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			In sixth century Constantinople—the New Rome—how does the daughter of a bearkeeper, one who fashions her life as an actress and prostitute, rise to become the Empress of the Byzantine Empire? How does a poor Syrian boy, who is violently forced to become a eunuch, rise to an esteemed position in the Palace of Justinian I? How do the two meet and become such allies that one day Theodora asks Stephen to write her biography? 

			“James Conroyd Martin not only unfurls the vast canvas of history, but he paints the deeply personal side of the men and women who lived it. His settings and characters come to life in meticulously researched detail. I felt like I was there.”

			—Lisa Wingate,
New York Times bestselling author of Before We Were Yours

			“Fortune’s Child is a treasure for historical fiction fans—richly detailed, immersive, and heart-pounding. Martin paints a vivid and satisfying portrait of one of history’s most remarkable women.”

			—Olivia Hawker,
bestselling author of The Ragged Edge of Night
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			Based on the diary of a Polish countess who lived through the rise and fall of the Third of May Constitution years, 1791-94, Push Not the River paints a vivid picture of a tumultuous and unforgettable metamorphosis of a nation—and of Anna, a proud and resilient woman. Against a Crimson Sky continues Anna’s saga as Napoléon comes calling, implying independence would follow if only Polish lancers would accompany him on his fateful 1812 march into Russia. Anna’s family fights valiantly to hold on-to a tenuous happiness, their country, and their very lives. Set against the November Rising (1830-31), The Warsaw Conspiracy depicts partitioned Poland’s daring challenge to the Russian Empire. Brilliantly illustrating the psyche of a people determined to reclaim independence in the face of monumental odds, the story features Anna’s sons and their fates in love and war.
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			Aleksy, a Tatar raised by a Polish peasant family, wishes to become a Polish winged hussar, a Christian lancer who carries into battle a device attached to his back that holds dozens of eagle feathers. As a Tatar and as a peasant, this is an unlikely quest. When he meets Krystyna, the daughter of the noble who owns the land that his parents work, he falls hopelessly in love. But even though she returns his love, race and class differences make this quest as impossible as that of becoming a hussar. Under the most harrowing and unlikely circumstances, one day Aleksy must choose between his dreams.
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			Author’s Note

			Long ago and far away in Los Angeles, I took an adult Art Appreciation course. When we studied the Byzantine mosaics located in Ravenna, Italy, the professor pointed to the figure of Theodora and said, “I’m not a writer, but if I were, that is the woman I would be writing about.”

			Click!

			I immediately went to the Hollywood Library and took out a dozen books on the period and the empress. I had already started my first novel, Push Not the River, so I planned for Theodora’s story to be my second. As the first novel was going to press, I started work on Theodora. Ah, but St. Martin’s Press had a different idea: they wanted a sequel to Push Not the River, so that led to other books and the passage of years. Like the woman herself, the story is resilient and now ready for the light of day.

			That teacher was so right! Theodora is absolutely fascinating.

			Enjoy …

		

	
		
			Map - The Byzantine Empire

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Map - Constantinople

			[image: ]

			 

			For amazing pictorial reconstructions of Constantinople, visit the website of French artist Antoine Helbert. 

			http://www.antoine-helbert.com/fr/portfolio/annexe-work/byzance-architecture.html

		

	
		
			Glossary

			ANASTASIUS (Emperor 491-518): Was a Monophysite, placing him in conflict with the Orthodox Church.

			ATRIUM: center of a Roman house, the open roof sheds light on the rooms nearby; contains an impluvium, or pool, directly under the opening to catch rain water for use within the house.

			AUGUSTAION: The public square at the east end of the Mese, south of the Church of the Holy Wisdom, and north of the Great Palace.

			BATHS OF ZEUXIPPOS: Luxurious public baths named after a Thracian deity and located on the northeast side of the HIPPODROME.

			BLUES: Supporters of the charioteers of the Blue faction.

			CHALKÉ: “The Bronze Gate” serving as the ceremonial entrance or vestibule to the Great Palace.

			CHURCH OF THE HOLY WISDOM: (also called the Hagia Sophia) Significant edifice on the Augustaion. The first burned down in 404, the second during Justinian’s reign in 532. The third was built by order of Justinian and it still stands.

			CISTERNS: An ingenious system of aqueducts and cisterns, open, covered, or underground was built to effectively supply fresh water to the city population, even in times of siege.

			CODEX (Plural, CODICES): A book constructed of pages made of papyrus or the more durable parchment and enclosed with hard covers.

			CURSE TABLETS: Scrolls of thin lead engraved with curses thought to be harmful to those cited in them.

			DALMATIC(A): A wide-sleeved and heavier garment worn over the lighter tunic by both sexes, but mostly by men. A robe.

			DAPHNE PALACE: Complex of buildings on the western side of the Great Palace that houses the Imperial Apartments.

			DIOPHYSITE: One who believed that two natures existed in the person of Jesus Christ, the divine and human, adhering to the view of the Orthodox Church.

			EUNUCHS: Men who have been castrated and who often performed important parts in the church, army, and civil or palace administrations.

			EUPHEMIA: Empress and wife of Justin I; desired that the diadem be passed to Justinian, but much opposed to his marriage to Theodora.

			EXCUBITORS: The Imperial Guard.

			FACTIONS: Supporters of the BLUES and GREENS, chariot teams named for their colors. The REDS and WHITES had fallen out of favor and been assimilated into the other factions.

			FOLLIS (Plural, FOLLES): Largest of the copper coins, it was valued at 40 NUMMI or 1/288 of a NOMISMA.

			GREAT PALACE: A complex of many imperial buildings created at the southeastern end of Constantinople amidst pavilions and gardens at the edge of the Sea of Marmara.

			GREENS: Supporters of the charioteers of the Green faction.

			HALL OF THE NINETEEN COUCHES: One of the Great Palace buildings used for imperial ceremonies and banquets.

			HECATE: Greek Goddess of magic, witchcraft, the moon, and ghosts.

			HESPERIDES: Nymphs of the sunset in Greek Mythology, usually depicted as three in number and as caretakers of Goddess Hera’s garden near the Atlas Mountains in Africa. In the Garden of the Hesperides there grew a grove of apple trees that bore golden apples capable of dispensing immortality when eaten.

			HIPPODROME: Capable of accommodating 50,000 to 60,000 citizens, the U-shaped race track next to the Great Palace was used for chariot racing, public entertainment, imperial ceremonies, as well as military and political demonstrations.

			JUSTIN I (450-527; reign 518-527): Sought his fortune as an excubitor in the reign of ANASTASIUS I, became commander and then emperor upon Anastasius’ death; adopted his nephew Justinian, who was named co-emperor with him, and who became emperor in his own right four months after Anastasius’ death.

			JUSTINIAN I (483-565; reign 527-565): Succeeded his uncle, Justin I, as emperor; ordered the codification of Roman law and sought to regain parts of the empire lost to barbarians, including Rome, North Africa, and Spain. Went against most of society by marrying actress Theodora.

			KATHISMA: The imperial loge at the Hippodrome attached to and accessed from the Great Palace.

			KNUCKLEBONES: An ancient gambling game like dice adopted by Romans and Greeks and utilizing the bones from the ankles of sheep.

			LEVANT: An approximate geographical term referring to the eastern Mediterranean; a broad definition roughly refers to the territory from Greece to Egypt.

			LORD (or GRAND) CHAMBERLAIN: Highest ranking attendant (usually a eunuch) to the Byzantine emperor, with whom he held great sway.

			MAGUS: A member of a priestly caste of ancient Persia; a sorcerer; wizard; conjurer; charlatan; trickster.

			MESE: Main thoroughfare traversing Constantinople from the MILION west to the outer city walls.

			MILION: Marble arch near the Church of the Holy Wisdom and just outside the AUGUSTAION, it served as the point from which distances in the empire were measured.

			MITHRA: Pagan Sun god. Also known as MITHRAS.

			MONOPHYSITE One who believed that Christ had a single divine nature, whereas the Orthodox Church held that Christ had both a divine and human nature and considered Monophysites heretics.

			NARSES: A eunuch serving Justinian as a steward, Commander of the Imperial Guard, Grand Chamberlain, and finally, as a general and commander of the forces that reconquered Italy.

			NOMISMA (Plural, NOMISMATA): Gold coin.

			NUMMI (Plural, NUMMUS): Smallest copper coin.

			PALACE OF HORMISDAS: A palace within the Great Palace complex located at the water’s edge of the Sea of Marmara and used by Justinian before coming to power.

			PATRIARCH: Head or bishop of a diocese. The five dioceses in Theodora’s time were Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem.

			PROCOPIUS:  A contemporary of Theodora and Justinian, he was a lawyer and the chief palace historian, one known for his biased accounts of the royal couple and their reign. His especially damning and vitriolic work, Secret History surfaced many years after the deaths of the principals described.

			QUADRIGA: A chariot drawn by four horses harnessed abreast.

			SHADE: the spirit of a dead person.

			SHATRANJ: Indian board game and forerunner of chess.

			SILENTIARY: An official of the court acting much like an usher, staying silent while standing guard over imperial personages.

			STOLA: A long, pleated dress for women worn over the tunic, usually woolen or linen, but sometimes silk for the rich citizens. Often worn with a belt placed just below the bustline.

			STYLITES: Holy men or “pillar saints” who lived atop tall columns.

			TARTARUS: In Greek Mythology, the abyss used as a dungeon for the wicked.

			TESSERA (Plural: TESSERAE): Small pieces of stone or glass used in the creation of mosaics.

			THREE FATES, The: In Greek Mythology, the three goddesses who determined a person’s fate. They were Clotho the Spinner, who spun the thread of life; Lachesis the allotter, who determined the length of life; and Atropos the inflexible, who cut the thread of life, ending it.

			THUCYDIDES: (460-400 BC) A well-respected Greek historian.

			TUNIC(A): Replaced the toga, over which upper class males often wore a DALMATIC and females wore other garments, like the STOLA or a mantle. Tunica intima: A woman’s under tunic.

			TYCHE: Greek Goddess of Fortune, Fate, or Chance; as the daughter of Aphrodite and Zeus (or Hermes), she was thought to direct the destiny of a city and to be responsible for unexpected turns in people’s lives, both good and bad.
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			1

			Constantinople 547

			 

			I am dreaming about her yet again. Theodora: Goddess. Theodora: Nemesis. The woman I once adored.

			I suddenly come awake in a cold sweat, eyelids flying back. Is it the dream that awoke me? I think not. Memory holds to some vague noise. All is quiet now, a thin silence stabbing me with dread.

			I listen. In a dungeon any sound other than a rodent’s skittering on stone bodes ill. A minute passes. A long minute before I recognize the metallic clicking of a key in the lock. I draw in breath and hold it, listening. The recalcitrant gears do not give. Wrong door? Wrong key? My heartbeats triple. I pull myself up on my filthy pallet, back pinned against the craggy stone wall.

			One expects no changes in routine here. No benign changes, I mean to say. Panic courses through me like a fever. I had already been given my second and last meager meal of the day, a kind of lentil mush. Any unusual occurrence in routine after that—a footfall or rattle of keys at an odd hour—is enough to raise the hackles of the most hardened criminal in the underground maze. I feel the blood draining from my face, a clenching at my middle. The lazy workings of the lock should not turn again until morning—but they are being tested. And yet, even as I mindlessly make the sign against an evil eye cast from afar, the gears are giving way.

			The rust-pocked iron door bursts inward, spilling torchlight from the hall. Two prison guards in short woolen tunics advance and pull me to my feet. The single chair and the scrolls and codices on my small table are sent flying. “What is it?” I dare to ask. One guard answers with a grunt. Their faces are no more than outlines in the dark.

			Giving me no time to find my ragged sandals, the guards strong-arm me out into the hall and prod me toward the stairs. I make no further attempt to question them. The day I feared has come. In my time here, I have heard others dragged off, begging for mercy. Some were returned mute and broken; most did not return. Some begged as they were hauled away. I will not beg. My fear is hardening into a sense of grim fatalism.

			At intervals, low-burning torches light the passage. As we move up the narrow, stone staircase, I hug the rough and weeping wall, struggling to keep my feet from slipping on the damp, uneven steps. The absence of railings sparks the old vertigo I have not felt for years. Oddly, the sensation of dizziness is like an old friend returning after an extended absence. We continue up, higher, higher, one guard in front, one behind. The air grows less corrupt, less damp. Still higher.

			I become light-headed. My enfeebled legs, so unused to exercise, quiver and threaten collapse, but the alien fresh air piques all of my senses, and from somewhere nearby the sharp scent of myrrh evokes my first visit to the great Church of the Holy Wisdom, after Justinian had it built anew. The balm affords me the needed reserve to take the steps, one upon the next.

			Then come the ground floor and a flank of windows. Sunlight. Day is moving into dusk now, but sunlight nonetheless. Strange, I had thought it the middle of the night. Below it is always night. My eyes blink at the sight, so suddenly do my lenses have to adjust. My heart beats fast. If my crude record keeping is accurate, I have not seen the sun in five years, have not felt it on my skin. Blurry bursts of colors fly at me, a prism of reds, blues, yellows that at first offend and then feed my emaciated sense of sight.

			The joy I feel at the awakening of my senses is stunted by terror. What has caused my release? The Syrian blood now coursing through my veins at an accelerated rate is said to carry the seeing skills. But it takes no clairvoyance to know where I am being led—and who has sent for me. I tremble to think of it.

			We pass through marble hallways, familiar hallways. My movements stiffen as if ice is enveloping me, hardening me. A cold sweat breaks out on my forehead.

			Supper is in preparation. The aroma of herb chicken in orange sauce comes wafting up from the palace kitchens. It had been a favorite of mine. Ahead, servants in long gray dalmatics are lighting the sconces for the fall of night. They are trained not to take notice of anything, but I can intuit their curiosity as I pass, for they recognize me, as I do them. One old man, a lamplighter with whom I often jested, approaches, his eyes growing round as thimbles. He looks as if he is about to speak, but when his gaze sweeps over me as we pass, he is struck silent.

			Fear comes in a second rush, intensified by the certain knowledge of whom I am about to face. Something in my chest tightens and my gait slows, but the strong arms of the guards pull me along. Then come the final stretch of columns and a marble floor that shines like black ice. The huge bronze double doors loom ahead, seeming now to recede as I walk toward them. My heart pounds. This is a dream, I tell myself. Before I get to those doors, I will awake to my tiny cell. The details are vivid, I assure myself, much like they are in a dream. I look down. I can see the hem of my dirty and tattered tunic moving with the motion of my legs, bare feet slapping the cool floor.

			Suddenly we are at the doors of her private reception chamber. Silentiaries stand on either side. I glance up. Purple brocade drapes the doorway. A new addition. How she loves the purple.

			I long to be back in my cell. My world is secure there. It took months to adjust to the cold and cramped cubicle. I fell into raving fits in the first weeks, the guards told me later. After the surprise arrival of candles and my manuscripts, life became less miserable. I knew that they had come from her, and I accepted them with a grateful bitterness. I dared not ask for writing instruments.

			The doors are open now. I did not see them opening, distracted as I am. Dreams operate that way, too, I know, propelling one from scene to scene with no transitions.

			But this is no dream, much as I wish it were.

			I see her now. At the far end of the vaulted room, in a high-backed, cushioned throne of ebony, she sits. A pair of exquisitely carved leopards comprises the arms and front supports of the chair, the blue gemstones in their eyes glinting at me. No hint remains of the baseborn actress she had been, only the empress she has become. She wears a mantle of purple silk, open enough to reveal a collar of pearl ropes draping from her shoulders to her breastbone. Instead of her diadem, a black veil covers her upswept coiffure and falls to cover her face. Strange. I have no memory of her veiling her face within the palace.

			She motions the guards and silentiaries away. They hesitate. A second flick of the royal wrist and they dare not disobey.

			The doors close. She and I are alone.

			The last time I had seen her—so very long ago—we played a board game and I had no hint of what lay in store for me. Two days later, her secret police knocked at my door, polite as you please. What am I to expect now?

			Her hand draws me forward. Clairvoyance aside, basic espial skills elude me. There is something different about Theodora, I realize, something enervating in her move that gives me pause. But the thought is fleeting. For one just released from Tartarus, I am too saturated with sensations, with emotions.

			I draw close to her, feeling her eyes upon me from behind the veil.

			I stop and prostrate myself in the fashion she had brought back from the past—to the loathing of senators and nobles. Face down, arms outstretched. Some things one does not forget.

			“Rise, Stephen,” she says.  It is the Greek name that a long-ago magus assigned me, my boy’s name of Sufian all but forgotten.  “I’ve never required that of you.” Her voice is snappish, yet soft as air.

			I rise. My body is unsteady and stiff as a plank of wood.

			“It has been a long time, Stephen.”

			“Yes. Five years, Mistress,” I say, employing the epithet demanded of the Justinian and Theodora regime.

			“So—you’ve kept a calendar?”

			I did manage that. The omission of even a basic reed pen was intended, I knew from the first. What was she afraid I would write? “Yes,” I say, “I make scratches on the wall. One scratch for every two meals. That makes for one day, Mistress.” I resist saying something about the quality of the food.

			A silent nod.

			“But your codices—you were given your codices?”

			I nod. “And tapers. It was very gracious of you.” Best to keep my answers short, I think. Best not to reveal too much.

			In gesture, her hidden right hand disturbs the mantle that envelopes her. “Dispense with the formalities, will you? You and I knew each other well once upon a time.”

			“We did, Mistress—once upon a time.”

			“Ah, the old irony is in your voice. I like that.”

			“I practice on my fellow tenants so as not to fall out of habit. I don’t think the rats always understand my humor. Or perhaps I have less of it. They are more concerned with having a share of my morning stale bread.” I immediately regret my answer. I know where such words could lead me.

			“Bitterness, too.” Her shallow intake of air is audible. “Ah, who can blame you?”

			After a few moments, she says, “You have not lost your looks, either, Stephen. That Syrian handsomeness. A bit dirty and malnourished perhaps, although you were always slender, unlike most of the palace eunuchs.”

			I shift from one foot to the other, aware of the stink of my tunic. This invitation to intimacy unnerves me. Though her comment about my appearance touches on a pride long thought dead, a flame of anger ignites at my center.

			“We came through some times, did we not?” Theodora asks. “Some times.”

			Her voice is still sultry, but I cannot tell whether her wistfulness is real or a guise. She is good at donning masks, always had been. I do not answer and an awkward silence ensues.

			“You hate me, Stephen,” she says, employing one of her theatrical sighs, causing her veil to shiver. “Of course, you must.”

			“No,” I say. The answer is impulsive. I give my reply no thought, no thought to the hours and days and years spent cursing her in the labyrinthine stone complex beneath the Great Palace.

			“I wonder,” she says. “I wonder.”

			“It’s just that—” Tears of fire suddenly ignite in my eyes.

			“Yes, Stephen?” She tilts her head slightly, addressing me as if I am a child. “What?”

			“It’s just that I had no hint of what my sin was.” My words, my tears, are childish. I feel small and despise her for it. I feel something else, too, an emotion long since thought dead, and I hate myself for that. Could some shred of my long-ago love still endure?

			“Ah, but you were close at hand. Too close.” Her voice hints at a thin smile behind the veil.

			Too close? Her meaning escapes me.

			“Fate betrayed you. Oh, it is hard for any woman to admit her wrongs, Stephen, much less an empress.”

			My head spins. Is this an admission of wrongdoing on her part? Why? Or is it possible she is toying with me as prologue to the sentence held in abeyance for so long? Has my execution been ordered?

			“Stephen, you are wondering why I have sent for you.”

			I attempt to smother a laugh. “It must be your mother’s Syrian blood that tells you so.”

			She laughs, too, from behind the veil. “I never had the gift. You know that.”

			When our light laughter—mine more forced than hers—fades, I lift my gaze to the veil and the occasional glint of eyes that it hides, eyes like black, depthless pools that had entranced a prince and won an empire. I straighten and push fear from my voice. “What do you want with me?”

			“Ah, to the point, yes?” Now comes the intake of air behind the veil again, this time sharper. “Stephen, I need your skills.”

			“What skills?”

			“Your memory. Your fairness. Your education—and your eloquence with the pen.”

			“But I’ve been denied kalamos, as well as parchment.”

			“Your pens will be given to you.—Stephen, I want you to remember the years of our friendship, as well as the stories I have told you.”

			“What shall I write?” I ask. “The story of your life?”

			Long moments ensue before she releases the answer in a sad hiss: “Yes.”

			I meant the question as a joke. Now I stand speechless, numb, feet locked to the floor. Maybe I have the gift, after all.

			“You know how I came to be here, my friend. How I came to wear the purple. My God, you helped me! A bit unwittingly at first, but for you, I might not be here.”

			I swallow hard. Astonishment washes over me like water over stone, so cold it stings. My friend? Are the past five years to be expunged as if of no significance? I am trying to fashion something to say even as she is removing her veil. At the sight, any choleric words that I might venture fall away.

			This is not Theodora. Not the Theodora I once knew. Not that her beauty is gone or the change dramatic. The heart-shaped face is still magnificent, the brows still richly dark and thinly penciled so that they meet, but her visage is gaunt—not overtly, just enough for me to notice. The skin, of Greek and Syrian extraction, is just a bit more pale than I recall. As she removes the veil, the purple mantle falls away from her hands and arms, and I notice that they are veined and thin. Theodora had never looked her age, had always held a decade at bay, but now her forty-seven years are in evidence.

			My eyes meet hers, and my heart catches. She is studying my reaction. My effort to mask surprise comes too late.

			She sits straight and stiff. Her right hand goes to the dimpled area at the base of her neck, her first two fingers gently massaging. It’s a gesture I’ve witnessed her make in moments of uncertainty, whether at a board game or at someone’s death. “Remember how others were amazed at how much alike we looked? Is the likeness less?—It is, your expression tells me so. Oh, don’t pity me, Stephen. I will not have it!”

			“The physicians, have they—”

			“I knew you would see it, Stephen.” Her hand falls into her lap. “No one else has, not even Justinian. It’s a cancer, the physician says. Oh, he claims I have years—but who knows?”

			I feel light-headed. This is all too grotesque. An hour before, I had been in my cell, and it was a day like any in the nearly two thousand that had preceded it. And now I am in the empress’s reception room, my mind unable to adapt as quickly to her presence as had my eyes to natural light and color.

			“Will you tell my story, Stephen?”

			“Why me, Mistress?”

			“Because others will tell it slant. I trust you to tell the truth. And you have been with me from the day I met Justinian. Who better? And as for the years before, I think I have told you many of the particulars, but I shall refresh your memory.”

			“I remember all of your stories, Mistress.” I stifle my rage. What had I to do in recent years—other than rely on my memory to keep myself sane?

			Theodora takes on that snappish tone again. “In private, as we are now, you are to address me as you once did.” She pauses, drawing herself up, her fragile frame leaning slightly forward. “The stories I told you comprise my journey, my life.—And I will not have them vilified by Procopius!”

			“Procopius?”

			“Yes, Procopius, Stephen.”

			“But he records the empire history, does he not? Or has Justinian dismissed him?”

			“Oh, he still has his place. Some even call him an eminent court historian.” She manages a laugh, a bitter laugh that evolves into a painful coughing. Many seconds elapse before she recovers enough to continue: “Others may think him eminent, my husband among them, but he is a snake in the royal household. You can be certain he writes works that flatter the empire and flatter Justinian and flatter me, but I have it from house spies that he is at work on a secret manuscript in which I play a leading role. It is a web of lies he will bring forth after I’m gone, you can be sure. So—I must leave behind my own record… . Will you write it, Stephen?”

			Theodora does not ask me to forgive her. I try to understand this woman whose word had plunged me into darkness. Now a word and a whim have brought me into the light. She no doubt thinks my bitterness can be transformed into gratefulness. If she gives it any real consideration at all.

			My own thoughts seize on my five years out of favor, five years’ imprisonment—unjust imprisonment. An impulse possesses me now to feel for my belt and dagger. I do not follow through on it, of course, for I have neither. I want to fly at Theodora, nonetheless, fly at her and strangle her fine, snowy neck, denying her the months or years she has left.

			Instead, my eyes settle onto that exquisite visage, those dark, proud eyes, and I hear myself answer like any bootlicker to the throne: “Yes, Mistress.”

			Is it by design or by chance that a poor boy is taken from a failing farm in the hills of Syria, schooled in languages, made to meander the great cities of the East, coming at last to the greatest, whereupon he becomes friend— and enemy—to the Empress of the New Roman Empire? Whether my life has been guided by direction of a god or fate—or merely chance—I, myself, am choosing this turn in the road.

			And so begins my unexpected career as a biographer.
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			I do not return to my subterranean hell. I am given a room that could compare to one that Christians would call an upper chamber in Heaven. Oh, it is not the suite of prior years, but I don’t care, for the room has a niche that will serve as an office, windows, and a terrace. I will see the rising and setting of the sun, the waxing and waning of the moon, and—if my luck holds—the cycle of the seasons.

			This first night, I leave my bath to find that the attendant has left. I immediately go to the door, draw in breath, and grip the handle. The door opens and I sigh in disbelief that it does.

			A fine tunic, dalmatic, and sandals have been laid out for me. In fact, the wardrobe, empty when I entered the bath, has been well stocked. The white linen dalmatic slides on as if made of silk. The long, voluminous sleeves, neck, and hem are trimmed in gold. I reach up to the shoulder and touch the purple-threaded badge in the shape of a kalamos, a reed pen. My fingers glide over it. My status as a royal scribe and Secretary to the Empress has been returned to me.

			I walk barefoot out onto the terrace. Here is my adopted and beloved Constantinople, wonderfully cacophonous with the cries of peddlers and children, its skyline burned red with the sunset. I think my heart will burst. I cry now, releasing long-held tears and shaking like an old woman, for all the sunsets that have come and gone without me. And for this one that embraces me like a lover.

			Something claims my attention, something I swear not to take for granted again. I marvel at the mere movement of air upon my skin. A spring breeze sweeps up from the Sea of Marmara, bringing with it the sweet, heady fragrance of the jasmine vines down near the water.

			My God, I am alive again!

			I look out to the waters that undulate gently, their sparkle pinkened by the dying sun. My eyes take in the shores of Constantinople, surrounded on three sides by bodies of water. The lapping ripples of the Golden Horn, the Bosporus, and the Sea of Marmara bedeck The City like a coruscating necklace of diamonds that leads the eye to the seven hills, as to the contours of a beautiful woman. I look out, luxuriate, and remember.

			More than thirty years before, I had entered The City—as many call it—by ship through the Sea of Marmara. My coming had not been by choice, of course, but nevertheless the sight of this twelve-century-old maritime colony had been that of a siren to a wandering sailor. My eyes widened at the sight of the acropolis—so mysterious and majestic to me then—where it rose on a triangular bit of land that jutted out toward the sea. The ship sailed along the eastern shore, one marked by a long sea wall that was interrupted by two small harbors. Above the wall rose the buildings of The City: grand and small, rich and poor, public and private. We sailed north toward the famous harbor of the Golden Horn, passing as we went the Church of the Holy Wisdom, the Senate House, the Hippodrome, and the complex of the Great Palace. How could I have guessed that in short order the palace would be my home?

			The sun is fully set now, and my thoughts come back to Theodora. Yes, I had told her. I would write her story. Why had I agreed? I owe her nothing, nothing but what repayment I might give for five years sealed in a tomb. Oh, for the moment I had been moved by her illness and pity and maybe even the old love. Our bond had been too close for me not to feel something. Was that why I had said yes?

			Perhaps.

			The word had fallen out of my mouth without thought. Had I immediately assumed that agreement meant release? Certainly, that was a possibility. Scruples can be elusive when freedom is the prize. In any case, the hatred and thirst for revenge bred by countless hours in that cell were not to be dispelled so easily, like my childhood nightmares had been quelled by my mother’s soft voice and soothing hand to the forehead.

			No, it is only now, after agreeing to tell her story in manuscript that I come to realize my prayers have been answered. I will have my day. I will be redressed. And as the moon emerges above me, my heart sings as if I am fifteen and in love.

			But to take revenge on a dying woman—an empress forged in steel, nonetheless—would demand cold determination and a cunning mind. I vow to meet the challenge. Why, to think I could have strangled her right there in her bedchamber, so imperiously certain was she of herself and my unflinching fidelity that she had dismissed her guards. Has the sickness entered her brain? Does she truly think I could forget so quickly? Does she think me such a spineless sycophant?

			[image: ]

			Only one of the two chairs in my new quarters is cushioned and lends any comfort. The desk, so highly polished I need no mirror to see my thin face, is laden with manuscripts, paper, pens, and ink. My fingers tremble to once again hold a writing instrument. The sleeping couch is wide and so soft I cannot sleep that first night.

			Two days later, my task begins.

			It is late at night when a soft knock, almost imperceptible, comes at the door. I open it to find Theodora standing there, a finger to her lips. She is dressed in a purple bedchamber robe. She wears no veil or headdress. Her hair falls about her face like an ebony frame about the portrait of a ghost. I stand aside and she enters, gliding like some visitant saint into a monk’s cell.

			But she is no saint. And since I am no monk, I take the comfortable chair.

			“You know the circumstances of my birth, Stephen, how my mother kept me from being … abandoned—exposed to the elements.”

			I nod, taking up a kalamos.

			“The story is legend by now. Of course, it may be quite accurate, but my mother would relate it as a way of upbraiding a thoughtless and unappreciative daughter who would drolly mimic the ways of the adults around her, as well as the pretentious airs of an older sister. I was two when the mid-wife was called again and Mother gave birth to a third child—alas, another girl.” She pauses, appraising me, her biographer. “Take what I tell you, Stephen, and bring my life to parchment. Breathe life into my past.” The empress grimaces as she settles in without complaint against the hard back of the chair, bringing her hands together in her lap, the interlocking fingers pale as moonbeams against the purple of her robe. “I shall begin, Stephen, where my memory begins.”

			For my pettiness in my choice of chair, I feel a tinge of guilt, but I dust it away and begin taking the notes that will become her biography.

		

	
		
			2

			Constantinople

			 

			Though Theodora was pale and thin at birth, she was not a sickly child, and as time went on, she thrived. The midwife who had suggested she be exposed would have wondered at the outcome. She was long since dead.

			Theodora was five years old when her Greek father died in 505. He had been a longtime circus worker for the Greens, one of the two main competing factions—scarcely more than gangs—whose influence dominated the games and chariot races in the massive amphitheater, the Hippodrome. He took great pride in his training of bears, and his skills were remarkable enough for him to be promoted to Master of the Bears. But with his disappointment upon the birth of the third girl, Anastasia, he indulged in drink, an avocation especially to be avoided by a bearkeeper. He escaped injury for a few short years, but one day he drank himself into a stupor and was fatally mauled by one of his dancing bears. Death often has a more profound effect on the young than on the seasoned, and so it was that the loss of her father bitterly stung Theodora. She had been his favorite.

			Her Syrian mother, Asima, a dancer and actress past her professional prime but still darkly attractive in her early thirties, was not long without a man in attendance. The suitor, Militiades, had experience in bearkeeping in Cyprus but currently had no means to support a future wife with three young girls. Asima proved ever-resourceful, and soon after their marriage contrived a scheme that was to involve Theodora and her sisters.

			She bartered well with one of The City’s best seamstresses, sacrificing the furnishings of her little home so that lovely white mantles of muslin with borders of brocaded gold could be made to dress her daughters. White and red flowers were fashioned into bracelets and into crowns for their dark tresses. The three exchanged silent, questioning looks as their mother fussed, behaving like some stranger, preoccupied and nervously tense. At three, Anastasia was too young to understand, but Comito and Theodora, at seven and five respectively, knew that they were being groomed for something very special.

			Their mother coached them in a simple dance and on the appointed day, they were ushered into the immense Hippodrome, a place open to all on ceremony and parade days but restricted to men on game days such as this. As they passed near to the side occupied by the Green Party, Theodora saw someone waving and calling to her from the lowest bench. She recognized her dearest friend Antonina, whose father was a charioteer favored by the Greens and who no doubt had used his status to allow his daughter to attend. Theodora waved back and drew herself up. “Proud as a peacock” her mother had told them. “Walk as proud as a peacock.”

			It was the first time the three girls had been inside, and as they were led out into the hollow of the U-shaped structure and onto the hard dirt concourse, Comito began to cry. “It’s all right, Comissa,” Theodora said, employing her older sister’s diminutive, “Just remember the steps Mother told us. And hold your head high.” Still, she had her own fears to face down. Why are we here?

			The kathisma, the imperial box, stood empty but the stadium was nevertheless filled near to its capacity of sixty thousand. The crowded stands resembled an enormous canvas of color set in motion. The noisy audience, completely masculine as a matter of course, was here to view and wager on the races. Theodora had never seen so many people.

			They stood, three delicate and trembling figures, thrust before the mob of thousands in the stands. The dirt raceway on which they were placed would soon be clouded with dust and vibrating to the wheels of chariots and hooves of madly-driven horses. The Blues’ faction was favored by the emperor so that they gathered in the tiers nearest the kathisma on the shady eastern side, while the Greens, inveterate enemies of the Blues, assembled on the western tiers. Asima positioned her three girls on the concourse closest to the Greens. At a word from her, they began the little dance they had practiced for a week. Joining hands, they moved in a circle for three slowly-paced revolutions. Their hands dropped to their sides then, and they bowed to one another. Their right arms reached up into the air, and clasping hold of one another’s hands, they moved in the opposite direction for another three revolutions. Several variations followed before they stopped, dropped their heads in obsequiousness, and came to stand directly before the Greens, the faction that had employed their natural father. The man that her mother had pointed out as the leader of the Greens—the demarch, she called him, stood stone-faced.

			“Smile,” their mother called from the side, mimicking the expression.

			Her sisters may have needed the prompting, but Theodora did not. From the start, she found that she was enjoying herself. Theodora peered up into the masses and felt a prickling upon her skin.

			The audience, packed together on the benches of wood planking and brick supports like a roosting murder of crows, row mounted upon row—seemingly to the sky—remained unaware of their presence. The men continued with their clamorous conversations in anticipation of the day’s races. To those more concerned with wagers, drivers, and horses, the girls were but three tiny insects on the vast concourse.

			At a signal from their mother, they knelt.

			The herald’s deep voice cut through the din as he presented himself to the Greens. “These children,” he proclaimed, “kneel as suppliants to the Green faction! The oldest is Comito, then Theodora, and the littlest is Anastasia, whom they call Tasia.”

			The girls rose, in turn, and curtsied as they had been coached.

			The herald fought to hold the attention of a crowd interested mainly in the impending races. “I ask you to listen and hear their plea!” he shouted. “Their father, Master of the Bears, Acacius by name, has died in the line of duty! Their mother—see her there—implores the Green faction to give the post Master of the Bears to her new husband so that he can support her offspring!”

			The children knelt again. Theodora’s heart beat fast. The initial thrill she had felt dissipated with the realization that few seemed to be interested in them. Her little body tensed. Even at her tender age, Theodora sensed that this was the moment for which her mother had planned. This was her moment of truth.

			No signal, no call, came from the Green benches. The demarch looked away. Those who might have listened remained unmoved. Shouts went up. “What is this delay? Away with those girls! Let the races begin!”

			“The father of these girls must have a position!” The announcer was becoming hoarse and red in the face. “He comes from Crete with much experience with dancing bears. Hear me! These girls beg you to make Militiades Master of the Bears!” He pointed to the father.

			Theodora’s stepfather took a step forward from his place at the side of his wife, his plain face impassive. It was his only part in the little drama.

			The herald’s further attempts were shouted down with chants of “Take them off! Take them off! Take them off!” Years later, Theodora would learn that to launch her scheme, her mother had bribed the amphitheater’s herald, as well as others deemed necessary, with what little she had in the world, her favors.

			Theodora’s heart caught when she saw her mother’s face whitened with shame and streaming tears. Her scheme was slipping toward ruin. This woman whose name meant “protector” and to whom she looked for strength was suddenly so vulnerable and shaken. Theodora had not fully understood the events of the afternoon, but her mother’s hurt was not lost on her. Oh, how her heart ached for her. What had her mother done to deserve the taunts of so many?

			The three sisters had been tutored only to this point, so they had no idea what they were to do now. Their dance had ended in ignominious defeat. They knelt, helpless and frightened by the deafening impatience of the mob. Theodora looked to her mother, who had been transformed into a weeping Madonna. The concourse was stony and unforgiving to the tender knees of the three. Little Anastasia began to cry.

			Theodora prayed that her mother would regain her senses and take them away. On impulse, she stood and ran to her mother, burying her face in her mantle and begging her not to cry. Then she began to tug on her mother’s arm and plead to be taken home. Her mother pulled back, resisting and imploring Theodora to return to her sisters. “You must dance again.”

			Theodora did not know that across the stadium her actions must have provided an entertaining dumb show that was quickly gaining the attention—and sympathy—of the Blues. To them, out of earshot, this pathetic pantomime of a mother and her daughters was entertaining.

			Suddenly, she and her mother became aware of a competing commotion that rose, like a tidal wave, distant at first, then taking on power until it drowned out the jeering of the Greens. She turned and looked across the stadium. Men were standing on their benches waving them over. “Come here, girls,” they were calling. “Come!”

			Theodora’s mother immediately sprang to life, and even while swiping at her tears, she shooed her three around the spina—the low wall with obelisks and sculptures that divided the racecourse into two lanes—and toward the benches of the Blue faction, like a hen chasing her chicks. Militiades followed.

			They stood before the cheering Blues, ever-antagonistic foes of the Greens. “So,” the demarch of the Blues bellowed, stepping out onto the raceway as if onto a stage, “Demarch Asterios and his Greens have no heart? They would turn you out into the streets?” he asked, making wide gestures. “Well, we will not! As fortune would have it, our bearkeeper has recently died, so your new father may take his place.”

			Tears started flowing once again down her mother’s cheeks, this time from surprise and relief and joy. Theodora was happy, too, because her mother was happy. Later, they would learn that Asterios had accepted a bribe to give the post to another.

			“Now, come sit with us, girls,” the Blue demarch said, “the jugglers and acrobats are about to begin.”

			There, on the side of the Blue faction—the shady east side—they watched in awe as a splendid display of entertainment usually denied to children—and to women—unfolded before them. In time, after the acrobats, jugglers, mimes, and animal acts, a herald announced the names of the drivers, after which the blast of a trumpet pierced the air, signaling the first of twenty-five races. Theodora looked in awe and pointed to the starting gates where, on a roof high above the gates stood a life-size gilded sculpture of a quadriga, a chariot drawn by four horses galloping abreast. “They look so real,” her mother said, “except that they are made of gold.”

			“Not gold,” her stepfather responded, “copper, through and through.”

			Theodora gave little thought to the difference between gold and copper, for in moments real quadrigas—two driven by Blues, two by Greens—came thundering out of their stalls, each attempting to hug the low wall down the center as they flew down the length of the track. Each team of horses moved at breakneck speed. At the far end of the concourse, workers removed from the spina the first of seven metal cast sculptures of dolphins, indicating that the chariots would have to pass by six more times, and as they returned to the starting turn, the first of seven metal ostrich eggs was removed, signifying to the audience the completion of a full circuit. Gold emblems, silver helmets, and purses of gold coins imprinted with the emperor’s image were presented to the winners. At intervals between races, the sand covering the hard dirt concourse was raked as musicians, singers, and mimes performed. It was indeed a charmed afternoon.

			The low wall of the spina supported an array of sculptures, statues and obelisks, and Theodora found herself mesmerized by a particular bronze column of three serpents interweaved when she noticed that across the track Antonina was waving again. She returned the gesture.

			“Who is that you’re waving to?” her mother asked.

			“That’s Antonina, Mother—my friend. Her hair is golden!”

			“Indeed? I see that. But her father is a charioteer for the Greens. Her grandfather had been one, as well. From now on, Thea, you are not to play with her, do you hear? We are beholden to the Blues now.”

			Her mother’s order hardly seemed fair and while she sank back a little on the bench and gave no response, she knew even then that she would not obey it. Antonina’s connection to the Greens was not one she had chosen.

			The Blues may have been merely trying to humiliate the Greens, without any real regard for the plight of Theodora’s family, but she was somehow changed by the event. She would never forget their act of kindness, nor would she forget the black-hearted reaction of the Greens. She was changed in a more important way, too. From the moment they were placed—like actors on a stage—before the swarming audience, as frighteningly awesome as it was, a certain foreign excitement pumped into her heart, coursing through her like liquor, an exhilaration that was to become for her, in the years to come, as necessary as life itself.

			[image: ]

			But the three girls were to learn early in life that Tyche, Goddess of Fortune, could be capricious. Militiades owned sandals that shifted with the sands, and within a year, he deserted the family. A series of men, each of whom their mother insisted they address as “uncle,” paraded through their lives, staying only for brief periods.

			Acting as speaker for her sisters, Theodora once pointed out to her mother that they didn’t care for a particular uncle. Her mother slapped her hard across the mouth and sternly scolded the three, saying that were it not for their uncles, they would not have their little house on a rise just above the city of Constantinople but would be quartered in the squalid tenements below. Theodora learned the value of silence.

			In the next few years, her mother’s darkly radiant beauty faded at a rate that outdistanced her years. As Asima continued to worry about the support of her family, her once buoyant disposition became increasingly morose. Visits from “uncles” became more sporadic, lessened in tranquility, shortened in duration.

			Theodora was put to work at the age of ten. Her mother had been an actress and so had the necessary connections in theater. At twelve, Comito—darkly beautiful and more than a head taller than Theodora—was already a rather successful comedic actress at the Old Royal Palace so that her younger sister’s initiation to life on the boards was a logical one. Theodora studied Comito’s performances with the absorption of an understudy. “I want to be as beautiful as you,” she would say. “I want to be tall, too!” Theodora played small, non-speaking parts. Until one day.

			It was one of Comito’s typical one-act comedies. Theodora was playing a servant girl, as usual, with no lines or interesting stage business. She resented the fact that she was but a tiny cog in the workings of the play. On this particular night, Comito was reclining languidly on a chaise while spouting funny lines to several other key players. Often, the humor escaped Theodora, but the tittering of the audience indicated that her lines held some secret meaning. Only later would she learn that the lines were double entendres, often lewd.

			“Girl!” Comito called. “Hurry with my supper. Even idols must eat.”

			Dressed in an undyed tunic of the lower classes, Theodora entered from the right, balancing a heavily laden tray. She started moving to upper center stage, toward Comito. A stool that was out of place stood in her path, but with the tray she failed to notice it. She fell headlong over it, sending tray, dishes, and silver clattering and crashing to the floor.

			The audience gasped and snickered, but Theodora took little notice. For the moment a childish anger rose up from within, causing her to forget that she was onstage. She pulled herself to her feet and put her hands on her hips in much the same way her mother did in moments of chastising her three daughters. “What idiot left that stool there?” she demanded.

			Beyond the footlights an eerie silence descended, silence that did not last long before the audience erupted in laughter, sustained laughter.

			Suddenly, Theodora remembered where she was and that she had no lines. Hot blood rushed to her head. Her sister’s face registered dumb surprise and the jaws of the other players went slack, too. A deadly lull fell now upon the play. Everyone, players and audience alike, was at a loss for how to react. She felt every eye in the theater on her. A heat came into her face. Her immediate impulse was to run. She was scanning the stage for the most direct egress when she spied Ivan—the theater owner and director—across the way in the wing, his face beset with panic.

			Instead of running, she drew herself up, deciding now to play the scene she had started—she had been too long without lines. Besides, Ivan—who had treated her with nothing but disdain—was now wildly gesticulating for her to leave the stage, his face flaring red with anger. He had given the boot to players for lesser infractions, so she concluded that her stage career had met with a sudden end. She ignored a flutter in her chest, drew in breath, puffed out her cheeks and grimaced in mock pain. “Who put that stool there?” she raged, her voice escalating unnaturally. “I could’ve been killed!”

			The crowd roared. But Comito rose and started downstage toward her sister. It was not laughter gleaming in her black eyes. It was murder. “How do you dare?” she spat. She raised her hand to Theodora, who turned her head with the movement of her sister’s hand so that while contact produced a sudden sting, the brunt of the slap escaped her. The audience fell into hysterics. Comito’s reaction, like Theodora’s, had been unconscious and real. Now, the realization that they were spontaneously creating comedy flashed across her face, a realization Theodora had already taken in. The sisters’ eyes met in a moment of conspiracy. “Take that!” Comito cried, her hand coming down on Theodora’s cheek in a mock slap. And again Theodora turned her face with the blow, this time allowing only a whisper of wind to come near. She stamped the floorboards with a pummeling motion of her legs and feet. “I won’t have it,” she screamed. Her nostrils flared, and she screwed up her face as if to punctuate her little mutiny.

			The playgoers responded uproariously—Comito
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