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CHAPTER 1 - CHRONICLE OF AN EMPIRE
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My name is Teia Flavius Diocleciano. A living mortal name of the immortal light that writes this manuscript ... but do not fear me or, much less, curse me for doing so. For, in spite of modesty, I am one of the few men who have been touched by the divine light and who has the mission of instructing all others, chosen as I have been. Therefore, those who have eyes to read let them read. I must complete a mission with my writings and, thus, disseminate among the enlightened the complete theory about the true construction of the immortal soul. I still live with the promise of awakening everyone, those who truly have the light within them, from their ephemeral lethargy of the flesh. For that reason, I promise that I will record the truth about everything I have seen and lived.

In truth, I write the manuscript not for my own glory, but to enlighten generations to come, to bring the knowledge and wisdom of the heart to light and teach that the salvation of the soul cannot be achieved with prayers, promises or even obedience. It is so, because it is blind to human institutions, and I know now that salvation can only be attained through individual and specific experiences and disciplines.

I know that I contradict the theories of John of Ephesus, whose beliefs advocate the end of the world if my secret and my life story come out ... but this is my nature: that of the believer, the credulous, and the passive in the face of life. That is why I am steadfast in this task, the writing of this manuscript. I don't have many illusions as to the real possibilities of it being preserved ... What I transcribe here is a threat to everyone, mortals and immortals, who seek to perpetuate the Kingdom of Shadows and the blind ignorance of those who believed themselves to be the God of Totality. However, I will persevere. Perhaps, with luck, my manuscript may perpetuate itself in the somber libraries of some monastery. ... However, I fear that it is most likely to be turned into ashes by the spies of the terrible regent who serves the world of shadows, and governs Byzantium through her husband[1]. However, despite these dark thoughts invading my soul and spirit, I will take the consequences of it in this year of grace of 573 and bring to light my memories and reveal my divine secrets.

I am old, my eyes are barely of any help and my hands are shaking with age, but I will try to write as if I were in my youth, and, dream that it is possible, as if I were still teaching the poor boys welcomed by the venerable Father Benedict[2] in his peaceful monastery.

Despite the fog of time, which contaminates and obscures the mind of an old man, my memories are clear to me as if yesterday and today were one. As if both were one day ... and what a day it was!

Ah, what wouldn't I give to have had in my youth the knowledge that I enjoy today? What wouldn't I have done to never have had to wear that medallion around my neck? What wouldn't I have given to have never met those two women? Even she, even Theodora, for whom I felt my belly tremble at the desire to possess her more and more...

I confess to feeling discouraged to continue this endeavor when I remember my human impotence both in the past and even now. However, the voice that never leaves me, the manifestation of the light of my spirit, stimulates me:

“There is no use regretting your blindness, oh old man, stuck in this place for old[3] people. Rejoice that you got rid of her while there was still time. For time does not return ... except for your pity. For years you have lost the chance to connect and reconnect heaven and earth, thanks to your contemplations and the blindness of your certainties before life." 

This life offered itself to me vigorously! However, I have redeemed myself in time. Now that my legs no longer help me physically in my divine mission, I have only a little ink left. So, I will start using it, scribbling and writing on these parchments in front of me. Thus, I will return to my exuberant youth, my fortunes and misfortunes, and to proclaim to the chosen ones the fatal and terrible secret that the governors of this world cannot publicly make known in their domains. I humbly ask you to be cautious so that you neither trust nor distrust everything, because what will be described, even though it seems the most profound truth, can be a simple chimera and, even if it is illusory, it is the most profound truth.

Above all, I implore you to reveal it and show those who have eyes to see, where the divine destiny that awaits the chosen ones takes you and that you almost lost ... Sacred - Sacred – Sacred. Amen. Amen.

***
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Constantinople, the new Rome, the city of Constantine. A natural triangle, the ends of which face the Thracian lands, the green waters of Marmara and the seaport known as the Golden Horn, which I miss greatly. Constantinople, the city of Constantine. The city he founded in the ancient Greek colony of Byzantium, where, in addition to the solidity of its position, a fertile land is still to be found and where the surrounding seas always abound with fish and hope. Constantinople, the city that served as my birthplace when my spirit became flesh in the distant year of 497 AD of Our Lord Jesus Christ.

At the time of my birth, the Barbarians, who had threatened us for decades, had already been tamed by the force of Byzantium and submitted with docility to our precepts and customs. Several of these peoples, once cruel and without God, adopted Christianity, aligning themselves like faithful dogs to our Empire. On the other hand, one of those faithless Barbarians, after the holy conversion, even received the title of viceroy from the hand of the Emperor of Byzantium. This was the case with Theodoric the Great, the Ostrogoth[4], active in my life, but who left me with sad memories.

I was born during this brief period of peace with the Barbarians, but during other concerns vital to history, since the rivalry between the great see of Alexandria and Antioch was still present and had spilled over into Constantinople.

To this day, I can still sense, as if it were the ghost of the abominable, breaking his chains in Tartarus, how much Alexandria was dismayed by losing supremacy over the patriarchy of Constantinople.

My life story, in fact, has a lot to do with these issues ... I say, without fear of making a mistake, that it had started exactly fifty-seven years before my birth, when the shadow of the beast became flesh ...

In this period that preceded my life in the world of matter, Cyril, the Patriarch of Alexandria, started something that would greatly influence the history of the Empire. He had lightly accused Nestorius, the Antiochian patriarch of Constantinople, of the heinous crime of heresy for launching a doctrine where he dared to separate the divine essence from the human essence in the figure of Christ. This principle led to a series of bloody disputes between the men of God on earth, to the point that the imperial family and the Roman Pope became directly involved, supporting Cyril. Then, in the year of grace of 432 AD, these authorities condemned, at the Third Ecumenical Council, in Ephesus, the teachings of Nestorius, whose beliefs passed down into history and were brought together in a doctrine known as Nestorianism.

Everything would have ended in peace and the case would have soon been forgotten, had it not been for Nestorius´ resolving to take it further. An obscure Archimandrite named[5] Eutyches - and today I know perfectly well who was behind him and his actions - helped give prominence to this doctrine, known as the Monophysite faith. It was accepted by the school of Alexandria. This religious conception, when affirming that, in Christ, the two natures, both divine and human, were merged into one, then influenced human relations, provoked chaos, and definitely associated politics with religion.

The Christian world was divided into opposing doctrinal currents and Eutyches' monophysitism became a pretext for many provincials, contrary to the unity of the empire and the authority of the Byzantine Emperor, to expand their nationalist and separatist ideals. 

In order to avoid possible dismemberment of his territories and the loss of his power and to maintain good political relations with the Roman Pope, Leo the Great, the Emperor of Constantinople at the time, Martian, called the Fourth Ecumenical Council in Chalcedon, in the distant year of 451 AD. In it, under imperial influence, Eutychianism or[6] Monophysitism was condemned as heretical and those who agreed with the condemnation came to be known as Chalcedons or Orthodox. They naively believed that this would put an end to Christological differences between men. That decision became a sad fatality. They did not realize how much they were manipulated by the shadows that rule the material world, because, as the beast's shadows predicted, the counter offensive was immediate.

Reacting vigorously, Monophysite churches, united in opposition to the decisions of the Council of Chalcedon, spread dangerously across the provinces. Moreover, even in Constantinople itself, heretics had become so numerous that they had infiltrated and contaminated one of the most traditional political and sports institutions in Byzantium, known as the faction of the Greens. In the face of the rapidly spreading evil, Martian's successor, Emperor Zeno[7], made a dangerous concession to the monophysites ... Badly advised by the blindness of those around him and moving away from the position of Chalcedon, Henoticon was promulgated - a decree that did not satisfy either side and even caused a rupture with Rome. It was during this situation, relying on the ancient omens, that men touched by the Light, sensed that a reptilian being, feared by all enlightened ones, was among us and had endowed himself with human matter...

Thus, in 497 AD, the year of my birth, the Empire suffered from the different social strata destroying themselves in ethereal discussions about the Henoticon decree and caused death and pain to each other. To make matters worse, Anastasius, the acting emperor who was a convinced Monophysite, apparently did nothing to overcome such strains...

“They massacred more of our damned monophysites,” shouted the shrews of Constantinople's poor neighborhoods.

“Emperor Anastasius needs to be more forceful with these monophysites and cancel the[8] Henoticon", they challenged the most daring Chalcedonian Christians.

“But he is actually an unconfessed monophysite; so that's why he allows this situation to persist and why he maintains that decree of the former emperor" - affirmed others.

“Poor blind people! They cannot see that he is in the dark shadow, the root of these evils" - proclaimed a few in whispers.

In the bloody year of my birth monophysites acted mercilessly and unopposed. Nobody was spared. However, Chalcedonians[9] did not cower in the face of broken heads, chopped tongues or noses...

The men of my time, despite their awareness of their Greco-Roman heritage, seemed to experience less satisfaction in the world, preferring to dwell on eternal things, which awoke the dreaded shadow, terrified at the possible loss of its dominion over the material world...

Thus, in the midst of so many arguments and religious disputes, I came into the world, believing myself to be the legitimate son of a former jurist - Flavius - and a pious and naive Christian – Theodote.

Six months after my birth, I was taken to the baptismal font where my godfather, Xenaias, a man of many mysteries, a foreigner in Constantinople and a recent friend of my father, chose the name of 'Teia' for me, Teia Flavius Diocleciano, and so I will be known while I am still trapped in this material body.

For many years I wondered which demon guided him to call me that ... I know today. I know...

Until the age of four, I enjoyed a very pleasant childhood, because I was not aware of what life held for me or what was to come. When I remember this time, a feeling of peace and serenity can still calm my indomitable spirit and make me feel closer to the eternal kingdom...

Ah, how well it reminds me of the nights when, in front of the fireplace, Theodote took me in her arms and told pious stories of the early Christians, while she nursed me with sweet lullabies...

“Christ came into the world to show the truth to men and lead them back to the path of full happiness. Sacred - Sacred - Sacred, Amen."

"Amen."

This woman spoke wise words. But I was not old enough, nor had the knowledge to understand them as I should...

At this time, I also miss Flavius, the man I called father; a sweet man by nature, more energetic by profession. Ah, Flavius ... even without knowing it, today I realize how intuitively I had my reasons for disagreeing with the teaching that was given to me by the sweet and pious Theodote. Flavius, at that time, was aware that she, with so much nursing, would delay my maturation, which was necessary for the cause of the Absolute and men, one day...!

Real truth, that wonderful, contemplative, Christian world, that my mother dreamed of and led me to dream of too, was very far from the reality that I was yet to discover.

For my part, I lived in a fantasy, where everyone was good and life was a paradise until the day when such a vision suddenly appeared before me. Flavius had entered the house and, interrupting my mother's beautiful and comforting stories, decided to tell me stories instead replete with anger and slanderous accusations about those who rule everything...

“In the beginning, we were all little lights in the sky, right up there,” he spoke with great authority. “Lights that emanated from an absolute light that originated everything..."

“Did we live in the sun?" - I asked with curiosity and childlike logic.

“In a sun much bigger than this that illuminates us and more true, a place called Pleroma, the totality of everything, where everyone lived in fullness and peace until, one terrible day, one of those little lights broke off from the whole and launched itself into an abyss. Without meaning to, in the darkness in which he lived, this little light cast a shadow of himself, a blind beast in the shape of a lion or a serpent, who became his son. We refer to him as the Demiurge." Flavius groaned with unspeakable disgust. Then, wiping the sweat off his face, he continued in a strident voice:

“This disgusting being, after being generated, was placed by his mother on a special cloud. Without being able to see the light, because it was only a shadow, he believed in the universe alone and created the material world with the objective of governing and imprisoning the divine particles that came from his mother in the form of matter. He also created other shadows that became his children and rulers of the material world. These are known as the sovereigns.”

"From their envy and desire to dominate the light, they created man and woman as simple matter without a soul. However, the creatures could see the light, because the Absolute had compassion and gave them the true spirit. Having this ability to see the light, they became living souls and when eating the fruit of knowledge, they could see the light themselves, which the shadows could not see. Jealous and afraid that the creatures would blind them once and for all, the sovereigns expelled them from the paradise where they lived and condemned them to a world of death, pain and suffering."

“These sovereigns are, therefore, very bad" - I said in a scared voice.

“They are not bad, but they are blind, ambitious and feed on human fear to strengthen themselves. If you do not fear them and always seek the light, they will do nothing to you, because your spirit belongs to the Father. They only have matter ..."

"Matter is evil and not spirit, Teia. Evil men are those who have eyes only for material desires, regardless of the spirit. You will be different because you were born predestined to be good."

I scratched my head without really understanding what he wanted to say to me and asked:

“Like the emperor?"

“No, he is bad. Emperors are evil, as are those who have spread like plagues around the world and serve the purposes of the shadow. They are the sons of the Demiurge, the blind sovereigns incarnate. In addition, their only interest is to maintain us constantly in ignorance in order to continue to rule us out of fear ... To serve The Emperor is to serve evil".

“One day I will serve in the emperor's palace and I will not be bad."

“You will never serve the emperor. You were born to be the chosen one and, being divine light, you would never be a servant of one of the shadow princes. If so, you would not be the luminary that you are, but the root of all-evil!"

“Yes, I will be a soldier of the Emperor" - I stamped my feet and said with conviction.

“Then you will not be a chosen one and you will suffer a lot because you will sin against God's designs,” Flavius spoke cruelly as never before.

With all of my four years, I believed the emperors to be just and kind princes and their soldiers, instruments to distribute their justice. This revelation filled me with amazement and horror. Theodote realized the shock that such a statement had caused me and reproached my father for “talking about truths that I wouldn't understand because I was yet a child.”

She took me into the bedroom and, as usual, the pious woman tried to ease the shock.

“But I want to serve in the Emperor's palace, mother,” I said without restraining my tears. “But I do not want to suffer either. Will God make me suffer?”

“Don't worry, my darling - what is meant to be will be. The Absolute has its mysteries."

That poor woman’s words of comfort terrified me even more. In my childhood, I did not yet realize the fact that men had free will to act and seek knowledge for themselves, in order to avoid suffering.

“But I don't want to suffer either. God has more than enough to make me happy. I don't want to suffer because I will serve in the palace of the evil Emperor ..."

I remember crying in despair. My father came into the room, sat down next to me, patted my head and, regaining his thoughts, spoke to me in a warm voice.

“Teia, my son ... There are many things you need to begin to understand at this time.”

“Don't you dare,” Theodote wrapped her arms around me. She was like a lioness defending her young...

“No, Theodote, Teia is four years old. He will start to get involved with the things of this material world ... It is time for him to begin to face reality and begin to understand the reason for everything."

“I don't know if the time is right ...,” Theodote twisted her fingers, apprehensively.

Flavius paid no attention to her and went on -

“Emperors and men, my son, do not suffer because of the divine. They suffer because they are blind, ambitious and cruel. The Absolute is the light and we are children of the light. But we have to ignite that divine spark that is in us by ourselves. He will not interfere with this, neither with blessings nor with punishments. Man will punish or bless the matter that imprisons his spirit for himself.”

“Do you mean that God will not punish me if I am a soldier of the Emperor, and I am good?”

“God would not punish you even if you were bad, my son. It is men themselves who, for being attached to matter, punish themselves, becoming shadows of themselves and becoming like the Demiurge. Suffering comes from not seeing the light and not because God wants to punish us.”

That response from Flavius gave me a feeling of relief. I understood that God was good and in his magnitude, He wanted us to be always happy.

And this discovery marked me deeply...

***
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I have not yet told you about my studies in the Hellenization of the Language and how it would change my life. At the age of six, as is common for every Byzantine in a good family and in order not to be the target of constant mockery, Flavius decided to teach me grammar, as well as reading and writing. With his knowledge of the classics, my father forged my first steps in the knowledge of Homer.

Without false modesty, I can tell you without fear of lying that I was able to recite all of The Odyssey[10] at the age of seven...

Flavius, delighted with his prodigy, forced me to memorize 50 verses by various Greek and Latin authors every day. There was no lack of books, because during the great fire at the Capitol School in 476 AD, my father had recovered 400 titles from the 120,000 that were there...

Flavius always warned me about the problems that the lack of a formal classical education could cause, or the lack of a contemplative, thinking culture, and that scared me. So, like a sewer rat, my entire life has been marked by gnawing away at books incessantly...

Theodote, on the other hand, helped me to learn the biblical texts, beginning by reading ancient manuscripts and, curiously, they were dedicated to subjects considered very strange to the majority of the men of my time. They discussed the expansion of a solitary principle in a non-material and complete universe that, due to a fatality, generated the creation of the universe, of the man, Adam, the woman, Eve and their children, and then concluding with the subsequent history of the human race. Although I hardly understood anything, I was fascinated mainly by the episode entitled Hypostasis of the Archons[11] . At that time, I had no idea how much these early Christian texts would severely affect my life and my destiny...

When I was fifteen years old, Flavius, told Theodote quite enigmatically that it was the right time and took me to meet a great friend of his, a man who would introduce me to the study of Rhetoric and the Arts.

I will never forget what dire stars destined me for this ill-fated encounter...

That day I got up at dawn and decided to look for Stephanos, my great and only friend Poor Stephanos ... To this day, I feel childish joy invading my old soul when I remember how much he and I had fun together playing with clay carts, horses and donkeys, whistles or flutes that Theodote patiently made... 

Stephanos, three months younger than me, had been my playmate since we were four years old. Now, young men, we left our games aside and spent the afternoons talking about our future adventures and relationships with women. I shared all my secrets with Stephanos including the desires that emerged from the spirit and the flesh. And he reciprocated, sharing his with me too...

As soon as I entered his room, I found him dressed in a tight-sleeved silk tunic, stretching, as he arranged the dalmatia over his body[12]  with its embroidery on the shoulders and on the bottom.

Out of the blue, I told him the news -

“It has been decided that I will study architecture”

“You’re crazy! Are you in pain or want to die of hunger?” shouted Stephanos.

“How can you talk to me in such a way? Aren't you the one who wants to be a grammarian?"

“Grammar, yes. Starving to death, never. First of all, I want to be a lawyer and be an integral part of the Court."

I wrinkled my nose at his remarks, trying not to listen to him and went on with enthusiasm:

“My father, Flavius, does not want this life for me. He thinks that he is miserable enough. He wishes better for me, with God's grace. But come now - you will come with me ..."

“Go with you? Where?"

“Today my father is going to introduce me to Isidore of Miletus and I would like you to come with us."

For what purpose?

“Now, Stephanos ... Isidore is the greatest architect in the world."

“I already told you that I am not interested in the Arts ..."

“Ah, stop being stubborn and come. Come on, dress up man, my father is waiting for us."

Stephanos resisted my invitation as long as he could, but in the end, he caved in to my insistence. 

Soon, my father and I were face to face with Isidore of Miletus at the Hippodrome in Constantinople...

Ah, the Hippodrome ... This grand circus is even today the first reference of my hometown. Majestically imposing, it mirrors the glory days of Constantinople, the imperial capital, at 450 meters long and 130 meters wide and the capacity to receive, in a single day, the impressive quantity of 100,000 spectators...

Even at that time in the morning, equestrians, agile men, training with their animals, already occupied the U-shaped tracks. Groups of men from the Green and Blue sporting factions[13] , amid shouts and not very chivalrous gestures, were already showing their hostility in front of so many men and women who sometimes took sides with one, sometimes with the other...

Therefore, it was, mixing with the Blues, that we met with Isidore of Miletus...

“So this is the great heir and the only hope for all good men, Flavius," - The architect was kind and greeted me with a big smile and reverence.

“Yes, Isidore. This special being, is my son, Teia Flavius Diocleciano."

“So?” - The architect looked at me with a false, uncompromising smile this time. “Are you willing to enter the disciplined world of Art and knowledge? Will you be willing to learn about fundamental principles of geometry, mechanics and optics?"

“Yes," I answered firmly.

“Well, I see that the boy is already in a position to be tutored by me, Flavius" - he smiled again and turned to me. “However, know now, boy, that a mortal body will only become immortal through knowledge of itself, because it is the knowledge of who it really is that will lead it back to its divine nature."

Flavius and Isidore exchanged complicit looks, before the architect finished:

“I don't like to teach boys anything that seeks to educate them out of obligation."

“Not my case, sir," - I replied with an intellectual air.

“And the boy with you? Is it your will too, Flavius," said Isidore only now noticing Stephanos...?

"No, it's not. He is a neighbor of whom Teia insisted that he accompany us." - My father replied without any consideration of Stephanos..

"What is his name?"

“Stephanos.”

“Do you want to study Arts too?”

“No, Sir.. I´m going to be a lawyer”

Isidore burst out laughing

“This should be your son, Flavius!”

"Poor lad! He will be another one in our empire infested with false doctors of the law.”- My father muttered.

“Well, young master Stephanos ... If you want to pursue a career as a lawyer, I can help you too. To be a great master in the legal arts, it is necessary to know, and know well, Rhetoric and Grammar. Although my specialty is geometry, I have mastered these areas ...”

At that moment, I turned, instinctively, to admire the Tripod of Platea, the exuberant bronze column eight meters high, which had three serpent heads, and was brought from Delphi by Constantine I, the Great in the holy year of 324. It was so close to me that I saw it for the first time but I should have noticed it before, the monument was infused with carvings of vipers...

***
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Stephanos and I left Isidore and my father to talk together and mingled with the hundreds of people who jostled at the Racecourse. As we walked through the passage between the columns of the great circus, I spent some time thinking, while gazing at the four horses that adorned the roof of the main building and observing the inscriptions that spoke of the great contributions of Constantine, the Great[14] . In my dark and magical thoughts, I paid no attention to any word that Stephanos had uttered during our meandering. My head was spinning and spinning ... Suddenly, to my amazement, I met a radiant girl, who had caught my attention just minutes before. I watched her closely. Her linen robes were so transparent that her breasts, not yet fully formed, and even her ribs, could be seen through the clothing. She was young, slim and thin, and her lips were painted with a very strong crimson. She looked at us curiously...

It did not take long for my eyes to meet hers. I would say that we were seduced at the same moment, enchanted by an evil spell...

“Why do you look at me that way? What's your name, beautiful young man," she asked me looking straight into my eyes.

“Well ..." - I stammered confused and embarrassed without daring to look at her.

But she was so beautiful that I dared hope she would ask me for something more than a simple name...

“Has the cat got your tongue?”

“He is Teia Flavius and I am Stephanos,” my friend hurried to reply.

“Teia," she repeated thoughtfully and watched me. “So you must be a young man very concerned about how he is regarded by others."

The girl seemed to know well the allusion to the characteristics of my name and the designs to which I would have to submit myself for saying my name...

I straightened up and looked her in the face:

“And you? Who are you?" my voice trembled...

“Theodora" - Her look so strange and clear, it was so searching, that I felt my face start to blush.

“Theodora from where?”

“From Paphlagonia, from Acacius ... The Blues" - she smiled elegantly.

“The Blues?”

“I'm protected by the Blues sports faction ... ". She had no qualms about telling us that.

She looked at me again to the point that my heart was racing in my chest...

A flame went through my body, giving me the feeling that all my senses were concentrated in my groin, in the face of so much sensuality in the girl's voice. I was twelve and my masculinity had started to manifest itself in my body...

“And I will be a future actress, like my sister," - she murmured in a hoarse voice.

I shivered with pleasure. Actresses, dancers and easy-living women were often confused and mixed up ... The strong chemistry between us meant I could not hide my manifest virility, as I stood in front of that ebony goddess. I was embarrassed, I tried to hide the desire showing itself in my body, but it gave me away. Theodora noticed and smiled shyly. ...

“Our parents still do not allow us to attend the lower areas of the circus, '' Stephanos replied innocently.

“The lower arches are places for men, '' - laughed Theodora, looking like a girl but with the scent of a woman.  Not an ideal place for children...”

“We are men”, I said, frightened by my own presumption, at the same time that, because of my age, the sound of my voice persisted in emitting high and low sounds simultaneously.

“When they grow up they can have fun with the show that my sister provides to men who are already real, '' - she told me, examining my body from head to toe and stopping at my manhood. “Well, I´ll see you when you grow up...!”

She looked into my eyes with wild sensuality once again ... It seemed to me that I wanted her to remember my face for some reason...

“I know I will see you again – you especially, Teia” ... she concluded with her sensual charm before leaving.

“Theodora,” I stammered, mesmerized.

The girl, the woman, the goddess, joined the crowd. She hypnotized me, and gasping for breath, I saw her go down to the stands, cross the portals and enter a rich litter where a girl was waiting for her...

“Teia, are you okay? Come on, man, answer”, Stephanos insisted, waking me from that stupor, that feeling of being in a vacuum in which I found myself, as if I was falling into an abyss.

“Yes”

Gradually, as I lost sight of her, reality woke me up from the improbable fantasy that had taken over my brain and soul...

“Then let's go. Your father is surely calling for us.”

That night, I couldn’t sleep. Theodora´s eyes shone in the darkness of my room and piqued my instincts. Was I bewitched? I remembered my mother and her stories about witches, who took the soul and the peace of boys and, after enchanting them with their wiles, gave them to the demons of lust and pleasure.

In the days that followed, I was completely unable to concentrate on anything. Theodora and those eyes of hers dominated my thoughts.

“Isidore has accepted you as a student." My father announced. He was very excited.

“What? I didn't hear you.” I was still thinking about Theodora and her eyes...

“Teia, are you listening to me, boy? What's up with you?”

“What did you say, my father? I said, trying to concentrate.

“I said that Isidore accepted you as a student of Architecture in an advanced course.

“Did he accept me? Who accepted me”?  Theodora´s eyes still intoxicated my thoughts...

“Teia, are you sick?”

“No”

“Didn't you hear me? Isidore will welcome you as a special student in his advanced Architecture course.”

“Has he accepted me?"  I said as my reason flooded back...

“Yes, he sent a messenger here to personally communicate with me."

“Oh, this is very good," - happy tears streamed from my eyes ... “When do I start, father?"

“Isidore asked me to take you to his home tomorrow. He will give you a test to find out your level of knowledge on the subject."

"Tomorrow?"

"Eight-o-clock.”

“I ...” I was speechless.

“This deserves a celebration - a hearty dinner.”

“Tomorrow ...” - I repeated.

"Don´t let me down with Isidore, Teia”

“Never!”

I hugged him warmly. We made such a fuss that Theodote came running in, out of breath, asking what was going on between us.

“Our son was accepted by Isidore, wife. The time that so many have been waiting for is coming ..."

“May God, our Lord, bless you”, murmured Theodote.

“So, what are you waiting for, Theodote? Prepare us a lavish dinner. Teia deserves it. This day is a day of celebration, because the awakening light will receive training."

This was done. For hours, we feasted. My father, seeing me as a grown man, allowed me, for the first time, access to the holy Wine of the Lord. Theodote complained a little...

“Now, Theodote, the boy is already a man. And he must know the drink of man and God..." - replied Flavius.

I don´t know if it was due to the effect of the wine or the fact that I was close to realizing what I always believed to be my dream, but I slept in peace that night. So infinitely at peace, that Theodora never appeared in my dreams or thoughts.

***
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We woke up early. After a short walk, Flavius and I were knocking on the door of the famous architect´s house. It was still fifteen minutes to eight in the morning.

A servant received us and, punctually, at the appointed time, Isidore of Miletus entered the room.

“I brought the pupil as you asked me. Now I know that we will overcome the shadow."

"Don't rush to deduce anything, Flavius. Despite being whom he is, the boy is still not considered prepared. It would be irresponsible for us to do so, without doing some tests with him first. Leave him with me and return tomorrow morning to pick him up. Then, I will tell you my verdict."

My father smiled weakly. He said goodbye to his friend, and me but not without first making it clear to me that I should behave like a man of character and seriousness. Then he left.

“I´m ready to submit, sir”, I said then, with humility.

“Submit? What are you talking about, boy?”

“To the tests ..."

"Nonsense. I won't be testing you. You´re Flavius´ son, I know this friend of mine well. I know that he prepared you to awaken intellectual knowledge in yourself. What cultural tests could I do with you that he did not already do well?"

“But...”

“I want to spend the day with you, know a little about you. See, really, if you have discipline and a vocation for the arts. One day you will build a great temple and fulfill what the stars have in store for you”, he said in a mysterious tone.

“A temple, sir ...? Will I build a temple? How do you know that?"

“It was predestined ...”

“Are you a prophet, sir?"

Isidore blushed. At the time, I sensed that he realized he had spoken hastily in saying something that shouldn't have been said!”

Isidore disguised it trying to appear as natural as possible:

“I know how much Flavius hates his profession. I know his distaste for the world of lawyers. Corrupt, concupiscent, full of agreements and tricks ... Flavius doesn´t want that for you, and I agree. However, I don't know how far you really want to enter the world of the arts."

“I want to be an architect, sir. As you are.”

“And do you think the life of an architect is easy, boy? No, it is not. It requires great responsibility. The architect is the architect of the world. Lives will be in your hands.”

“Lives?”

“Yes, boy ... building construction is a very serious thing. Any mistake, any slip can be fatal. Buildings can collapse and lives will be taken”

“I understand.”

“No, I don't know if you understand. I don't know yet.”

“I am a man of character.”

“That you are almost a man, I know that”, Isidore grinned. “I noticed, even from a distance, your interest in the girl at the Hippodrome.”

“Did you notice?" I replied, embarrassed.

“And how could I not notice? I know the girl and I know her profession. She drives men crazy ... Her and her sisters.”

“Do you know ... Theodora?" - I was open-mouthed.

Oh yes, I know the girl as I know her sister, Comito, a lady in the arts of pleasure.”

“From where do you know her sister? Excuse my boldness, sir..."

“I know her in the biblical sense, boy. All wealthy men of rank in this city know her intimately. Just pay ...!”

“Pay?”

“Gold weight ... In fact, it was because of your interest in the Theodora girl, still untouched, that I calculated, perhaps, that you have an aspiration for architecture. Only those who admire the beautiful can afford to build the beautiful..."

“I don't understand.”

“Have you been with a woman before, boy?”

“Been with a woman?”

“Have you ever enjoyed a woman´s pleasures?”

I was embarrassed, dumbstruck; I didn't know how to respond. I understood the question well, despite my fifteen years. Stephanos and I often talked awkwardly about sex. We displayed our virility to each other and told each other about what we would do with it if a woman were there with us. But they were the fantasies of pubescent boys ... Never, neither I nor he, had enjoyed a female´s carnal pleasures before.

“Your silence reveals your answer”- Isidore laughed with mockery. I knew it, you are unaware of the pleasures provided by a woman. This should come as no surprise. Knowing Flavius as I do, he would never take you to the street of the Women. He's too modest for that. But, if you want to establish yourself as an architect, you must enjoy a female body."

“I don't understand!”

“A man who knows how to work a woman's body, give it pleasure, dominate it, will know how to build temples and cozy houses. A man who knows how to give pleasure will know how to build eternal foundations that will remain firm and secure. A man who knows how to admire a woman's body, will know how to explore a wild terrain, taking care to observe the slightest problems in constructing a building there.”

“I still don't understand.”

“A construction is like a woman´s body. If you want it to last long, it has to be tamed and owned. A man who cannot possess a woman for himself will not be able to build an imposing and eternal building, as he will not have the security of spirit to do so.”

I looked at Isidore as if interrogating him. I felt that, deliberately, he was pushing me to seek the pleasures of a male / female relationship, but, at that time, I would not know why, even if I tried...

“Yes, I will do a test with you”, he said to me, suddenly.

“But you said that ...”

He wouldn’t let me finish.

“The test will be different. It will be in the arcades of the Hippodrome. Today, you will meet your first woman. We will then see whether or not you have skills for the Arts!”

At first, I felt a shock at the prospect of having my first experience of sexual intercourse. My legs were shaking, my body swayed, but the idea soon led to physical arousal!

“The idea seems to have pleased you”, laughed Isidore.

“But sir ...” I stammered - “I don't know if I can.”

“Being an architect and future conductor of souls means having the confidence that you can have control over yourself and your instincts. It is having the wisdom to understand that there will be no obstacles in front of you that cannot be overcome. You will be in front of a woman and, if you so desire, you must do whatever reason tells you to do. The same is true of an architect in front of a lot of people, his clients. If you are not able to be rational and decide whether to enjoy a lady´s body or not, you will not be able to build anything. Especially in Constantinople! This city has a female soul. It is just a voluptuous prostitute resting in the arms of her three lovers: The Golden Horn, the Propontida and the Bosphorus. Constantinople is given to vanity, frivolity, futile concerns, resembling a woman, in opulence, inconstancy and beauty.”

"I..."

“Now, get ready I will ask the servants to give you a bath, to perfume you and then we will leave for the Hippodrome.”

“But I have no money. You said the favors would have to be paid for ...”

“I'll take care of that.”

Before I could say anything, Isidore arranged for the servants to bathe me, using many floral scents and balms from Egypt.

After an hour, I was wearing a manly robe and accompanying the architect to the great circus of Constantinople.

We arrived at the Hippodrome and quickly descended the fornices or the lower arches of the great building. My eyes soon searched greedily for Theodora. I expected to find her there. I longed for it. I thought to myself that if I had to give my virginity to someone, it would be to her, so...

“Having fun, Teia?” asked Isidore between sips of wine.

“I have never been to this area of the Hippodrome.”

“This is the area of pleasures. The area where we meet women who are public and not honest!

I looked at the shadow of the fornices. Even though it was dark, I could see couples who were embracing, and, I could have sworn, they were fornicating right there.

I was so engrossed in what I saw that I didn't notice the arrival of a beautiful young woman.

“Comito”- Isidore said hoarsely.

“Isidore, Sir. How nice to see you again? Do you wish for my care? You haven't had me in a long time..."

We will see. For now, I still want to drink good wine and enjoy this delightful place.”

“I will accompany you, sir.”

The young woman clapped her hands. Seconds later, I saw whom I longed to see: Theodora, wearing a blue tunic, with sleeves similar to those used by the slaves. She carried the little chair, which would take her sister to the arcades, as was customary, in order to wait to be chosen by some man.

“Theodora”- My heart pounded when I saw those eyes too big for her little girlish face.

“Is the boy with you?" Comito had only just noticed me.

“He is.”

“Is he your child?”

“No”,  I rushed to answer first.

Theodora came forward to me:

“He is called Teia Flavius Diocleciano and is very concerned with how he is regarded by others.”

She had not forgotten.

“Shut up, slave”, censored Comito “Your intrusions are already bothering me.”

“Excuse me, madam”- Theodora, bowed her head, embarrassed.

“It is difficult to find slaves who do not meddle. Mother and I tried very hard.”

“Slave?”- I asked suddenly. “Isn’t Theodora your sister?”

“Oh, no, boy”- Comito was flushed with shame when she let herself be caught by the lie. “She is my slave. Purchased by weight of gold”

“No need to go on with the lie, Comito”- Isidore smiled. “Teia knows that Theodora is your sister and wants her, of course ...”

“You can´t”- Comito moved away with some contempt. “Theodora is not of age yet.”

“But I didn't bring him to find your sister. I know that Theodora does not yet practice the craft intended for her. She is too young and still not a woman. In fact, I brought Teia here, not to see your sister, but to be initiated by you in the arts of love.”

“To be initiated?” Comito smiled with pleasure. “He seems so young!” 

“It is imperative, for the sake of everyone, that he is tested in the art of love.”

“Well, with a boy ... I will have to receive better gifts than usual, sir ..."

“And you will receive them, my dear.”

That observation by Comito broke the spell in which I found myself. My attention, which had turned exclusively to Theodora, was now focused on Comito. I´m not sure why, but I didn't like the girl. I believed that this feeling came from the indignation of being called a boy by her. Comito was not that much older than me, she could only have, at most, a few more months of life than I did at that time.

“And where will it be, sir? Here, on the threshold ...?”

“No, in my house. I want the boy to calmly decide whether or not he wants a night of pleasure. Here, he would be forced to act on impulses.”

“Everyone acts on impulses before my body ... Be it here or at your home”- Comito boasted.

“Will Theodora come with us?” I asked, watching the girl who insisted on keeping her head down.

“Of course. My slave will accompany me wherever I go.”

“Your sister" - I retorted severely.

“My slave”- Comito replied, while giving Theodora a little push so that she could move away from us a little.

I was about to disagree again, when Isidore confided to me:

“For all intents and purposes, Teia, the girl is a slave to Comito. This poor girl´s family would not have the money to have one practicing the profession´ and that would devalue the merchandise she has to sell. Women of lower rank, in the profession that she exercises, receive less for her libidinous services if a slave does not serve them.” Isidore was incisive in his cruel observation.

***
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It did not take long - five minutes, maybe - and a comfortable litter was available to take Comito. After the usual niceties, we left. Two hours later, we arrived at Isidore´s house.

Theodora, after helping her sister with a bath, was accommodated in the cellar with the slaves while Comito and I were taken to one of the guest rooms.

“Teia, this appetizing woman is all yours for the night. Do with her body what your reason orders”- Isidore smiled apprehensively before leaving us alone.

I looked at the girl in front of me and shivered. There was no doubt that Comito was a pleasant girl. Big round breasts, narrow and welcoming hips, sensuality from head to toe ... but my heart still longed for Theodora. I thought about her eyes, her fragrance.

“So, boy? Ready to get started in the arts of Aphrodite?" - Comito brought her lips close to mine...

“I ...”- I stammered.

“It's not complicated at all, boy. Let your masculine instinct guide you”- she said, brushing her legs between mine.

Initially, I let myself be led by the courtesan. But, regardless of the caresses she gave  my intimate parts, my virility, strangely, did not manifest itself.

“What's up, boy? Wasn't it made for women?”- Comito scoffed with contempt.

I didn’t reply, humiliated and depressed and I left the room and her immediately.

“And so?”- Isidore asked me questioningly as soon as he laid eyes on me.

“I can´t”- I whimpered.

“How can you not? You´re a man of flesh." Isidore sighed, seeming to relax. “Women should always be your target, boy.”

“It is not Comito that my body desires.”- I said in tears. “I want Theodora”, I said ruefully.

“You can't have the girl. She is still too young.”

“If I can't have her, I don't want any woman”- I said with conviction. “My body will wait for her, too.”

“Teia, my boy”- Isidore pretended to reproach me, but his face showed satisfaction and respect for my attitude. “A woman's bed cannot be left empty. In addition, it cost me a lot of silver."

“But it is not her I desire, Master Isidore. It's not her.”

“Well ...”- smiled the apparently complacent man. “I will not be at a loss. If you don't want to have fun, I will enjoy her charms myself!"

“What about me?”- I asked in astonishment.

“As for you, we´ll talk tomorrow. Find a servant and ask him to accommodate you. I cannot accompany you right now, because a warm bed, the bed you refused, awaits for a real male”.

Isidore turned to me, smiled benevolently, and then closed himself inside the room with Comito. From the corridor, I could hear laughter and moans of pleasure from the couple.

I should have gone in search of a servant, but I didn´t. My soul longed for Theodora more than anything at that moment. I went down cautiously to the basement. Once there, I found Theodora lying among the dry straw, sleeping the sleep of the just. I then cuddled up beside her. Impetuously, I smoothed out her thick black hair...

“No”- Theodora woke up with her own cry.

“It’s me, Theodora, Teia”

“What are you doing here? You should be with my sister.”

“I don't want to. I wanted you"- I was sincere.

“But I am still forbidden to men”- she said with some modesty and distancing herself from me.

“I know that it is so. Don't be afraid. I will do nothing to you. Even because....”

“You wouldn't know what to do”, Theodora smiled, relieved.

“No”- I replied embarrassed. “Would you know?”

“I would know”- she told me, timidly. “I've seen how it is many times.”

“Then, I will save myself for you.”- I said on impulse. “You will teach me as a teacher.”

We looked at each other and guffawed. Some slaves, muttering in sleepy voices, complained in coarse terms about our laughter, but we did not listen to them. In that unique moment, there was only Theodora and me. And I childishly believed that only I was lodged in her heart.

“Are you sleepy?”- I asked.

“Tired, but you woke me up. And when I wake up I hardly ever sleep again.”

“Do you want to talk?”

“Yes, but not here. How about on the balcony?” She didn't wait for an answer. She got up, wrapped herself in the blanket and left the damp basement. I accompanied her.

We installed ourselves in a corner lit by the full moon. My heart was beating in my chest.

“What do you want to talk about...?”

“How about you?”

“About me?” Theodora smiled with relative sadness. “There is nothing interesting that I can say about myself.”

"Don´t you have parents?"

“Mother and stepfather."

“And your father?”

“Deceased. He was guardian of the bears in the menagerie of the faction of the greens, in the Hippodrome”

“So you're from Constantinople?”

No, I'm not. I was born in Paphos[15]. But, at the age of four, I moved to Constantinople, with my father, Acacio, my mother, my sister Comito, who is three years older than me and my sister Anastasia, two years younger.”

“Are you happy here?”

“Not as much as I was in Paphos.”

“You must not remember it there. You were very small when you moved."

“I remember it as though it were yesterday. I can still see, when I close my eyes, the hills shrouded in fog and the deep blue sea behind me.” She got up and walked a little, as if to exorcize old ghosts.  “Paphos, the land of the goddess Aphrodite.”

“A pagan goddess”- I replied.

“But a goddess like any woman would like to be ... Aphrodite, the divine”

“You shouldn't mention that name" - I censored her. “My mother, Theodote, says that these ancient gods open the way to hell for the unwary.”

“My life has been hell since my father died” - Theodora turned to me with regret and disgust in her voice.

“And how did he die?”.

“A bear!  A bear from the Hippodrome under his responsibility killed him. It was then that my personal hell started.” - She paused, showing her sadness.

Theodora then told me that, after her father´s death, the three helpless orphans were sent by their distressed and indigent mother, dressed as supplicants, to the theater. The green faction received them with disdain but the blue, with compassion.

“But compassion doesn’t fill anyone´s stomach. After his death, my mother had to find a way to feed us.”

I understood very well what she meant by those words. In this world, young widowed women easily indulge in prostitution.

“But, over the years, she lost her former life. My sisters and I had to get by. I myself, as a child and in exchange for coins, took many loving messages from boys to girls, courtesans or married women. And Comito ...”

“She became a courtesan and a tyrant ...”

“Please don’t talk this way. Thanks to her, I can wear tunics, sandals and ... if it weren't for the favors that Comito grants to men, we wouldn't have anything to eat.”

“And you? When the time comes, will you do what your sister does?”

“It will either be that or I will go hungry.”

“But the Blues will be able to help you. You told me they always did.”

“Despite being compassionate, they are men like everyone else; I know what the Blues expect of me.”

I took a breath and said resolutely:

“You won't be hungry anymore, Theodora, I will protect and feed you”- I replied gallantly.

“How? You're just an apprentice boy”- she made fun of me.

“But I will be a master of the arts. I will earn enough to support you abundantly.”

“Arts! You will go hungry. If you become an architect like Isidore, you may be able to keep your promise. But I won't be able to wait until then ... Even if you were from a wealthy family Are you from a rich family?”

“My father is a lawyer but the only asset we have is our home.”

“So, I have to be what I will be" - She sighed, without enthusiasm.

“A courtesan?"

“No, an actress. I´ll be an actress, I will shine on stage.”

“Are you talented? So, what can you do? Can you play the flute or harp?”

“I don't play instruments.”

“Do you know how to act?”

“How dare you ask me that? Do you think I don't know how to act? Of course I do. Look here, everyone believes that I am a servant of my sister!”

“You will end up living by doing favors for men”- I said in a choked voice.

“I'll be famous.”

“You will be a harlot”- I replied with a mixture of spite and anger.

“Or a lady of the court, who knows, Empress ....!”

“My mother says that all the nobles are just whores too. The only difference is that they can pay if they want to study at Didascalicon”

“Dida ... what?”- Theodora asked me with surprise.

“Don´t you know what it is to want to be a lady of the court?”- I mocked.

At that time, in fact, I didn't even know what the Didascalicon was. I had only a vague notion that Stephanos had given me. He knew that this was a school where young candidates to be courtesans were schooled in the art of love, guided by old experienced hetairas[16] .

Today I know that not only harlots frequent the establishment. Many young women from good families also do this, learning their lessons in order to maintain a successful married life, without the risk of being exchanged or deceived by their husbands who were always in search of new pleasures.

“It is a school where you learn the art of love.”

“And does it exist? For what purpose? We women are born with the gift to love. We don't need anyone to teach us”- she countered firmly.

We would have continued to talk more, were it not for the laughter we heard coming from upstairs.

“I better go back to the basement. Comito has already ended her favors. If I am found here with you ...”

“I understand” - I completed.

“Or worse I won't get a plate of food today”- she said, hurrying.

“Can I see you at the Hippodrome another day?”

“Some other day...another day!”

Theodora returned to the space that had been allocated to her in the basement and I decided to look for a servant who was still awake. I walked around the immense and imposing house designed by Isidore himself, but I couldn't find a living soul. Everyone had retired a long time ago.

***
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“You did not do well in the test, Teia”, said Isidore strangely, and he continued to observe me closely.

“So, I will not be accepted as your apprentice?” I stammered, my voice choking and full of distress.

“You should not. You are behaving like Ganymede.”

That name horrified me. Stephanos and I insulted each other in casual fights using this terrible nomenclature. It was a severe offense to my manhood. I would never be a Ganymede, a catamite[17] or even a Hermaphrodite, the legendary bisexual son of Hermes and Aphrodite, whose statue I had seen once while bathing in Zeuxipo[18] , with her ample female bust but with male genitals.

“Don’t offend me, sir”, I said courageously, "don't take me for one of those pathetic ladyboys.”

He looked at me skeptically.

“You have a desire for women, don´t you?”

“Yes, but yesterday ... It’s not that I don't have manly desires ...”

“I understand, stop whining ... It’s the Theodora girl you are thinking of.” 

He smiled, giving a sigh of relief that puzzled me;

“Yes”

“You are a young man of fiber, Teia, you do not succumb easily to the passion of the flesh. Only weak men like me are still tempted, because the flesh teaches us that women are to be enjoyed, never loved.  Isidore´s face opened into a wide paternal smile.

“I promise that if you accept me as your pupil, I will be the most diligent student you have ever had.”

“I believe that.” The architect looked at me sincerely. “Without even being aware, you proved yourself to me.”

“I proved myself?”

Isidore seemed to be hiding something from me, but he replied at once.

“You are obstinate. An architect must always be an obstinate man. When dedicated to a project, nothing can divert your thoughts. You passed the test, boy.”

“I did?”

"That day, at the Hippodrome, I thought that you would not be the man that your father and I thought you were, because I noticed your manly interest in the Theodora girl. In fact, everyone noticed, it was so visible that your ... well ... if we can call what we saw under your tunic as an interest ...!” Isidore seemed to be enjoying himself.

“How? So I passed?” I was so perplexed and radiant that I could not hear anything else.

“When I proposed the test to you, suggesting Comito, I wanted to prove to what extent you are a young man of fiber, able to remain faithful to what your soul craves and what your reason determines. I calculated that if you had given your body to Comito, you would be nothing more than a wanton, fickle, which is not suitable for ...” He paused suspiciously and amended his words... “to a man who wants to dedicate his life to architectural projects, because he must be dominantly spiritual.”

“Should I then be chaste?”

“Chaste? Oh, no. You just have to learn to control your desires. Your carnal energy will be directed towards all women, however, there should only be one that captures your heart.”

“Theodora?”

“No!” He smiled enigmatically, disguising his thoughts. Constantinople, as I told you, Constantinople is a woman. And as such, it requires affection and attention. Only art survives in this city and those who devote themselves to it and only to it. By dedicating your wish only to the young Theodora, you proved that my cultural investments and care would not be in vain. I will make you my best disciple and, in the future, be able to do what we expect from you for many long years.”

I did not listen to his last words, but I fell silent. An unexplainable euphoria washed over my brain. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

“I’ll leave you to it. Are you willing to leave the comfort of your parents’ home and dedicate yourself to the arts until exhaustion?”

"Yes, yes!"

“There will be no concessions. Only work and work, classes and classes, studies and studies ... For from this knowledge, the light that exists within you will spring up.”

“I'm ... I'm ready”, I said almost hysterically.

“I will inform your father of my decision when, later, he comes here to meet us.”

That anxious day, I hardly touched the food that Isidore delicately offered me. And I can swear that Theodora never crossed my mind. The only thing that mattered to me were the seconds, minutes and hours that separated me from my fathers´ return, as I wanted to tell him the good news so that he would be proud of me.

Just before four in the afternoon, a servant answered Isidore´s door, allowing a visitor to enter.

My father Flavius, brusquely entered the residence of my future master. He was apprehensive.

“So?”

I wanted to answer my father’s question, but the architect went ahead.

“You have a persistent and faithful son as we assumed, Flavius. I will be very proud to welcome him to my home as a disciple. In the future, I am sure, he will build the sacred temple and fulfill the prophecy.”

“I ...  father”, my voice choked, I sat down.

“Have him bring his things here. Teia will be my student from Monday to Friday. On Saturdays, if you want and there is no work to be done, he can return to visit you.”

They looked at each other, accomplices. My clear impression was that they were both hiding from me and from all living souls, a great secret behind that exchange of cordialities.

“I don't know how to thank you for what you´re doing for my son, my friend.”

“I do it not only for our friendship, dear Flavius, but because I saw talent in the boy. Knowing me well, as you know me, you know that not even a great friendship would influence my decisions when it comes to art.”

At that time, even though I still did not know the secrets that surrounded me, I felt that there was no sincerity in any of the words exchanged by those two men. It seemed to me, instinctively, that they exchanged rehearsed phrases in order to mislead the real reasons why I was handed over to Isidore´s tutelage.

“You are one of the few correct men in this city of hypocrites, Isidore.”

“Like you, my dear lawyer. One of the few men I know in this profession to respect the laws and not break them, as many thugs who attend the Emperor's court do.”

Even when they started to deal with practical issues, everything seemed to me previously agreed between them.

“What about your tuition fees? You know I am not a man of means, but I will pay what they are worth, because I know it will be fair in price.”

“Ah”, Isidore laughed, “again the doctor of laws. Fair exchange, fair price. Well, my price will be fair. I don't want to receive any coins ... I will teach the boy Teia the arts without cost.”

“I thank you for your generosity, great friend, but I wouldn’t feel good about paying you nothing. So, name your price.”

“I told you, Flavius ... Not even a penny. I will have Teia in my house more as a son than as a disciple. In addition, I dare say, from now on, all his expenses will be on me. You´ve done enough.”

“Name your price, Isidore” - Flavius forced an unusually proud look on his face and insisted on the proposal again.

“No, Flavius.”

“Please, tell me the value”

“Since you insist.."- Isidore gave up. He knew that Flavius would be adamant and persistent. After all, he was an honorable man.

“I´ll pay what you ask. Education is the only inheritance I can leave for my son.”

“Pay me in services, Flavius. Legal consulting services.”

“But you already have good lawyers ...”

“I don't trust any of them as I trust you and your honesty. I leave all my property, purchase and sale contracts under your responsibility.”

“But that would be a great honor”

“Honor, No, dear Flavius. Agreement and business ... I teach your son and, in return, you will take care of my assets. OK?”

“Agreed.” They shook hands, as befitted two gentlemen.

“I will send my legal papers to you as soon as I can. I would like you to check, as a priority, a deal that I am about to close in Caesarea.”

“What about me? My stuff...?”- I intruded without shame on the men's conversation.

“Teia”- Flavius scolded me.

“The boy is right”- Isidore stroked my hair benevolently. “He is still the primary reason for our conversation today. Therefore, we will deal with practical matters with regard to the boy only. Let Teia spend tonight with you and your wife and, tomorrow, very early, return to my house with his necessary belongings.”

So they ended the colloquium and said goodbye. As it was still daytime, Flavius insisted that we walk to our house on foot. The journey, which was not so long, was covered in half an hour.

“So, architect?”– Stephanos´s high-pitched voice drew my attention to him, as he was on the threshold of his residence.

“Talk and say goodbye to your friend, but don't delay. Theodote is eager to see you, Teia.” - said Flavius, already striding away towards our house.

“So?”- insisted Stephanos. You have been accepted. How was the test?”

“The test?”- I smiled confidently. “It was a test for men.”

“A test for men?”- disdained Stephanos. “Testing for a man is making love to a fiery woman. An arts test must be something of love ...”

“Because the test, smart guy, had nothing to do with it. On the contrary I had to prove that I am able to tame a woman in bed and enjoy her shape.”

“You´re lying, Teia!”

“I am not. An architect who knows how to appreciate a woman's body and shape to the point of satisfying her will be a great and prosperous professional,”- I repeated Isidore word for word.

“Do you mean that your test was to sleep with a woman?”

“Exactly!”

“You liar!”

“You know I don´t lie”

“Like what? Isidore took you to the street of whores, when?"

“No, the courtesan was taken to his house and placed as a gift in my room.”

“It's a lie “You can’t pay for...”

“Isidore paid.”

“So you ...'' - Stephanos showed envy and admiration. “Did you enjoy a woman's body?

“Yes”- I lied.

“And how was it? Tell me. I want details. Is it everything we imagine it is?”

“Much better. You are still a child. You will not understand how a man reacts when he has a naked woman in his arms.”

“And how was it? How was it? In practice ...” - Stephanos, with his eyes on me, asked vehemently.

“Now, I don't have time. But I will tell you in the future about the next woman I will be involved with ...”

“Will there be others?”

“Every day!”

“Every day!”

“Yes, an architect must have knowledge of the body shape of different women.  Knowledge of the feminine curves, breasts and legs of an appetizing lady, is essential for those who are going to live from the arts. After all, Constantinople is like a woman waiting for a man to dominate her and redesign her forms”- I reproduced, mechanically, the rest of Isadore´s poetic licentiousness.

“Really? Ah, I want to be an architect.”

“But you always wanted to be a lawyer. Artists go hungry, isn’t that what you said?”

“I don’t mind going hungry if I have a hot little body to keep me warm every night.”

“Teia”- Theodote called out to me. “Dinner is on the table.”

“And when do the classes start?”

“Tomorrow, I will be living in Isidore´s house.”

“And will there be another woman to entertain you?”

“Yes”- I bragged. “As I told you, I will enjoy a courtesan every day of the week.”

“Would Isidore accept me as his student?”

“It would be very hard.”

“What if you asked him?”

“Well...”

“Please... We are friends, aren't we?”

I looked at him with a look of superiority.

“I will do my best for you, Stephanos.”

“Do you promise?”

I created a little suspense before answering.

“I promise I'll talk to him.”

“You're a great friend.”

“Teia”- Theodote called me again.

“I'm coming, mother.”

“When will you come here again?”

“On the weekend... I will spend Saturday and Sunday with my parents.”

“And will you have an answer for me this weekend?” - Stephanos didn’t seem to want to let me get away from him.

“I told you - I will do what I can. Who knows...? Well, I really have to go now.”

“Can I visit you?”

“I will be very busy this week enjoying the knowledge about women’s bodies. Who knows, in the next fortnight ... See you, Stephanos.”

I left him there and noticed that until I entered my house, Stephanos did not take his eyes off me. I was now his hero. The game was reversed!”

“Come on, boy the food will get cold” - Theodote said to me while wiping my hands with a damp towel.

Flavius, proud, throughout the dinner, praised my merits and boasted about getting such a famous client.

Theodote and Flavius exchanged conniving glances and, again, I had the feeling that everything they said next, even between them, also seemed previously arranged. 

“You must have impressed him a lot, Teia. We have been friends for years and, never, did Isidore of Mileto consider the possibility of handing over the management of his business to me.”

“You, too, never asked for that honor", Theodote rebuked him.

“I have my principles, woman.”

“And it is because of them that I am and want to remain your wife. No woman in the world was lucky enough to find such a good man.”

“And I, such a good wife.”

“And they both have a good son!”- I added.

Yes. The Absolute has been a Father to us giving us this honor." The woman blessed herself, allowing two tears to roll down her face.

“I will miss you so much, mother”, I said as I hugged her.

“And I you, Teia. But we will be together every week on the day consecrated to the Lord. And we will, as always, go to religious worship together. This will comfort me when it definitively becomes time when I have to suffer the pain of seeing you leave our home.”

“Let the two of you embrace. There will be no losses here. Only winnings”- Flavius was rational, hiding the tears that crept from his own eyes. “It is the beginning of a new life for all of us. And that is cause for joy and celebration.”

“Let us Pray”, replied the pious Theodote.

We finished our dinner and prepared for our deserved rest. As usual, Theodote prayed with me and covered me with the blanket on my bed. She hummed as usual and waited until I fell asleep.

“Will our chosen one show the truth for the good of all, then?” asked the woman in a whisper.

“Only fate will tell all, woman ... the time has come.”

***
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“The ideal type of building for God is and will always be the one that looks upwards, ideally towards the sky and allows the light to enter, driving away the evil shadows. That is why, in this context, it is necessary to pay attention to two basic elements: the dome and the vault, as these have an imaginative and poetic appeal. Building a church should have the purpose of leading those who enter to pray, to realize that it was not human strength or ability, but knowledge as a favor from God that completed that work.”

I intended to ask him something, but he ended that talk dryly.

“And that’s it for today, you can prepare for the weekend.”

I breathed, relieved it was Friday and the week - the fifteenth week under Isidore´s tutelage - had been very exhausting.

I didn't intend this feeling to last long. In a matter of minutes, I took some changes of clothes and set out alone on the still busy streets of Constantinople.

I was two blocks from Isidore´s house when I met Stephanos running towards me.

“I knew I would find you, Teia ...”

“What are you doing away from home?”

“I wanted to meet you. Since you moved into the architect’s house, you never visit me again, even on weekends.”

“I can't. Theodote and Flavius take all my time. But you, too, did not visit me at my home!”

“I couldn´t. Your father, Flavius, forbade me to see you this year. He told me that he wanted you to concentrate only on your studies!”

“That’s what I´ve been doing week after week.”

“So?”

“So what, Stephanos?”

“Did you talk to the architect about accepting me as a disciple too?”

“Yes''- I lied. “But he was not interested. I confess that I did what I could. Isidore was adamant - he's not interested in having another apprentice.”

“Did you tell him that I read Latin perfectly?”

“Of course I did. I spent tireless hours explaining about your skills.”- I tried to remain impassive with the lie. “And it was worse.”

“How was it worse? “

“He told me that, with such an ability and with so few in Constantinople speaking and reading in Latin, which would be one more reason to keep him on the path that was indicated by God: that of being a lawyer in the Court.”

“Did he say that?”

“He did, and as little as he remembers you at that quick meeting at the Hippodrome, Isidore believes you have the aura of a jurist. One who will become rich and famous in this profession.”

“He said that?”

“He did.”

“And what else did he say?”

“Nothing more. We have closed that matter.”

“You may have, but I haven´t”, replied Stephanos with a pout.

“What do you mean?”

“I haven’t closed my case yet. But don’t worry; I will not go pestering Isidore of Miletus if that’s what you think. I will solve my problem first. As you know, I turned 16 two moons ago. And it is unacceptable not to have known, yet, the pleasures of a woman.” Stephanos seemed resolute to me.

“Let it go. When the time comes ...”- I tried to soften...

“You talk like that because you´ve had the pleasure of being with 75 women!”

“What do you mean? How can you say there have been 75 women in all so far?”

“And isn't that the correct number?”- My friend replied with an incredulous look. “Yes, Teia, you were never as good at arithmetic as I am. Do the math. You see. If you have been at Isidore´s house for 75 days and had the company of a courtesan for each night that means you have already enjoyed the love of 75 women!”

“Right, I hadn’t thought of that”. - I pretended to be amazed at myself.

Poor Stephanos. He really believed my story.

“So, I, despite not being as lucky as you, can, at least today, enter the fray and enjoy the body of one.”

“Today?”

“Yes, it will be today.”

“You can't do it, you don’t have the money. They are expensive”- I tried to dissuade him.

“And who said I don´t have the money to hire the services of a courtesan? Because I have”- Stephanos took several copper coins out of his pocket.

“Where did you get so much money?”- I asked curiously.

“I got it from my godmother as a birthday gift? She said it was to keep and help pay for my studies.”

“But then you can't spend it on women!”

“Why not, then? Now that I´ve decided on architecture, just like you, I must study women's bodies. So, my friend, I’m not wasting money!”

“You should think carefully.”

“I've thought about it and decided. Come on, you and me, the street of whores now!”

“No!”- I was apprehensive about the confusion armed by my manly lie. “We have to go home.”

“Not a bit of it. Come with me, I have enough to pay for both of us to be serviced! We´ll be in the same little room. You, as more experienced than I, will teach me some tricks in love!”

“Not a bit of it! We´ll go home and that is it. Theodote awaits me”, I said, distressed.

For a few moments, Stephanos looked at me with suspicion. In an instant, he grabbed me and wrapped his arm around my neck.

“You´ve never been with any woman, have you, Teia Flavius?”

“You are choking me, Stephanos. Let go of me.”

“Then confess! You lied to me?”

“No!”- I tried to hide my lie...

Stephanos squeezed more and more. I felt my breath tighten and I could barely speak.

“You're choking me!”

“Isn't that what we do with fake friends?”- Stephanos was about to strangle me...

“Stephanos ...!”

“Tell me the truth or I’ll break your neck, liar Ganymede!”

I tried to release myself from his grip, but it got worse. He immobilized me even more. Stephanos had always been better in a man-to-man fight...

“Okay”- I said without strength. “That was a lie. I've never enjoyed the body of a woman in my life ...”

Stephanos released me. I couldn’t speak anymore. I just coughed, choked...

“Why did you trick me?” He asked me in a rueful tone. “I thought we would never lie to each other ...”

“Because I was ashamed”- I replied, still in the midst of a coughing fit, my face purple and with shortness of breath.

“Ashamed of what?”

“To tell you the truth!”

“And what is the truth?”

“I really went to bed with a woman. With Comito, Theodora’s sister”

“Theodora?”

“The girl from the Hippodrome”

“The one with the big eyes?”

“Yes, her”- I confirmed, my face recovering its natural color.

“So?”

“So I didn't do it. The woman undressed for me and my virility did not bloom to satisfaction.”

“At all?”

“At all?”

“How could this be? Why not?”

“I could only think of Theodora, just her”

“The girl with the big eyes?”

“Yes and she was there, so close ...”

“Was Theodora in bed with you?”

“No, in the basement with the slaves. She is her sister´s servant “

“Okay”- he said impatiently. “I´m not interested in Theodora. I want to know - her sister is all naked and you ... nothing?”

“I left the room and ran to the basement. I woke up Theodora and we spent the night talking”

“You mean you left a woman naked in your bed to chat to a girl with big eyes?”- Stephanos looked at me again. This time with scorn ... “So you're really a delicate boy!”

“Never say that again, do you hear me?”- The blood went to my head and, with a powerful blow; I knocked my friend to the ground.

Stephanos wiped his lips, from which a trickle of red blood dripped. He stood up calmly and looked me straight in the eye.

“You´re just a queer boy. In a little while, everyone will be able to see your breasts grow on your chest, just like Zeuxippus the Hermaphrodite.”

“Repeat that and I´ll hit you again, right on the nose”- I said with fury. “I am a real man!”

“Then you will have to prove it to me”- He smiled with a certain mystery.

“How can I prove it to you?”

“By coming with me to the street of whores. And now.”

“I can't!”

“Why can't you? What are you afraid of? Of not satisfying the courtesans? Discovering you are a Ganymede? If so, you will be in the right place. The place of the ladyboys is close to the street of whores!”

“Knock it off!”

“Well? Are you coming with me to prove your manhood or not?”

I took a deep breath for a few seconds.

“I will”- I answered decidedly.
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Stephanos and I started our pilgrimage to the western part of Constantinople. We finally stopped in front of the giant marble statue of the goddess Aphrodite.

“Ask her to stimulate your manhood”- Stephanos scoffed. “She is the goddess of love.”

“I don't need the help of pagan gods”- I blasphemed.

The statue of the goddess, symbol of the artistic greatness of the Hellenistic era, was an imposing sight in the center of Aphrodite Square. As a good Christian, I avoided looking at that image. I remembered Theodote.

“These pagan images are portals that open to devour our souls and keep us imprisoned in the shadow of the Demiurge.”

The square, however, seemed to swallow me up in an atmosphere of seduction, which I could not resist. Then I looked at the image, those half-closed eyes and parted lips, ready for the kiss of pleasure, awakened my desires. It was the desire of the flesh to supplant the asceticism of my spirit. To my delight, I rested my eyes on the goddess´  marble body with longing. Naked breasts fuelled my fantasies. So perfect, they seemed to be waiting for hot kisses!

“Touch the dolphin! Touch the animals”- insisted Stephanos. “They will help to get rid of your tendency towards Ganymede.”

“I already said that I am not a ladyboy!”

“Touch the animals and now!”

I noticed then that, carved on the four sides of the sensual image, there were figures of animals: a dolphin, a dove, a lion and a hare.

“What do they represent?”- I asked.

“You who want to make art – don't you know?”- Stephanos smirked.

“I don't.”

“The dolphin represents the oceanic origin of Aphrodite, the dove, love. The hare, on the other hand, symbolizes fertility.”

“Fertility?”

“Yes, our ability to generate children, imbecile.”

“And the lion? Theodote says it symbolizes the Demiurge!”

“The devil, you mean!”- Stephanos still did not know the old myth. “Of course not!  It is the pure representation of sensuality. So manly, touch it!”

“No!”- I said with disgust. Even from here I could feel the shadow of darkness emanating from him.

“Touch it, Teia, or you won't be able to end up inside any woman.” Stephanos seemed possessed when he spoke to me so firmly. He seemed to become the Demiurge´s own unconscious instrument to use against me, to give in to the temptations of the flesh!

I tried to resist, but Stephanos was incisive. I crossed myself, placed my hands on the perfectly sculpted animal and closed my eyes. However, when I opened them, I shifted my vision to the face of the goddess. I fixed on that sinful look that seemed to indicate the way to the street of whores.

“Okay, now we are revitalized”- Stephanos smiled with confidence. “Prepared for any woman to receive our vigor!”

“But which way is the street of whores?”- I asked.

“Towards the Golden Horn docks.”

“Do we have to go through them?”- I shuddered. “My father said it is very dangerous. Especially now, with dusk coming.”

“A little more and we will be on the street of whores. You won’t have to go through the docks,”- Stephanos put me at ease.

"How do you know that?”

“My uncle, my mother’s brother, told me.”

“Does he know you wanted to come here?

“He guessed I did - after I told him that you were already a man and I wasn´t!”

“Did you tell him?”

"I know, right? I told him the lie that you tried to tell me!”

“Well?”

“So he thought I should know a woman´s pleasures too ... Now come on!”

We walked a few meters and came across an unforgettable spectacle in all directions we faced.  Dozens, hundreds of women, leaning out their windows or walking down the street, gave us the distinct feeling of what awaited us that late afternoon. The diversity was so great that we could choose Jewish, Armenian, Nubian, Egyptian or Indian women, Herulas[19] and other ethnicities paraded for us, each exhibiting the customs, culture and manners of their homeland.

“This is paradise!”- Stephanos was radiant.

“Or hell!”- I replied ruefully.

“So?”

“So what?”

“Are we going to choose or not?

“How will we do this? Do you know how to distinguish a courtesan from a non- courtesan here?”

“My uncle told me that all women here are courtesans. Just approach one of them, propose the business and then, it’s just joy!”

“Your uncle is wrong, there must be honest women here who will be scandalized by our proposals. I see ladies lined up in front of us!”

“Those must be ...'' - Stephanos took a small parchment from the bag that was attached to his waist. “Ah here we are. They´re the Lupinariae.”

“Lupine ... what?”

“Lupinariae! They are expensive courtesans, as they have their own rooms in well-organized prostitution houses. These cost too much - more money than I can pay”

“How did you know that?”

“My uncle wrote in this sacred document that I wield information about each courtesan in the street.”

“Let me see that” - I took the parchment out of his hands unceremoniously.

In an elegant letter, Stephanos´ uncle, as a good professor, described the degrees of classification, the procedure for obtaining each, and the preferences of each group of courtesans!”

“Those, with the sailors, can only be Copaes,” he said euphorically.

“For sure. My uncle said not to get involved with these. They are waitresses who make customers drunk, take them to their rooms, and take their belongings, while the fool sleeps in a heavy alcohol induced sleep!”

“And those? Ah, those can only be Mimaes, like Comito.

“OK”, cut in Stephanos. “These circus and theater actresses, when they can´t get clients, come here.

“They must be expensive,” I said.

“They always are! Look at her - as my uncle would say, is she a Saltatrice or a Fidicinae.”

I immediately consulted the detailed scroll. Saltatrice and Fidicinae were the dancers and flutists who commercialized both their talent and their bodies.

“How about a Peregrinae? My uncle said that these strangers are cheap and drive a man crazy in bed with their games ... sexual games!”- observed Stephanos, already moving towards the girl.

“No!”- I stopped him. “It’s our first time, we will be ashamed to be with one of these!”

“You are right.”

“Well, according to the list your uncle made you, the ideal courtesan for us would be the Pedanaes. Look, by the guidelines described here, these are even on every corner, always on the lookout for customers. And they are cheap to pay, according to your uncle!”

I spoke so loudly that a man standing close by could not help but hear.

“For children weaned like you, the ideal would be a Sagae”, laughed the stranger, mockingly.

The Sagaes were hideous old women, Homeric witches, retired from the profession and who now dedicated themselves to potions and love filters.

“Mind your own business”- Stephanos reacted.

“Leave it”– I said, holding my friend by the arm. “So? What do you think of a Penadae?”

“I thought of a Delicatae.”

“Delicatae?”

I hurried to consult the paper. They were young girls who didn't charge that much. Most of them, along with the Quasillariae, were nothing but servants or orphaned young people.

“I would still prefer a Penadae. They are everywhere and are easier to talk to”- I said, now experiencing a strange fear. “It's almost dark. We can't stay much longer. Our parents will soon be looking for us.”

“You are right. So, let’s go get some Penadaes! How about those?”

I looked at two tall girls, a little older than us, who, like rooks, were talking, gesturing and laughing at the same time on the corner, ten steps from where we were.

“So, Teia? Are we going to go to them or not?”

“I don't know!”- My legs were wobbly.

“Ah, but I knew!”- Stephanos shook his head in disgust. “I knew you would fail!”

“I confess that I´m afraid, Stephanos. What if my ardor withers when I'm with the girl?”

“A man who is a man does not wither! He blooms in front of the female cavity!”

“But I blossomed, absolutely, yes, in front of Theodora!”

“For me this is an excuse, Teia, confess, you don't like women? You can tell me, I´m your friend. I will understand. Of course I´ll never look at your face afterwards, it’s true, but I know I´ll understand!”

“I like women,” I shouted angrily.

“Then go over to them! Approach them for us.”

“Why me? Why don't  you go?”

“Because I have the money - I’ll pay for us.”

“What's that got to do with it?”

“If I, the money man, go there to negotiate, they may want to exploit me. Now, if it is you, you will be able to negotiate, claiming that it is I who will pay and, therefore, they cannot charge too much”.

“What a lame excuse,” I laughed. “Confess, Stephanos, you´re just as scared as I am to approach them!”

“I´m not!”- Stephanos stammered.

“I know you and I know you are as terrified as I am!”

“I'm not!” – He stammered again.

“Better save your money, Stephanos! Now I know we will both fail!”- I said sincerely.

“You are a ladyboy and will fail, but I am not!”- Stephanos replied angrily.

“Then go and talk to them,” I said, annoyed.

“So be it”- said my friend, taking a deep breath and walking away.

Stephanos approached the women with caution. Breathing deeply, he could hardly speak.

“Are you available for love?”

The two girls, no more than fourteen, looked him up and down.

“We always are” – they both replied almost at the same time. “As long as there is a treat afterwards!”

“Does this please you?" - Stephanos opened the bag and showed them the two copper coins.

“As a present for our services, yes!”- They both laughed, already eyeing the money.

“So, what are we waiting for?”- Stephanos perked up, automatically making a signal for me to approach.

“You don't seem to be used to love. And, at your age, you don't even seem to have the necessary equipment for it!”- said one of them, seeming to deliberately provoke Stephanos.

“I´ve been a man for five years, ever since I first ejaculated!”- Stephanos spoke with vigor, at the same time that he displayed his equipment pressing hard under his clothes!

“It seems reasonable!”- laughed one of them, trying to look surprised. “Even with all this apparent power, loving two is an arduous task and requires a real man!

“I will give my love to only one of you. The other will serve my friend!”

“Friend?”

At that moment, I moved next to them.

“This is Teia, and I am Stephanos.”

“Well, enough with jokes and exhibitionism. Tell the truth - have you had fun with women or is this the first time?” asked the other without ceremony.

“First time?”– Stephanos´ face was red. Of course not, I´ve had 75 women in my bed this year alone!”

“Ah, he must be a stallion!”- joked the one who seemed more experienced, while watching me with some curiosity. “And your little friend? The same number of women?”

“No, Teia is slower! He's an artist. He's only had about ten ... this year!”

“Well, if that's the case,”- the boldest bit her lips and smiled disdainfully – “as we are facing such experienced men, the price will be three copper coins!”

“But I only have two!”

“Then one of the two will have to suck his finger!”

“Stephanos lied”- I spoke without stuttering and without asking myself why. “We have never slept with women before!”

“Teia!”- Stephanos hid his face. He was visibly embarrassed by my honesty.

“Never?”- asked the two at the same time, confident that the answer I would give would be the one they expected!

“Never”- I confirmed.

“Two boys ... virgins?”- One of the girls smiled sardonically, exchanging knowing looks with the other.

“So, do you want to give us your purity?”

“Yes” – I stuttered this time.”

“Give us a minute. We will return with an answer for you” – said the one who seemed to be the oldest with a conspiratorial look, while pulling the other by the arm.

As soon as they were a few meters away from us, Stephanos grabbed me tightly.

“Why did you do that? Are you crazy? Why did you embarrass us so vilely in front of them?

"I don't know - I swear I don't know! Something tells me that we shouldn’t...”

“Now they will want more. And I only have a third copper coin in the lining of my purse.”

I was almost begging him to give up when the girls came back to us.

“We are generous. Since you are giving us the honor of taking your purity, we will do it for one coin each.”

Stephanos couldn´t believe what he had heard!

“Really?”

“Yes!”

“Now?”

“Now. Just take us to your room ...”

“Room?”- At that moment Stephanos realized that we didn't have an appropriate place for the encounter.

“What? So you didn´t rent a room?”- This time it was the youngest who spoke.

“I hadn't thought of that” - Stephanos was visibly upset.

“You don´t have a room?”

“No, we don’t”- I replied humbly.

“Do you want our loving services without a room” - The girls laughed!

“Okay! Okay!” said Stephanos, upset by the mess up. “Tell me? With a copper coin, can we rent a room around here?”

“And where would you get that copper coin?” asked the older one, winking at the other.

“I have another follis[20] of copper in the lining of my purse” - Stephanos said almost secretly.

“Ah, were you hiding it from us?”- The girls seemed to be toying with us.

“It was my godmother who gave me the money to save in order to educate myself.”

“Ah, do you intend to educate yourself?”

“Yes, I always wanted to be an architect!” - Stephanos seemed desolate.

“Liar, you wanted to be a lawyer” – I counter attacked. “I will be the architect!”

“Yes, I wanted to, but I changed my mind when I learned that, to be a good architect, I had to know the sinuous curves of women. Only then could I reproduce their beauty ...”

“He is a poet” - the oldest joked.

“So? Can I pay for a room over here with this coin?”

“No, I mean, not a good room like we´re used to”

“In that case, then, is there no business?” - asked Stephanos with great frustration.

"I don't know, we need to think... Give us one more minute”

I was intrigued by the attitude of the two, as they left us, whispering into a nearby tavern. I thought about commenting how strange I felt about it all with Stephanos, but he interrupted me.

“I never saw that coming. How did my uncle forget to direct me to have a room to give vent to our joy?”

“I think your uncle must not know this business well” - I made a joke.

“My uncle is the greatest lover in the world! And he never married so as to be able to have a different woman every day of the week under him” - Stephanos got a little tetchy.

I would have said something more if, however, the girls had not approached us again. 

“So? Will we do the business or not?”- Stephanos asked impatiently.

“We will” - replied the two with complicit looks.

“Do you agree to go to a smaller room with less comfort?” asked Stephanos, anxiously.

“There is no need to go looking for a room” - she said, with a wide smile on her lips, the one that seemed the oldest in the business.

“But where would we do it?” - Stephanos asked the question without the slightest respect.

The older one approached him, and started stroking Stephanos and placing soft kisses on his cheek!

“Since the coin is for your future studies, my friend and I decided that we will not be the ones to make you spend it on a useless room.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“I say that we can go to a quiet place where we won´t need to pay anything. That's it...!”

“And it’s close by”- completed the other.

“Peaceful and without paying to use?” - Stephanos got excited. “And where would that be?”

“In the Stabulum.”

Even without knowing that region, I found the girls' observations frivolous. In every corner of Constantinople, I had heard warnings and more warnings to avoid this place. The Stabulum was the darkest and most dangerous part of the Byzantine capital, especially at nightfall. No woman should venture in there, unless she was a real rag, as the stakes were high. However, the two unsuspecting girls seemed to have no fear!

“But it's dangerous” - I replied, with a dryness in my throat. I know about that place. Flavius already warned me.``

“Nonsense!” murmured the youngest. “The place is perfect for a loving tryst without extra expenses.”

“They say that courtesans are murdered in large numbers in the Stabulum just for the low value of the jewellery on their bodies” - I stammered startled.

“And do you see any jewelry on us?” - The older one seemed to enjoy my fears. “So? Are you men enough to love us in the Stabulum and protect us? Otherwise, you can forget our deal!”

“Yes” - Stephanos replied, convinced.

“I ...” - I stammered.

"So let's get going. We know of a place under pilasters where it is clean and quiet!"

I didn't have time to argue again. Stephanos pulled me by the arm and we followed the girls towards the Stabulum.

On the way, while my friend and the oldest, named Criseia, walked a little further on, the one who seemed to be younger confided in me.

“My name is Cora.”

“As one of the names of the goddess Aphrodite?”

“Yes boy, and I'm from Cyprus Island[21] , from the city of Lefkosia.”

“From Cyprus?” - I sighed. I immediately remembered that Theodora´s ancestors were also from that same island ... “How did you end up in Constantinople?”

Her answer seemed all too common.

“I came here as a child, taken in by neighbors after the plague took all my relatives. I served the men of the family that sheltered me for a long time. They beat me repeatedly. One day, I made up my mind, I abandoned them and for two years now, I have lived by selling my loving favors on the street of whores."

“And do you intend to continue in this life?”

Cora looked at me unpretentiously and laughed, as if to say she had already conformed to live this life as her fate..

“What can I do? Maybe one day the goddess Aphrodite will smile at me with her fortune.”

“Let’s hurry up as the night is beginning to fall on us and there are other customers to attend to" - said Criseia to her friend.

Ten minutes later, we arrived at an open spot in the Stabulum. Soon, my friend and I were dragged by the courtesans under an enormous pillar, the darkness of which allowed for a certain privacy. Stephanos then went to a corner with Criseia and me to another with Cora.

“I´m all yours,” she said to me, lowering the top of her stole and exposing her small, young breasts. They looked like two ripe pears.

At first, I panicked. I thought of Theodora, of my failure with Comito and almost gave up. However, Cora was skilled in the profession. Without giving me time to react, she lifted my terry-linen robe and masterfully took my private manly parts in her mouth. I immediately felt my manhood grow to the point of throbbing. The desire of the flesh blossomed in me with fervor!  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw, on the other side of us, Criseia doing the same with Stephanos. My senses seemed to run away from me and, miserably, I did not think about anything else. Like an animal in heat, I laid her on the hard floor, lifted the padded underside of her stole, and penetrated her with my manhood. For a few minutes, I drove my manhood into her firmly and her moans of pleasure mixed with mine. I exploded with joy, almost at the same time as Stephanos did with his Criseia.

After the act, I was ecstatic. I was unable to get up. How can anyone say that the pleasures of the flesh are not divine? In no other situation of my short life had I enjoyed so much animal pleasure...

As a good professional, Cora was quick to get up and clean herself in a natural spring close to us. So did Criseia, not without first asking for the two promised coins!

“Hey?” - shouted Stephanos from the other side.

“Hey, what?” - I was delirious in a strange way. I felt happy with the flesh I´d received but my spirit seemed down. I could not even form my words right!

“Did you get to the end?”

“Why do you think I wouldn't have, Stephanos?”

“Thank God, I was seriously inclined to think that you were a Ganymede!”

“And you?”

“Never in my life have I emptied so much liquid from my body", he bragged.

The girls returned and Stephanos and I went to clean up.

“And you doubted my masculinity", I smiled still in ecstasy. The flesh seemed to prevail!

“Did you see how any woman is better than big eyes?”- Stephanos scoffed, while pouring water over his naked genitalia.

“Indeed! However, I still believe that with love it is more pleasurable" - My spirit spoke to me without me knowing it myself. “If it was so good with this girl, imagine with Theodora!”

“We have to come here again!”

We were so distracted that we hadn´t noticed the approach of three men. When we eventually saw them, we were immobilized by them.

“If you stay quiet nothing will happen to you!” – howled the one who held me by the neck.

“For now, we just want the money you are hiding! Who has it?”

“He has it,” replied Criseia, wrapping himself in the arms of one of the men while pointing to Stephanos with her index finger. "In the lining of his sealed bag he has a copper coin.”

“These kids are very naïve” – the brute scoffed while cutting the cord that held the bag in Stephanos´ tunic. “They risk so much for a woman's clit!”

“You are lucky we are anything but murderers! Otherwise, you would already have your throats cut!”- completed the other and then gave me a violent kick to my genitals.

I howled in pain.

“No, don't hit him,” pleaded Cora. “Don't spoil the boys´ first memories ...”

“It's just affection!”- replied a third, hitting Stephanos in the stomach this time.

My friend almost threw up because of the punch.

“How about we cut off their pleasure parts and turn them into eunuchs?”- asked the most violent of them, sadistically.

“No, we already got what we wanted from them.” - Cora insisted in a strangely pious way. – “Let’s go and leave the two alone.”

“Now, Cora - You guys already had your fun with them, now it is our time for fun!”

“Nestorius!”- Cora, quite apprehensively, called out to someone.

At that moment, a man who appeared to be the chief came out of the shadows and looked at me in a peculiar way. I felt in his countenance that something in me intrigued him to the point of disturbing him. There was no sadism in his eyes. He was visibly embarrassed and, babbling, he uttered the order that still echoes in my ears:

“Leave these boys alone and let’s go now.”

The others looked at him suspiciously. He, in turn, tried to disguise the strange unease. Forcing a laugh, he made a joke -

“Men cannot deny a request from Cora. Women rule when they think with their heads down on us!”

They were moving away from us, but we were still writhing because of the pain caused by the gratuitous and atrocious violence, when Criseia shouted, mockingly - “Fools! A single follis of these would have paid for the service of each of us, for sure. But the third one, it would have been better to have rented a first-class room with the right to food and safety on the street of whores. However, my friend and I would not let you spend that money on an innkeeper, if we could keep the coin ourselves. Do you think we would let this opportunity pass?" – She laughed, as she disappeared into the darkness that was already taking over the place.

***
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“If I find them again, I´ll kill them!” - Stephanos was possessed.

“I told you we shouldn't have come to Stabulum” - I finished ruefully.

The euphoria of the fleshy delights had ceased in me. I still did not understand at that time in my life that the sensations connected to the body were one of the most important impediments to the attainment of true knowledge. Little did I know that fate wanted me to embrace sin at that moment to experience the decadence of the world, in order to rise again in the future, like a Phoenix rising from the ashes.

“But we did it, and everything would have been perfect if we hadn't been duped by those sluts.”

“Stop complaining. It could have been worse.”

“And what more could be worse than being robbed of my last follis?”

“Losing your head, either the one above or below!” - I replied sarcastically.

“You are right. Let's get moving and get out of this dangerous place. Now we have nothing else for them to take” - said Stephanos sensibly.

The starry night was already well upon us when, stealthily, my friend and I started walking. We were apprehensive and rightly so, in the darkness, the area around Stabulum looked scary.

In the distance, we could hear the human laments, which came from the Stabula[22] .

“Come on, Stephanos! At least on the street of whores we will have more security. Even at night, I know that this street is protected by Empire guards.”

“In addition to their wages, they still receive bonuses from the most affluent courtesans. I know the story.” - finished Stephanos. “I don't know if you can trust them either.”

We were a few meters from one of the corners of the street of whores, when we heard female screams.

“Just leave me alone. Don't touch me!”

I focused my eyes and I could see a mob of boys, around 18 or 20 years old, surrounding the passage of a skinny girl and cornering her like a prey about to be slaughtered.

“It´s Juventi Alcinoi” - Stephanos contained a muffled cry.

“Who?”

“My uncle told me about them. Teia, we better hide quickly.”

“Who are they?” - I asked scared. My legs barely moved!

“What does it matter now? I only know that we will be in danger if we are seen by them!”

In my youth, many young men from noble families, justifying their attitudes as pure fun, banded together and terrorized the most deprived streets of Constantinople. The Stabulum area where slaves were held was a favourite area for their perversions. Juventi Alcinoi were one of those groups. Composed, for the most part, of rich, idle and intemperate boys, always perfumed, with their silk tunics and wavy hair, the band practiced the greatest perversities, usually brutally attacking the most fragile and unsuspecting. Adopting the name Juventi Alcinoi in honour of the legendary King Alcino, of Phocis, these young men from good families dedicated themselves to all forms of erotic pleasures and known vices. Always unpunished, due to the influence of their families, they were not intimidated by anyone. Their favorite pastime was to set up traps for the unwary, who took risks in the dark quarters. Women were their preferred victims, especially the courtesans. Upon being picked up by them, the victims were dragged to a remote location and their clothes were torn. Then, amid rags and laughter, they used her body in a brutal way, penetrating it in all possible manners until each one of them had quenched his aggressive and carnal instincts. After being raped, humiliated and tortured, the poor girls still had their few belongings violently stolen. Often, when taking off the victims earrings, they ripped off, as souvenirs, part of the ear lobes of the poor women!
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