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FOREWORD

The Shadow of the Lion




Eastern Anatolia, August 1070.

The air tasted of copper and dry dust. Under the harsh sun of the Anatolian plateau, two empires clashed with the din of a thousand hammers striking anvils at once.

Leontios felt no fear. Years ago, fear had been burned away under the weight of his lamellar armor. He felt only the frantic beat of his own heart and the thunderous gallop of his black warhorse. Around him, the Byzantine cataphract cavalry advanced like an unstoppable tide of steel, breaking through the light lines of the Seljuk Turks.

"For Christ and the Emperor!" he roared, his voice like thunder galvanizing the men beside him.

His sword, a heavy blade notched from use, came down in a perfect arc, splitting the leather shield of an enemy horseman. Leontios was a force of nature; a broad-shouldered man with a dark beard and eyes that burned with the violence necessary to keep a dying empire alive.

Then he saw him.

Through the chaos of broken spears and disemboweled horses, he made out the banner. The black horse's tail. And beneath it, mounted on a white stallion, was he: Alp Arslan, the "Brave Lion," the Sultan of the Turks.

"There!" Leontios shouted, digging his spurs into his horse's sides. "To me! The head of the serpent is there!"

He ignored caution. He ignored the exposed flanks. Total victory was fifty meters away. If he captured the Sultan, the war would end today. Leontios charged with suicidal ferocity, hacking his way through the enemy's elite guard.

He was close. So close he could see Alp Arslan's dark eyes. The Sultan did not flee in panic; he looked at him with unsettling calm, recognizing an equal, another predator. For a second, time froze. General and Sultan locked eyes.

"Your end has come!" Leontios roared, raising his sword.

But fate is capricious. Before he could close the distance, three Seljuk horsemen threw themselves at him, sacrificing their lives and their mounts in a wall of flesh and bone to block his path. The impact was brutal. Leontios' horse stumbled.

By the time he managed to kill the last of the guards and wipe the blood from his eyes, Alp Arslan was already far away, galloping toward the hills, protected by a new wave of archers.

Leontios struck the pommel of his saddle with his gloved fist, shouting a curse that made his own lieutenants tremble. He had held glory in the palm of his hand, and it had slipped through his fingers like sand.

The sound of approaching hooves made him turn. It was Emperor Romanos IV Diogenes. His golden armor was stained with black blood, but his face was lit up with the euphoria of victory.

Leontios bowed his head, expecting a reprimand for letting the biggest prize slip away. "Your Majesty... He got away. I failed."

Romanos leapt from his horse, ignoring protocol, and walked towards him. To everyone's surprise, the Emperor did not draw his sword, but grabbed Leontios by the shoulders and shook him with a loud laugh.

"You failed?" Romanos looked at the field strewn with enemy corpses. "Look at them running, Leontios! Today you broke their backbone."

"You could have ended the war, Romanos," said Leontios, using his first name, a privilege they shared only in private.

"The war will end, my brother," said the Emperor, pulling him into a strong embrace, metal against metal, sweat against sweat. "As long as you are my sword and my shield, I fear no Turk and no demon. You are the best of my generals. You are my blood, even if we do not share it."

Leontios felt the weight of his sovereign's affection. He would give his life for that man.

"Until death, Augustus," Leontios swore.

Romanos smiled, unaware that fate would test that oath long before death.


CHAPTER 1

The Price of Glory




Constantinople, Two Weeks Later.

The roar of Constantinople was different from that of battle, but just as deafening.

Leontios rode down the Mese, the main street, under a shower of rose petals and copper coins. People crowded the porticos, shouting his name. "Leontios the Invincible!" "The Hammer of the East!" Women leaned out from balconies, sighing at the sight of the general: virile, powerful, the living image of the strength the Empire desperately needed.

He waved with one hand, but his mind was alert. In war, danger came head-on and with a sword. In the capital, danger smiled and wore silk.

In the imperial box at the Hippodrome, seated next to the empty throne of the Emperor (who was riding alongside Leontios), was Empress Eudokia Makrembolitissa.

She did not applaud. Her perfect white hands rested motionless in her lap. Her eyes, cold as blue marble, followed Leontios' every move. She did not see a hero. She saw a man whom the army loved more than her own husband. She saw a threat. And Eudokia did not tolerate threats.

"Enjoy the cheers, General," she whispered to herself, her voice as smooth as poison. "They will be the last you hear in your favor."

The banquet that night at the Great Palace was an intimate affair, reserved for the inner circle. The air smelled of roast meat, Indian spices, and sweet wine from Chios.

Leontios reclined on a divan, relaxed for the first time in months. Romanos stood beside him, raising a cup. "To Leontios," the Emperor toasted, his eyes shining with wine and gratitude. "My right hand."

"To the Emperor," replied Leontios, drinking in one gulp.

The wine had a strange aftertaste, somewhat denser and earthier than usual, but Leontios did not think much of it. Eudokia herself had served that cup. The Empress moved around the room like an ethereal apparition, smiling at everyone, but always turning her attention back to the general.

Within a few minutes, Leontios felt his limbs grow heavy. It wasn't the dizziness of alcohol; it was something else. His fingers felt clumsy. His tongue felt thick. He tried to stand up, but his legs didn't respond as quickly as usual.

That was when the doors burst open.

Eudokia dropped her silver cup. The metallic sound echoed in the sudden silence. "Romanos..." she said, with a perfect performance of pain. "You have to see this. My spies intercepted the messenger before he crossed the Bosphorus.

She pulled a bundle of scrolls from her sleeve. The Emperor frowned, confused. "What is this?"

"Letters," said Eudokia, fixing her eyes on Leontios, who was struggling to keep his head up. "Letters from your 'brother' to Sultan Alp Arslan. Negotiating your surrender in exchange for the throne of Byzantium."

"Lies!" Leontios tried to shout, but only a slurred croak came out of his throat. The drug was taking effect quickly. He stood up unsteadily, knocking over a table. "Romanos... it's... poison... she's lying..."

But to the Emperor's eyes, Leontios did not look like a victim. He looked like a guilty drunk babbling excuses. Romanos read the scrolls. The handwriting was identical. Leontios' personal seal was there.

The Emperor's face turned pale, then red with rage. The pain of betrayal was so sharp that he felt as if he couldn't breathe. The man he had embraced days ago, the man he would have died for, had sold him out.

"Why?" whispered Romanos, his voice breaking. "I gave you everything!"

"No..." moaned Leontios, falling to his knees. His muscles, which could once crack skulls, were now jelly. "It... wasn't... me."

"Guards!" Romanos shouted.

Four members of the Varangian Guard, giants wielding axes, entered and restrained the general. Leontios could not even resist.

"Behead him!" Romanos ordered, turning his back so no one could see his tears of rage. "I want his head on a pike at dawn!"

"Wait, my lord," Eudokia's voice cut through the air. She approached the Emperor and placed a hand on his shoulder, calming him like a wounded animal. "If you kill him now, the army will revolt. They will say you were jealous of his glory. They will turn him into a martyr."

Romanos looked at her, desperate. "Then what do I do? Let the viper live?

"Let him live," Eudokia said, a cruel smile curving her lips. "But make sure he can never sit on your throne. Make sure no one can ever respect him. Take away what makes him a man. Take away his pride."

The Emperor understood. Byzantine law was clear: only a "complete" man could be Emperor. And beyond the law... humiliation would be worse than death for a warrior like Leontios.

"Do it," Romanos spat with disgust. "Get him out of my sight. Give him to the surgeons. He's yours, Eudokia. Do with him what you will."

Leontios awoke, but not in a cell.

He was in a warm room, lit by dozens of scented candles. The ceiling was painted with frescoes of nymphs and satyrs. He tried to move, and panic hit him like a punch: he was tied up.

His wrists and ankles were secured with padded leather straps to a dark wooden table carved with floral motifs. He was naked. Completely exposed. The cold air of the palace made his skin prickle, but he was sweating with terror.

The drug kept him paralyzed, unable to tense his muscles to break the bonds, but his mind was awake. Lucid. Feeling every nerve.

To his right, a thin, bald man was arranging metal instruments on a silver tray. The clicking sound was unbearable. There were curved knives. Tweezers. And a small brazier where two irons rested on red-hot coals.

"Welcome back, General," said a voice from the shadows.

Eudokia stepped into the light. She wore a purple silk robe that rustled against the floor. She held a glass of wine and looked at him with scientific curiosity, almost morbid.

"Why?" Leontios managed to whisper. His commanding voice was gone, reduced to a plea.

Eudokia set down the cup and approached the table. Her cold, soft fingers traced the general's chest, moving down his taut abdomen, tracing the line of hair until they stopped dangerously close to his groin. Leontios shuddered, a mixture of revulsion and absolute terror.

"You were too loud, Leontios. Too big for this world," she said softly, leaning over his ear. "That virility of yours... that arrogance you carry between your legs that makes you believe you are the master of destiny... today I am going to take it away from you.

She made a subtle gesture to the surgeon.

The man approached. His face was expressionless. He took a silk cord and tied it around the base of the general's genitals, restricting the flow of blood. Leontios felt the clinical, dehumanizing touch. He felt like a farm animal about to be branded.

"Kill me!" he shouted, tears of helplessness welling up in his eyes. "Have some honor, you damn witch! Kill me!"

"Honor is for men, Leontios," replied Eudokia, staring intently at the area where the surgeon raised his scalpel. "And you are about to cease being one."

The first cut was cold, followed immediately by a liquid fire that rose through his belly. Leontios arched his back, screaming a cry that was muffled by the rich tapestries in the room. He couldn't move. He couldn't run away. He had to stay there, open and vulnerable, while they dismantled him piece by piece.

Eudokia didn't blink. She didn't look away for a second. She watched the blood, the surgery, the destruction of the warrior, with a hypnotic fascination.

Then came the smell. The unmistakable stench of burning flesh as the red-hot iron touched the wound to cauterize it. The smoke filled his nostrils, making him cough and cry.

"It's done," Eudokia said when the surgeon stepped back and began to bandage the mutilated area, now flat, now empty. "Look, Leontios."

She forced his head up to see his own body.

"The Lion is dead," declared the Empress, wiping a drop of blood from the general's cheek with her own thumb. "Now you are mine. Only mine."

Darkness finally took pity on him, and Leontios fainted, taking with him into the abyss the last image of the triumphant smile of the woman who had just stolen his soul.


CHAPTER 2

The Velvet Hell




The Grand Palace, the Empress's Private Chambers.

Thick steam scented with lavender oil filled the bathroom, fogging the golden mosaics on the walls. The sound of water dripping into the marble pool marked a slow, hypnotic rhythm, oblivious to the horror that had occurred in the east wing just a few hours earlier.

Eudokia Makrembolitissa was submerged up to her shoulders, her eyes closed, letting the heat relax her muscles.

"Did she survive?" asked a hoarse voice from the stone bench.

It was Zoe, her oldest lady-in-waiting. A woman in her fifties, with a sharp face and eyes that had seen too much palace intrigue to be surprised by anything. Zoe was the only person in Constantinople to whom the Empress did not need to wear a mask.

Eudokia opened one eye, staring at the vaulted ceiling. "He's an animal, Zoe. A Thessalian ox. Of course he survived. His fever rose last night, but Narses says the wound is cauterized and clean."

Zoe leaned forward, lowering her voice even though they were alone. "It's a risky bet, Augusta. If the army finds out what you've done to their idol... they could march on the walls tomorrow. Why didn't you kill him? A quick poison, a fall from his horse... it would have been cleaner.

Eudokia smiled, a slow grimace that was not at all amused. She rose from the water, and two Nubian slaves rushed to cover her with Egyptian linen towels.

"The dead are dangerous, Zoe," said the Empress, as she let them dry her skin. "If I kill Leontios, he becomes a martyr. The soldiers would sing ballads about his unjust death. They would say that Romanos and I were afraid of his greatness. His ghost would be more powerful than my army.

She walked to the polished silver mirror, watching her own reflection as Zoe followed her.

"But a eunuch..." Eudokia continued, her eyes shining with a dark light. "A eunuch does not inspire war songs. He inspires pity. He inspires shame. When his captains see him, fat, hairless, smelling of rose water and holding my fan... the idol will be broken. No one goes to war for a half-man.

Zoe nodded slowly, understanding the political cruelty of the maneuver. "And the Emperor?

"Romanos is devastated. He believes his 'brother' betrayed him. He never wants to see him again. He has given him to me." Eudokia turned, and her tone changed. It was no longer just politics; there was something visceral in her voice. "Besides... there is pleasure in this, Zoe. Leontios walked through this palace as if he owned the world. His virility was an offense, a constant arrogance. I wanted to see what happens when you extinguish that fire. I wanted to see the lion turned into a lap cat.

"Be careful, ma'am," Zoe warned. "A cornered cat still has claws."

"Not anymore," whispered Eudokia, adjusting her silk robe. "I've already removed its main claws. The rest is just a matter of time."

Leontios woke up choking.

His first sensation was not pain, but suffocation. He was buried in softness. Silk sheets, feather pillows, velvet curtains surrounding the canopy bed. Everything was soft, everything was crimson red. For a man accustomed to sleeping on the hard floor wrapped in a rough woolen cloak, that bed was a prison.

He tried to sit up suddenly, instinctively reaching for his dagger under the pillow.

The scream stuck in his throat, turning into a guttural groan.

Pain exploded in his groin like a red-hot spear. It wasn't a sharp pain, it was a deep, burning ache. He frantically reached down, but plump, strong fingers held his wrists.

"Hold still. If you move, you'll wet yourself and stain the silk. The Lady doesn't like her things to be stained."

Leontios turned his head, dizzy from the remnants of laudanum. Beside him stood a huge man, a mountain of pale flesh wrapped in a yellow tunic. His face was powdered white, his lips subtly painted, and he had not a trace of a beard.

"Who... who are you?" croaked Leontios. His mouth tasted like ash.

"I am Narses. Chief Eunuch of the Gynaeceum," said the man in a high-pitched voice devoid of emotion. He released Leontios' hands and pointed to the sheets. "And you are the new project."

Leontios looked down. The nightmare had become real. He was wearing a short tunic open at the front. His groin was wrapped in thick linen bandages stained with yellowish serum and dried blood. But worst of all, making him feel violently nauseous, was the catheter, a small hollow reed cane protruding from the bandages. A rudimentary catheter inserted into his urethra to prevent the swelling from preventing him from urinating.

The sight of that tube invading his body, draining his urine drop by drop into a container under the bed, was more humiliating than defeat in any battle. He had been reduced to a plumbing system.

"Take this out..." Leontios growled, trying to pull out the reed.

Narses slapped his hand away, a sharp, quick blow, like someone correcting a spoiled child. "Don't touch it. If it comes out, the urine will build up inside you and you'll die screaming with fever. Although, perhaps that's what you want."

"I want my sword!" Leontios roared, or tried to roar, but he was short of breath. His physical weakness was overwhelming. "Bring me my sword and I'll cut off that fat you have for a neck!"

Narses didn't even blink. He dipped a sponge in a bowl of warm water and began to clean the general's thighs. The contact was intimate, invasive. Leontios clenched his teeth, feeling a burning shame. A stranger was touching him, manipulating his limp legs, cleaning his filth.

"There are no swords here, little one," Narses said indifferently, rubbing the muscular skin that had once known only the touch of leather and metal. "Here, there are only needles, fans, and ointments. You are the property of the Gynaeceum now. Your war is over."

"I am a Strategos of the Empire..." Leontios murmured, closing his eyes so he wouldn't have to see what they were doing to him. "The Emperor... he will come."

"The Emperor sent you here," said Narses, plunging the last dagger into Leontios' heart. "He signed the surgeons' order. Now shut up. I have to change the bandage, and it's going to hurt."

The pain was white and blinding when Narses removed the gauze stuck to the raw flesh. Leontios bit the silk pillow to keep from screaming, refusing to give them the satisfaction of hearing him cry. But tears of rage and helplessness wet the red damask anyway.

Three days passed. Or maybe a week. Time in the gynaeceum was viscous, slow, marked only by the changes in light through the latticework and the shifts of the maids who came to bring him broth and change his chamber pots.

The smell was driving him crazy. Everything smelled like women. Sweet musk, sandalwood incense, floral oils. Leontios rubbed his arms until his skin was red, trying to find his own smell of man, of sour sweat, of horse. But they had washed and perfumed him so much that he smelled just like one of the concubines.

"Get up," Narses ordered one morning.

They had taken away his cane the day before. Urinating was still a torturous process of burning and intermittent drops, but he could now stand on his own two feet.

"Where are you taking me?" asked Leontios, leaning against the wall. His legs, once columns of muscle capable of marching thirty kilometers in armor, trembled under his own weight.

"The Lady wants you to begin your integration. You can't stay in bed forever eating for free."

Narses threw him a garment. Leontios caught it. It was a pale blue silk dalmatic. The fabric was very fine, almost translucent in the sun. It had silver thread embroidery on the collar. "Where are my breeches?" he asked, looking for his military pants.

"The palace eunuchs don't wear breeches indoors. We wear tunics. It's more... hygienic and aesthetic," said Narses with a mocking smile. "Put it on."

Leontios put on the tunic. The feel of the cool silk sliding over his bare skin, with no undergarments to hold anything in place, made him feel exposed, vulnerable. The tunic fell to his ankles, floating around his body, hiding his strength and accentuating his new condition. He felt like he was wearing a costume. He felt ridiculous.

"Walk."

They left the recovery room and entered the main hall of the Gynaeceum. The visual impact was overwhelming. Pink marble walls, gauze curtains swaying in the breeze from the Bosphorus, golden cages with exotic birds singing. And women. Dozens of them.

Maids carrying trays of fruit, slaves cleaning, ladies of the court chatting in whispers. When Leontios appeared, shuffling his feet and leaning on Narses' arm, silence spread through the hallway like wildfire.

Leontios lifted his chin, trying to summon the dignity of the general he had once been. He sought fear in the eyes of those women. Respect. But he found neither.

He saw curiosity. A young servant girl covered her mouth and whispered something in another's ear, and both let out a nervous giggle. An older lady looked at him with pity, her gaze falling to the area between his legs hidden by blue silk, as if assessing the damage.

"Look at them," Narses whispered in his ear. "Before, they would have trembled or offered themselves to you. Now they look at you like a strange animal at a fair. You are no longer a man to them, Leontios. You are... something else."

Leontios felt the blood rush to his face, burning. He wanted to scream at them. He wanted to grab one of those golden cages and smash the skull of the first one who laughed. His mind was still that of a killer.

"What are you looking at?!" he bellowed. His voice came out broken, lacking the depth of yesteryear, but still furious.

Some of them flinched, but they did not flee. At the end of the hallway, a large polished bronze mirror reflected the truth back at him. He did not see the Strategos in golden armor and a red cape. He saw a pale, haggard man dressed in a woman's nightgown, hunched over and supported by a fat eunuch.

The hatred he felt at that moment was so pure, so crystalline, that for a second he forgot the physical pain. He would not accept this. Never. If he had to wear silk, he would use it to strangle the Empress.

"Take me to my cell, Narses," he said through clenched teeth. "Before I kill someone."

Narses let out a dry laugh. "Oh, you will kill, Leontios. But not today. And not with your hands. You will learn. Here we kill with poison and smiles. Welcome to your new war."


CHAPTER 3

The Golden Collar




Inner Courtyard of the Gynaeceum.

The midday sun beat down on the cypress courtyard, but it brought no warmth, only a harsh light that exposed every flaw.

"Gently! You look like a peasant milking a blind goat!" Narses shouted, banging his ebony cane on the marble floor.

Leontios gripped the handle of the rock crystal jug until his knuckles turned white. He stood in the center of the courtyard, surrounded by the murmur of fountains and caged birds. His task was ridiculous: to pour wine from Chios into a silver cup without spilling a drop, maintaining a bowed posture, head down and elbows close to his body, as required by the protocol of imperial eunuchs.

His hands, calloused hands accustomed to wielding the heavy spatha and pulling the reins of war horses, trembled. Not from fear, but from uncontrollable muscle tension. He hated delicacy. He hated silence. He hated the blue silk clinging to his sweaty back.

"I can't do this..." Leontios growled, straightening up abruptly. The movement caused a trickle of crimson wine to spill from the jug and stain the immaculate floor.

"It's not that you can't, it's that you won't," hissed Narses, approaching with silent steps. "Your arrogance remains intact, Strategos. Bow again. The Empress demands perfection in her tools."

"To hell with perfection!" Leontios exploded.

The fury, contained during days of isolation, broke the dam. He didn't think. He acted on the violent instinct that had kept him alive in Anatolia. With a roar of frustration, Leontios threw the precious crystal jug against a porphyry column.

The crash was magnificent. Shards of glass and red wine exploded like a grenade, splattering the tunics of nearby maids.

"I am the Commander of the Eastern Armies!" he bellowed, turning to Narses with bloodshot eyes, breathing heavily. "I am not a damn cupbearer! I will not serve wine to anyone!"

Silence fell on the courtyard like a tombstone. The concubines playing dice on the benches froze. The slave girls lowered their eyes.

Narses did not back down. He looked at the shards of glass with exasperating calm, wiped a drop of wine from his cheek, and then snapped his fingers listlessly. "Impertinence. I knew this would happen. The animal needs to be tamed before it can be useful."

Two huge, silent eunuch guards appeared behind Leontios. They grabbed his arms before he could react. Leontios tried to shake them off, drawing on his legendary strength, but his muscles were empty. The lack of solid food and his convalescence had left him hollow. They immobilized him with humiliating ease, forcing him to fall to his knees on the broken glass.

"Do you think you're still a general?" Narses asked softly, leaning over him. "Not here. Here, you're an invalid who doesn't know his place. Kiya!"

A Nubian slave girl emerged from between the columns. She was young, barely a child compared to the veterans Leontios used to command, with long, sinewy limbs, dressed in a simple white linen slave tunic. She did not carry a sword in her hand. She carried a braided leather whip, black and flexible as a viper.

Leontios looked up, incredulous. A look of contempt crossed his pale face. "A woman?" he spat blood and saliva. "You intend to scare me with a child, Narses? I have been struck by arrows that would kill a horse. I have marched with open wounds. This is an insult."

"Then you won't scream," said Narses with a cold smile. "Proceed."

Kiya raised her arm.

WHACK!

The first blow crossed Leontios' back, tearing the thin blue silk. Leontios did not scream. He clenched his jaw until his molars cracked, holding the air in his lungs. The burning was intense, an electric shock, but his soldier's mind took control: Block the pain. It's just skin. Don't give them the satisfaction.

He stood tall, defiant, staring Narses in the eye. Is that all you've got?

"One..." counted the chief eunuch in a bored voice.

SMACK!

The second blow landed on the bruise from the first. And then his body betrayed him.

The muscle spasm from the impact sent a violent jolt downwards, straight to his lower abdomen, to the surgical wound that had only been closing for a few days. The mutilated area, still swollen, raw under the bandages, throbbed with a dull, deep, nauseating pain. It was a visceral, systemic pain that cut off his connection to his legs.

His vision clouded over with blackness. The weakness from the blood loss during the operation and the recent fever took their toll all at once.

Leontios tried to tense his thighs. Stand up! Stay on your feet, damn it! You're Leontios!

But he couldn't. His knees, those pillars that had once supported full armor for hours on end, liquefied. It wasn't mental submission; it was biological failure. The great general collapsed forward, falling heavily onto the cold tiles, gasping for breath, cold sweat from dizziness soaking his forehead and bile rising in his throat.

Then he heard the sound. Giggles.

He raised his head, fighting the vertigo. The women of the harem, who at first seemed frightened, now covered their mouths with their fans. Their eyes sparkled with mischievous amusement.

"Look at him," said one concubine, shaking her head. "So big, so loud... and he falls down at the second blow. "Real men can take more," scoffed another, laughing. "This one has nothing left inside to hold him up. He's made of glass, like the jug. "Poor thing, he can't even handle little Kiya's games.

That was the real torture. They thought he was weak because of the whip. They didn't know, nor did they care, that he was fighting against a horrific mutilation that was still bleeding. They saw a coward. Leontios wanted to roar, to explain to them that he was wounded, that if he had a sword he would kill them all. But he had no breath. He could only lie there, wallowing in his own shame, shaking uncontrollably as the women's crystal-clear laughter flayed his pride much more than the slave girl's skin.

"Enough," said a voice from the upper balcony, cutting through the air like a knife.

All laughter ceased instantly. The slaves prostrated themselves on the floor. Narses bowed deeply. Eudokia stood there, looking down, leaning on the stone railing. Her face was unreadable, serene and terrible.

"Bring him to me," she ordered. "Before he faints and stains the floor. I want him to understand his position while he is still conscious."

Leontios was dragged through the labyrinthine corridors of the palace. His feet barely touched the ground; the guards carried him almost as if they were flying. The pain in his groin was a constant fire, reminding him with every step of what he was missing.

They dropped him in the Empress's private library. It was a room steeped in the scent of ancient papyrus, beeswax, and that omnipresent perfume of roses she wore. They let him fall in the center of an intricate Persian rug. Leontios tried to stand, staggering, clinging to the remnants of his dignity.

"On your knees," said Eudokia.

She sat behind a huge ebony desk, covered with maps and military dispatches that, ironically, detailed the borders he had defended with his blood. She rose and walked slowly toward him. Leontios expected more blows. He expected insults. But she simply circled him, observing the red marks that showed through the torn silk on his back.

"It hurts, doesn't it?" she asked, with an almost clinical curiosity. "Not the whip. I know the whip is nothing to you. It hurts that your body no longer obeys you."

Leontios looked up, breathing heavily. His dark eyes burned with hatred. "I'm wounded... I'm not weak," he croaked. "Give me a week... give me a sword... and you'll see.

"There are no more swords for you, Leontios," said Eudokia, ignoring his threat. She walked over to a small black velvet box resting on a side table. "And I won't give you a week. I need you to understand what you are today. Now."

She opened the box. The golden glow illuminated the darkness of the room. She took out a heavy object. A torque. A rigid collar of solid gold, beautifully crafted with reliefs of imperial eagles, but unmistakably thick. It was not a decorative jewel; it was a collar of ownership. A shackle for the neck.

"Lift your chin," he ordered.

Leontios clenched his teeth. His instinct screamed at him to bite his throat out. His hands were free. He could do it. But then he remembered the laughter in the courtyard. He remembered his legs failing him. He remembered the Emperor's look of disappointment. He was alone in the universe.

"If you touch me with that..." he threatened in a whisper.

"If you don't wear it," Eudokia interrupted softly, "I'll send an order to the front this very afternoon. I'll accuse your lieutenant, Theodore, of conspiracy. They'll crucify him tomorrow. I know you're fond of him."

Leontios froze. The blackmail was perfect. "You're a monster..." he whispered, defeated.

"I am an Empress. Lift your chin."

Trembling with pure, impotent rage, Leontios raised his head, exposing his vulnerable throat. Eudokia placed the cold metal around his neck. It was heavy. It weighed like a tombstone. The locking mechanism clicked loudly, definitively, just above his Adam's apple.

"Beautiful," she whispered. Her fingers did not withdraw immediately. They caressed the cold gold and then moved to the warm, moist skin of his neck, feeling the rapid pulse of his artery. "Now everyone will know who you belong to. You are no longer of the Empire. You are not of God. You are of Eudokia."

She returned to her chair, sat down with regal elegance, and went back to looking at her maps, as if he had ceased to exist. Leontios remained there, kneeling, breathing heavily, feeling the collar suffocating his identity, burning his skin with its symbolic weight.

"What... what do I do now?" he asked, lost in the immensity of his misfortune.

Eudokia did not look up from the parchment. She moved her right foot, shod in a fine leather sandal embroidered with gold, and tapped impatiently on the floor, right next to her chair.

"Come here."

Leontios blinked, confused. "Madam?"

"My legs are tired, Leontios. And you're standing there, taking up space, breathing my air without doing anything useful. Come closer. On all fours."

The horror of the order hit him in the stomach harder than the whip. Use him as a piece of furniture? The man who almost captured the Sultan? The Strategos of the East? "No..." he gasped. "I won't do that."

Eudokia put down her pen and looked at him. Her blue eyes were glacial. "Theodore?" she asked simply.

The name of his friend was enough. With a sob of anger caught in his throat, Leontios moved. He crawled. The great general crawled across the Persian rug to the side of the chair. He positioned himself, resting his forearms and knees on the floor, lowering his head until it almost touched the wool of the rug, offering his broad, aching back.

He felt the movement of silk as Eudokia lifted her leg. And then, the weight. The Empress's sandal came down firmly on his right shoulder, close to his neck, pressing the gold collar against his collarbone.

It was utter humiliation. He was being trampled on. Reduced to an inanimate object. But then something happened that terrified him more than the degradation.

He felt the warmth of her ankle through the thin silk of her tunic. The scent of her perfume, intoxicating and dominant, enveloped him completely as he was so close to her legs. His body, treacherous, sensitive, and confused by trauma and adrenaline, reacted with a shiver. It was not pleasure. It was the awareness of her presence. A physical response to the absolute authority emanating from the woman crushing him.

His skin bristled. His breathing quickened. He hated being there, hated being stepped on, but his body seemed to vibrate under her weight.

"Much better," said Eudokia, dipping her pen back into the inkwell, using it as if it were an old wooden footstool, deliberately ignoring the fact that beneath her foot, the most dangerous man in Byzantium was breathing, trembling, and burning. "Stay still, my lion. I have an empire to rule."

Leontios closed his eyes, swallowing his bile, while the sound of the pen scratching the paper was the only thing to be heard in the room, marking the rhythm of his caged heartbeat.


CHAPTER 4

Flesh and Silk




The Empress's Private Chambers. Dawn.

The gray light of dawn filtered through the latticework, illuminating the dust floating in the still air of the room.

Leontios stood by the screen, holding a purple silk tunic embroidered in gold. His hands, once steady, held the fabric with nervous tension. He had learned that his new role included tasks that had previously been performed by the most intimate slaves.

"Don't just stand there like a piece of furniture, Leontios. Bring me the mirror."

Eudokia emerged from behind the screen. She was completely naked.

Leontios felt a blow to his stomach, a conditioned reflex from his previous life. As a man, and as a subject, etiquette demanded that he avert his gaze from the Augusta's nakedness. Lower your eyes, turn your head. To look was treason. To look was desire.

Instinctively, Leontios looked down at the floor.

"What are you doing?" she asked in a cold voice.

"My lady... it is not proper..." he murmured, his throat dry.

Eudokia let out a short, dry laugh. She walked toward him without any hurry, making no attempt to cover her breasts or the dark triangle between her legs. She stopped right in front of him, forcing him to feel the heat emanating from her bare skin.

"Look at me," she ordered.

Leontios looked up. His eyes roamed over the curves of the most powerful woman in the world. She was beautiful, in a painful and terrible way.

"Do you feel anything, Leontios?" she asked, observing his face with indifference, as if he were a marble statue or a natural-born eunuch. "Do you feel shame? Desire?"

Leontios clenched his jaw. Of course he felt. His mind remembered desire. His heart pumped blood. But his body... his body was crippled.

"You're not covering yourself..." he whispered, hurt by the implication.

"Why should I cover myself before you?" said Eudokia, turning to look for perfume on the table, offering him a view of her back and bare hips with utter brazenness. One covers oneself before men, Leontios. Before those who can possess, conquer, or beget. You are not a man. You are... harmless. You are like one of my maids, only uglier and more scarred.

Her indifference was worse than an insult. She did not cover herself because he did not matter. To her, he no longer had a gender. He was a neutral object.

Zoe, who was sitting in a corner sewing a hem, broke the tense silence. "News has arrived from the front, Augusta. General Andronikos has withdrawn his troops to Iconium. He has surrendered two fortresses without a fight."

Leontios felt a pang of professional fury. "That coward!" he exclaimed, forgetting his place for a second. "Andronikos can't tell a spear from a stake! If he surrenders Iconium, the Turks will have free passage to the fertile valleys!"

Eudokia turned, now holding a jar of oil in her hand. "Andronikos is mediocre, yes. But he is loyal."

"He's useless," insisted Leontios.

"He's loyal because he's afraid," corrected Eudokia, approaching Leontios and forcing him to rub the oil on her bare shoulders. His large, calloused hands touched the Empress's soft skin, a contact that should have been erotic but felt servile. Andronikos knows what happened to you, my lion. He knows that the great Leontios now dresses and bathes me. And every time he thinks of betraying me, he looks at his crotch and trembles. You are my best weapon, even without leaving this room. Your castration keeps the entire general staff loyal.

Corridors of the Great Palace. Noon.

The procession to the imperial gardens was a spectacle of color and power. The Empress walked at the front, followed by her entourage of ladies, eunuchs, and guards.

And among the ladies, one discordant figure stood out. Leontios.

He had been dressed for the occasion. He wore no armor, no military cape. He wore a pale lavender silk dalmatic, a flowing garment that contrasted ridiculously with his thick neck, his closely shaven beard that was beginning to disappear, and his muscular arms covered with scars from old battles. On his wrists, he wore gold bracelets that jingled as he walked.

He looked like a bear forced into a ballerina's dress.

As she passed, the courtiers stepped aside, bowing to the Empress, but their eyes were fixed on Leontios. The whispers were like the buzzing of a thousand wasps.

"Is that him? They say Eudokia kept him as a pet. What a waste of a man... look how he walks, with his head down. They say he's softer than a virgin under those silks now."

Leontios stared at the mosaic floor, feeling the heat rise up his neck. Every glance was a needle. Every stifled laugh, a stab.

Suddenly, a man stepped in the way of the procession. He was a young nobleman, dressed in opulence, with the arrogance of one who has never bled in battle. Theophilus, nephew of the new general Andronikos.

"Hail, Augusta!" said Theophilus with an exaggerated bow, and then his eyes drifted to Leontios with a malicious smile. "And hail to you too... 'General.'"

Leontios did not respond. He tried to walk around him, but Theophilus reached out and caressed his left bicep, squeezing the muscle through the lavender silk. The touch was intimate, possessive, and deeply disrespectful.

"What arms..." purred the nobleman, seeking laughter from the courtiers nearby. "What a pity they no longer lift swords. But they must be excellent for massaging the Augusta's feet, right? Or perhaps for other things..."

Something broke inside Leontios. The accumulated humiliation, the oil, the nakedness of the morning, the whispers... it all exploded. His warrior instinct took control before his brain could stop him. His right hand shot out like a cobra. He grabbed Theophilus's wrist and twisted it with a brutal combat technique. There was a sharp crack.

"Ahhh!" cried the nobleman, falling to his knees.

Leontios stared at him with murderous eyes, ready to break his arm. "Don't touch me!" he roared.

SMACK!

Leontios' world spun. Eudokia had slapped him across the face with the back of her hand, laden with heavy rings. The blow split his lip.

"Down!" shouted the Empress. Her voice was not that of a lover, but of a mistress reprimanding a rabid dog. "How dare you touch a guest? Have you forgotten who you are?"

Leontios released the nobleman, breathing heavily, a trickle of blood running down his chin. "He insulted me..." he gasped.

"Things do not insult, Leontios," said Eudokia, cold as ice, before the entire silent hall. "And things do not attack. You are a possession of the Gynaeceum. You have acted with a masculine violence that you no longer have the right to possess."

She turned to her guards. "Take him to the harem. Prepare the Hall of Cushions. And bring the ivory case. If he doesn't know how to behave like a lady of my entourage, he will have to be taught how to treat women.

The Harem. Hall of Cushions.

The air was heavy with the scent of myrrh and sandalwood incense. The circular room was full. All the concubines, slaves, and maids formed a circle of curious eyes.

In the center, a pile of red velvet cushions lay empty.

Eudokia entered the circle. The silence was absolute. In her hand she carried an object that made Leontios close his eyes in terror. A phallus carved from polished ivory. It was an ancient piece of craftsmanship, pristine white, cold and hard. It was attached to a hardwood handle covered in leather for a better grip.

She stopped in front of Leontios. He stood, trembling slightly beneath his lavender tunic, feeling the weight of everyone's gaze.

"You tried to act violently out there, Leontios," Eudokia said calmly, tapping the ivory gently against her own hand. "You forgot that your strength no longer belongs to you. I have to remind you, in front of all of them, what your true nature is now."

She pointed at the cushions with the instrument. "Undress. And position yourself."

Leontios froze. He looked at the guards at the door. They were far away. No one was holding him. No one was pushing him. It was just him and his mistress's command. His instincts screamed at him to run, to fight. But he knew that any resistance would bring worse punishment for him and, perhaps, for his former lieutenants. He was trapped in an invisible cage.

"Don't make me repeat myself," she warned softly.

With clumsy fingers and his face burning with shame that scorched his skin, Leontios untied his belt. The silk tunic fell to the floor, leaving him naked, exposed, with only the gold collar gleaming around his throat.

There was a collective murmur among the women. Muffled laughter, comments about his exposed body. Leontios closed his eyes for a second, swallowing his pride, and took the final step into the abyss.

He approached the cushions. Slowly, like a man walking to the scaffold, he knelt down. Then he lowered his torso and raised his hips, adopting the posture required of submissive concubines. He did it himself. His own muscles placed him in the position of his defeat.

Eudokia stood behind him. "Very good," she said, and her approval hurt more than a lash. "Look how docile you've become. Your body already knows how to obey before I even touch it."

Zoe approached with the scented oil. Eudokia slowly rubbed it into the ivory. "Empress..." Leontios pleaded in a hoarse whisper, without moving. "Please... no..."

"Silence," she ordered. "You will accept this. You will receive me."

Without further warning, she pressed the tip of the ivory against him. Leontios stifled a cry into the cushions, tensing his back but making no attempt to flee. He lay there, motionless, accepting the slow, cold invasion that filled him, claiming a space that had never been touched.

"Relax," Eudokia instructed, pushing firmly. "Don't fight the inevitable."

As the instrument advanced, the feeling of fullness became overwhelming. And then, his body betrayed him. The ivory, smooth and lubricated, rubbed against his insides with precision. Leontios gasped. A wave of electricity ran down his spine. His body, deprived of contact and altered by castration, reacted to the stimulus with an involuntary jolt.

"Can you feel it?" Eudokia asked the audience, beginning to move the instrument rhythmically. "He thinks he's a soldier, but his insides welcome me."

Leontios clenched his fists against the carpet. He hated the pleasure that was beginning to mingle with the pain. He hated that his pelvis wanted to move subtly to her rhythm.

"No...!" he moaned, shaking his head, crying out in sheer frustration.

"Yes," whispered Eudokia, leaning over his back, speaking into his ear as she increased her speed. "Your will says no, but your flesh says yes. You are mine, Leontios. You are my possession. Accept your role."

The women's laughter mingled with his own gasps. He was being possessed. He was being used in front of the court that once feared him. And worst of all, most terrifying, a dark, animal part of his brain was surrendering, giving in to the Empress's overwhelming force, finding sick relief in ceasing to fight and simply receiving.

With one final, deep thrust, Eudokia hit the exact spot. Leontios arched his back, unable to hold back any longer. His body exploded in an intense spasm, a dry, devastating orgasm born not of desire, but of his mistress's expert manipulation. He fell back onto the cushions, panting, destroyed not by the force of others, but by the obedience of his own flesh.

Eudokia withdrew the ivory and looked down at him with cold satisfaction. "Now you understand," she said, cleaning the instrument. "You are no longer a man. You are what I decide you to be."

As the women whispered excitedly about the scene, Leontios remained motionless, realizing with horror that by obeying and feeling, he had surrendered the last remnants of his soul.

The Empress wiped her hands on a cloth offered to her by Zoe. She looked at the trembling lump on the floor with contempt and possessiveness.

"Clean him up," she ordered the slaves. "And put his pink tunic on him. Tomorrow he must serve me breakfast."

As the women dispersed, laughing and discussing the details of the scene, Leontios remained there, curled up in a fetal position, realizing with utter horror that the General had died that afternoon. All that remained was Eudokia's pet.


CHAPTER 5

The Ghost General




Gardens of the Gynaeceum. Two Weeks Later.

Autumn had arrived in Constantinople. The leaves of the oriental plane trees were beginning to turn golden and fall onto the marble paths, crunching under the sandals of the maids.

Leontios sat on a stone bench, staring at a fountain where three goldfish swam in endless circles. He hadn't moved in two hours.

He wore a simple cream-colored linen tunic, tied with a silk cord. The gold collar was still around his neck, glinting in the pale sun, but he no longer tried to remove it. He no longer tugged at it.

Since the "ivory afternoon," something inside him had died. The volcanic fury that characterized him had cooled, giving way to heavy, gray ash. He ate when they put food in front of him. He bathed when they ordered him to. He slept without dreams.

"You're becoming boring, Strategos," said Narses' high-pitched voice.

The chief eunuch sat down beside him, eating dried figs from a bag. Leontios did not turn his head. He continued to stare at the fish.

"Are you listening to me?" insisted Narses, snapping his fingers in front of Leontios' face. You used to roar. You used to break things. Now you look like one of those monks who have taken a vow of silence. The Augusta doesn't like broken toys. If you stop being fun, she'll send you to the copper mines of Cyprus. And believe me, there are no silk sheets there.

"Leave me alone, Narses," Leontios muttered. His voice sounded rusty, unused.

"Ah, he still speaks." Narses smiled. "You should be grateful. You have food, shelter, and the attention of the most powerful woman in the world. Many men would kill to be at her feet."

"I'd rather be dead," Leontios said with a calmness that was more frightening than his earlier screams.

"Death is easy," replied Narses, becoming serious for a moment. "The hard part is surviving as something else."

A commotion at the garden entrance interrupted their conversation. Imperial guards—not the eunuchs of the harem, but real soldiers in full armor—came running in. The sound of their military boots on the marble made Leontios's heart skip a beat with nostalgia.

One of the officers approached them, ignoring Leontios and addressing Narses. "The Empress demands... the child. Immediately. In the Map Room."

Narses raised an eyebrow. "The Map Room? Not the bedroom?"

"It's urgent. Messengers have arrived from Iconium. The front has been broken."

Leontios raised his head for the first time. His dark eyes, previously empty, flashed with a sudden spark. Iconium. The gateway to the central plains. If Iconium fell, the Turks could cut off the grain supply to the entire Empire.

He stood up before Narses could order him to. "Let's go," said Leontios.

The Map Room.

The atmosphere in the strategic library was thick, heavy with the smell of stale sweat, melted wax, and fear.

Eudokia stood in front of a huge table where a detailed map of Anatolia was spread out. She was not wearing her flowing dresses of seduction; she was dressed in a dark tunic, buttoned up to her neck, and her face was tense with anger.

Around her, three men were arguing loudly. One of them was Andronikos, the new general. A tall man with an attractive face but a weak jaw, he wore ceremonial armor that was too clean, without a single scratch.

"It's impossible to defend the city, Augusta!" Andronikos shouted, waving his hands over the map. "Alp Arslan has brought siege engines! My men are demoralized! I need to retreat to the coast."

"If you retreat to the coast," said Eudokia in an icy voice, "you will be handing them the Empire's granary. We will starve in winter."

"I prefer starvation to slaughter!" Andronikos replied.

The door opened and Leontios entered, followed by Narses. Silence fell over the room. The contrast was stark. Three men in armor and swords, and one man in a linen tunic and slave collar. Andronikos looked at Leontios with a mixture of contempt and nervousness. He knew the man he had been. And he saw what he had become.

"Why did you bring this one?" Andronikos asked, pointing at Leontios with disgust. "We are discussing matters of war, not the bedroom."

Eudokia ignored the general. She fixed her blue eyes on Leontios. "Come closer."

Leontios walked over to the table. He felt strange surrounded by maps and military symbols while wearing women's clothing, but the urgency of the situation numbed his embarrassment. He looked at the map. His brain, trained for twenty years on the frontier, processed the information in seconds. The red markers indicated the Turkish positions. The blue ones, the Byzantine ones. It was a disaster. Andronikos had scattered the cavalry across mountainous terrain and left the heavy infantry exposed in the valley.

"Tell me what you see," Eudokia ordered.

Leontios swallowed hard. He looked at Andronikos, then at Eudokia. "I see carnage," he said hoarsely. "If the Turks attack your left flank at dawn, they will push your lines back to the river. Without bridges, the infantry will drown or be slaughtered."

Andronikos flushed red. "What do you know, eunuch! You haven't set foot on the battlefield in months!"

"I don't need to set foot on it to smell your incompetence," replied Leontios, and for a moment, his voice regained the commanding tone of the Strategos. "You have placed the cataphracts in the forest. Horses cannot charge through trees. You are using them as foot infantry. It is suicide."

Eudokia raised a hand, silencing Andronikos' retort. "Go on," she said to Leontios. "How do you fix it?"

Leontios stared hungrily at the map. It was all he had left. He had no sex, no honor, no name. But he had this. War was mathematics and blood, and he was a master of both.

"Don't retreat," said Leontios, pointing to a spot on the map with his index finger. "That's what Alp Arslan expects. He wants you to run to the coast so he can hunt you down in the gorges."

"Then what?" asked Eudokia, fascinated by the transformation. The broken man from the harem was gone; before her stood a general without a sword.

"Attack," said Leontios. "But not with everything. Send a small force to the center to make it look like you're retreating. Bait. When the Turks take the bait and advance, move the cavalry you have uselessly in the forest and have them surround the hill of St. Theodore. Hit them from the rear as they cross the ford."

Andronikos snorted. "That's risky. If it fails, we lose the entire army."

"If you don't do it, you'll lose the Empire," Leontios said without looking at him. He looked up at Eudokia. "It's the only way. Alp Arslan is aggressive. His pride is his weakness. He'll think you're running away and let his guard down."

There was a long silence. Eudokia studied the map, visualizing the maneuver. Then she looked at Andronikos. "Do it."

"But Augusta..." protested the general. "Are you going to trust the word of a...?"

"I'm going to trust the only clear mind in this room," Eudokia cut him off. "Write the orders. Now."

Andronikos, humiliated and furious, took out a scroll. "No," said Eudokia. "You don't know the details. Let him write them."

She pointed to Leontios. "Sit there. Write the movement orders for each century. Coordinates, times, signals. Everything."

Leontios felt a twinge of pain. He was going to save his men. He was going to lead the army again. But he couldn't sign it.

He sat down on a low stool. He dipped his pen in black ink. His hand, which had trembled with the wine jug, was now steady as a rock. He began to write. To the Fifth Legion: Hold position until the third hour... To the Shield Cavalry: Absolute silence. Surround the hill...

He wrote for an hour. The world disappeared. Only he and strategy existed. He felt alive. He felt useful. When he finished, he put down his pen. The parchment was filled with precise, sharp military calligraphy.

Eudokia took the parchment. She skimmed it, nodding. Then she handed it to Andronikos.

"Sign it," she ordered the general.

Leontios closed his eyes. There was the blow.

"Me?" Andronikos asked, confused and relieved at the same time.

"Of course," Eudokia said with a cynical smile. "A eunuch cannot command imperial armies. The soldiers would not obey a 'pet.' These orders must bear the seal of General Andronikos. The glory will be yours, Andronikos. The statues, the parades, the gratitude of the people... it will all be yours."

Andronikos smiled, a vain and repulsive smile. He took the pen and signed with a pompous scribble at the bottom of Leontios' strategy. "It will be an honor to save the Empire, Augusta.

"Get out," she said. "And win this battle. If you fail with this plan, your head will adorn the walls before sunset."

Andronikos ran out with the scrolls, carrying Leontios' genius under his arm as if it were his own.

The door closed. Leontios remained seated on the stool, his hands stained with ink, staring at his knees. He had saved thousands. And no one would ever know. He was a ghost.

He felt a hand on his head. Eudokia was beside him. She didn't hit him. She didn't humiliate him. She stroked his hair gently, with an almost maternal, possessive gesture.

"Well done," she whispered.

Leontios did not pull away. He was too tired. And, much to his regret, the contact comforted him. "He'll take the credit," Leontios said bitterly.

"Let him have the applause and the coins," said Eudokia, lowering her hand to caress the back of the former general's neck, just above the gold collar. "You have something more important. You are useful. Today you have proven that you are worth more alive than dead."

She leaned over and whispered in his ear. "As long as you win my wars from the shadows, Leontios, I will give you peace. No one will touch you unless I order it. You will have books, you will have calm. You just have to be my brain when I ask you to be. And my toy when I need you to be.

Leontios looked up. He saw a dark pact in her eyes. He could live like this. Being the secret behind the throne. It was a half-life, a life in the shadows, but it was a life.

"Will you save my men?" he asked.

"Your men will live thanks to you," Eudokia affirmed. "And they will shout the name of Andronikos. But you and I... we will know the truth. Is that enough for you, my ghost lion?"

Leontios bowed his head, accepting the caress, accepting the collar, accepting his fate. "It is enough, Augusta."

Eudokia smiled, satisfied. She had tamed his body, and now she had bought his mind. "Go back to the gynaeceum. Tell Narses to give you a hot dinner and wine. You've earned it today."

Leontios rose and left the room, walking a little straighter than when he had entered. He was still a slave, he was still a eunuch, but in the silence of his mind, he knew he had just won a battle against the Sultan. And that, for now, was enough to keep him from wanting to die.


CHAPTER 6

The Toy of War




The Empress's Private Chambers. Spring 1071.

The morning sun streamed in through the balcony, illuminating the golden dust floating in the air. The room smelled of jasmine and the warmth of rested bodies.

Eudokia lay face down on her bed, completely naked. The silk sheets were pulled up to her waist, exposing the soft curve of her back and shoulders.

"Harder on my shoulder blades, Leontios," she murmured, her voice thick with recent sleep. "You have the hands of a general, use them."

Leontios knelt beside her, dressed in a short white linen tunic that revealed his legs, now shaved and rubbed with oil to keep them smooth. His hands, glistening with nard ointment, worked on the Empress's skin.

Months ago, touching her like this would have provoked guilty desire or furious revulsion. Now, it was simply a job. It was his role. His thumbs pressed into the knots of tension in her back with expert technique.

"That's it," sighed Eudokia. "You're much better than the Egyptian masseuses. They're afraid of hurting me. You know exactly how much pressure to apply before it hurts."

She turned lazily, lying on her back. She made no attempt to cover her breasts. Leontios looked away for a second, an old reflex, but she clicked her tongue.

"Look at me when I'm talking to you."

Leontios obeyed, looking down at her naked body as he continued to massage her arms. "Yes, Augusta."

"I have an audience with the Venetian ambassadors today," she said, stretching out an arm for him to work on. "I need to decide what to wear. What do you think of the crimson dalmatic with pearl embroidery?

Leontios paused for a moment. The question was absurd. He knew about chain mail, hardened leather, the strength of steel. "I... I couldn't say, my lady."

"Try," she ordered, amused. "Do you think crimson is too aggressive? Or should I wear Byzantine blue to look more... divine?"

Leontios swallowed hard. He felt the humiliation burning his ears. He was discussing fashion while his former comrades were sharpening swords at the border. "Blue..." he murmured, forcing the words out. "Blue highlights your eyes, my lady. And it gives you an air of... serenity that will intimidate the merchants."

Eudokia smiled, satisfied, and caressed his cheek with the back of her hand. "See how easy it is. You have good taste, my lion. Perhaps you should take charge of my wardrobe from now on.

She sat on the edge of the bed and pointed to a wicker basket on the floor. "Now, help me with this while they bring me breakfast."

Leontios sat down on a cushion at the feet of the naked Empress. From the basket he took out a skein of golden silk thread. He spread his hands, separating his wrists, and let Eudokia place the skein on them.

It was a picture of utter domesticity. The great Strategos of the East, the man who had made the Seljuks tremble, was now sitting like a grandmother, holding the thread so that his mistress could wind it into a ball. Eudokia began to wind the thread into a ball, her rhythmic movements causing her breasts to sway gently. She hummed a song.

Leontios watched the golden thread spin. He felt mesmerized and empty. "Am I a good servant, Augusta?" he asked suddenly, in a small voice he did not recognize as his own.

Eudokia stopped the thread. She looked at him with a mixture of pity and possessive pride. "You're the best, Leontios. You're perfect."

BAM!

The double doors to the room flew open, slamming against the wall. The crash shattered the bubble of perfumed peace.

Leontios jumped, dropping the thread on the floor, and instinctively cowered, seeking the shadows. Standing in the doorway was the Emperor. Romanos IV Diogenes.

He was wearing his campaign armor, covered in dust from the road. His red cape was stained with mud. He filled the room with a masculine, loud, violent energy that clashed brutally with the atmosphere of the gynaeceum.

"Eudokia!" Romanos bellowed, entering with a firm step. "The preparations are ready! We're leaving in three days!"

Eudokia did not cover herself. She rose slowly, with the dignity of a goddess, ignoring her own nakedness in front of her husband. "You could announce your arrival, Romanos. You nearly scared my ladies to death."

Romanos laughed, a loud, harsh laugh. "Ladies?" He looked around and his eyes stopped on the figure cowering in the corner, dressed in a short tunic. "Who is this new acquisition? She has some... sturdy legs."

Leontios felt the ground opening up beneath him. He wanted to disappear. He wanted to die right there before his "brother" recognized him. He lowered his head to his chest, hiding his face.

Eudokia smiled maliciously. "Take a good look, my husband. She is not a lady. She is an old friend."

Romanos frowned. He strode closer. The smell of sweaty leather and metal hit Leontios, a painful reminder of his former life. The Emperor grabbed Leontios by the chin and forced him to lift his face abruptly.

Romanos' eyes widened. The silence stretched, taut as a bowstring.

"Holy God..." Romanos whispered.

He released Leontios' face as if it were burning and took a step back. "Leontios."

"Your Majesty..." whispered the eunuch, his eyes filled with tears of shame.

Romanos looked him up and down. He saw the pale, oiled skin, the lack of a beard, the softness of the jaw, the effeminate tunic, the gold collar around his neck. And then the Emperor laughed. It was not a happy laugh. It was a cruel laugh, full of disgust and superiority.

"Look at yourself!" exclaimed Romanos, pointing at him. "The Lion of Anatolia! You look like a fat matron! Where are your muscles, man? Did they cut them off along with your balls?"

Leontios trembled. "I serve the Empress, sir."

"You serve... yes, I see how you serve." Romanos looked at Eudokia, who was watching the scene with amusement. "You have a twisted sense of humor, woman. You've turned him into a circus freak."

"He's useful," Eudokia said with a shrug, putting on a silk robe. "He gives me advice... on fashion. And he holds the thread for me."

The humiliation of that statement was worse than any blow. Romanos looked at the golden thread lying on the floor and then at Leontios' hands. A dark idea crossed the gaze of the Emperor. His jealousy was not for Leontios' love, but for the absolute power Eudokia had over him. Romanos wanted to break that. He wanted to prove that he was still the alpha male of the Empire.

"It's a shame you're staying here carding wool," Romanos said with a predatory smile. "Let's go to Manzikert, Eudokia. The final battle. Alp Arslan will be there."

"I know," she said. "Andronikos has my instructions."

"To hell with Andronikos. I will command the army," said Romanos. And then he pointed to Leontios. "And he will come with me."

Leontios looked up, terrified. "What? No... Your Majesty, I can't..."

"Why not?" asked Romanos, enjoying the panic in the eunuch's eyes. "Are you afraid of breaking a nail?"

"My men..." stammered Leontios. "They remember me as... they can't see me like this. It would be..."

"It would be perfect!" interrupted Romanos. "I want them to see you. I want every soldier to know what happens when you betray an Emperor. You are the living example, Leontios."

Eudokia intervened, annoyed. "He's my servant, Romanos. I need him here."

"And I am the Emperor!" shouted Romanos. "I'm taking him with me! Not as a general. Not as an advisor. He will come as my personal cupbearer. He will serve my wine in the command tent. He will clean my boots when I return from battle. And when we win, he will parade behind my horse along with the Sultan's booty and concubines."

Leontios fell to his knees. "Have mercy, Romanos... kill me here. Don't take me to the front. Don't let them see me."

Romanos bent down and gave him a humiliating pat on the cheek, like someone gently patting a silly dog. "Pack your bags, 'lady'. We leave in three days. And make sure you bring your prettiest silks. I want you to look beautiful for war."

The Emperor turned and left, leaving a trail of dust and cruelty behind him.

The Night of Departure.

The palace was in chaos with preparations for the march. In Leontios's chambers (a small room adjoining the Empress's), he was finishing packing his belongings into a cedar chest.

Eudokia entered. Leontios turned around. His eyes were red from crying.

"I couldn't stop him," she said, although her tone suggested that she hadn't tried very hard. For her, it was a power game between her and her husband.

"I'll be the laughing stock of the entire army," Leontios said in a dull voice. "The men I trained... the veterans... they'll laugh at me. Or worse, they'll pity me."

Eudokia approached him and handed him a small lacquered wooden box. "Open it."

Leontios opened it. Inside was not a dagger for suicide, as he had expected. There were glass jars of kohl for the eyes, rice powder for whitening the face, and perfumed oils scented with rose essence.

"What is this?" he asked, confused.

"If you are going, Leontios, you are not going as a sad victim. You are going as my creation," Eudokia said firmly. "Romanos wants to humiliate you by showing you as dirty and pathetic. Don't give him that satisfaction."

She took his chin and looked him straight in the eye. "Be impeccable. Put on your makeup. Wear the silks. Walk with your head held high, not as a man, but as the superior creature I have made you. Let their hatred turn to confusion. Let them desire you as much as they despise you."

"It's a war, ma'am..." he whispered.

"You no longer fight with swords. You fight with your image." Eudokia leaned down and kissed him on the lips. It was a cold, possessive kiss, a seal of ownership. "Survive, Leontios. If you die there, you die like a dog in the mud. But if you come back to me... if you bring back my collar... I promise I will give you the rest you so desire."

Leontios closed the makeup box. He looked at the woman who had destroyed him and rebuilt him. "I'll be back," he promised. "Even if I have to crawl."

"Good boy. Now go. The Emperor awaits his wine."

Leontios picked up the box of cosmetics, adjusted his silk tunic, and stepped out into the darkness, toward the war that would mark the end of the world he knew.


CHAPTER 7

Kohl and Steel




Imperial Camp, Manzikert Plain. Sunset.

The wind from the steppe blew strongly, shaking the canvas of the small tent. Inside, Leontios looked at himself in the bronze mirror. His face, once weathered by the sun, was now a pale canvas.

"Be impeccable," Eudokia had ordered.

With military discipline, he applied kohl to his eyes and rose oil to his neck. He put on the dark blue silk tunic. When he was finished, he did not see Leontios. He saw a beautiful and strange creature. An offering.

He went out to the camp. The soldiers stared at him. There were whistles and laughter, but he walked with his head held high. I am a shadow, he repeated to himself. I do not exist. I am only Eudokia's will.

The Imperial Command Tent.

Romanos IV presided over the table, drunk with wine and arrogance. Leontios served silently, moving like a silk specter among iron armor.

"We will attack at dawn," said Romanos. "A massive frontal assault."

Leontios, filling General Theodore's cup, froze. He knew the terrain. "Your Majesty... it's a trap," he whispered.

Romanos turned his head. "What did you say?"

"The flanks..." Leontios continued, clutching the jug. "The Sultan has left the center weak as bait. If you charge head-on, the cavalry will be trapped. You must wait..."

"Silence!" Romanos roared.

The Emperor stood up and snatched the jug from him, pushing him away. Wine stained the blue silk.

"Do you think that because I dress you as a woman you know about war?" said Romanos with cutting coldness. "Look at yourself. You are no longer a general, Leontios. You are an ornament. A harem curiosity. Your mouth no longer has the authority to speak of tactics; your mouth exists only for silence, for obedience, and for pleasing. Return to your corner!"

Leontios lowered his head, burning with shame but maintaining his dignity, while some generals laughed under their breath.

Suddenly, the door opened. The wind blew in, and with it, Eudokia. Dressed in leather armor and a traveling cloak, she commanded immediate silence.

"Eudokia?" asked Romanos. "What are you doing here?"

"Making sure you don't lose my Empire," she said, sitting down at the table and taking natural command of the room. "If you bring your toys," she gestured at Leontios, "I come to supervise my investment."

As dinner continued under the tension of her presence, Eudokia observed. She saw General Theodore. She saw how he wasn't looking at the map, but at Leontios' hips. She saw the hunger in his eyes. And she smiled, forming a plan.

Later. Leontios's Tent.

Leontios was cleaning the wine stain when Eudokia entered. He knelt instantly. "My lady... Romanos will lead us to our deaths."

Eudokia stroked his hair. "I know. That's why I need to secure loyalties tonight.

"What must I do?" he asked.

"General Theodore," she said softly. "He commands the right flank. He is a simple, brutish man, and he desires you. I have seen it in his eyes."

Leontios felt a chill. "My lady..."

"I need Theodore to be loyal to me tomorrow, not to Romanos. I need to buy his allegiance. And you are the currency."

"No..." whispered Leontios. "Please... I am yours."

"That is why I ask you," said Eudokia, looking him in the eyes, not with menace, but with an intensity that appealed to his broken honor. "Do not do it for pleasure. Do it for the Empire. Do it to save the lives of the soldiers who will die if Theodore follows Romanos' suicidal orders."

Leontios hesitated. She was placing the weight of thousands of lives on his obedience.

"Be loyal to your Empress, Leontios," she whispered, leaning close to his ear. "Sacrifice yourself once more. I am not asking you to draw a sword, I am asking you to give your body. Are you able to serve me to that extent?"

Leontios closed his eyes. His resistance crumbled before his sense of duty. If this saved the right flank... it made sense. It was an act of war. "I will do it, Augusta. For you. And for them."

"Good boy. Go."

General Theodore's Tent.

Leontios entered. Theodore, sitting on his cot, smiled when he saw him. He knew it was a gift. "Close the entrance."

Leontios obeyed. He approached the cot and, with fluid movements, removed his tunic. There was no fear in his eyes, only cold determination. The general grabbed him with eager, strong, rough hands.

Leontios let himself be laid down on the furs. When he felt the man's weight on top of him and the invasion of his body, he expected to feel disgust. He expected to feel pain. But then something unexpected happened.

As Theodore took him roughly, growling against his neck, Leontios closed his eyes and visualized Eudokia. This is for her, he thought. I am serving her. That thought transformed the humiliation into an offering.

His body, treacherous and alive, reacted to the general's virile and dominant touch. He felt the friction, the heat, the fullness. A moan escaped his lips, not from pain, but from a strange and dark satisfaction.

He was being used, yes. But in allowing himself to be used, he felt he was fulfilling his purpose. He was no longer General Leontios who had to lead; he was Eudokia's property, and there was an intoxicating relief in that absolute surrender. Feeling pleasure in this act was the final proof that his will no longer belonged to him, but to his mistress.

His hips moved instinctively, matching the general's rhythm, seeking that forbidden pleasure that confirmed his new nature.

When Theodore reached climax, Leontios exhaled deeply, feeling empty but strangely at peace. He had fulfilled his mission. He had been the perfect tool.

He got up, dressed calmly, and left the tent.

Eudokia was waiting for him outside, shrouded in shadows. Leontios stopped in front of her. He did not lower his head in shame as he had done before. He looked her in the eyes, her kohl slightly smudged. "It is done, my lady," he said in a firm voice.

Eudokia saw something new in him. It was no longer just resignation. It was belonging. "Did it hurt?" she asked, testing him.

Leontios hesitated for a second. "I have served my Empress," he replied. "And in doing so... I have found my place."

Eudokia smiled, satisfied. She had broken him and rebuilt him completely. "Go rest."

She waited for him to leave and then entered the general's tent. Theodore was dazed, happy. When he saw her, he was startled. "Augusta!"

Eudokia looked at him with absolute power. "You have enjoyed my property, Theodore. You have taken something that is mine. Now you are my accomplice. Tomorrow, in battle, you will remember who gave you this pleasure. You will not obey Romanos. You will obey me."

Theodore, still smelling Leontios on his skin, nodded, conquered. "I am yours, Augusta."


CHAPTER 8

The Decline of the Empire




Manzikert Plain. Dawn on August 26, 1071.

The sun rose red over the steppes, like a premonition of blood. The dust kicked up by tens of thousands of horses and men created a suffocating haze that covered the horizon.

Leontios stood by the imperial baggage tent at the rear. He wore no chain mail. He wore no helmet. The morning wind ruffled his blue silk tunic, now wrinkled after a sleepless night. His face, still bearing traces of black kohl around his eyes, was pale as wax.

He felt naked. Around him, squires ran, horses whinnied, and priests blessed the ranks. It was the sound of war, the music that had guided his entire life. But today, he was not part of the orchestra. He was a useless ornament left behind.

"Advance!" sounded the imperial trumpets.

From his elevated position, Leontios watched as the enormous Byzantine army began to move. A tide of steel and golden banners. In the center, under the great labarum of Christ, rode Romanos IV, seeking the glory that would immortalize him.

Leontios bit his index knuckle, observing the formation. "They're too spread out..." he whispered to himself, with the keen eye of a strategist. "The gaps between the divisions are too large. If the Turks get in there..."

The initial clash was brutal. A clang of metal against metal shook the ground beneath Leontios' fine leather sandals. At first, it seemed that Romanos was right. The heavy charge of the Byzantines pushed the Turks back. The enemy center gave way.

"They're fleeing!" shouted a court eunuch who was hiding with Leontios behind a cart. "The Emperor is winning!"

Leontios shook his head, terror freezing his blood. "They're not fleeing. They're inviting us in."

It was the crescent tactic. Alp Arslan was pulling back the center to lure the Byzantines into the trap, while the Turkish wings closed like the jaws of a wolf.

"Stop!" Leontios wanted to shout, though no one could hear him at that distance. "Stop, you damned fools!"

And then the trap closed. From the hillsides, thousands of Seljuk mounted archers appeared like ghosts rising from the dust. A black rain of arrows darkened the sun. The Byzantine advance came to a sudden halt. Horses fell, men screamed. Order turned to chaos.

Romanos, realizing his mistake too late, ordered the imperial banner to be turned. It was the signal for the rear guard (Andronikos) and the flanks (Theodore) to come to the rescue and cover the retreat.

Leontios looked to the right flank. There was General Theodore. His battalions were intact. He could charge. He could save the Emperor.

But Theodore did not move. Leontios remembered the night before. He remembered the weight of the general on his body, and the figure of Eudokia waiting outside. You will remember who gave you pleasure tonight, she had said. You will not obey Romanos.

And Theodore obeyed his true mistress. Before Leontios' horrified gaze, Theodore's banner turned. Not toward the battle, but toward the road back to Constantinople. "Treason!" The cry choked in Leontios' throat. "Theodore is abandoning us!"

And behind him, Andronikos, in the rear, did the same. "The Emperor has fallen," Andronikos lied to his men. "Save yourselves!"

The betrayal was a death sentence. The army, seeing their generals flee, panicked completely. Leontios watched as the majestic war machine of Byzantium fell apart. Soldiers threw down their weapons to run faster. The Turks charged, cutting off the retreat, slaughtering at will.

It was no longer a battle. It was a hunt.

"They're coming this way!" cried the court eunuch, running toward the spare horses.

Leontios stood still for a second, paralyzed by the magnitude of the disaster. He had seen the power of Rome fall in a single afternoon. An arrow whistled past his head and stuck into the wood of the cart. His primitive, animal instinct for survival awoke.

"Run," he commanded himself.

Leontios gathered up the skirts of his silk tunic and ran. It was the ultimate humiliation. He was not running toward the enemy with a sword. He was running away from them, tripping over his women's clothes, gasping for breath, feeling pathetic and helpless.

Chaos enveloped him. Men on horseback rode past him, trampling those on foot. Shouts of "Allah is great!" mingled with pleas for mercy in Greek.

Leontios tried to reach the imperial tent, seeking absurd refuge. But when he reached the central clearing, he stopped.

Romanos IV was there. The Emperor had been knocked from his horse. He was alone, surrounded by a circle of Turkish warriors. His sword was broken. His golden armor was dented and stained with mud and blood. He fought like a cornered lion, slashing at the air, shouting curses.

"I am the Emperor!" Romanos roared.

A Turkish war hammer struck him on the helmet. Romanos fell to his knees, stunned. Four soldiers threw themselves on top of him, pinning him to the muddy ground.

Leontios, hidden behind a pile of supply boxes, watched his friend, his king, his executioner fall. A sob escaped his lips.

"What do we have here?"

The voice sounded behind him. Guttural. Foreign. Leontios turned, his heart pounding in his throat. A Turkish horseman looked down at him from atop his horse. The man's face was smeared with soot, and he held a curved scimitar dripping with fresh blood.

The Turk frowned, confused. He looked at Leontios' painted eyes. The gold collar. The blue silk stained with dust.

"A woman?" the Turk asked in broken Greek, smiling with yellow teeth. "Does the Emperor bring whores to the battlefield?"

Leontios backed away, raising his hands. He had no weapons. His hands, which once broke necks, now trembled, soft and oiled. "No..." he whispered. "I am..."

The horseman leaned down and grabbed him by the collar of his tunic, lifting him off the ground as if he were a rag doll. "Look what I found!" he shouted to his companions. "A Byzantine jewel!"

Leontios kicked uselessly, hanging in the air. The silk tore. Other soldiers approached, laughing, surrounding him. "He's too tall to be a woman," said one, coming closer and touching his flat chest. "But he smells like one."

"He's a eunuch," said another, spitting on the ground. "The Greeks mutilate their men to serve in bed."

"Bah, he'll do just fine," said the first, throwing Leontios to the ground at the foot of his horse. "Tie him up. The Sultan will want to see all the spoils."

Leontios fell into the mud. The impact knocked the wind out of him. He felt a heavy boot on his back, crushing him against the damp earth mixed with the blood of his compatriots. Rough hands tied his wrists behind his back with a coarse rope that burned his pampered skin.

From the ground, his face pressed against the mud, Leontios turned his head. A few meters away, he saw Romanos IV being dragged away, bleeding and defeated. Their eyes met for an instant. There was no longer any arrogance in the Emperor's eyes. Only absolute terror. And in Leontios's eyes, beneath the makeup smeared by tears and sweat, there was only the resignation of a slave who knows that he has simply changed owners.

"Move!" shouted the guard, pulling on the rope that tied Leontios as if he were cattle.

Leontios struggled to his feet. His blue tunic was torn, his knees bleeding. He walked. He walked among the corpses of the men he should have commanded. He walked toward captivity, toward the Sultan, leaving behind forever the ruins of the Empire he could not save.


CHAPTER 9

The Silk Booty




Seljuk Camp. The Day After the Battle.

The dust of defeat had a metallic taste on his tongue. Leontios walked with dragging feet, stumbling over the stones on the road. He wore no chains on his wrists; his captors did not consider them necessary. Why chain a creature who could barely stand with his torn silk tunic and bleeding knees?

Around him, the remnants of the Byzantine army formed an endless column of misery. Wounded men, weeping nobles, imperial banners trampled in the mud. But Leontios was the center of attention. Even the Turkish guards, fierce warriors of the steppes, pointed and laughed, shouting guttural jokes as they pointed at his black-painted eyes and the gold glinting on his neck in the midday sun.

In front of him, his hands tied behind his back and his armor dented, walked Romanos IV. The Emperor had fought, yes, but now he was just a broken man, covered in dried blood and shame.

They reached the center of the enemy camp. A city of black felt tents and bonfires. They were led before the Sultan's great tent.

Alp Arslan, the "Brave Lion," sat on a simple divan, surrounded by his commanders. There was no excessive luxury, only the quiet authority of one who had won the war. When the guards pushed Romanos to his knees, the Sultan rose.

History was written at that moment. Alp Arslan placed his leather boot on the neck of the Roman Emperor, crushing his face against the carpet. A gesture of absolute domination.

"What would you do if I were the prisoner, Romanos?" asked the Sultan in perfect Greek.

"I would kill you," Romanos spat from the floor, his voice muffled by the boot. "Or I would parade you through the streets of Constantinople."

"I am more cruel," smiled the Sultan, removing his foot. "I will spare you. Because living with this defeat is worse than dying."

Romanos collapsed, sobbing with rage and helplessness. It was then that Alp Arslan's dark, sharp eyes turned to the figure behind the Emperor, guarded by two guards. The Sultan frowned.

"And this?" he asked, pointing indifferently at Leontios. "Does the Emperor bring his whores to war?"

A Turkish guard pushed Leontios forward. He fell to his knees instinctively, adopting the submissive posture that Eudokia had burned into his mind. The blue silk of his tunic spread across the red carpet.

Romanos, looking for one last chance to hurt someone so he wouldn't feel so small, raised his head and laughed with poisonous bitterness. "Take a good look, Sultan. Don't you recognize your old enemy?"

Alp Arslan leaned forward, narrowing his eyes. He observed the pale face beneath the smudged makeup, the structure of the cheekbones, the aquiline nose that seemed vaguely familiar. His expression changed from curiosity to disbelief, then to cruel amusement.

"By Allah..." whispered the Sultan. "Leontios?"

Leontios closed his eyes, wishing the earth would swallow him up. The recognition was worse than a lash. "Sultan..." he murmured in a broken voice.

"The Wolf of Anatolia?" Alp Arslan let out a genuine, booming laugh that echoed through the tent. "The man who chased my cavalry to the Euphrates two years ago? The 'invincible warrior' who swore to cut off my head in Iconium?"

The Sultan approached and, with a quick movement, grabbed Leontios by the chin, forcing him to raise his face. His rough warrior's fingers wiped some kohl from the eunuch's cheek, staining his thumb black.

"Look at yourself..." said Alp Arslan, shaking his head with a mixture of disgust and fascination. "You have become a woman."

"They have... changed me, sir," said Leontios, unable to hold his gaze.

"I see that you Greeks have strange customs," said the Sultan, letting him go and wiping his fingers on his own tunic. "Castrating your best generals to turn them into... this."

Alp Arslan walked around Leontios, inspecting him as one might examine a thoroughbred horse or a rare jewel. He touched the silk of his tunic, brushed the gold collar of Eudokia that encircled his throat.

"You are beautiful, I cannot deny it," admitted the Sultan with a mocking smile. "Your skin is softer than my Georgian wives. And you smell like roses in the middle of a slaughterhouse.

"Kill me, please," begged Leontios. He wanted to die like a soldier. He wanted the man who had been his worthy rival to give him an honorable end.

"Kill you?" Alp Arslan laughed again. "We don't kill women, Leontios. And you are no longer a warrior. A warrior has a sword, a beard, and honor. You have makeup, silk, and docile knees. It would be a waste to spill your blood."

The Sultan returned to his divan and looked at his chief eunuch, a fat, stern man waiting in the corner. "This one does not go to the prisoners' cages. He would not survive a night with the soldiers; they would tear him apart before dawn.

"What shall we do with him, my lord?" asked the eunuch.

Alp Arslan looked at Leontios with a spark of amused malice. He had decided on his punishment. Not death, but the complete confirmation of his downfall.

"He is spoils of war. And such beautiful spoils belong to the Sultan's personal treasury."

Leontios looked up, terrified. "Sir...?"

"Take her to my harem," Alp Arslan ordered, deliberately using the feminine gender in his language.

Leontios' world stopped. The noise of the camp disappeared. Only that sentence remained. "To the harem?"

"Yes," said the Sultan. "Let the maids wash her, remove that dust, and perfume her again. Teach her to serve tea and dance if necessary. Perhaps tonight I will want the famous General Leontios to fan me while I dine. Or perhaps I will give her to one of my emirs who appreciates exotic beauties.

"I am a man!" cried Leontios, in a last, pathetic attempt at dignity, trying to stand up.

A guard struck him on the back with the butt of his spear, knocking him back to the ground.

Alp Arslan looked at him with utter coldness. "You were a man when we faced each other on the battlefield, Leontios. I respected you then. But now you are property. And in my tent, beautiful property goes with women.

He made a final gesture with his hand, bored. "Get her out of my sight. And make sure she doesn't break a nail. She's valuable."

Two huge guards grabbed Leontios by the arms. He didn't fight back. His legs gave way, as they always did lately when faced with a superior order. They dragged him out of the command tent, away from Romanos and the men, taking him to the forbidden area of the camp, where silk curtains hid the concubines.

As they dragged him away, Leontios heard Romanos' laughter mixed with that of the Sultan for the last time. His two kings, the old and the new, the defeated and the victorious, laughing together at the fate of the warrior who ended up as a concubine.

And as he crossed the threshold of the Turkish harem, surrounded by sweet smells and curious female glances that welcomed him like a new sister, Leontios realized that his war was over forever. The sword was behind him; now his life would be silk, silence, and service.


CHAPTER 10

The Eternal Collar




The Sultan's Harem. One Month Later.

Time in the harem was not measured in hours, but in scents. In the morning, it smelled of musk and coffee. In the afternoon, rose water and honey sweets. At night, opium and warm bodies.

Leontios had stopped counting the days. He was reclining on a pile of crimson silk cushions in the center of the women's pavilion. He wore transparent gauze harem pants and a vest embroidered with silver thread that left his smooth, oiled torso exposed. His face was perfectly made up, his eyes outlined with a thick, exotic line.

"Be still, my Greek flower," said one of the concubines, a Persian girl named Shirin, as she painted his toenails with red henna.

Leontios did not withdraw his foot. He simply sighed and let them do it. At first, shame had burned in his gut. But the harem was a cage of soft gold. Here there were no swords, no shouting, no life-and-death decisions. There was only beauty, gossip, and service.

The women had adopted him not as a man, but as a strange and fascinating sister. They bathed him, combed his hair, played with him. They had stripped away the soldier layer by layer until only the docile creature remained.

"The Sultan is coming," announced a black eunuch from the entrance.

There was immediate commotion. The women lined up. Leontios instinctively took his place in the line, bowing his head and crossing his hands modestly over his stomach.

Alp Arslan entered, relaxed, without armor. He walked among his women, distributing distracted caresses. He stopped in front of Leontios. The "Wolf of Anatolia" no longer existed. Only this silken figure remained.

"You are especially beautiful today, Leontios," said the Sultan, smiling with affectionate mockery.

"Thank you, my lord," Leontios replied in a soft voice, without looking up.

"Come," ordered the Sultan, sitting on his low throne. "Fan me. It's hot, and I like the way you move your hands. You have the grace of someone who has never held a sword."

Leontios obeyed. He took the large peacock feather fan and stood beside the throne. He began to move the air with a steady, hypnotic rhythm. As he did so, he glanced sideways at the guards at the door. Armed men. Warriors. He felt no envy. He felt... relief. They had to watch, fight, die. He just had to be pretty and wave a feather. There was a narcotic peace in that nothingness.

Suddenly, a messenger rushed in, breaking the calm. "My lord. The ambassadors from Rome have arrived. They bring the gold for the Emperor's ransom."

Alp Arslan nodded. "Good. Take Romanos away. I'm tired of seeing him cry."

The messenger cleared his throat, uncomfortable. "There's... something else, sir. The treaty includes a specific clause. A personal request from Empress Eudokia."

"What does that woman want now?" asked the Sultan, taking a date.

"She is offering an additional ten thousand pieces of gold, sir. Not for territories. But for..." The messenger looked at Leontios, who was still fanning himself. "For him."

The fan stopped in midair. Leontios's heart skipped a painful beat. Alp Arslan looked at the messenger, then at Leontios, and laughed incredulously.

"Ten thousand gold pieces? For a gelded pet?" The Sultan laughed, shaking his head. "By Allah, that woman is either mad or the most possessive mistress in history."

He turned to Leontios. "Did you hear that, my Greek flower? Your mistress is calling for you. It seems she doesn't want you to stay with my women."

Leontios lowered his fan. His hands were shaking. "Eudokia...?"

"Take her away," Alp Arslan ordered, losing interest. "Gold is more useful to me than a concubine who cannot bear me children. Pack her up with the rest of the booty and return her to the Romans."

Bucolion Palace, Constantinople. Two Weeks Later.

The return journey had been a blur. Leontios did not see Romanos; they said that the Emperor had been blinded by his political rivals as soon as he crossed the border. The Empire was in chaos. But Leontios had been separated from the turmoil. He had been taken in a closed carriage, protected like a fragile treasure, straight to the private gates of the gynaeceum.

Now he was there. In the same room where it had all begun. The smell of incense was the same. The cushions were the same.

The door opened. Eudokia entered. She looked tired. She had lost political power; her stepson Michael would soon be crowned. The Empire was crumbling outside those walls. But inside that room, she was still the absolute Goddess.

Leontios stood, dirty from the journey, still wearing the Turkish clothes of the harem. When he saw her, his knees gave way. It was not a conscious decision. It was gravity. He collapsed to the floor, prostrating himself at her feet, kissing the hem of her dress.

"I have returned..." he sobbed. "I have returned, My Mistress."

Eudokia said nothing at first. She walked around him, observing him. "Get up," she said softly.

Leontios stood up, his head bowed. Eudokia reached out and touched the Turkish gauze fabric. "They have dressed you like a desert whore," she said with disdain, but also with a strange satisfaction. "Alp Arslan has finished the job I started. He has taken away the last of your male pride.

"Yes, my lady. I was his concubine. I fanned him. They painted my nails. I am nothing now."

Eudokia smiled. A warm, maternal, and terrible smile. "You're wrong, Leontios. Now you are everything."

She removed his Turkish veil. She unbuttoned his vest. She undressed him right there, calmly, erasing the Sultan's scent to claim her property. "There are wars outside," she said, as she took a damp sponge and began to wipe the dust from his face. "Romanos has fallen. Generals die. The people cry out. The world is pain, Leontios. The world is chaos.

Leontios closed his eyes, feeling the cool sponge on his skin. "I'm afraid, Eudokia. I don't know who I am."

"You are the only one who is safe," she whispered.

She put down the sponge and walked over to an ivory chest. From it she took the object. The solid gold collar. The same one he had worn to the front. The symbol of his slavery, but also of his belonging.

Leontios, seeing the shine of the gold, felt a wave of deep peace wash over him. His neck itched, craving the weight of the metal. He approached her. He knelt again, lifting his chin, offering his throat.

"The outside world has chewed you up and spat you out," said Eudokia, placing the collar around his neck. The metal was cold, solid, eternal. "But here, in my shadow, nothing will touch you. You will never have to fight again. You will not have to think. You will not have to decide."

Click.

The clasp of the collar clicked in the silence of the room. It was the sound of a door closing forever. And also the sound of home.

Eudokia caressed the metal and then raised her hand to caress his cheek. "Welcome home, my ghost general. Your war is over. Your service is eternal."

Leontios rested his cheek on his mistress's hand, closed his eyes, and, for the first time in years, smiled truly. An empty, serene, happy smile. He had lost his manhood, his honor, and his freedom. But in return, he had gained silence. And at that moment, he knew he would not trade his gold collar for any crown in the world.

"I am yours," whispered Leontios. "Only yours."

Eudokia sat on her throne of cushions and pointed to the floor beside her. "Sit down, Leontios. And tell me... how well do the Sultan's women dance?"

And there, at the feet of the woman who had destroyed him so she could love him in her own way, Leontios found peace.

THE END
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