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This novel is not a history book.

Nor is this work a biography of a Byzantine empress, nor an academic study of heretical movements in the sixth century AD.

This is a work of historical fiction.

History and Fiction

Theodora was a real empress. She lived between 500 and 548 AD, married Emperor Justinian I, and was his partner in governance. Historical sources remember her as a strong, intelligent, and resolute woman. The historian Procopius wrote about her in his Secret History in a contradictory manner, sometimes glorifying her and other times attacking her, as if he could not decide who she truly was.

Jacob Baradaeus was a real historical figure. He led the Monophysites in their confrontation with the official church and founded the Syriac Orthodox Church, which still exists today.

The Ebionites truly existed. They were an early Christian sect that believed Jesus was a fully human being, chosen by God, and rejected the doctrine of the Trinity and the divinity of Christ. They continued to exist until the sixth century AD and were persecuted by the official church and the empire.

But between these historical facts, there are gaps. Unanswered questions. Missing threads. Voices that were never heard.

This novel attempts to fill these gaps with imagination.

Why Fiction?

Because official history tells the story of the victors. Because it is written by those in power. Because it whispers much and shouts little.

The historical Theodora, as we know her from official sources, is an empress, a wife, a politician. But what about Theodora the human being? What about her childhood in the arena? What about her faith? What about her secrets? What about the women who came before her, and the mothers who raised her?

This novel tries to hear the voice of those who were not allowed to write. The voice of the Ebionites, the voice of the poor, the voice of women, the voice of heretics, the voice of those who lived in the shadows carrying a different faith.

The Writer Is Not a Historian

I am not a historian. I am a writer. My tools are not documents and sources, but words, imagination, and characters.

In writing this novel, I relied on what is historically known:

	Theodora was born in the arena district of Constantinople.

	Her father was a bear keeper.

	She became an actress, then a mistress, then Justinian's wife, then empress.

	She was known for protecting Monophysites and heretics.

	She played a decisive role in the Nika Revolt of 532 AD.

	She died in 548 AD, and Justinian never remarried.


And I invented what is not known:

	Theodora's connection to the Ebionites.

	The secret she carried in her blood.

	The symbols she hid in the three churches.

	Her indirect influence on future generations, even to the time of Heraclius.


This fiction is based on historical possibility, not proven fact. The Ebionites existed in Theodora's era. Theodora was known for protecting heretics. The relationship between the two is not documented, but it is not impossible.

What Does This Novel Want?

This novel does not want to change history. History does not change.

It wants to add a voice to history. A voice that was absent. The voice of the Ebionites, the voice of the poor, the voice of women, the voice of those who lived in the shadows carrying a different faith.

It wants to ask: What if there was something in Theodora's blood deeper than tolerance? What if she herself carried the ancient root? What if her faith was not just politics, but a truth she lived?

It wants to say: There is always more than one story. Official history is not everything. There are secrets in the shadows, and there are voices on the margins, and there are truths that are not spoken from the pulpits.

To the Reader

You are invited to read this novel as a novel. As a story. As a journey. Not as a historical reference, nor as a religious document.

If you are looking for historical facts, you will find them in the sources. But if you are looking for human truth, for the struggle between power and faith, for identity and memory, for the women who changed the world without their voices being heard, for the poor who made history with their bare hands — you may find something of that here.

Theodora — Tirtsa — daughter of Shushan, granddaughter of James, bearer of the secret. This is what I imagined. This is what I wrote. And this is what I place in your hands now.

"This is a work of historical fiction — based on documented facts and building upon what no one has documented. Because official history always tells the story of the victors. This is an attempt to hear the voice of those who were not allowed to write."
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All the main historical characters and events in this novel are based on real facts documented in historical sources. The personal relationship between Theodora and the Ebionites, the secret she carries, the symbols she hides in the churches, and her indirect influence on Heraclius — all are fictional elements created by the author to serve the literary narrative, and are not historical claims. This work is a novel, not a historical study or a religious document.

"The truly poor person is the one who does not know who they are."

— From the teachings of the Ebionites, 1st century AD
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Chapter one

Daughter of Shushan
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Constantinople, Autumn 500 AD

The sky that night was heavy, as if carrying a secret it did not wish to reveal. Above Constantinople, the darkness stretched like a torn garment, pierced by red threads of light from distant torches. The sea was near, but no one could hear its murmur from this narrow quarter. Here, in the nameless alley behind the great arena, the poor slept hoping to wake.

The district adjoining the arena breathed with difficulty. By day, it resounded with the cries of vendors, the clatter of carts, and the roaring of bears being led to their pens. But at night, it was inhabited by another sound — the groaning of childbirth, the creaking of doors, the whispers of women who knew secrets not spoken by day.

In a room no larger than two bodies, Mary groaned. Her husband Acacius sat outside the door on the stone threshold, holding a worn wooden rosary, counting its beads again and again. Thirty-seven beads. He knew their number because he had made them himself years ago, from olive wood given to him by a friend from Antioch. He did not know why he had chosen thirty-seven. But the number comforted him.

Every groan pierced him like an arrow. He bit his lower lip until blood almost appeared. He did not move. He did not know what to do. The men of his quarter did not enter upon their women in childbirth. This was an unwritten law, stronger than any law written by emperors. But he wished it were different. He wished his hands knew how to ease pain instead of knowing how to fasten chains on the feet of bears.

Inside the room, Damiana — the old woman who had delivered every child in the quarter — was wiping Mary's forehead with a damp cloth. This Damiana had never given birth. She used to say: "God gave me the hands of all mothers, and deprived me of one child. Perhaps He knows that if I had a child, I would not sleep at night to answer the calls of others."

"Push, my daughter. Push hard. The child wants to come out."

Mary cried out. A cry not only of pain. In it was something else — fear. Not of childbirth, for childbirth was not strange to her. This was her third. But fear of something she could not name. Something her mother knew, her grandmother knew, and those before them. Something in her blood.

She bit down on the piece of old leather that Damiana had placed between her teeth. Her eyes were open to the cracked ceiling. She saw cracks that resembled a map. A map of the Holy Land? No, that was an illusion. But she saw something familiar in them — the shape of a tree, its trunk splitting into two branches. The Tree of Life that her mother had taught her about.

She remembered.

Mary was seven when her mother Shushan died. The death was not sudden — it was slow, like a river running dry. On the last night, Shushan gathered her strength. She sat up on her bed, her head wrapped in a clean white shawl — something she had not done in months.

"Come here, my daughter. Sit here. Come closer."

Little Mary sat on the edge of the bed. She knew that something important was about to happen. In her mother's eyes was that light that only appears when speech is heavy.

"Listen, Mary. Listen well. Not everything you hear in church is the truth. There are truths that are not spoken from the pulpits. Truths that mothers whisper to their daughters, in the night, where no ears can hear."

Shushan raised her trembling hand. She touched Mary's face. Her fingers were cold, but her touch was warm.

"We are survivors. Survivors of the first path. The path that Jesus walked — not as God — but as a human chosen by God. A complete human, like us, but he knew what we are ignorant of."

"Mother, what are you saying? The church says he is the Son of God."

"The church, my daughter, says what makes it strong. Rome made Jesus a god so that she could be his heir on earth. We — the poor — carry the real Jesus: our brother, our teacher, the man upon whom God placed His hand."

Shushan pulled out from under her bed a small, smooth stone. It was honey-colored, soft as silk. She placed it in Mary's hand.

"This is from the Jordan River. One of
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