius and Theocritus, they paid the price for lack of planning. Gangs of Greens chased after them till they sort sanctuary in the Church of the Holy Wisdom. We then offered them exile or Holy Orders, and that was the last of them, a rather bloodless change of government.”

“So, what happened to Vitalian?” I asked as I hadn’t realised, he had been part of the plan, and his murder had been rumoured to be at the hands of my master, the Caesar.

“Oh, he returned to the capital and was made commander of the central field army, and in the third year of my uncle’s reign, he was made consul. Marinus was made the Praetorian prefect that year as well. In those first three years, we achieved the impossible. We brought unity to the Church of Christ, for the first time in ages, with the doctrine of Chalcedon, which the West of the Old Empire had always preserved, and we refuted the Alexandrian doctrine. Now, all we had to do was free our people from the deviation of those such as the Goths.”

“What is it the Goths follow? I understood they were not like us, followers of Christ,” I enquired. My understanding of what the Goths believed was almost zero, which seemed to be the general thought of the populace. All I knew was that they weren’t like us, that and being barbarians and basically pagans as everyone else understood.

“Good question and one that deserves a good but difficult and perhaps confusing answer. They follow a deviation or heresy of Christ’s teaching. One first formulated by Arius and dealt with at the Nicene Council. One could easily say that the Alexandrians follow a deviation of the understanding of the true nature of Christ, but that is curable. The Goths aren’t pagan, though it would be better if they were, as ignorance in belief is better than pure falsely held belief — we could baptise them and bring them into the Church, but they need to be removed as their false belief can easily poison a true believer. Even now, they try to force true believers into following their ways. As I said, we can forgive those who walk in the dark, as they can be shown the light. But those who walk in the false light and force others to follow them have no right to exist. They deny the Trinity and say that our saviour, Jesus Christ, was the firstborn and not equal to the Father or the Holy Spirit as if he was a more Super Angel, neither wholly man nor God. That is the problem. It denies the true nature of Christ, and so the emperor made it an offence to teach this heresy. So, any followers of it are criminals and should be dealt with by the maximum the law allows”.

“I am still a little confused. A Super Angel — what does that mean?” I queried.

“You see how dangerous it is. I already made a mistake; Super Angel is another esoteric heresy. We believe that Christ is the son of God, unique and equal to the Father. Anything else is wrong. That is why the creed is read out, and we acknowledge its correctness. Does that make it clearer?” Justinian grunted, rolling his eyes as if he’d hadn’t made such a mistake before or that it might be the drink talking. However, though, he did not explain what it was to me, I was already itching at my chin in concern at these thoughts and even grimacing over them.

“Yes, I see how easy these heresies are at deceiving one.” I thought that was a good enough response to aid his pride as he grumbled and then rubbed at his eyes gently. I could tell he was getting tired, although I knew if Theodora walked past right now, he’d probably perk up, but he gave a shake of his head and then a soft grunt.

“Good, I have had enough for the night. Escort me back to the palace.” 

We left the tavern; all this intellectual, religious thought had put him off staying overnight with Theodora. I imagined his conscience was pricking him concerning his relationship with the tavern owner. I never did find out why Vitalian had been murdered and by whom, or if the Basileus had been the hand or the one giving the orders. One thing I was sure of, was never to ask him a question on belief as it left me more confused than ever. I just followed orders on those matters. It was much easier than to try and understand the differences or false doctrines.

With the Persians who hated us Christians, it was easy to see the difference. First, they did not believe in Christ, and that made the difference quite clear. Instead, they believed in two gods, the god of light and day, while the other god was of the night and evil. So, our practice of burial was seen by them as a terrible sin as we were giving our dead to the evil one. They instead left their dead in the light to be eaten by the animals. They also worshipped a fire inside their temples, I never saw one, but I knew they were our deadliest enemy. Not only did they want to take our Empire for themselves, but they also wanted to force on us their beliefs. One of their main targets was our churches and monasteries. The Armenians, Georgians and Lazi all followed Christ and were always fighting the Persians to preserve their faith and ours. One of the main causes of conflict in recent times had been Persian persecutions of Christians inside and outside of their Empire; in defiance of treaties, we had made with the Persians. Armenia was split between both Empires for much of the time, and most of our records showed our conflicts with the Persians had been over control of this vital region as it allowed access from Persia into the heart of the Eastern Empire. That kind of difference in religion I could understand, but anything else just seemed too difficult.
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