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      For Esther and Jack
with my love
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      One

      ‘And where is the Pentapolis?’
      

      
      ‘Cyrenaica. North Africa.’

      
      ‘North of …?’

      
      ‘Libya.’

      
      ‘On what day do we celebrate the feast of our city?’

      
      ‘May the eleventh.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Why do we celebrate that day?’

      
      ‘It’s the day the City was consecrated. Constantine said—’

      
      ‘Yes, yes. Who has higher status? Consul or General?’

      
      ‘Status?’

      
      ‘Consul or General?’

      
      ‘Ah … I … General?’

      
      ‘Are you asking me or telling me?’

      
      ‘I’m …’

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      The girl tried to lift her head. She knew if she could only see her older sister, Comito would confirm the answer, but the
         man was holding her chin tight, his eyes locked on to hers, moving her head was impossible, and she knew too that eventually
         her teacher would ask a question she could not answer; they’d been going on like this for ten minutes now, sooner or later
         she would fail and then he would be on top of her and her body would be more his puppet than ever.
      

      
      ‘General?’
      

      
      ‘No. Down.’

      
      And down she went, to the ground, where he kept her for another twenty minutes as he lectured his troupe on the finer points
         of military structure. Menander’s teaching was thorough, his girls well versed, not only in their routines, but also in the
         geography, economics and governance of the Empire. Too young to work regularly on the public stages, these girls were worth
         a great deal as entertainment in private houses; the older ones were highly prized for their conversational abilities as well
         as their undoubted physical skills. As their eunuch teacher told them, any actress could be taught to dance and sing, to fuck
         with some skill: those who became truly successful needed intelligence to go with the dance. Other companies might sing prettily
         and recite their Greek and even Latin poems with flawless accents, his girls could actually converse with the men they entertained.
         Theodora was not yet old enough to be required to do more than dance and tumble, but – like all the girls in the rehearsal
         room – she would be one day. Having created chaos in today’s class, she’d been singled out for questioning. Menander believed
         that those who failed in matters of the mind were invariably punished in the body.
      

      
      Twenty minutes later Theodora was swallowing the sobs, every muscle shivering in pain. Her left leg was ramrod straight behind
         her, stretched into a back split, her right leg pulled up and across her torso so the foot reached past her left shoulder.
         Once he’d placed her in this position, Menander bent her forward so her chest and face, leaning on the right leg, were pushed
         into the ground. At which point their master and teacher laid the full weight of his own body across her narrow back, stretching
         her frame to its limit, trying – and, as always, failing – to break her will. He wanted Theodora to cry in apology. Eleven
         years old, and triple that in strength, she gave him nothing but the acceptance of her pain, exactly as she had done for the past six
         years.
      

      
      When Theodora’s father Acacius died, killed by the body-ripping claws of his own bear, her mother had assumed she would fall
         back on the faction her family had supported for generations, grateful for their charity. Like every other citizen of the
         Empire, Theodora’s family paid allegiance to either the Blues or the Greens, the two parties that ran so much of Constantinople’s
         life, from local police forces, fire departments and small-time mercenaries, right up to the military and government policy
         makers. It made sense then, when Acacius died, for Hypatia to form a new partnership with another man of the Greens. Basianus
         was also an animal-trainer, a good enough man. The bear-keeper’s widow thought it wise for the younger man to take on his
         predecessor’s job, both at home and in the Hippodrome. Unfortunately, the Greens’ leader was a true businessman, he knew someone
         else who would pay to take on the chief bear-keeper role, and Hypatia’s second husband was denied her dead husband’s job.
         The widow, her three daughters, her new husband and – not to anyone’s surprise – the baby on the way were, literally, hungry
         for support.
      

      
      Theodora was five, as old as the new century, born in the city of Constantine less than two hundred years since it ceased
         to be Byzantium and became the holy city of Constantinople, the centre of the new Rome, the sparkling gem in a Christian crown.
         In the west the Empire was parcelled out among Barbarian kings, some of them not even Christian. In the east there were the
         constantly disputed Persian borders and Sassanid rulers, none of them Christian. Hers was a century that, so far, felt very
         much like the one before, not least because the Emperor Anastasius, the frugal old man with mismatched eyes who had banned animal fights in the Hippodrome – much to his people’s displeasure – continued in his opposition
         to the Council of Chalcedon’s decrees concerning the nature of the Christ. Theodora was too young to know the intricacies
         of a schism born at the ecumenical council fifty years earlier, intricacies spinning out from the interpretation of a single
         word to questions of national identity, but even she had noticed that her parents’ friends, and the dancers in their rehearsal
         breaks, and the man who preached on the corner near their house, not to mention the monks who had recently physically attacked
         each other for their different beliefs, all took the matter very seriously indeed. Many people, and more of the religious,
         agreed with the prevailing Western orthodoxy that the Christ was two in one, both fully divine and fully human; the Emperor
         Anastasius on the other hand, along with many key figures of faith in the Eastern branches of the Church, was confident in
         his belief that whatever humanity the Christ had possessed was subsumed by his more vital divinity. In a city founded by a
         man obsessed – on his deathbed at least – by faith, in a religion needing to formalise its beliefs as it scooped up more and
         more of the Western world, the core notion of just how divine the Christ truly was could not have been more engaging to the
         population. All across the City, sailors and soldiers, tradesmen and civil servants, debated the true nature of the Christ
         as they drank their wine late into the night. Poor women in shared kitchens considered the safety of the Persian border and
         the vexed question of whether Mary was Theotokos – mother of God, or Christokotos – mother of the Christ. Those scrutinising
         the market stalls and buying goods from the shops that lined the porticoes of the long Mese fretted over the influx of non-Christian
         refugees still fleeing Goth kings in the west, and everyone bemoaned the Emperor’s parsimony, his refusal to build them a fine new church. At the age of five, God was everywhere Theodora looked.
      

      
      In their tiny home meanwhile, with no pennies to pinch and far more pressing concerns than the nature of the Christ or His
         mother, while the new baby in her belly kicked her awake, Hypatia seethed that the Greens, the faction she and her late husband
         had been born into, had failed to take care of them. Having been an acrobat herself, her husband having died in abject pain,
         she’d wanted anything but the stage for her three daughters. Now she lay awake and planned their first public performance.
      

      
      There is a break in the racing. Hypatia has bribed the tall Vandal couple who usually perform at this point – a slapstick
         display of tumbling pornography loved by the crowd, those who are watching at least, those not in a hurry to piss or eat or
         place bets – and she has taken their twenty-minute slot. For a fortnight she has been rehearsing her three daughters. Even
         Anastasia, just three, has been drilled in steps and gesture. The girls look perfect, white robes down to their bare feet,
         garlands of fresh flowers on their hair, beetle-dye to redden their lips and cheeks. They walk out into the centre of the
         Hippodrome. It is early in the programme, there is maybe a third of the capacity crowd of thirty thousand. Ten thousand people,
         though, could be any number to a child of five. Her back to the carved owl on the southern obelisk, Theodora looks past the
         Nekra Gate, hoping to see Hagia Sophia, the church she loves because her father loved it, but the bench seats rise too high.
         Men sit on these seats, men of all ages and rank, men used to the smell and sound of this place. The girls have been to the
         Hippodrome before of course, to see their father work, to watch from the sidelines, to follow him through the maze of passageways
         and rooms dug out beneath the wood and sand stage, but they have never sat in the audience itself, and they have not stood here before, in the place of performance. They have not held the
         crowd before. Unfortunately, they are not holding the crowd now.
      

      
      Hypatia has rehearsed them in what they must do. Make their way to the centre. Acknowledge the empty Kathisma, where the Emperor
         would stand were he here – and they are lucky he is not. Turn to each of the four directions: east for Jerusalem, west for
         Rome, north and south for the furthest reaches of the Empire. Then, the girls having calmed the noisy crowd, forced their
         silence and attention, Hypatia will make her case to the Greens. The same woman, the same three daughters, the new husband
         who should be reinstated in the old husband’s job. What could be simpler? Except that the girls do not have the crowd’s attention,
         and when she tries to speak for her family, Hypatia’s voice does not carry. She opens her mouth but, faltering with nerves
         and mounting anger, her words emerge as a croak, a gasp, and then nothing. She turns back to the girls, nods that they should
         take up their supplicant pose again. They do so; the theatrical language is well known to this crowd. Skilled in interpreting
         chorus gesture, they didn’t need to hear the mother’s monologue to know the daughters were pleading.
      

      
      Asking for what? yells one rude voice.

      
      Too young even for you, answers another.

      
      I’d give her a go, says a third: your oldest girl, with the lovely hair.

      
      Take the mother, returns the first voice, at least she’ll know what to do, and we all know – the crowd wait, aware the shout
         is directed at a famed pedagogue in their midst – you’re a hopeless teacher.
      

      
      A roar of laughter, applause for the heckler, even less attention for the four at the centre of the ground. Time passing,
         the races will start again soon, three little girls in white dresses and wilting flower garlands holding supplicant poses, a pregnant
         mother begging for her family, no one listening.
      

      
      And then the middle girl steps out and takes up another pose. One she has seen her father take up time after time, in rehearsal,
         in training, and on this very ground. The little sister catches on quickly: this is a game they play every day at home; Anastasia
         is the bear, Theodora the keeper. Comito is shocked, Hypatia furious, as the little sisters begin to play. Theodora raps Anastasia
         on the back of the head with her knuckles, the ‘bear’ turns and growls, the rich men in the front seats smile, someone grins,
         another laughs. The bear lumbers in a confused circle. Theodora mimes a stick, poking it from behind, whispers directions
         to Anastasia, who – as always – is happy to do as she is told. Laughter, as Theodora will learn to anticipate, picks its way
         through the crowd, at first faltering, and then catching in an eager fire. When a critical mass of attention is finally reached,
         Hypatia steps forward again, the girls once more take up their pose – though not before Theodora has demanded a round of applause
         with a saucy bow – and the mother pleads her family’s case. And even so, she is rejected. It is too late. Her dead husband’s
         job has gone to another man. The leader of the Greens is adamant – there is nothing to be done, it is over.
      

      
      She should have left it there. Hypatia knew the rules, the gesture had been daring enough, brave enough. But something of
         Theodora’s spirit – a spirit Hypatia was always trying to dampen, knowing it was dangerous in any young girl – had infected
         her. She grabbed Anastasia’s hand, pulled all three children right across the arena and stood instead before the Blues. The
         girls in their same pose. The mother with the same speech. The Greens behind them silent in disbelief, the Blues in front,
         cat-calling and whistling to their rivals at the audacity of the bear-keeper’s woman. The leader of the Blues, knowing exactly
         what he was doing, acknowledged Hypatia’s entreaty, complimented her on her well-trained daughters, the elder one’s beauty,
         the little one’s prettiness, the middle girl’s – he paused, he too was an orator – the middle girl’s passion. Then, not speaking
         now to the woman and her daughters at all, but addressing himself directly to the callous, uncaring – a pause again before
         uttering the worst of epithets – ‘uncivilised’ Greens, he offered aid to the woman and her family. Said there was, of course,
         with the Blues, always with the Blues, hope for an ambitious man, alms for an honest woman, succour to children in need. He
         gave her new husband a job. After more than two hundred years with the Greens, champions of the artisan, the merchant, the
         working man, Theodora’s family joined the more conservative Blues. And Theodora learned her first lesson in stagecraft. An
         actress may be as beautiful as nature, or makeup, will allow, but if the audience don’t care, there is no point.
      

      
      Back beneath the Hippodrome, in a rehearsal room that smelt strongly of horse-racers and charioteers, of caged bears and lions,
         Menander the dance-master ensured his protégée Theodora knew exactly how much he cared. In the six years since that scene
         in the Hippodrome, six years under his tutelage, Theodora had often seen her teacher angry, but this morning was worse than
         most. She knew his head ached from the wine he’d had last night. She’d served the wine and, because she was tired, as were
         all the girls, and because the night was always easier when Menander slept deeply, she did not water his wine; not much, not
         after the first few glasses, once he had a taste for it. And so they had a good night’s sleep without singing or lectures,
         or worse, from their teacher and his friends. When the girls had finished work yesterday, Menander had warned them today would
         be hard, there was a lot to get on with, much ground to cover, and the other girls were grateful for Theodora’s actions. Glad she had poured the undiluted wine
         and given them a quiet night of rest. A quiet night she was paying for now.
      

      
      Theodora had had a bad day. Arms and legs uncoordinated, her body as stiff and stupid as her feeble mind – Menander’s words,
         but she was always her own worst critic, and Theodora knew her teacher was right. She was among the least skilled of the girls
         in dancing, with a singing voice more frail than most: that was not news to any of them, but this morning Menander had been
         a bear with a sore head and Theodora understood bears only too well, she’d known what was coming, tried merely to hold it
         off as long as she could. Their eunuch master was a respected teacher and a severe taskmaster. For once Theodora had realised
         that making the others laugh would not work. Sometimes it did – occasionally coaxing an unwilling smile was a way to deflect
         his disappointment in her small frame, her dark colouring, her sallow skin. Some days she left practice with no scars at all,
         just the joy of having pleased her mentor, but those days were rare. And not today.
      

      
      There was a moment, quite early in the rehearsal, four somersaults in, none of them perfect, each one executed more nervously
         than the last, each one a little more uncertain, a lot more faulty, when she heard his first groan. Then, not long after,
         she slipped, pushing a leg out of line, and jolted one of the older girls, who knocked the youngest, who fell flat on her
         perfect face, a frail nine-year-old screaming in pain. That was enough to send him into a rage. Understandable, too. Theodora
         knew she was not the prettiest – that was her little sister’s role, Anastasia was delicate and small and so sweet. Though
         slightly less sweet now, with swollen lips and her eye cut from the fall. All Theodora’s fault. She knew what was coming, let her muscles go slack, and prepared her mind in the twenty seconds it took Menander to limp across the sandy floor
         and reach her, grab her by her hair, wrench her to him as the other girls stepped back, ducking away from his anger, leaving
         Theodora to soak up their teacher’s fury.
      

      
      He slapped her first: that was normal. Hit her across the back and buttocks with his stick: that was normal. As was the list
         of questions, the reminders of their place as dancers, as baby whores to the great and the good. Then, using her hesitation
         as his excuse, he held her down for fifteen minutes. Twisting her into shape he explained to Theodora, and to the others,
         what he was doing. Pointing out where her muscles were too tight, her legs too stiff, that she needed to loosen, to let go,
         to be free in her body and then her energy would flow. She was too proud, he said, her head so high, her back so tight, too
         fond of making others laugh, never knew when to shut up, when to just work, to let it be about the whole, not just about her.
         She was too fond of being watched. Given her family background, her stature, her colouring, she was damn lucky to have a job
         at all. He would teach her to yield, cede, it was his duty to her as teacher and mentor, he would be failing her if he did
         not, it would only be harder later, when she was in the chorus and the director gave instructions she could not follow because
         she was too fond of standing out. And, if Menander could not get through that wilful mind, then he would start with muscle
         and bone. Her flesh would make her learn.
      

      
      Theodora fought back, resisted him, she fought because the other girls did not. And still Menander forced himself on her,
         pushing her body into position, laying himself out across her back to keep her still, keep her in place. She could not move
         beneath his weight; big and strong for a eunuch, Menander had spent his life fighting the constraints of the biology his own
         parents had sold him into, he would make Theodora overcome her physical limitations too. Eventually she grew silent. It was permissible to fight back once, it was what everyone expected
         of her. Twice and she would be in real trouble. Three times and she would be out of a job. Theodora readily acknowledged she
         could be wilful, disobedient, was merely an adequate dancer, with an ordinary voice, good only for acrobatics and comedy,
         but she had always been responsible and she was also ambitious. She could not afford to lose this job.
      

      
      One ear ground into the sand and dirt, the other twisted beneath Menander’s flat palm, she listened to him training the other
         girls. Their rehearsal went on; she would have to make up practice in the brief break. This was punishment and lesson. The
         girls, encouraging each other, were talking to her, their coded messages and shouts, apparently intended for one or the other
         of them but really for Theodora in the dust beneath their teacher’s body. Menander counted out instruction, method, placement,
         action, talking the girls through one scene and into the next, taking his team through their everyday paces. Theodora had
         displeased him and so here she was, exactly as he said she would be, as he had threatened, promised, so many times before.
         He whispered she was not as pretty as the other girls, she needed other skills. He would make sure she knew those skills,
         that her body knew those skills, that she – as he had himself – would overcome nature’s limits.
      

      
      Theodora’s older sister Comito was already being considered for the public stages at the Hippodrome and the Kynegion amphitheatre,
         she was known for her voice and her beauty. Little Anastasia was so fine and delicate – or she would be once the cold water
         had taken down the swelling on her lip and the makeup woman had painted her face for the evening. Their friend Chrysomallo
         would never be as good a dancer as the others, but she had that long, golden hair, and a pretty voice. Helena had done well
         today too, and the half-dozen others in the company. Everyone had done well but Theodora who, with her lack of skill and her big mouth and her ignorance, had done
         this to herself. Ending up posed in pain beneath the body of the man she feared and loved. She wanted only to please and daily
         found herself fighting instead, forced to yield instead.
      

      
      Later, Theodora lay on her stomach as Comito massaged oil into her sister’s aching back and cramped thighs.

      
      ‘Sometimes I think you do it on purpose.’

      
      ‘Do what?’

      
      ‘Annoy Menander. To get his attention.’

      
      ‘Yes, you’re right. A six-foot, fifteen-stone ex-acrobat eunuch lying on top of me, while I eat dirt – that’s exactly the
         kind of attention I crave. Careful!’ she shouted as Comito dug into a particularly knotty muscle in her calf. ‘It hurts.’
      

      
      ‘It’s supposed to.’

      
      ‘Like everything else I have to endure.’

      
      ‘You’re such an actress. You could just work harder and have him sit on you less.’

      
      ‘I’m sure he’d rather go and sit on his Armenian.’

      
      Both girls laughed then, at the idea of their harsh teacher and his supposedly even tougher boyfriend, the eunuch soldier.

      
      ‘You know I work hard, but it’s different for me. I don’t have a beautiful voice like you, and I’m not sweet like Anastasia.
         If I’m not careful I’m going to end up as one of the swimming whores.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll never be a swimming whore, you’re not pretty enough.’

      
      Comito wasn’t being unkind. The girls who wore thin silk robes and danced in the water when part of the Hippodrome was flooded
         for their shows, were much less dancers than beautiful models for the men to ogle, more lovely once the water rendered their
         expensive silk costumes practically transparent.
      

      
      ‘God, you’re right. Can’t sing, can’t dance, not pretty. I don’t fit.’
      

      
      Comito smiled, digging her thumbs into the knotted muscle, her hands keeping time with her words. ‘You don’t fit because you
         don’t want to. You wouldn’t want to be just pretty, you’d rather stand out, make them laugh.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing wrong with comedy.’

      
      ‘Not at all.’

      
      ‘It’s dull, all that looking lovely and keeping quiet, and there are so many funny things, absurd things.’

      
      ‘You don’t need to point them out every time.’

      
      ‘I can’t help it. Menander hates it when I get laughs, says it distracts from the show.’

      
      ‘It does – and it’s useful. He knows that, every audience needs a break from even the best singer, the loveliest dancers.
         We’re just a sideshow to the main event, when they want a break from the racing: the old men go to piss, the young men place
         their bets.’
      

      
      ‘So you singers are their sideshow and I’m yours?’

      
      ‘You are when you make your performance about the laughs. It’s good, it works. You just need to judge when to speak out and
         when to stay silent. Menander’s only another man, little sister, don’t worry so much about what he thinks.’
      

      
      ‘I fight him. I argue more than any of you.’

      
      Comito wiped her hands on her rehearsal gown and helped Theodora sit up. ‘That’s just another way of begging him to see you.
         None of us is perfect all the time, not even me, but he hardly ever shouts at me, because he knows I don’t care. I’ll do my
         best, not his. If you didn’t care so much about gaining his praise, you’d get a lot less blame as well.’
      

   
      
      Two

      An hour later, walking away from the rehearsal space beneath the Hippodrome, Theodora broke away from her sisters. Comito
         and Anastasia were both keen to hurry home, to grab whatever they could find to eat, have a quick rest and then return, ready
         for a final rehearsal before the evening’s show in a private home overlooking the Sea of Marmara. Theodora told her sisters
         she wanted a moment to rehearse alone. Anastasia, the tiny and delicate little one, had the appetite of a dock worker – if
         Theodora didn’t care to eat and rest before they were called again, then all the more for her. With too many mouths to feed
         with their stepbrother and sisters, and too little to feed them on, the household did not do leftovers, and certainly not
         for girls who upset their teacher and bruised their little sister, accident or not.
      

      
      Comito knew Theodora was lying, but she also knew that after a day like today, so close to tears with every shout and blow
         Menander directed at her, Theodora would risk even their mother’s wrath to have some time to herself. Comito knew Theodora
         ached for room to spread her body, and peace in which to think, neither of which was available in their three rooms, a mile
         and a half from the city centre, in the jumble of half-finished, overcrowded slum houses between the old Constantine Wall
         and the Golden Gate. It had been a hard day, a hard week, and tonight’s private performance was very important to Menander;
         food was the last thing Theodora cared about right now, and anyway, if she found herself hungry later, there would always be a passing worker she could beg
         for a share of his bread dole. Theodora might be too smart-mouthed for their teacher, but it was a mouth that could charm
         and cajole a coin from even the hardest-hearted patrician, hidden behind the curtains of the sedan chair that carried him
         from one place to another without ever having to touch the polluted ground.
      

      
      It was the end of a warm spring day, and there was excitement about the coming City festival. The May holiday would mean a
         day off school for the children and for some workers and slaves. For just as many though, it meant more to do in preparation
         – local police needed to be ready to come between Greens and Blues when the rows broke out, after the young men had spent
         the day drinking; in the churches and monasteries priests were gearing up for the long round of extra ceremonies to perform,
         more masses than usual to bless the great City; Palace staff could expect to work double-length days over the next week as
         they prepared for the celebratory and thanksgiving processions. Theodora made her way back through the extra-busy crowd. When
         she was once again near the Hippodrome gates, she stopped to look over the people’s heads at the obelisk, silently giving
         her regular greeting to the owl carved halfway up the ancient stone. She had few clear memories of her father, but cherished
         one of sitting high on his shoulders, being carried through the crowds, the big man explaining if she ever lost her way she
         need only look out for the owl. Theodora no longer believed in that safety, but she trusted in the owl anyway. From there
         she made her way over the City’s second hill and down to the narrow streets lining the Golden Horn. It was a less direct route
         to her destination, but easier this way, in the alleys and lanes, to avoid the excess of people. Even stage girls were not that common a sight in streets paved by men for the feet of men, crowded with partisan lads
         who cheered their teams, jeered each other, and did far worse to young girls when drink had stirred them enough. Foreign men
         were also thick on the streets, dressed in the strange clothes and stranger haircuts of Goth and Herule mercenaries, come
         to Constantinople looking for work and all too often finding wine and argument. Theodora knew exactly how to perform for these
         men when they spent money on a show; she was less keen on the street performances they sometimes demanded for free.
      

      
      At the narrowest point of the Golden Horn, where the ferries travelled all day and much of the night across the stretch of
         water to Sykae, she climbed back up the first hill right to the edge of the Palace wall, sneaking past sentries who were more
         interested in throwing dice than they were in girlish shadows. Finally she came out into a short lane that led close to the
         Chalke, the main entrance to the Imperial Palace. It was safe to ignore the beggars and supplicants thronging there, these
         refugees had far more to worry about than a girl out on the streets alone.
      

      
      The warm day often meant a cold night ahead for the street-dwellers crowded between the Chalke, the Senate and the Baths,
         the beggars who supposedly did not exist in this perfect City of the perfect Empire. A chill and potentially illegal night
         if they could not find an administrator to agree charity, or a penitent sinner hoping to placate the Christ who believed rich
         men were the camel’s impossible hump in a needle’s tiny eye. If that didn’t work here – practically on the doorstep of Hagia
         Sophia – then the hungry many could always try further up the Mese, heading towards Constantine’s statue, where Christianity
         was diluted by the nationalities of the market traders, and any number of other gods’ blessings could be employed to charm
         aid from the superstitious. These newcomers to the City – traders fallen on hard times, disabled soldiers damaged in war,
         young chancers with nothing left to chance – had discovered that it was wise first to make their case at the meeting point
         of Church and State.
      

      
      Theodora blessed herself as she passed the cripples and the begging children. She had work, she was learning her skills, she
         earned her own keep, and some extra to help the family. She knew she was lucky, her mother and stepfather made it very clear
         – Menander told her so several times daily. There but for the grace of God. She came eventually to a side entrance of Hagia
         Sophia, the hundred-year-old church that would have been far older but for the riots a century before, riots Theodora understood
         only as a laugh-line, a final gag, certain to cheer the Hippodrome crowds as they waited for the next race, guaranteed to
         bring down the Kynegion house, just as the rioters had laid low the Great Church, making way for this new sanctuary. Great
         enough for her current need.
      

      
      Theodora stood at the side door, an entrance she’d found by chance several years ago, a door left unlocked more often by accident
         than intent. She tried the latch, felt her tight shoulders and chest begin to ease as the heavy carved wood opened into the
         dark of the building and made her way forward; silent, slow, cautious, moving into the heady scent of spent incense and a
         solid wall of other people’s lingering prayer, their pain and desire forced into the marble and the stone by sheer strength
         of want, entreaties of hope and despair trapped in windows of translucent alabaster. Always, in this building, Theodora felt
         other people’s pain and shook it off to concentrate on her own need; now she climbed on shaking legs, with stiff muscles,
         to the gallery, the place of women, unlit and quiet.
      

      
      *

      
      Her father is standing by the animal and even though he is so close to the claws and the teeth, close enough for the child
         to touch the beast’s fur if she reaches out her hand, he takes a step closer still. Holding her tight in his arms now, he
         lifts her high and swings her on to his shoulders. She can smell his hair; it is the smell of his work, of cages, stables,
         animals, of this bear. Her father spends his days with the animals, and his hair smells of this bear. The bear is bigger than
         her father, her father is bigger than the other men working here, in these dark rooms beneath the Hippodrome: he is tall and
         wide and dark-skinned. Her mother shouts at him in the late evening, tells him to wash himself, he looks like a Barbarian.
         The little girl has her father’s colouring, like him she is strong, he and Theodora are special, they are the same, just the
         two of them. He holds her tight on his shoulders, she is used to being here, good at balancing, everyone says so already,
         that she will be a fine acrobat. She would like that, loves to watch the acrobats rehearse, even when their master shouts
         in anger and screams at them to do it again and again, to be better, better, she loves it, the leaping and jumping and flying.
         These tumblers can fly on the ground, make a loaded catapult of a wooden floor. She copies them sometimes, at home, when her
         mother is not watching, or when she is pushing them at their lessons, letters and numbers and more letters – their mother
         who hates her body for not yet providing a son, who curses her flesh that is so female it produces only girl children, who
         knows how hard it is to be a girl child and will claim education for her daughters if it is the last thing she does. Education,
         and ridding them of the stink of the circus. Hard to do when your husband is the chief animal trainer, the only bear-keeper,
         and famous for it too, but not impossible – other women have climbed a little, and a little is better than nothing. Her girls
         will read and write, they will speak their Greek better than the street, and, if she has any say in the matter, they will
         have Latin too. Above all, they will not be actresses. At least then she will be able to find husbands for them, marry them legally, marry them out of the
         stink of theatre. Meanwhile though, the dark and small Theodora sits proud on Acacius’ shoulders, one still-chubby fist gripping
         his hair, the other waving proudly to her father’s assistants who comment on her smile, her loud voice from the tiny frame,
         her deep-set eyes. She is just five years old, and already she feels the power she has over an audience.
      

      
      Then something happens. She has been laughing, enjoying the height and the strength she feels up here and, with no warning,
         the place of safety on her father’s shoulders disappears, she thinks he must be playing, this is what it feels like when he
         throws her in the air, when suddenly there is nothing beneath her, soon he will lift his strong arms and catch her. Soon.
         But not now. She is thrown up and back and there are no arms catching and she falls smack against the wooden wall behind them,
         a fistful of her father’s hair in her hand. There is screaming, loud, wailing screaming, from her mouth and also from his,
         and then the screams are coming from all over the building, from all the others, watching in sick horror. And though someone
         runs to pick her up, and though adult hands try to shield her eyes, and though it is over almost before it has begun, Theodora
         sees the bear, her father’s bear, the bear he loves best of his beasts, she sees the claws drag through his skin as easily
         as her mother pulls a stick across the Marmara shore, writing their letters in the sand. Her father’s skin parts as the wet
         grains do, falling back, there and then not there, swiftly displaced, but where the sand moves allowing the water to fill
         the narrow trenches that spell alpha, beta, gamma, her father’s flesh is opened and it is his blood that wells up, spilling
         over. Three minutes later his heart has pumped him dry into the sand and dirt beneath the Hippodrome. There is no tide to
         wipe him clean and begin again.
      

      
      *

      
      Theodora lay in the gallery of Hagia Sophia, her skin clammy, head aching. She had not meant to fall asleep, certainly had
         not meant to see again in vivid dream the picture she pushed away when awake. Her dead father, his face twisted in pain, the
         bear’s claws and teeth, the blood running through the creature’s fur, running down to the child, blood on Theodora’s hands
         and face. And, in her five-year-old’s mind, all that blood was her fault, because she was on his shoulders and she must have
         distracted him and she had been there beneath the stage with her father when she should have been at home learning how to
         be a lady with her mother and sisters. Her mother had never said so, never would, but Theodora knew it had crossed her mind
         too, more than once. She shook her head, trying to dislodge the image, to regain the sense of security she’d felt as soon
         as she lay on the gallery floor, letting her aching limbs and back sink into the cool stone, as gentle a touch as Comito’s
         oiled hands.
      

      
      At the thought of her sister, Theodora’s body went cold. She looked to the translucent windows and saw that it was dark outside,
         the only light from the torches lighting the Palace and the lamps the soldiers carried in the street. An owl screaming in
         the Palace garden told her she was late. She had no idea how long she had slept, no idea how much time had passed, but she
         knew it was hours rather than minutes. She was late, and she was in trouble.
      

   
      
      Three

      The first thing Menander did was punch the wall so that he did not punch her face. One bruised dancer was enough. Then, with
         his bleeding-knuckle hand, he held her chin so tight she thought her jawbone would crack. He wrenched her head up to look
         directly into her eyes and, without saying a word, promised fierce punishment. Then he pushed her over to the makeup woman,
         an old actress herself, who had been waiting with the other girls while Theodora was sleeping and missing their final rehearsal,
         while she was dreaming and missing their last preparations, while she ran through filthy crowded streets, dodging beggars
         and soldiers alike, hating herself and the dreams, and the stupid hope of a different life that made her weak and scared and,
         right now, very late.
      

      
      Comito stood centre stage, her long smooth arms extended from a straight back, a perfectly angled neck. The gold and blue
         mosaic on the wall behind her made a perfect backdrop, depicting four semi-naked golden girls, one for each season, with the
         smiling, joyous Christ above them, holding the year together. The audience had left their plundered food some time ago. Plates
         and empty glasses were quickly cleared by silent servants, new wines poured while they waited for the dance master to present
         his girls. Then, finally, after the brief delay, with Theodora shoved into place, Menander was ready. He knew some of the
         audience, men he’d befriended over many years working with acting and dancing troupes. He would never be invited to sit among them, but they were men who valued
         his services, respected him as a eunuch if not as a man, understood he offered a good evening’s entertainment, well worth
         the fee. Their host’s family was originally from Illyricum, his grandfather’s money made long ago, trading goods in return
         for the safe passage of Imperial armies, an inherited fortune their patron now spent in night after lavish night on entertainment,
         fantasy made true, the want of nothing. This particular businessman was known for his generosity, and not one of his friends
         had turned down his invitation. Menander’s work was famed; the guests were delighted to accept their wealthy friend’s gift
         of a private viewing. They would offer favours later in turn – a safe ship’s passage here, a voice in the Senate there, this
         new Christian Rome thriving on the give and take of friendly men as readily as the old one had ever done.
      

      
      The girl at the centre of the dais was speaking, her voice elegant, low, perfectly modulated. Despite her youth she had the
         strength to be heard from the orchestra to the farthest height of the Hippodrome benches; in this room she was holding back
         all the amplification and none of the passion. The men dragged their gaze from the graceful folds of fine cloth barely skimming
         her shoulders, breasts, hips, thighs and forced themselves, out of politeness, to watch her blue eyes, to study her lightly
         tinted lips, follow the gentle sweep of her soft blonde hair as she recounted the story of Penelope. They knew exactly what
         was coming; of all the scenes this troupe told, the Penelope story was one of their favourites – the waiting wife patiently
         sitting out long cold years with only her women to keep her company. Comito spoke well, sang even better and was applauded
         after her opening oration. The night had turned cold, but there were plenty of deep, soft cushions, the room was both warmly
         heated and well ventilated, so that even with the copious quantities of wine, no one was ready to sleep, not yet.
      

      
      The audience were happy, his girls knew their parts. Menander had drilled them day after day for this, now he could relax.
         Comito’s speech became song, became one dance and then another. The men were entranced. Even Theodora wasn’t spoiling anything
         at the moment: keeping her place in line, she waited for the climactic moment and then took centre stage to tumble and leap
         with no care for her bones or her muscles, with abandon and joy in the ever-increasing space between floor and ceiling, both
         holding her steady. Helena picked up amused laughter with her comedy song, not the belly laughs Menander might have hoped
         for, but if her timing left a little to be desired, none of the other girls had her perfectly formed breasts, and he knew
         his audience well enough to understand that by this stage in the evening the gentlemen preferred comely to comedy. Golden-haired
         Chrysomallo and the pretty Claudia were perfect angels on either side of the dais-turned-stage, having held their positions
         for over forty minutes without once wavering. And delicate little Anastasia, playing Penelope’s dreamed child, leaned elegantly
         into her eldest sister, their voices blending in sibling harmony. A last song, the whole group as one, a final dance with
         a few acrobatic flourishes from Theodora, then their bow, and the end of the night, and his payment in gold coin. Nothing
         could go wrong. Until it did.
      

      
      Anastasia, being the smallest of the girls, was positioned right at the front of the group, and was therefore easy to reach
         when one of the audience members, over-zealous in his approval, brimming with food and wine and the thought of what was yet
         to come, reached out a strong arm to pull the girl to him, the better to enjoy her charms, to see her more clearly through
         eyes reddened with wine. In response Anastasia did the one thing their mother had trained her three daughters to do as long as they could remember. So many possibilities of harm, both at
         work and in the City, Hypatia had drilled the girls: if grabbed, bite, scream, kick – all three at once, if possible. Anastasia
         bit. She sank her teeth into the fat hand that held her and she did so with force and anger. The man roared, his companions
         laughed at first and then, when they saw that the sharp little teeth had drawn blood, there was a silence. A yawning, fearful
         silence from the performers on the makeshift stage, and a growing, furious rage from the bitten man, backed up by the anger
         of his friends.
      

      
      Theodora stepped into the gaping breach between stage and seat. With a leap and a loud cry that Menander would have beaten
         her for there and then if he had not been stuck at the back of the room, she ran to the dining table, jumping over the laps
         of the few men who were still seated, to pick up a knife that had fallen to the floor and been unnoticed by a servant who
         would later be punished for the mistake. Then, before the audience could see what she was holding and become even more agitated,
         Theodora rounded on the horrified Anastasia, her mouth wide with the cry all three girls had heard every day of their lives.
         The call of the bear-keeper, lion-trainer, animal-master. The fierce shouts and sharp yells, descending to the low-pitched
         whistle and cajoling whisper with which their father, and now their stepfather, entertained the crowds who came to see him
         put the great creatures through their paces. Comito caught on immediately and, pulling Helena tightly by the hand and forcing
         her to join in, began to play a patrician gentleman, fat with good living, disappointed in his wife, life and career – a character
         fairly close to many of the men before them – and happy to enjoy a session of animal-baiting as release. It only took a few
         words for Anastasia to realise her role – it had, after all, been one of the first games she had ever played, one of the few, shadowy memories she still kept of the father
         who’d been part of her first starring role. She roared, she snapped her dangerous teeth, she advanced on Theodora, who ducked
         beneath her little sister’s outstretched arms and clawed fingers, to come up behind her and hit the girl-as-bear lightly on
         the top of her head with the knife handle. Anastasia took on the bear’s bewildered look of pain and sorrow and their audience
         relaxed a little: seeing the girl punished with the knife handle, even if only in jest, accorded with their sense of propriety.
         Sensing the happier mood, Anastasia advanced, Theodora parried, back and forth, all the while offering asides to the relaxing
         audience. She commented on the excessive girth of the patrician Comito was now playing – funnier still because everyone knew
         the audience had spent half the night ogling Comito’s tall, lean and very fine body, and they all knew Theodora was really
         mocking the barrel shape of their evening’s host, with a perfect alliterative rhyme about the ‘lard-loaded lech’. While acrobatically
         fighting off the bear’s advances, her twists and turns applauded by the other girls in order to encourage applause from the
         real audience, she stage-whispered a lewd story about Chrysomallo and Claudia, describing over her shoulder, under her arm,
         and once, bent double, through her legs, the series of shocking pictures that had been running through their pretty but empty
         golden heads as they surveyed the room all night. Both girls stayed stock-still in their statue poses, one white with fear
         that she, with no skill in anything but dance and still-mime, would also be called on to improvise and help ease the tension,
         the other embarrassed by Theodora’s Hippodrome-coarse language, suffused with a deep pink blush that clashed horribly with
         her perfect golden hair.
      

      
      By the time the game was over the audience were crying with laughter, the bite had been tended by an obsequious servant, and Menander’s girls were toasted in still more wine, Theodora above all. As Comito, the elder of the two mimes,
         and several of the older dancers were led away for the rest of their evening’s work, Theodora was grabbed up and hugged by
         the man with the bitten finger. He called out to Menander at the back of the room. ‘This one, I’ll take her. She has fire.’
      

      
      The dance master walked slowly to the man’s side, speaking quietly but firmly, in Latin rather than Greek, making his point
         with the language of the law. ‘I apologise, she is not yet mature sir, she cannot work further tonight. Besides,’ he added,
         taking Theodora firmly from the gentleman and sinking his thumb and forefinger into the fold of her collarbone, pinching hard,
         ‘it is her fault we were late beginning our performance. She is to be punished.’ He sighed, looked into the gentleman’s face
         for understanding of servants and students and women – even if he, as a eunuch, knew only the tribulations of two – and the
         men laughed together at all the burdens life had imposed on them.
      

      
      Menander was true to his word. While they waited for the older girls to finish the night’s entertainment, in the private bedrooms
         the host had prepared, he kept Theodora beside him, striking her every now and then with his cane, stinging blows to her back
         and buttocks while he sang a lullaby to the younger girls curled up on couches around the room. He lectured her about the
         placing of her head when she’d whispered two of her funnier asides, pointing out that if her chin had been slightly lower
         then even the gentlemen furthest distant would have heard her better and she wouldn’t have had to speak in such an obvious
         stage whisper, explaining in full detail exactly why the laughs she did get were not quite good enough, that her timing was
         just a little out, that her instinct was nothing and training was all. And Theodora, who at eleven was not yet old enough
         to go on the public stage alone, who had to wait another hour at least while Comito, in a private bedroom, earned extra coin for herself as well as their master, heard Menander’s words
         and felt the stinging blows as praise. Which they were.
      

      
      While Theodora was feeling the bite of Menander’s cane, and Comito and the older girls were entertaining senators and City
         merchants in private rooms, some of the other guests were already making their way home. Several travelled together, talking
         about Comito’s amazing voice or Anastasia’s pretty face, and then, in lowered tones, one mentioned Theodora, another raised
         an eyebrow, a third whistled quietly. It was one thing to acknowledge a fine singer, quite another to comment, no matter what
         was going on in the private bedrooms behind them, on how very forward the small dark girl was, how at ease she seemed on stage,
         in her body, in her flesh. These men prided themselves on their cosmopolitan nature and broad minds, they made a skilled audience,
         and it was obvious they were watching a child on the cusp of blossoming into a fine comic actor. In addition though, to her
         clear intelligence, Theodora also had something almost primal about her, something that glowed on stage – very carnal, very
         old Rome, definitely not quite the new Christian. The sooner her family married her off, the better – that one was clearly
         wilder than was good for her, or for any man who might be tempted.
      

      
      Most of those leaving early were happily married men who preferred the charms of their wives to those of dancing girls, one
         or two were committed Christians – as was every citizen, no doubt – but these few took the religious injunctions against adultery
         and lasciviousness more seriously than others. Justinian was leaving for neither reason. He simply wanted to get back to his
         desk. There was work to do.
      

      
      Justinian had come to the City as Flavius Petrus Sabbatius, a twelve-year-old boy, sent from Illyricum to live with his uncle Justin, who himself had travelled as a boy from their Slav
         village, had risen steadily through the ranks, and was now Chief of the Excubitors, the Palace guards. He renamed the boy
         for himself and brought him to live in an extended family that included another nephew, Justinian’s cousin Germanus. Germanus
         had followed their uncle into the military, but Justinian had always preferred the intricacies of strategy and historical
         battles to the truth of blood on the field. His work in the Palace, in the study, creation and implementation of law, gave
         him access to the libraries and the records dating back to the City’s founding that were stored in locked vaults beneath the
         Hippodrome. Justinian believed his uncle knew enough about the military for any man; if Justin was to rise even higher than
         his present rank – and it certainly seemed possible – he needed to know about everything else as well. Justinian was far too
         interested in his work aiding his uncle’s ambitions to waste a night with a dancing whore.
      

      
      He had certainly enjoyed the evening, the food was excellent, the wine even better – what little of it he took, never one
         to indulge his appetites – and the dinner companions proved themselves not only wise but useful. The host, a fellow Slav whose
         family had done very well for themselves both at home and in the City, had promised that several of the other guests would
         be good contacts for Justin, and he had been true to his word, making introductions that Justinian was keen to follow up on
         later. Unlike most of the other guests though, once those contacts had been made, Justinian was as keen to sit at his desk
         as he was to dine, to read a treatise on the new Egyptian tax proposals as to read a young girl’s face, to study by lamplight
         and to sleep in curtained dark as to pay for a dancer by the hour.
      

      
      His ambition, for power, for office – both for his uncle and, maybe, eventually for himself – was born of a desire for change. Justinian was not impressed with Emperor Anastasius’ strategy
         of safety and thrift: it kept the coffers full and the military well fed, strong enough to defend the borders – but it was
         not exciting, it was not what Justinian expected of an Emperor of the new Rome. Nor, as a Western Roman, did he approve of
         the August’s anti-Chalcedonian leanings. This Emperor was good enough for now, but there would be better times to come, and
         Justinian wanted to be at the centre of them. Not that he shared these thoughts with anyone other than his uncle, but the
         boy who had travelled halfway across the Empire at just twelve years old admitted in private that his true aim was to help
         realise a glorious new Rome. Wider and stronger and fully one. One state, one Church, one leader. It was a big idea, and Justinian
         – lacking the battle scars or the charisma of other equally ardent men, of his cousin Germanus, even – set out to do what
         he could, in the way that suited him best. He went back to history and studied strategy instead of force.
      

      
      Justinian enjoyed his life, working with his books and papers, advising his uncle, and if his few friends sometimes mocked
         him because he didn’t want to pay for a different actress every second night, or because he was overly temperate with his
         wine, he didn’t mind. Let them think he was boring, he already knew that seeming dull was a better cover for ambition than
         any backtracking his cousins could manage when they were hungover and apologising the morning after for abusing the Emperor
         or rudely mocking the Patriarch. There was only one other person Justinian discussed his hopes with, and the brilliant Narses
         could hardly be considered competition. A eunuch might rise high in the court – with no children to build his own dynasty
         on, he would always be considered safer than a whole man – but no matter how well he did, or how loved he might be, he could
         never become Emperor.
      

      
      Justinian walked out into the spring evening. The night smelt of wood smoke and, this close to the harbour, the mussels the
         fishermen had earlier boiled up for supper before their own night’s entertainment with other young women, whose stage would
         only ever be the street and the harbour bars. He turned away from the crumbling stones on the waterside, walking steeply uphill,
         picking his way through the people still out despite the late hour, soldiers and beggars and a few drunk young men; he felt
         safe from their often violent and always lewd late-night behaviour more because he was a fellow Blue than whatever sanctity
         his patrician’s cloak supposedly offered.
      

      
      Before going into the house, down the long passageway that opened out from a very ordinary street into the spacious and beautiful
         courtyard of his uncle’s home, he peered up through the low cloud, hoping to check the stars. Several astronomers had suggested
         they would see a new comet soon; if they were correct, there were plenty of people, from the fully ignorant to the best educated,
         willing to believe that the comet was a sign in itself. One of those believers was the Emperor Anastasius; the first sighting
         would be a good time for Justin to propose some of the new ideas they’d been discussing for the military. Justinian and his
         uncle both believed in the value of military might, the City needed a fine army, it was the present core of the great Empire
         after all, an Empire that was rising in the east even as it was, unfortunately, fading in the west. But the clouds were too
         dense for him to see clearly, and whatever comet might be on its way would not be revealed tonight, so Justinian, his duty
         done, went inside.
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