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I did not write this book as a theologian. I wrote it as a man haunted by dreams.

This story—The Last Move: The Death Sermon—was not imagined. It was endured. I saw it more than once. Night after night, over months, I woke up shaking, drenched in fear, with verses burning in my chest like coals from an altar. It was always the same man. Always the same fire. Always the same silence at the end.

Elias Hart did not come to me as a character. He came as a warning.

In my dreams, I stood in a cathedral of ash, where the pulpit smoldered and Scripture was chained to the ground. I watched preachers speak words that sounded holy but dripped with performance. Their sermons were poetic, powerful, praised by many—but hollowed out of God’s voice. I saw angels weep. I saw saints turn their backs. And I saw judgment—not like a sword, but like a mirror. Every verse they refused to preach was written in flame on the walls around them.

I wept in my sleep. I wept in waking.

This is why I wrote it: to put into paper what I could not silence in my soul. Because the dreams did not feel like punishment—they felt like a task. Like someone was begging me to speak what others refused to say.

The Church today celebrates charisma and crushes correction. We cheer for sermons that entertain but have no spine. And yet—“Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you realize that we will be judged more strictly.” (James 3:1)

That verse kept appearing in the dream. Like a banner hung over the pulpit of a forgotten chapel. I saw it written on the sky, and I saw it nailed to the burned cross behind Elias Hart.

And I knew—this wasn’t just about him.

It was about us.

This book is not the Divine Comedy, but it walks the same dark road. It is a descent—not into fiction, but into consequences. What Dante sang in canto and vision, I wept in flame and silence. We both wrote of men who wore holy robes yet fell into fire. We both watched heaven close its gates to those who once opened them for others.

But Elias doesn’t scream. That’s what makes it worse.

He simply falls into silence. Forgotten by both heaven and hell.

Because that is the final judgment—not torment, but irrelevance. To speak all your life, and then be cast into a place where your voice is no longer known.

To every preacher, teacher, and believer—this book is your mirror. Not to frighten you, but to awaken you.

If it makes you uncomfortable, let it.
If it pushes you back to Scripture, let it.
If it makes you burn your stage and kneel at the altar, then thank God.
Because it means He is still calling you.

Let this be remembered:

God is not impressed by sermons that get applause.
He is moved by those who tremble before the Word they preach.
—A.A. Castor
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​About the Author
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A.A. Castor is a relentless researcher and theological excavator, driven by a single obsession: uncovering what was lost, edited, or buried beneath centuries of church compromise. His work is not fiction—it is spiritual investigation. Every page he writes is built on unearthed councils, forgotten books, and the voices of early martyrs and monks long ignored by modern pulpits.

Castor approaches Scripture like a scholar but writes like a prophet. His commitment to the full biblical canon—including the often-dismissed Deuterocanon—is not academic convenience, but spiritual urgency. With meticulous citations and unflinching conviction, he reconstructs the original Christian witness brick by brick, exposing where modern doctrines have strayed from the apostolic path.

He does not write for the casual reader. He writes for the desperate one—the one who has realized that something is wrong with what they've been taught. His books are theological searchlights aimed at the shadows of contemporary Christianity.

When not buried in Church council minutes, Latin Vulgate manuscripts, or early martyrdom letters, Castor is writing to warn, to clarify, and above all, to remember what Heaven never forgot.
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​Prologue – The Hero of the Story
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The rain made no apology as it struck the stained-glass windows with relentless fingers, its rhythm unbroken even by thunder. The chapel held the sound like a throat holds a confession—tight, trembling, unwilling to speak unless forced.

Inside the study, lit only by a weak bulb hanging from a brass chain, Pastor Elias Hart sat hunched over a cracked leather-bound Bible that had once been black but now looked bruised and tired. His fingers toyed with the curled edges of a page in Romans, where a verse was underlined in faint red ink—an old underlining, probably from seminary. He could not remember why he chose it.

He had always thought himself the hero of the story. Not of every story, of course—he knew how to fake humility when the moment required it. But certainly his story. Surely, he had done enough good to outweigh whatever imperfections had clung to him like shadow. He had baptized hundreds. He had comforted the broken. He had led the altar calls, the marriage conferences, the candlelit Christmas Eve services. His voice had wept during sermons. His hands had shaken during communion.

Wasn’t that enough?

The storm outside muttered something low and distant, as though disagreeing.

A whisper of wind passed through the study despite the windows being closed. Elias paused and looked up, expecting to see the cracked top pane again—a splinter of colored glass where once the wing of an angel had been. But no. The glass was intact. Still blue and gold. Still holding the shape of something holy.

He shifted in his chair and adjusted the collar of his sweater, a gift from a member who had called him “the most relatable pastor in town.” The compliment had pleased him more than it should have. Relatable. Not righteous. Not reverent. But “relatable.” He had laughed, thanked her, and wore the gift every second Sunday since.

On his desk lay a yellowed bulletin from last month’s sermon series—Flourish: Becoming Who You Already Are in Christ. Next to it, a small note written in a teen’s handwriting: “Thank you for making God feel safe. I don’t like rules.” It was signed with a heart. He kept it pinned to his study board. He did not remember the girl’s name.

He exhaled slowly. His breath fogged the air before him. The heater was broken again. He hadn’t bothered calling the deacon board about it. Let the cold in, he thought. Let it freeze something that’s already dying.

He reached for the mug of tea that had long gone cold and sipped anyway, grimacing as the bitterness bloomed across his tongue like mold. The silence in the room stretched and then broke again—this time not with rain, but with the distinct creak of the chapel’s old wooden floorboards. Not his own movement. Not wind.

He froze.

“Hello?” he called out, more out of habit than fear.

No reply.

He stood, slowly, every joint protesting. His knees had started giving him trouble—penance, perhaps, for the hours he used to spend on them in prayer, now forgotten in favor of social media reels and Spotify playlists called Gentle Gospel.

He walked into the hallway. It was empty. The cross above the sanctuary door hung slightly crooked, as it always had since the youth group’s failed attempt at “extreme cleaning night.” Elias never fixed it. There was something strangely fitting about it hanging askew. Like a silent symbol for faith that needed just a little compromise to stay upright.

He returned to the desk and sat again, fingers resting lightly on the edge of the Bible.

He told himself a hundred things. That he was doing his best. That times had changed. That the gospel needed translation, not tradition. That legalism was worse than sin. That he had loved them—his people—the best way he knew how.

But something in the air tonight refused to agree.

He looked again at the underlined verse, and now it felt unfamiliar. Foreign. As if someone else had written it into the page while he slept.

He turned to the last page of the book, just before the maps. Tucked there, nearly forgotten, was a brittle, folded letter. It was in his handwriting, dated nine years ago. A personal declaration: “I will never sacrifice truth for acceptance. I will speak boldly, no matter the cost.”

He read the line twice. Then a third time.

His mouth went dry.

He folded the letter and slipped it back into place. He didn’t tear it. Didn’t throw it away. But he didn’t pray, either.

The clock struck midnight.

And from somewhere in the chapel—deep, hollow, sacred—came a sound like a chair being pulled across stone. One sharp scrape, then silence.

He turned his eyes toward the sanctuary.

There are men who write their own eulogies before they die. Elias Hart had been writing his in sermons for years. Sermons that were soft, sweet, sterile—bleached of blood, salt, and fire. He didn’t think anyone noticed.

But someone had.

And He was already waiting.
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​Scene 1.1 – Rain on the Stained Glass
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The wind did not knock politely. It howled down Hollow Way like judgment flung from the jaws of heaven, and the stained glass trembled as if the breath of God had pressed against it with sudden fury. Each pane groaned, an old hymn unsung. Thunder cracked the sky open with such force that Elias Hart nearly dropped his prayer book onto the flagstone floor.

He did not speak. He had no words.

His knees ached from where he knelt before the altar, and his hands—those once steady hands that had blessed marriages, baptized new believers, and laid trembling upon heads in prayer—shook slightly. The sanctuary was dim. The only light came from the votive candles flickering to his left, their flames leaning eastward like fearful supplicants.

The cross above the altar had cast no shadow since the floodlights broke last week. And yet tonight, in this hour beyond midnight, something darker than shadow moved behind it.

Elias rose slowly. The echo of his own breath seemed foreign.

He heard it then.

A footstep.

Not soft. Not hesitant. A single, deliberate sound that struck the nave like a gavel.

Elias turned.

The main doors, heavy as judgment and locked by his own hand, were now open. Rain blew sideways into the vestibule. Water pooled on the checkered floor, the kind of slow spreading that ruined everything it touched.

And standing in the doorway—tall, still, and hooded—was a figure cloaked in black, robes wet with storm.

The intruder did not speak.

Elias’s mouth opened, but his voice failed him. Something deep inside—beneath the theology degrees, the sermon series, the polished radio devotionals—told him not to move.

The candles began to stutter.

Thunder spoke again, this time distant, rolling low like a lion clearing its throat.

The man—or angel, or something between—stepped fully into the sanctuary. His boots made no sound on the stone. His cloak seemed untouched by the water still dripping from the rafters. He moved with the solemnity of liturgy, as if each stride had been rehearsed before time.

Elias stood beside the pulpit now, hands lowered, palms open, though his arms were trembling. He tried to form words from scripture, any passage that might command authority, but nothing came to mind but fragments. Fear not... Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord... Woe to the shepherds who scatter the flock...

The figure did not approach the altar. Instead, he stopped before the first pew. His head turned slowly toward the stained-glass crucifixion above the choir loft. The red and blue pieces glistened with rain, and Christ’s face—usually serene—looked almost pained in the candlelight.

Finally, the voice came.

“Elias Hart.”

It was not loud, but it filled the room. It had depth without volume, weight without tone.

Elias’s lips parted. “I—I am.”

The figure lowered his hood.

What was revealed was not a face, not entirely. It was a visage half-covered in something like glass or ash, the features shifting like smoke behind a windowpane. Eyes like eclipses—black, ringed in unseen light—stared forward.

“You prayed,” the figure said. “I came.”

Elias tried to answer, but the silence following those words was too vast.

“I did not come for a soul,” the figure continued. “Not yet.”

He raised a hand, long-fingered and pale as alabaster. In his palm appeared a chessboard—not floating, not hovering. Real. Physical. Wood, bone, black and white. Each piece perfectly carved. The scent of old cedar drifted faintly from it, like the floorboards of a monastery library.

“I came for a game.”

Elias blinked. The absurdity of the statement nearly broke the trance. “A—game?”

The figure walked forward. The candles did not flicker at his passing. He placed the board on the altar with reverence.

“Your life remains,” he said. “But only until the king falls.”

Elias looked at the board. Then at the altar.

“You want me to play?”

A nod.

“And if I win?”

“Then you live.”

A pause.

“And if I lose?”

The angel looked at him—truly looked—and in that moment Elias saw entire cathedrals in ruin, books erased from memory, choirs silenced by shame. He saw the names of children who had once wept beside him, now written in a ledger of fire. He saw women’s eyes. Lovers’ hands. He saw himself in every pulpit, saying things he never quite believed.

“If you lose,” the angel said, “you answer.”

Elias swallowed. “Answer to whom?”

“To the Book.”

“Which book?”

The angel turned his head slightly. “The one you edited with silence.”

A single thunderbolt cracked directly above the chapel.

The windows shivered.

A candle went out.

The chessboard was ready.

“Sit, Elias Hart,” the angel said gently. “Make your first move.”

Elias’s knees gave before his pride did. He stumbled into the pew, heart thudding in rhythm with a judgment older than the chapel itself.

Outside, the storm obeyed.

Inside, the sanctuary finally remembered it was holy.
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​Scene 1.2 – The Man with Wings
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Elias Hart had heard sermons about angels. He had given them, in fact—plenty of them. Illustrated with tame theology and comfortable metaphors, he had painted angels as gentle messengers, God’s divine postmen in robes of light. He’d spoken of cherubim with smile-worthy wings and seraphim that sang. But nothing—no commentary, no pulpit-friendly exegesis—could explain the figure now standing beneath the apse of Hollow Way Chapel.

The man with wings did not shimmer. He dripped.

Each black feather was soaked in storm, not water. A kind of darkness poured from him, heavy and solemn, like an anointing made of mourning. They hung low, two enormous spans of wet, quivering ink, folding in as if reluctant to share their full measure. The scent was not sulfur nor sweetness but something like parchment soaked in rain and blood—something ancient, ecclesiastical, and wrong. Or too right.

Elias stood frozen before the altar, knees aching from the stone beneath, mind clawing at old catechisms. But the words were useless now. The figure stepped forward with such controlled gravity that the marble tiles beneath him did not echo. Only the drip—drop—drip of black water falling from his wings gave sound to the sanctuary.

“You are not here to kill me,” Elias managed, his voice cracked and thin as vellum.

“No,” the figure answered. His voice was not low, nor loud. It was precise. The way a guillotine falls.

Elias’s throat tightened. “Then... why?”

The angel—what else could he be?—reached into the folds of his cloak. The fabric rustled like a scroll being unrolled. From within he drew a rectangular object wrapped in linen, bloodless but bound.

He laid it on the altar.

With reverence, he unfolded the linen. One corner at a time.

What emerged made Elias’s breath stop.

A chessboard—white marble and onyx, set into weathered stone. The pieces gleamed like relics polished by time itself: pawns carved from alabaster, kings and queens of ivory and obsidian, bishops hunched like monks in prayer, rooks squared like fortress towers. Each knight bore wings etched into their sides. The whole thing smelled faintly of bone and crushed myrrh.

The angel’s hand hovered over it.

“I am sent,” he said, “not to reap, but to weigh.”

Elias swallowed, heart hammering. “Weigh what?”

“Your obedience.”

The pastor’s legs gave a twitch, almost a collapse, but he steadied himself against the altar’s edge. “My life?”

The angel turned his eyes to Elias then—eyes void of iris, pupils, or whites. Just depth. Infinite depth. Stars moved behind them, or perhaps just fire.

“Your teachings.”

Elias looked at the chessboard, now glowing softly under the faint flicker of the sanctuary lamp. The pieces had settled into place. The board was ready.

The angel continued. “Each piece lost reveals a lie. Each move recalls a truth ignored. If you reach the end faithful, you will live.”

“And if not?”

The angel’s wings moved, just slightly. Black water splattered onto the tile.

“If not, your life shall serve as sermon.”

Elias felt something hollow open in his chest. “A warning?”

“A record,” the angel corrected. “A documentation of how one shepherd fed his flock poison and called it honey.”

He wanted to protest. To speak of grace, of progressive interpretation, of the difficulty of ministry in a modern world. But his tongue cleaved to the roof of his mouth. He looked at the board again. The pieces were perfectly placed—white facing him, the first move his.

The angel stepped aside. “Begin.”

Elias blinked.

“Wait. I don’t understand. You’re... an angel of death?”

“I am.” His tone bore no pride. Only function.

“But you’re not taking me—yet?”

“I do not take.” The angel’s gaze flickered to the crucifix above the altar. “I measure.”

Silence filled the sanctuary again, heavy and ancient. A candle guttered out.

Elias moved toward the board. His hand trembled as he hovered over the pawn in front of his king. For a breathless moment, he didn’t know if he was allowed to touch it. Then he remembered: he was a man of free will. For all heaven’s law, he had always chosen his moves.

His fingers closed around the piece.

Cool. Marble. Real.

He pushed it forward.

Pawn to E4.

The angel said nothing.

But the air shifted.

One of the black feathers fell from his wing, hitting the floor with a soft, wet sound. Elias turned to look—but the feather was gone. In its place, a word hovered on the air, unspoken but felt: Memory.

And he knew. He knew without explanation that every move would draw forth his past. Not as he recounted it, but as heaven remembered.

The angel reached out and moved his own pawn forward.

The game had begun.
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​Scene 1.3 – Terms of the Game
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The chess clock was unlike any Elias had ever seen.

Its surface was carved from wood aged darker than oak, yet warm as if pulsing faintly beneath his fingers. Two small windows sat on top, brass-rimmed and dustless, beneath which the minute hands clicked forward—one slow, one steady, neither wrong. Each side bore a name not printed, but etched deep into the grain. Names Elias recognized. Names of other pastors. Other men. Some living. Some not.

His breath hitched.

“Is this a list of...” He hesitated, hands withdrawing. “Players?”

The angel nodded once.

Elias leaned in and read: Shepherd Alan, Bishop Crowe, Father Mathis, Reverend Quaye...
His own name had not yet appeared.
But space had been carved.
Waiting.
The sanctuary lamp above them flickered violently. Then steadied, as if submitting to the moment. Elias shifted his weight, boots scuffing against the altar steps. The chill in the room had deepened—not with temperature, but with meaning. He felt as though the breath of a thousand watchers pressed against the chapel walls, leaning in.

He licked his lips. “Why a game?”

“Because judgment must reflect the man,” the angel replied. “And yours is built on control, position, and illusion.”

The words pierced clean.

Elias straightened his collar. “I—don’t understand.”

“You crafted sermons like movements on a board,” the angel said. “Calculated. Strategic. You preached against sin but played beside it. You wore white, but stained what you touched. So you will now play as you preached. With consequence.”

The marble chessboard rested between them, radiant under the lamplight. The white and black pieces gleamed, but not with polish—something deeper. The gleam of old things not yet buried.

“What happens when a piece is taken?” Elias asked.

The angel’s gaze did not shift from the board. “A memory will rise. Not from the mouth. From the soul.”

Elias’s pulse quickened. “Mine?”

“Yours. And theirs.”

He clenched his jaw. “This isn’t just a test, then.”

“No,” the angel said. “It is a record.”

He took a breath, shallow and trembling. “And if I lose?”

The angel turned his face fully toward Elias now, and for a fleeting moment, the veil lifted. Behind the semblance of humanity was not fire, nor bone, nor light—but order. A divine stillness older than breath. A force that did not punish, but reveal.

“You do not die,” the angel said. “You are disclosed.”

The words struck like lightning without thunder.

Elias stepped back. “What if I refuse to play?”

“Then your name is written,” the angel replied, pointing to the clock, “and sealed in silence. A coward’s end. No testimony. No teaching. No echo.”

The silence that followed was thick. Drenched in judgment.

Elias stared at the chessboard. His hand hovered above a pawn again.

He spoke, softly, “Every move shows what I am?”

“No,” said the angel. “Every move shows what you hid.”

Outside, the storm had stilled, but not passed. Rain still whispered along the stained glass above, casting warped reds and blues across the altar. One particularly large droplet slid down the image of Saint Michael, tracing the edge of his flaming sword.

Elias swallowed. He turned again toward the board.

The white bishop gleamed like polished pearl.

He reached out and touched the piece. “Do they all play this?”

The angel answered with no expression. “Only those who claimed to speak for God.”

He flinched.

He remembered the first time he preached—how his knees had buckled behind the pulpit and how his heart had pounded with love for truth. That fire had dimmed. It had not gone out. But it had dimmed.

“Let’s say I win,” Elias whispered, voice low, nearly a confession. “What does that mean?”

“That what remains in you is true enough to stand.”

“And if I lose?”

The angel said nothing.

The flickering lamp above them dimmed once more. The oil was low.

The angel reached into his robe again and placed something beside the board—a scroll, thin and bound in a red thread. The seal was marked not with wax, but with heat.

“Every move seals this,” he said. “And when the game ends, it opens.”

Elias stared at it, transfixed. The red thread pulsed faintly, as though alive. And on the outer band was written only one line, in a script that burned against the parchment:

What he did in the dark will instruct the light.

The chess clock ticked. The first name glowed faintly.

Elias Hart.

He sat down. The chair creaked beneath him like an old truth long denied. His fingers returned to the pawn. The same one.

He moved it forward.

Pawn to E4.

The angel did not smile. He only moved. Pawn to E5.

The terms were set.

And the pieces began to remember.
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​Scene 1.4 – The First Move
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The pawn was smooth beneath his fingers. Cold, polished, heavy—not the kind of piece you'd find in a bookstore set or Sunday school object lesson. It felt real in a way nothing in the chapel had felt in years. Real like guilt. Real like unspoken things that had festered behind pulpits.

Elias Hart let his hand rest on it, trembling slightly. The candlelight played tricks on the marbled board, casting shadows of the pieces across the altar like soldiers lining up for judgment. The sanctuary’s breath seemed held. Even the storm outside had quieted, not out of mercy, but the way a crowd stills before an execution.

The wood of his chair creaked beneath him, loud in the hush. His robes scratched against the kneeler. He could feel the weight of his own breath, how it seemed to catch beneath his ribs, almost afraid to rise.

Pawn to E4.

He moved it.

The piece clicked against the square with a soft finality that betrayed its simplicity. A beginning. A yielding. A claim.

The angel did not move right away.

Instead, he looked at Elias with eyes that had no edge, no pupil, no color—just depth, endless and dark, like the sky before the first Word was spoken. Then, very faintly, his mouth curved. Not in joy. Not in mockery. In knowing.

A smile like someone who had already walked through the story to its last page and returned only to watch the first chapter unfold.

Elias flinched.

“I assume,” he said, forcing steadiness into his voice, “you’ve played this before.”

“I never forget a board,” the angel replied. “And every man plays it the same way at first.”

“How’s that?”

“Thinking he can win.”

The angel reached forward and moved his own pawn. E5.

Symmetry.

A low gust moved through the chapel like a breath through a crypt. The sanctuary lamp above them flickered, casting the angel’s silhouette long across the altar, haloed by bent light.

Elias sat back, rubbing his thumb against the edge of his cassock. He tried to steady his heart. He tried not to remember that he had opened with E4 a thousand times before—against friends, against seminary professors, against bored interns in the church lounge. It was safe. Classic. Assertive. It set the tone.

But now it felt naked.

“This... isn’t symbolic, is it?” Elias asked.

The angel turned to him. “It is judgment.”

Elias swallowed. “Then why use symbols at all?”

The angel's voice was level. “Symbols reveal what language hides. And you have hidden much.”

A bead of sweat traced down the back of Elias’s neck. The air in the sanctuary hadn’t changed in temperature, but it felt like it had thickened—grown dense, like incense heavy with history. Something was stirring in the walls, in the rafters, in the foundation stones. Not movement. Memory.

He looked back at the board. It hadn’t changed. But he had the strange sense that everything around him had begun watching. Not just the angel. Not just heaven. The pews. The stained-glass apostles. The pulpit he had preached from for thirteen years. The very floor where hands had been lifted, where couples had stood, where tears had soaked the prayer rugs.

Watching.

He gripped the edges of the table, grounding himself. “So... what now?”

“Now,” said the angel, moving a knight to f6, “you begin to remember.”

Elias frowned. “I remember everything.”

“No,” said the angel, calmly. “You only remember what you forgave yourself for.”

The chess clock clicked. One second. Then another. Its carved names remained still, but Elias could see his own etched there now. Fresh. Deep. Elias Hart. The red thread tied around its base pulsed faintly with each tick.

Elias moved a knight. Another safe opening. He wanted control. He wanted to survive.

The angel’s turn came in silence. He moved again—bishop to C5—and said nothing.

Then, as if from nowhere, the sanctuary filled with a sound—not loud, not sharp. Subtle. Familiar.

Laughter.

Elias’s eyes snapped upward, scanning the shadows, the walls, the loft above.

It was distant. Female. Young.

Laughter he recognized.

He hadn’t heard it in years. Not since...

The piece he’d moved moments ago—his knight—was now glistening with something wet. Not blood. Water. A memory, rising.

He reached for it, but his fingers passed through.

“You said this was symbolic,” Elias whispered, shaken. “You said it reveals.”

The angel’s gaze never shifted. “That girl,” he said softly, “asked you if purity mattered. You told her ‘God understands.’”

The laughter faded into a soft weep.

The knight turned still again.

Elias sat back, breath shallow.

“I only meant—”

“You meant to avoid offense,” the angel finished.

He could no longer feel the seat beneath him.

The next move was his. The board waited. The light bent. The shadows whispered.

Elias reached for his bishop, hand shaking.

And in the silence between clicks of the clock, the sanctuary remembered something he had hoped would stay buried.
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​Scene 1.5 – The Wings That Block the Cross
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The flame in the sanctuary lamp dipped low, as if it, too, feared to breathe.

Elias sat at the edge of the altar platform, the chessboard before him like a judgment etched in bone and marble. The pieces held their stations—silent, unmoved since the last exchange—but something in the air had shifted. Not the scent, not the temperature, but the alignment of presence itself.

He lifted his eyes toward the pulpit backdrop, that familiar wooden wall that cradled the large crucifix he had once commissioned with pride. The Christ carved there was neither agonized nor passive—an artist’s compromise, meant to inspire reflection, not repentance. Jesus’ face had been softened for aesthetics, eyes half-lidded in a serenity no martyr truly wore.

But now... now Elias could barely see it.

The angel stood before the pulpit, directly between the altar and the cross, wings arched wide and motionless—two vast sails of shadow-stained feather, slick with stormwater and silence. They eclipsed the entire upper half of the chapel. The carved Christ behind him was almost fully obscured. Only the outline of one hand—pierced and extended—remained visible in a sliver of dim candlelight.

The rest was shadow.

Elias’s breath quickened.

He rose slightly from his seat, trying to find a better angle. But as he shifted left, the angel’s right wing tilted with him. As he stepped right, the left followed. The wings adjusted not with hostility, but with purpose. They veiled the crucifix deliberately, reverently. And yet Elias felt no reverence. Only disorientation.

"Move," he whispered. "Let me see Him."

The angel did not respond.

He said it louder. “You’re in the way.”

Still silence.

Elias took a full step forward, emboldened by a flicker of theological nerve. “You claim to serve heaven, but you’ve blocked the image of the Son. That’s not obedience. That’s... that’s blasphemy.”

The angel’s wings slowly lowered, but not enough to uncover the crucifix. Instead, he turned—only slightly—enough that his face caught the edge of the sanctuary lamp’s dying light. He spoke in a voice that did not echo, yet filled the space.

“You looked at His image for thirteen years, Elias Hart. You preached beneath it. Stood before it. Passed under it like fog through stone. And never once did you let it break you.”

Elias froze.

The angel continued. “You did not see Him when He was visible. Why demand Him now, when hidden?”

The words hit like hail. Sharp. Cold. Unrelenting.

Elias looked again toward the cross. The shadow across Christ’s face now seemed deliberate, surgical—like a wound placed by unseen hands. One eye, the left, remained under wing. The right glinted faintly in the flickering candlelight.

And in that eye, Elias imagined—not mercy, not invitation—but exposure. A gaze that saw through his sermons, through his layered suits and practiced tones and careful edits. Through the way he answered questions with humor, dodged with softness, and exchanged precision for applause.

“I’ve always served Him,” Elias whispered.

“No,” said the angel. “You served what you wanted Him to be.”

Elias’s throat dried. He reached instinctively for the chain around his neck—his modest silver cross—but his fingers stopped short. It was gone. When had he removed it?

He looked to the pews. Empty. But the absence felt curated. Like someone had prepared this room for judgment and removed all distractions.

The lamp flickered again, and now the flame shrank to a coal.

Elias turned toward the chessboard.

His white bishop gleamed in place, untouched.

He hadn’t used it yet.

He stared at it, fingers hovering.

“How many times,” the angel said, “did you preach from the Gospels and ignore the commands?”

“I spoke truth.”

“You spoke comfort.”

Elias looked up sharply. “You’re not Christ. You’re a messenger. You don’t know my heart.”

The angel stepped closer. The wings flexed, shedding droplets of ink-dark rain onto the floor. When he spoke, it was quieter than breath, colder than guilt.

“I was there when you held her hand in the vestry. I was there when you nodded as two teens kissed in your youth group. I was there when you called it ‘modern courtship.’ When you said, ‘God understands.’ When you rewrote holiness to keep the seats full.”

Elias’s chest heaved.

“I didn’t mean—”

“You meant to be liked.”

The angel’s voice cut him down with compassionless clarity.

“You meant to survive. To lead without sacrifice. To shepherd without purity. You meant to remake Him in your image.”

The crucifix above flickered—half light, half shadow.

“I didn’t preach lies,” Elias murmured.

“No,” the angel agreed. “You preached omissions.”

The bishop on the board quivered.

Elias reached for it.

He did not move it.

He looked up once more at the cross.

Still veiled.

Still watching.

The next move was his.

And he had already lost something. Though what, he could not name.
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​Scene 1.6 – Your Time Is Measured by Moves
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The wind pressed against the stained glass with a low, aching hum, like a choir forced to hold its breath mid-harmony. The colored panes moaned in their leaded sockets, bending slightly as if creation itself leaned into the sanctuary, watching. Above, the great window behind the choir loft glowed with the faint fire of candlelight, distorted by rain and time.

Elias stood at the altar steps, eyes lifted toward the loft. Empty. Silent. But not alone. He could feel them—spectators not of flesh, but of memory. Not of body, but of judgment. The pews remained vacant, yet something breathed in the rafters. Old prayers. Forgotten saints. Unnamed watchers.

The incense in the thurible refused to catch. He had tried twice now—twice striking the match, twice placing the fire against the dark resin. The smoke curled for a second and died like a sigh. He set the thurible down, its chains tangled as if unwilling.

The angel remained motionless, a figure carved from stillness, standing on the far side of the board. His wings had tucked in now, not from rest, but from readiness. His face gave no expression, but his presence loomed like a storm yet to break.

Elias looked again at the chess clock. The second hand moved with the cruel leisure of eternity. His name pulsed faintly on the brass plate beneath it. The red thread around the base had coiled tighter, as if feeding on the silence.

“Why chess?” Elias asked, his voice barely a
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