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This is a work of historical fiction, told in American English. It’s based on true people, real events, and one truly horrifying family dispute.

Empress Irene of Byzantium really did have her son blinded to secure the throne. That part is not up for debate.

What has been dramatized are the private moments—the conversations no scribe recorded, the prayers no one heard, the thoughts no one dared write down. Dialogue has been imagined. Emotions have been amplified. But the spine of the story is true.

Listener discretion, and a vivid imagination, are advised.
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1. THREADS OF POWER
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The imperial chamber stank of incense. Not the holy kind that wafted through Hagia Sophia, but the cloying, expensive blend that courtiers dabbed behind their ears before approaching the throne. Irene could smell their desperation beneath it, sweat mingled with ambition.

She adjusted the weight of her crown, an elaborate construction of gold and gemstones that pressed against her temples like a vise. Seventeen years as empress, first as regent, then as co-ruler, and still the crown never sat comfortably. Perhaps it wasn't meant to.

"Your Imperial Majesty," Aetios whispered at her side, his voice low enough that only she could hear. "The Strategos of the Armeniac Theme seeks audience."

Irene kept her face impassive, though inwardly she sighed. Another general with another complaint about her son. Constantine had been busy lately, gathering supporters, making promises to military commanders. At twenty-seven, he had grown impatient with sharing power.

"Send him in," she said, straightening her back and feeling the stiff embroidery of her purple silk robes press against her spine.

The general entered with the careful steps of a man accustomed to war but not to palaces. His eyes darted to the mosaic ceiling before settling somewhere near her feet, not quite daring to look at her directly.

"Speak," she commanded.

"Empress, rumors reach us that Emperor Constantine plans to lead a campaign against the Bulgars without consulting the imperial council."

Of course he did. Irene folded her hands in her lap. "And this concerns you because?"

"The Armeniac Theme would be required to provide three thousand men. In harvest season." His voice dropped. "And the emperor has promised land grants to certain commanders upon victory."

Land grants that would strengthen Constantine's position. Land grants she hadn't approved. The old familiar heat of anger kindled beneath her breastbone, but her face remained serene, her voice measured.

"Your loyalty is noted, Strategos. The imperial treasury will compensate your theme for any harvesting delays." She paused. "You may go."

As the general bowed and retreated, Aetios leaned closer. "That makes five military leaders warning of the emperor's independent actions this week alone."

"My son grows bold," she murmured. The words tasted bitter.

She remembered Constantine as an infant, born in the sacred Porphyra Chamber that gave him his title, porphyrogennetos, born in the purple. How she had marveled at his tiny fingers, his unfocused eyes. She who had come from Athens as a political bride, selected for Emperor Leo IV because she was beautiful and well-connected and, most importantly, fertile.

Protecting Constantine after Leo's death meant she had to fight off his power-grabbing half-uncles. She had slaughtered conspirators, outmaneuvered patriarchs, and ruled as regent until he came of age. Constantine had been her purpose, her shield against those who would dismiss a woman's claim to rule.

Now he was her greatest threat.

"Summon the Logothete of the Drome," she instructed Aetios. "And prepare my evening prayers. I need to speak with God before I deal with my son."
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2. A MOTHER'S LEGACY
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The private chapel was blessedly cool after the stifling throne room. Irene kneeled before the icon of the Theotokos, Mary, mother of God, her serene face illuminated by the flickering oil lamps. The Virgin's eyes seemed to follow Irene, judging her failures as a mother.

"You understand," Irene whispered to the painted face. "What it means to bear a son destined for greatness. What it costs."

No answer came except the soft hiss of oil lamps and distant chanting from the palace clerics.

Her knees ached against the hard stone, but Irene welcomed the discomfort. Pain cleared the mind. And her mind needed clarity now more than ever.

Constantine had been making moves for months. Cultivating military leaders. Appearing at public ceremonies without her. Questioning her policies, particularly her peace treaty with the Abbasid Caliphate, which had stopped years of bleeding along the eastern borders but required paying tribute, something his pride couldn't stomach.

He'd also divorced his wife Maria, whom Irene had chosen for him, in favor of his mistress Theodote. The scandal had rocked Constantinople. The monk Plato had openly criticized the emperor, and Constantine had responded by imprisoning him.

Stupid, impulsive decisions. Decisions that threatened everything she had built.

"Empress."

She turned to find Staurakios, her most trusted advisor, standing in the chapel doorway. The Logothete of the Drome, spymaster, diplomat, and the only man in the palace who had never underestimated her.

"He moves against you openly now," Staurakios said without preamble. "Constantine has called the Tagmata to assemble tomorrow. He plans to declare sole rule."

Irene rose slowly, her knees complained after the long prayer. "And the Tagmata will support him?"

"Some will. Others await direction." Staurakios's scarred face betrayed nothing. "What are your orders, Empress?"

She gazed once more at the Theotokos. "Gather those loyal to me. Have them ready." She turned fully to face her spymaster. "And bring me Patriarch Tarasios. If my son wants a holy war, I will show him who God truly favors."
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3. THE DEFIANCE
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The imperial dining hall echoed with Constantine's laughter. Irene watched from the entrance as her son held court with his favorites, young nobles, military officers, sycophants who encouraged his worst impulses. Theodote sat beside him, her hand possessively on his arm, her rounded belly proclaiming their growing disgrace to the world.

Constantine's eyes widened when he saw her standing there. He had her coloring, the same dark hair, the same olive skin, but his features were softer, less defined. He'd never had to harden himself as she had.

"Mother," he called, raising his wine cup. "Come, join us. We're celebrating."

"Celebrating what?" Irene asked, approaching the table with measured steps.

"Victory, of course." His smile never reached his eyes. "The Tagmata have pledged their loyalty to me. By tomorrow, I'll rule alone, as is my birthright."

The room went silent. Courtiers stared into their cups or towards the wall mosaics. Theodote's hand tightened on Constantine's arm.

"Your birthright," Irene repeated carefully. "I seem to recall giving you that birthright. I seem to recall protecting it when others would have taken it from you."

Constantine's face flushed. "And you've been compensated well for your efforts, Mother. But I'm a man grown, and the empire needs a man's hand, not a woman's."

"The empire needs stability," she countered. "It needs wisdom. Tell me, my son, was it wisdom that led you to divorce your lawful wife? Was it wisdom that imprisoned a holy man for speaking truth? Was it wisdom that depleted our treasury for campaigns that won nothing?"

He slammed his cup down. "I won't be lectured like a child!"

"Then don't act like one." Irene's voice remained calm, though inside she felt something breaking, the last fragile thread that had connected her to maternal love. "The Patriarch awaits you in the Chrysotriklinos. He wishes to discuss your... situation... before matters deteriorate further."

Constantine's eyes narrowed. "What have you done?"

"I've done what any empress would do when faced with rebellion. I've secured my throne." She turned to leave, then paused. "You should know that the Armeniac and Anatolikon themes remain loyal to me. Your celebration is premature."

She left him sputtering, arguments dying on his lips. In the corridor, Aetios waited.

"Is it done?" she asked.

The eunuch nodded. "The palace guard has been changed. Those loyal to Constantine have been reassigned to distant posts."

"And his inner circle?"

"Being watched. We can move against them whenever you command."

Irene exhaled slowly. "Not yet. First, we see if my son possesses any wisdom at all."
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4. THE BROKEN CROWN


[image: image]


Constantine, predictably, did not. 

Three days of open rebellion followed. Constantine barricaded himself in the eastern wing of the palace with his supporters. The city held its breath as troops loyal to Irene surrounded the complex, cutting off supplies and communication.

Irene spent those days in her private chambers, receiving reports and issuing orders. She didn't sleep. Food remained untouched on silver platters. She prayed, not to the Theotokos now, but to Christ Pantokrator, Christ the All-Powerful. She needed his strength, his certainty.

"He's requesting terms," Staurakios announced on the fourth morning. "He offers to rule jointly with you, as before."

Irene went to her window, staring out at the glittering waters of the Bosphorus. Ships moved like toys in the distance, carrying spices and silk and rumors to distant lands. What were they saying about Constantinople now? That it was ruled by a mother and son tearing each other apart?

"No," she said finally. "He surrenders completely, or not at all."

By sunset, Constantine had surrendered. Not out of wisdom, but because his supporters were deserting him as food ran low and imperial gold was offered to those who changed sides.

They brought him to her in chains.

The Great Hall was filled with senators, military commanders, and church officials, all witnesses to Constantine's humiliation. He kneeled before her throne, head bowed, Theodote nowhere to be seen.

"Look at me," Irene commanded.

He raised his head. His face was haggard, eyes bloodshot. He'd been crying.

"Do you renounce your
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