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To Her Royal Highness...

Alexandria.

The city born of moonlight, baptized in seawater, where myths are woven into its sands...

In its neighborhoods, civilizations have melted together like gold in a forge... kingdoms have changed... languages succeeded one another... and nothing has changed but the hue of longing.

Bride of the ages; she gazes from the balconies of the wind, in her morning gown woven from the sea’s azure and threads of sunlight, telling the absent the tales of Alexander, the whispers of poets, and the silence of lovers who passed by, only to return in memory.

To an Alexandria not written in letters, but recited in the heart whenever the sea breathes.

The Author

Hany Elframawy

––––––––
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NOTICE

This work is inspired by the history of Aegyptus (Ancient Egypt) during one of its pivotal periods, specifically in the mid-third century CE, in the year 250 AD, when the city of Alexandria was a stage for military, intellectual, and doctrinal conflicts that shaped the contours of the subsequent world.

The characters—whether historical or imagined—and the historical events featured in this work are employed within a purely fictional literary vision; it makes no claim to historical accuracy or documentation, and the utmost care has been taken to maintain neutrality in presenting ideas and conflicts based on what is available in the annals of transmitted history, and without any offense intended towards any individual or esteemed institution.

The aim is to add a narrative dimension that reimagines and recreates the atmosphere of that era, and to encourage the reader to delve deeper into its study from reliable historical sources.

Whoever delves into their history, comprehends the dimensions of their future.
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Chapter One
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At the outskirts of the Rakotis district, several hours before sunset, the winter air rolled in from the sea in relentless waves, striking the thin, malnourished bodies of the neighborhood’s residents. They moved in small, cautious clusters, anxiety and fear cloaking their shoulders as they wound through narrow alleys. These lanes twisted unpredictably between houses pressed together—some of sunbaked clay, others carved from pale limestone—guiding the way toward the Serapeum square.

There, atop the hill, the temple of the god Serapis loomed like an emperor on his throne, flaunting a dominion long-established by the Ptolemies. It was a fusion of ancient faith, represented by Osiris and Apis, and the Greek pantheon, echoing Zeus and Hades.

The temple’s facade was shaded by towering red granite columns, crowned with ornate Corinthian capitals. On either side stood massive statues of Egypt’s old gods, their faces severe, some even cruel, and alongside them, Greek deities, serene and aloof. They seemed to have gathered that day to witness the followers of a forbidden faith committing an act that threatened to sever the throat of Roman paganism itself, an act that might erase its traces forever.

At the hill’s base, a broad staircase carved from solid limestone rose like a bridge between earth and sky. Its steps gradually widened, carrying the crowd upward until they merged into a vast platform before the grand pronaos. Though the sun had not yet set, torches lining the staircase flickered in the sea breeze, flames dancing as if in a practiced ritual, casting fractured shadows over the ascending faces.

Trepidation grew in the hearts of the crowd. Men and women climbed the steps with ears tuned to the stone’s echoing footfalls, the wind’s plaintive moan, and the hushed whispers hidden between sighs. The granite statues flanking the ascent seemed to pierce their minds, reading what the crowd dared not confess. Their cold eyes gleamed in the torchlight, intensifying the dread.

Above, the pronaos stretched wide, held by red columns like giant feet rooted in the earth. Its ceiling cast the entrants into half-darkness, while the courtyard beyond shimmered under the winter sky. The divide between worlds was stark: below, Rakotis—its houses gnawed by poverty, daily crumbling further—above, the splendor of Roman architecture, gods carved in stone standing sentinel over their eternal throne.

At the pronaos, bronze gates loomed, twin eternal guardians. Their dark plates glimmered under the waning sun, engraved with protruding divine visages, wings of eagles spread, claws poised to strike anyone daring to pass. The gap between the doors was narrow, barely admitting the surging crowd, which entered one by one, swallowed into a womb of metal and fire.

Within the temple’s shadow, the congregation gathered. Some whispered prayers; others peered nervously toward the interior, their eyes attempting to penetrate the formidable darkness. At the threshold, Khonsu and Yonan wedged through the crowd, their footsteps on stone echoing fears every Christian in Alexandria had breathed under Roman rule.

When they reached the gates, Yonan leaned close to Khonsu, tilting his head so his lips barely brushed his friend’s ear, speaking in a fragmented whisper, like wind shivering through stones:
"I know this day will not pass quietly... The Romans will not stand idle once they know. Perhaps they already have known."
Khonsu’s breath caught. Yonan’s words were more than a whisper—they felt like a prophecy, bronze-forged, lingering in the oppressive air. Within him, a silent voice wrestled with his heart and mind:

Is my faith enough against the legions of Rome? Or will I be one of those who flee when sword and fire meet? How long must I remain torn between fear and a hidden light within me, afraid the darkness will devour it?

He swallowed hard and lowered his gaze, hiding his unease, as the crowd surged through the bronze portal into the unknown waiting behind the pronaos.

From the back, the Master Alexius emerged, leaving the throng to ascend the broad steps before the temple gate. He climbed two steps, then turned to face the assembly. The murmurs ceased. He met their eyes, young and old, his heart heavy with the weight of minds afraid of light as if it were a consuming flame.

Alexius bore the dignity of many years: a seventy-year-old man, slender, shoulders draped in a rough dark cloak cinched with a pale blue belt, its hem embroidered in silver thread reflecting the sun’s glow. His white beard flowed to his chest like a papyrus preserving lost histories. His deep, weary eyes gleamed with a quiet mixture of sorrow and resolve. He stood firm, unshaken by fear or the cold wind, lifting his left hand slowly in a gesture more of solace than command.

The crowd froze, whispers rising into murmurs of astonishment, some smiling as if betting on the Master’s arrival. Yonan leaned toward Khonsu again, whispering:

"Did I not tell you, my friend, that the unknown summons among the Christians was his doing? Now I am certain—today will open the gates of hell before us."

Khonsu frowned. “You said you see your own desires in his words!”

"Yes, but do you think others among them see the same? He throws a spark into dry grass—it will burn everything."

Alexius’ voice rang out across the square, silencing all:
"You now know who has summoned you here. We face a pivotal moment. We have suffered persecution for years, divided ourselves, enslaved our souls to priests who deny reason and truth. But truth cannot be forced, nor judged by blood. Truth arises within the soul, a faint light in a dark room, needing patience and reflection. Each of you, turning inward, may touch that unquenchable spark. Seek not miracles outside, nor answers in laws that bind your hands. Knowledge, truth, and mercy dwell within, awaiting release from fear’s chains."
After a pause, he continued:

"Remember, whoever knows themselves knows God. Whoever opens their heart to knowledge finds the path to true life. Do not shatter your minds nor surrender them to powers afraid of inquiry. Light dwells within each of you—it is salvation."

A division rippled through the crowd—some incredulous, others inspired. One man shouted:

"Have you gathered us to sow doubt?"

Before Alexius could reply, a massive figure approached, striking the ground with a staff nearly his height. The earth seemed to tremble beneath him. It was Bishop Andros, a leading religious teacher, imposing in both stature and presence, advancing up the steps to confront Alexius. The crowd froze, pale and breathless, as he leveled his gaze at the Master, voice thundering:

"People, beware this man! He follows a man who was never a prophet. Salvation comes through faith and the church alone!"

"That is true," someone shouted, "passed down from our fathers, believed wholeheartedly."

Alexius smiled serenely. "Yet Christ taught that God’s kingdom is within us and around us. Does this not mean the light dwells in all?"

An old woman rasped: "If the kingdom is within me, why need priests—or you?"

Andros snapped: "The Lord established the church to guide you; otherwise each would be lost to their own whims!"

A young man asked philosophically: "Yet he says, 'Know yourself and you will know the truth'—does this not resemble the words of wise men?"

Andros’ face flamed with anger. "See? He blends pagan wisdom with Christ. To follow him is to stray."

Alexius countered, voice firm: "Bring forth what is within you, and it will save you. We are not asked to follow blindness, but awaken the light within."

Murmurs rose, some intrigued, some skeptical. A woman holding her infant whispered: "His words free my heart... like a great sword shattering the stone that binds my mind and chokes my breath."

Andros’ fury surged like fireballs hurled at attacking ships, staff swinging as he cried: "Beware, beware! This heretic misleads you! The church is your mother. Those who leave it perish!"

Alexius’ voice pierced the din: "Christ is the light of all. Why then do you cage our minds in darkness, denying their purpose?"

A child, gripping his mother’s hand, asked innocently: "Mother... who is right?"

She drew him close, whispering: "This is a debate between truths. Tomorrow your heart will guide you to which is truer."

An elderly man, over seventy, thin, eyes sharp, beard white, spoke to both Alexius and Andros: "Is our disagreement not the search for truth? Why close doors before we see if the light is one?"

At that moment, dozens of Roman soldiers thundered into the square, weapons glinting in torchlight. At their head was Commander Severus, flanked by Tribune Marcus Valerius, both poised and formidable. Panic swept the crowd. Some clustered around Alexius for protection as the commander approached, voice booming:
"What folly is this! How dare you gather here! This is no debate—it is chaos!"
Andros muttered: "The heretic brought them here by deception."

Severus raised his hand for silence, then smiled with triumph: "Since you are assembled, hear the imperial decree from Rome."

A soldier read aloud:
"By order of Emperor Gaius Messius Quintus Trajanus Decius, Protector of the State and Restorer of Rome’s Glory, all inhabitants of Alexandria and the Roman provinces must publicly honor the gods and the emperor. All who comply shall receive a sealed certificate of loyalty. All who refuse or hide shall face severe punishment."
Discontent rippled through the crowd. The seventy-year-old man spoke again, sardonic: "Truth is not bound by seal or parchment. Is the truth not in the heart of each of us? Shall we neglect the hearts to clutch the seals?"

Severus, astonished, demanded: "And who are you to speak thus?"

"I am Ambrosius of Alexandria," the elder replied, eyes distant, "a servant of the church, a seeker of truth and understanding, nothing more."

Severus’ face hardened. "Disperse! Everyone return to their way."
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