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I am writing this book because I can no longer stomach the fraud.

I can no longer pretend that the modern Church resembles the Church founded in blood, in caves, and in catacombs. I have walked through the writings of the early Fathers. I have sat beside Polycarp and Ignatius through their letters. I have studied the oil-stained altars, the whispered Psalms in hiding, the broken bread passed between trembling hands before soldiers broke down the door. And I have wept. Not for them—but for us.

Because we have lost it.

What we now call “church” is a farce. A circus with Bible verses taped to the tent poles. The modern church has traded the towel for a microphone, the basin for a branding team, and the blood of Christ for merchandise and market strategy. The earliest Christians had no wealth, no power, no platforms—but they had holiness. And that holiness terrified empires.

Today’s church terrifies no one.

The early Church was built on sacrifice. The modern Church is built on spectacle. And it dares to call itself faithful. Faithful to what? To the franchise? To the budget plan? To the emotionally manipulative music set that plays before the pastor delivers a watered-down message designed to offend no one and awaken nothing?

If Peter or Paul were resurrected today and walked into most churches, they would not find the Body of Christ—they would find the golden calf, polished, smiling, and covered in Christian slogans. They would not bow. They would grieve. They would shout, “Who has bewitched you?” And they would most likely be escorted out by security for disrupting the service flow.

This is why I am writing. Because someone must say what others are too afraid to say.

This generation is being fed milk with sugar, while the saints of old fasted on tears. The early Church chanted the Psalms while hunted. Today’s Church chants, “More blessings, Lord,” while living in excess. The Apostles died with nothing—today’s pastors die with empires.

Let me be blunt.

The modern Church has abandoned the Cross. It now preaches comfort over conviction, popularity over purity, inclusion over instruction, and relevance over reverence. It tolerates sin to keep the seats filled. It avoids truth to keep the tithe steady. It fears man more than it fears God.

But the early Church was different. So radically different it is almost alien to us now.

They gathered in silence. Not to be entertained—but to endure. They broke bread knowing it might be their last meal before arrest. They shared Psalms, not slogans. They kissed each other with the kiss of peace knowing it might be the last human affection they would feel before martyrdom. And still—they praised. Still—they fasted. Still—they gave thanks.

Not to receive, but because they had already received everything: Christ.

No programs. No fog machines. No growth plans. Just Christ. Just blood, oil, bread, flame, tears—and unshakeable joy.

We have traded that sacred faith for a sanitized counterfeit.

We have replaced an upper room full of fire with auditoriums full of fog. We have replaced martyrdom with marketing. We have replaced “Take up your cross” with “Live your dream.” We no longer preach, “You must die to live.” We preach, “You must tithe to thrive.”

And I am done pretending this is normal.

I wrote this book as a protest. A cry. A confession. A declaration.

A protest against the commercialization of Christ.
A cry from the catacombs that the Church is still alive—but not where you think.
A confession that we have lost our way.
And a declaration that we must return.
Return to reverence.
Return to mystery.
Return to holiness.
Return to the oil, the ashes, the silence, the psalms, the breaking of bread and the baptism of blood.
This is not a novel. This is not entertainment.

This is liturgy. This is lament. This is a map back to the Table.

If the modern Church won’t repent, then let the remnant remember.

Because God still walks through gardens, still kneels with towels, still speaks through silence, and still sets the table—even if only a few show up.

So here it is. A book written not for popularity, not for market shelves, but for the faithful few who still ache for what the Church once was—and must be again.

Let the others chase platforms. I choose the altar.

Let the world applaud their shows. I’ll whisper the Psalms underground if I must.

This is why I am writing this book.

Because the world may have forgotten—but I have not.

The Cross is not a decoration.

It is a death.

And the Church must be reborn through it.
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A.A. Castor is not a celebrity pastor. Not a conference speaker. Not a theologian selling frameworks or a brand ambassador for the sanitized gospel of this age.

He is a man who knelt in the silence of ancient words and wept.

He writes because the early Church ruined him for anything less. Because once you’ve read the letters of Polycarp, walked beside martyrs in the catacombs, and prayed the Psalms in the hush of candlelight—no modern performance, no fog-lit sermon series, no prosperity pitch can satisfy you again.

Castor is a servant of the historic Christian faith—unchanged, unbranded, and unafraid. His work is for the remnant, the hungry, the brokenhearted who still believe the Gospel is supposed to cost something. He writes not from an ivory tower, but from the cracked ground where the altar once bled and the bread was broken for the dying.

He believes the Church is not a show to attend, but a Cross to carry. That holiness is not outdated—it is missing. And that Jesus is not a marketing angle—He is still Lord, still Lamb, and still coming.

This book is not his career. It is his cry.

Let the others build stages. A.A. Castor builds tables. Hidden ones. Quiet ones. Holy ones. Where the only celebrity is Christ, and the only light is fire.
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​Prologue – The Ashes Beneath Antioch 
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Before there were names, there was witness. Before there was fire, there was faith.

Antioch did not sleep. It groaned.

Stone streets were laid thick with Roman feet and deeper with silence. The city—cradled between empire and earth—wore its wealth like armor, but it was cracked with tremors no architect could seal. Markets sang to Caesar. Columns bore the weight of gods carved by law. But under the clamor of incense and trade, another rhythm pulsed—quiet, deliberate, defiant.

The early Church in Antioch was not a building. It was breath.

They gathered not in temples, but in kitchens. In courtyards, behind hanging cloth, beneath rooftops where pigeons nested and Roman eyes did not. They sat on mats that smelled of oil and old grain, breaking bread not for hunger, but for memory. They did not name themselves aloud. Names could be arrested.

Here, worship tasted like ashes.

To follow Christ in Antioch was to live in fragments. You passed a neighbor in the street and did not greet them, for fear that a Roman scribe would mark it. You sang your psalm through whispers in alleys while the theater echoed with laughter to Jupiter’s praise. You washed feet in the dark because light invited questions. And questions invited chains.

The Roman gaze was not always flame. It was colder than that. It watched. Measured. Waited. Rome did not fear noise—it feared silence that gathered weight. And so, when it came, it came with laws first, not swords. Edicts were posted beside butcher stalls and fountains: No unsanctioned gatherings. No foreign creeds. No meals with unregistered names.

But still they met.

Their sacraments were not ceremonies, but survival. Baptism happened in cisterns and stolen wells. Scripture passed hand to hand, ink fading faster than the memory it kindled. Children learned the Gospel through symbols carved in dirt and fish traced on walls before being wiped away. They did not say church. They said body.

And the body bled.

There were nights when hammers knocked not on doors, but hearts. A father would vanish. A sister would not return. And yet at dawn, the basin was refilled, the bread broken again. Rome could not comprehend such stubbornness. What empire cannot possess, it must crush. And what it crushes, it forgets.

But these people did not forget.

They remembered by flame. By footstep. By the smell of the wood before it burned. They remembered by a shared cup, even if it was only water steeped in raisin skins. They remembered by the way they stood beside the condemned and did not move. They remembered in song—songs without instruments, without harmony, but heavy with blood.

To be a Christian in Antioch was not to declare something. It was to become something. Clay that broke. Wine that lasted. Light that refused to leave the room.

And still they called Him Lord.

Not Caesar. Not the eagle. Not the empire chiseled into marble and myth. But the man with dust on His feet and a towel in His hands.

Rome built roads. But the Church in Antioch built altars with no address. It left no footprints—only echoes. Only oil stains. Only the story.

And that story—
is where we begin.
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​Chapter 1 – Ash Beneath the Stones
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​Scene 1.1 – The Sealing 
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Even death listens when the saints are buried.

The air in the catacombs held the scent of oil, limestone, and old breath—breath exhaled in prayer, in weeping, in surrender. The silence was thick and lit by flickering amber, the vigil candles low and exhausted. Their wicks sputtered like elderly lungs, struggling to hold light in the damp passageways of the earth.

Markian knelt beside the stone recess where Elder Theophilus now lay, wrapped in linen as plain as the man himself. No embroidery. No coin. Just folds of clean cloth and a palm branch laid across his chest. Death had not twisted the old man's mouth—it remained calm, slightly parted, as if still preparing to teach.

The other brothers—three in number, cloaked in shadow—had finished reciting Psalm 23, their voices falling away with the final verse. “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” One of them made the sign of the cross with trembling fingers. Another kissed the corner of the linen. None lingered. They rose like smoke and retreated, feet soft against the earthen floor, leaving Markian alone with the dead.

He didn’t rise. He knelt deeper.

The sharpened nail felt cold against his fingers, smoothed by use, blackened at the tip. He placed it against the sandstone block just above the sealed recess and began to etch.

ICXC NIKA.
Jesus Christ Conquers.
The letters were small but deliberate, carved into permanence by a hand that trembled only from reverence. He paused once to steady himself, not because of the stone—but because of the weight. Not the physical weight of the man now buried, but the gravity of what had just passed from one generation to the next.

He remembered Theophilus' hands, gnarled like olive roots, lifting the bread with such care it seemed to float. He remembered how his voice would pause between psalm lines, not because he forgot the words—but because he was listening for something deeper. He remembered his last homily: “The Gospel must be carried in cracked vessels. That way the light leaks.”

The nail finished its final stroke. Markian sat back on his heels. The letters shimmered faintly with the sweat from his palm, the oil from his thumb. He reached into his satchel and removed a pinch of salt and ashes, blending them with the last drop of perfumed oil in a tiny vial. Gently, he anointed the seal of the tomb, and whispered, “He fed us. Now he sleeps.”

It was not a goodbye. Not really. It was an amen.

The flicker of the last candle dipped low. He did not move.

The stone now bore two testimonies: the body behind it, and the cross above it. Both would preach in silence now.

Markian rose without noise, and before turning away, he placed the nail beside the grave—like a pen at the end of a scroll.

The shadows swallowed him as he left. But the light remained. Small. Holy.

And the sealed tomb listened.
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​Scene 1.2 – Echoes in the Dust 
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Some memories are too sacred to leave buried.

The others had gone, their sandals brushing softly over the stone, carrying grief away like ash in wind. But Markian lingered—still, low, still listening. Not for voices, but for residue. For the weightless imprint of a life just passed into silence. The catacombs felt hollow in a new way, as if something once present had fully exhaled. Not absence—completion.

The light from his lamp trembled against the curve of the burial recess. The flicker caught a glint in the dust—subtle, brown-edged, jagged. He leaned closer, brushing his fingers across the cold floor, and lifted it carefully between thumb and forefinger: a shard of broken pottery, no larger than his palm. The clay bore traces of ash along its edge, a rough thumbprint embedded near the center.

He knew it. He’d seen it often in Theophilus’ hand.

The elder would tap it softly against his thigh while speaking, as if the rhythm helped anchor his thought. Once, during a teaching on the Beatitudes, the shard had slipped from his lap and spun against the stone floor like a leaf in water. Everyone had laughed—quietly, of course. Even then, joy had to be gentle. Theophilus had only smiled, retrieved it, and said, “Even broken things still teach.”

Markian cradled the shard now like it was relic, or relic-to-be. He held it up to the lamp—the flickering flame catching the roughness in the clay, the uneven glaze, the small imperfection near the edge. A vessel shattered long ago, yet here—this piece remained. Untouched by time, warmed by hands.

He drew the shard close to his chest, pressing it lightly into the folds of his tunic. Not in the outer pocket where it could slip free, but beneath—next to his rib, near the place the Romans called spiritus. Breath. Soul. He did not weep. That would come later. For now, memory must be made into sacrament. Tangible. Kept.

Then—movement.

A sound, faint but real, echoing from the far passage. A shuffle. Not stone shifting. Not water dripping. This was different. Deliberate.

Markian did not pause. Instinct overtook reverence.

He pinched the wick of his lamp between two calloused fingers. A hiss, a thread of smoke, and then darkness—thick as wool, absolute. His breath slowed, shallowed. The darkness became a second skin.

Somewhere above, Rome still pulsed. Soldiers still drank. Scribes still inked names on lists. Gods still grinned from pillars and coins. And somewhere, perhaps not far, a man might be paid to notice a sandal’s print or the scent of oil still fresh in the air.

Markian pressed his back to the cold wall, the shard warm against his chest, heart steadying beneath it. He closed his eyes, though sight was meaningless now. He listened—not for the sound again, but for its silence. If it returned, he would move. If it passed, he would stay. Either way, he was not afraid. Not fully.

Theophilus had once said, “Fear isn’t a wall. It’s a doorframe. Pass through it slowly, and your courage will meet you on the other side.”

He inhaled the thick, familiar scent of stone and oil and ancient stillness.

Then, in the dark, Markian mouthed the words—not aloud, not yet, but silently within:
“Even broken things still teach.”
He waited. A shadow in shadows. A disciple holding a shard. A living witness in the tomb of a saint.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​Scene 1.3 – The Elders Speak in Haste 
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Leadership is not taken—it is handed down with trembling.

The mud-walled house held heat like a buried ember, breathing the musk of earth, sweat, and lamp smoke. Its clay seams had softened in last week’s rain and dried again in hard uneven veins. The walls, worn smooth by shoulders and backs pressed against them in prayer, made the space feel more like a womb than a room—a place where things were passed on, or born.

Elder Simeon sat cross-legged on a reed mat near the far wall. His robe hung loose from his frame, frayed at the cuffs, stained at the knees. His face had the hollow patience of someone who had fasted longer than expected. In the flicker of the single oil lamp, his eyes burned not with anger, but with the kind of clarity that waits until all others have spoken.

Around him were the last few elders. Some younger than they should have been. Others, too old to rise without aid, but still brought for the sake of their presence. Theophilus’ death was not yet a full day buried, and already the air was restless with unfinished words.

“He was the last who sat at Polycarp’s feet,” said Justus, voice tight with fear. “We were taught by those who were taught—but he... he remembered the breath of the apostles.”

“The line of teaching is broken,” said another, pacing slowly in the narrow space between the mat and the far wall. His name was Linus, a merchant’s son turned memorizer of letters. “When Simeon dies, who will we quote? What name will we say with weight?”

Simeon lifted his hand, a gesture not loud but final. The murmuring ceased.

“No,” he said. “The line is not broken.” He took in a slow breath, steady and soft. “It is being passed. Though the hand trembles, the torch still lights.”

He leaned forward, and the lamp’s glow caught the deep cross-shadow etched into the hollows of his cheekbones.

“You speak as if tradition is a scroll, held and then dropped. It is not. It is bread. It is broken. Passed. Consumed.”

The others listened. Dust shifted in the roof thatch. Outside, a dog barked once, then silence again.

Simeon’s eyes moved to the doorframe.

“Call Markian.”

The name dropped into the room like wine into water—unmixed, unmistakable. No one echoed it.

Moments later, the curtain at the threshold was lifted, and Markian entered, the edge of his tunic still stained with the ash of burial. He bowed low, but did not speak.

Simeon motioned with his fingers for the younger man to sit.

“You kept vigil with Theophilus until the final prayer,” the elder said.

Markian nodded once.

“You carried his scrolls. You tended his bread. You memorized his readings.”

Again, a nod—but slower this time. His eyes lowered.

Simeon studied him for a long moment, then asked softly, “Do you fear to speak before the Body?”

Markian’s answer came with effort: “I fear to dishonor what was given.”

Simeon smiled—not wide, but full of gravity. “Then you are ready.”

A pause.

“You will lead the vigil tomorrow. You will speak the readings. You will bless the bread.”

The silence that followed was not shock—but reverence. No one objected. No one applauded.

Markian bowed lower now, forehead touching the clay. His voice was low, steady.

“Then I will be broken too.”

Simeon reached beside him and took a small folded cloth—white linen, slightly yellowed with use. He extended it.

“This was Theophilus’. It dried his hands after the cup. It wiped tears from catechumens. It holds no power. But it remembers.”

Markian received it with both hands, folding it into his tunic.

When he rose to go, Simeon spoke once more.

“The strength of the Church is not in memory alone—but in obedience. Do not repeat what he said. Continue what he did.”

Markian bowed once more and stepped into the dark.

The door curtain swayed behind him. A breeze stirred the flame.

And somewhere in the night beyond, another torch was waiting to be lit.
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​Scene 1.4 – The Table Without a Voice 
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Some altars are never consecrated. But they are still holy.

The house was dark, save for the breath of one oil lamp pressed into the wall above the table. It cast its glow not broadly, but downward—pooling amber onto the cracked wood, illuminating only what it could reach: the center of the room where Theophilus used to sit.

Markian stood at the doorway, hand resting on the lintel, his tunic still heavy with clay scent and burial dust. For a moment, he did not enter. He only watched the quiet.

The bowl was still there.

Earthen. Shallow. Fired in the same kiln that had shaped half the plates in the quarter. Its rim was chipped on one side, and a faint ring of dried lentil stew clung to the inside curve. Theophilus had touched it only once that day—before the message came that a brother had vanished, likely taken. He had stood, prayer still on his tongue, bread left uneaten, and never returned to finish.

The stew had long since cooled. A thin skin had formed over the surface, dull and silent like the last breath of a hymn.

Markian crossed the threshold without sound. His sandals whispered across the stone. The table was simple, cedar and olivewood mixed, rubbed smooth from years of elbows and scripture, of fingers resting over phrases spoken again and again. Theophilus used to run his hand over the grain while thinking aloud, eyes half-closed, as if the texture itself carried revelation.

Markian reached for the bowl and paused—not from hesitation, but instinct. As if it might still be warm. It wasn’t.

He lifted it gently. A small film of oil clung to its underside, catching the lamp’s shimmer as he turned. He set it down beside the basin near the hearth.

Then, he returned to the table and drew from his tunic the cloth Simeon had given him—the white linen Theophilus once used after pouring the cup, after wiping the tears of catechumens too moved to speak. He unfolded it slowly, reverently, as one would unfold a burial shroud or a prayer shawl on the first night of mourning.

He dipped one corner in the clean water basin, wrung it softly between his fingers, and began to wipe.

Not in haste. Not with ceremony. But with devotion.

Each pass of the cloth was a memory, a prayer, a silence answered. He wiped the full length of the wood, from one corner to the other, as if blessing the space between. He stopped only once, where a dark mark remained—a smear of ink that had soaked through the psalm scroll some months ago. Theophilus had laughed about it, calling it “a scar of scripture.” Markian did not try to clean it. He left it there, like a sacred wound.

When the table dried, he took the scroll—copied from memory in Theophilus’ own hand—and placed it in the center. Not unfurled, but closed, resting on its spine. The leather binding cracked faintly under his fingers. It was not a perfect copy. A few letters had faded. One psalm was missing the opening verse. But it was full of the man who had carried it. Full of pauses and margin marks. Full of grace.

Markian stepped back.

The table was not an altar. It was too common, too worn, too human. But tonight, it felt close.

There were no words spoken. No liturgy recited. Only a room that remembered, a table that waited, and a disciple who had not yet learned to lead—but had learned to listen.

He turned toward the lamp, adjusting its flame with a curled iron rod. It flared for a moment, then settled—steady, golden, soft.

Before leaving the room, Markian laid both palms flat on the table—once. A benediction, silent and whole.

Then he left.

And behind him, the house held its breath.
And the table held its light.
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​Scene 1.5 – The Smell of Oil and Fire 
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Some flames do not rise from wood—but from trembling hands.

The room was no larger than a fisherman’s boat. Four paces long, two and a half wide. The walls were rough stone, softened by smoke and silence. A single woven mat stretched across the corner where Markian slept, though he had not touched it that night. Not even to sit.

Instead, he knelt beside a flat clay basin where three lamps rested like sleeping mouths. Each was shaped from earthen red, glazed faintly in places where fire had kissed it clean. They had belonged to Theophilus once. Everything in the house had.

Markian reached for the small gourd flask tucked in the corner of the shelf—olive oil pressed weeks ago by the widow Miriam and her son, who hadn’t yet learned to speak but already knew how to hold the pressing stone. The flask was light. He tilted it slowly.

The oil flowed like honeyed water, slow and golden, pooling into the belly of the first lamp with a soft, wet breath. A drop spilled onto the rim and trickled down the side, tracing the old scorch mark that curled like a scar.

He moved to the second lamp. Then the third.

The scent filled the room—green, rich, ancient. It smelled of hillside groves, of hands stained with labor, of sacred things not spoken of above ground. It mingled with the dry smoke of last vigil’s ashes, clinging to the air like a memory refusing to pass.

Markian unwrapped a bundle of trimmed wicks from a cloth square. They were coiled like sleeping threads, still carrying the scent of frankincense from the last time they were touched. His fingers, normally steady, now fumbled. One wick slipped and landed in the oil. He reached for it, pulled it out, and pressed it between cloth to dry.

His hands shook.

He laid them flat on his thighs. Tried to still them. Failed.

His breath caught low in his chest—not with fear of death, not even of failure, but of unworthiness. Theophilus had led with a voice like morning wind—soft but carrying. Simeon, with age and authority. But he... he was only a servant who had memorized.

He reached forward anyway and placed the wicks one by one. Gently. Reverently.

Then he sat back and folded his hands, the cloth Simeon had given him resting near his knees like a blessing not yet claimed.

The lamp flames were not lit. Not yet.

He closed his eyes and began to whisper—not in performance, but in need.


“With my whole heart I seek You...
Let me not wander from Your commandments...
I have stored up Your word in my heart,
That I might not sin against You...”

Each word came like a slow drop from a cracked jar. Not recitation. Offering.

His voice was not steady, but it was full.


“Blessed are You, O Lord...
Teach me Your statutes...”

The oil in the lamps trembled, waiting. The prayer did not echo—it soaked into the room, into the stones, into the place where generations had pressed their knees.

He opened his eyes. The light of the world was still hidden.

He struck the flint.

Once.

Twice.

A spark. A flicker.

The first wick caught.

Then the second.

Then the third.

And for the first time in his life, the fire was his.

It danced, small and golden, above trembling hands. But it danced.

The scent of oil turned to warmth. The shadows retreated, not in fear, but in deference.

And Markian whispered to the flame itself—


“Let Your word be a lamp to my feet,
And a light to my path.”

He did not rise. He did not sleep.

He only watched.
And the lamps watched back.
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​Scene 1.6 – A Quiet Benediction 
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The oil was never meant to make you shine. It was meant to mark you.

Dusk leaned in slowly through the cracks of the upper wall, bleeding into the room like cooled wine. The last light of the sun came not as brilliance but as residue—soft, amber-gray, thick with the weight of another day endured. It settled upon the woven mats and low table where Simeon waited, motionless as a tree that had learned patience by necessity.

Markian entered without sandals. His soles were blackened from the city’s dust, his tunic still creased from kneeling. He did not speak. Nor did Simeon. The only sound was the drip of oil from a clay spout warming over the lamp, the drops falling into a shallow bowl with a rhythm that felt older than speech.

The bowl rested between them.

It was carved from olive wood, darkened with time and use. Inside, the oil shimmered—thicker than water, tinted faintly with gold and rust. The scent that rose from it was not soft. It was sharp, clean, aching with memory. Myrrh. Bitter and holy. The kind reserved for burials and final rites.

Simeon spoke at last, not lifting his eyes.

“Do you know what this is?”

Markian nodded. “The anointing oil.”

Simeon shook his head, slowly. “No. Not today.”

He dipped his fingers into the bowl, coating them in the amber sheen. He lifted Markian’s hands—palms up, open, shaking faintly.

“This oil,” he said, “was pressed for the body of Brother Enoch. Buried during the rains. We had no linen that day, only wet reed cloth. The oil kept his skin from turning before the earth could hold him.”

Markian’s breath caught. But he did not pull away.

Simeon pressed the first wet touch to the inside of Markian’s right wrist, then the left. The oil was warm—but not gentle. There was a sting, sharp and sudden, that raced along the veins like fire under skin. Markian winced, but held still.

“Not for power,” Simeon said. He pressed oil into the webbing of Markian’s fingers, rubbing it into the calloused tips. “But to serve.”

He dipped again.

The myrrh filled the room now—its bite cutting through the incense-laced cloth, through the weariness in Markian’s eyes, through the fear nestled beneath his ribs.

“This will not make your voice louder. It will not make your memory longer. It will not spare you from failure.” He ran the oil down the back of Markian’s hand, then pressed both palms together and held them in his.

“It will only remind you—again and again—that what you carry was first carried in blood.”

Markian’s throat tightened.

Simeon placed their joined hands over the bowl.

“Ministry,” he said, barely louder than breath, “begins with wounds. The oil is for the places where flesh breaks.”

And as if to prove the words, the sting flared again. The old burial oil had soaked into a cut between Markian’s thumb and forefinger—thin, almost healed, opened anew by the myrrh. It burned like warning. It burned like memory.

Simeon did not wipe it away.

He released Markian’s hands and nodded toward the door, still not rising.

“It is nearly night,” he said.

Markian bowed, lower this time.

Then he left, the scent of myrrh still clinging to his skin, his hands marked with the oil that once honored the dead.

And behind him, Simeon whispered into the bowl:
“May he never forget Whom he imitates.”
The oil would dry.
The fire would not.
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​Scene 1.7 – The First Light 
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When the world sleeps, the Church remembers.

Midnight passed like a thief, without chariot or trumpet. The world above slept in the shadow of its statues, full from the wine of its own strength. But below—below the stones shaped for tombs and water jars—another world stirred, slow and sacred.

The wall did not open. It yielded.

A whisper of clay loosened at the seam, then the silent grind of a hidden hinge long worn by careful hands. The door, disguised as a stack of wine crates, revealed the narrow descent behind it—seven steps down into silence.

One by one, they came.

Not many. Not loudly. But like oil poured with purpose. A widow first, shawl wrapped tight, lips already moving in unseen praise. A boy next, maybe eleven, holding his mother’s hand and blinking away sleep. Then an older couple whose bones cracked louder than their footsteps. Last, a father with his teenage daughter—the girl barefoot, the man carrying folded linen like it was Scripture.

The passage was cool. Moist. The scent of old earth clung to their robes like the hem of the Jordan. They did not speak. Speech belonged to later. For now, there was only descent. Each step down felt like part of a baptism.

At the bottom stood Markian.

Behind the stone table.

It was not an altar—not by declaration. It was not high, not carved, not guarded by incense or gold. It was just a table of olivewood and river-stone, smoothed by years of hands and cloth. But tonight, it bore more than bread. It bore inheritance.

Markian’s eyes did not lift at first. His fingers were white against the edge of the table. The oil on his hands had dried into his skin, leaving the faint scent of myrrh with every shallow breath. The towel folded near the scroll was steady. His heart was not.

The faithful stood in half-circle, lit only by the glow of three waiting lamps. Their shadows stretched upward, trembling like the old psalms they were about to remember. No one urged him to begin. But every silence has an appointed end.

Markian looked up.

His voice cracked—not from age, not from weakness, but from the weight of speaking sacred things in a world that had no room for them.


“Blessed are You...”
His throat tightened.
He swallowed.

Again.


“Blessed are You, O Lord our God...”


The words landed softly, like bread broken on a child’s tongue. The widow nodded. The boy watched.


“King of the Ages,
Who sanctifies the gathering of the scattered
And makes holy even what the world discards...”

With his left hand, he reached for the lamp.

The flint struck once. A flame. Then another. And another.

One by one, the lamps came alive—tiny suns in clay mouths, their light rising as if drawn upward by the words themselves.

The table glowed.

The circle grew warm.

And somewhere in the dark—far from Roman eyes, far from the temples of stone and marble—a piece of the Church remembered who She was.

Not with swords. Not with noise.

But with bread.
With oil.
With flame.
And the story continued.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​Chapter 2 – Dust in the Shawl
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​Scene 2.1 – The Empty Side of the Bed 
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Where he once breathed, silence now lingers with weight.

Junia sat at the edge of the mat like one sits beside a grave they are not yet ready to dig. Her knees were drawn close, arms resting lightly atop them, as if holding her own body still was the only thing keeping the rest of the room from falling apart.

The woven reed mat beneath her hips creaked faintly with every breath, the threads worn where two bodies had once slept side by side for twenty-three years. Now, only one side showed the faint imprint of a body. The other remained smooth. Untouched. Preserved by absence.

Her fingers trembled slightly as they reached to the folded cloth beside her—a thin, faded prayer shawl, softened by the oil of hands that used to lift it daily. She picked it up without ceremony, without sigh. As if it weighed nothing. As if it weighed everything.

It still held the scent.

Not perfume. Not sweat. Something in between. Earthy linen and the ghost of spikenard. The scent of a man who prayed more often than he slept, who fasted even when food was scarce, who kissed her temple before every vigil with the same words—“He is worth it.”

She pressed the shawl to her face.

The cloth did not comfort. It remembered.

The room was otherwise still. There was no fire. Only the thin bloom of dawn pressing itself through the clay window slit, reaching long across the room until it struck the old jar of oil near the wall. The light passed through it—gold thickened by glass—and spilled softly across the floor in a single, trembling stripe.

It caught the edge of his sandals.

They sat neatly in their place, as they always had, toes facing the door, the leather darkened with age and dust. He had never left them disordered. “I want my last footprint to be straight,” he once said, half in jest, half in prophecy.

Junia’s breath broke.

No sob escaped. No wail. Just the collapse of breath, the internal cave-in of a soul that no longer fit its body. She folded forward, holding the shawl like an infant against her chest. Her shoulders shook with the rhythm of someone trying not to break something already broken.

The silence did not mock her.

It covered her.

Wrapped her.

Held space for her sorrow.

The floor beneath her bore her weight like earth bearing seeds—no resistance, no judgment, only the quiet hope that something would rise in time.

She did not pray. Not yet.

But her tears traced the words her lips could not form.

And the golden light on his sandals did not fade. It waited. Like something holy. Like something watching.

Like something left behind on purpose.
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​Scene 2.2 – A Widow’s Psalm 
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The soul that grieves in secret still sings.

Junia sat cross-legged on the dirt floor, her husband’s shawl folded beside her, no longer wept into, only resting. The morning had thickened. Light filtered more clearly through the narrow wall-slit, illuminating the lines in the clay bricks and catching on motes of dust that drifted slowly, unhurried by breath or breeze. The house smelled of oil, barley, and old linen. The kind of stillness that makes a body ache just by moving.

Before her lay the scroll.

She had opened it slowly, without ceremony, without ritual. Her hands were clean but unwashed. Her hair tied but not veiled. She had not prepared. She had simply reached.

The leather was soft along the spine, worn from years of being unrolled, rolled again, passed to hands that trembled or reached blindly through their own fog. Her fingers stopped at the edge of the psalm already taking shape before her. The ink, faded in places, danced faintly under the light.


Why are you cast down, O my soul?
And why are you in turmoil within me?

She did not speak it aloud.

She read it in the silence of her ribs, letting the words move not from tongue to air but from eye to heart. She did not need to hear them. She needed them to stay.


Hope in God; for I shall again praise Him...


The tears came differently now. Not as a wave, but as a rising tide that touched the corners of her eyes and pooled there, waiting. She wiped nothing away. Let it salt the moment.


...my salvation and my God.


She breathed in—through her nose, slow and deliberate. The way her husband used to breathe before lifting the cup. She let her hand fall to her knee, the scroll still open before her. She did not reach for more verses. She had enough.

A knock.

Soft. Hesitant. Fingernails more than knuckles.

She blinked. Not startled, not afraid. Only drawn out of one kind of silence into another.

The second knock followed.

She rose with care. Her joints murmured beneath her robe as she stood. She wiped her hands on her hip and crossed the room to the curtain. It was thin—made from the same cloth she once used to wrap lentils for the poor.

She pulled it aside.

A boy stood there. Thin. Dust-streaked. His hair was uneven, and one sandal strap was broken, hanging from his foot like a dead vine. He looked up—not boldly, not with shame—only as one who hopes he will not be turned away today.

He did not speak.

Junia stepped back and gestured for him to enter. He did not. Instead, he raised one hand halfway—enough to say, I cannot stay, and the other hand rested over his stomach.

She nodded.

Without a word, she crossed to the clay jar, pulled out the linen-wrapped loaf, and broke it with both hands. The crust cracked gently—an old sound, a holy sound. She tore off one piece, then another, smaller. Two pieces.

She returned to the doorway and laid them in the boy’s palms.

He looked at them, then at her. Still silent.

She smiled—not fully, not with joy—but with the grace of one who understands what it means to carry emptiness.

He bowed his head—quick, like a sparrow’s nod—and turned.

Junia watched him disappear into the alley’s curve. The dust stirred behind him, settled again.

She returned to her place beside the scroll.

The words waited, unchanged.
But now her hands smelled of flour.
And something in the room felt less hollow.
Not full.
But less empty.
And she whispered, not to herself this time,


“I shall again praise Him.”


The bread had left.
The psalm had stayed.
And the calling had begun.
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​Scene 2.3 – The Empty Bench 
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Grief that does not speak still testifies.

The night air was thick with the scent of olive bark and cooled ash. Beneath the home where the lamps flickered low, the gathering place held its breath, as if the walls themselves anticipated who would enter.

The faithful had already gathered—no more than fifteen this time. They sat in a crescent, their bodies curled in wool and linen, the kind of posture that remembered both humility and fear. Bread had not yet been broken. The Psalms had not yet been sung. The vigil waited, incomplete.

The bench at the end remained untouched.

The one nearest the wall. The one with the woven mat folded just so. The one where her husband used to sit, always with his hands open on his knees, always first to speak when silence was too long.

No one dared sit there tonight.
No one even looked toward it.
The silence inside the room shifted when she entered. It did not break. It bent.

Junia stepped through the stone threshold, her sandals nearly soundless against the packed earth. Her shawl was draped loosely—more worn than before, edges frayed, no adornment. She held nothing in her hands, but the weight of her entrance was full. The air seemed to press back as she passed through it.

She did not look around. Her eyes were low, not in shame, not in sorrow—only in fullness. Like a vessel too close to spilling.

No one greeted her.

Not out of neglect, but reverence.

She walked past the others slowly. One woman touched her own knee as Junia passed—an instinctive gesture of prayer, not contact. A boy shifted forward slightly, as if to rise, but his mother gently placed a hand on his shoulder and he stilled again.

She reached the bench.

She did not sit where he had sat.

She took her place at the end, on the ground beside it, legs tucked under her, as though to guard what had once been held there. She rested one hand on the worn edge of the wood—not gripping it, not clinging—simply touching, like a whisper made flesh.

The silence deepened.

Markian stood behind the stone table, his hands resting lightly upon the folded towel. The flame beside him burned low, the oil dimming toward sleep.

He looked at her.

Only once.

Their eyes met across the stillness—not long enough for a message, but long enough for knowing. He did not nod. She did not smile. But something passed between them.

An acknowledgment of place.

An inheritance accepted.

A grief shared and unspoken.

He turned back to the scroll and opened it. The parchment breathed.

Junia lowered her head.

The bench beside her stayed empty.
But the space was not hollow.
It was holy.
And the vigil began.
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​Scene 2.4 – A Hand on the Stone 
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Some prayers do not rise—they seep into the stone.

The Sanctus began low, as it always did—no shout, no call to assembly, just the quiet rising of voices as if summoned not from lungs but from marrow. A single voice began it, faltering slightly, then another joined, and another. The sound wove into the silence like a cord of smoke curling upward from the coals.


Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts...


The flame on the center lamp danced faintly with the breath of the room, and the small clay vessels lining the edge of the table glowed warm under its light.

Junia moved.

She had not stirred much through the first readings, nor during the prayer of remembrance. But now, as the Sanctus passed softly from the lips of the faithful, she shifted forward from her seat beside the empty bench.

Without a word, she leaned—slowly, deliberately—and stretched her hand toward the altar stone.

Her palm rested flat upon it.

The surface was warm from the heat of the lamp and the lives pressed around it. It was not carved with any holy sign. It was not polished. It was not blessed by decree. But it had borne bread and weeping and memory. And tonight, it bore her hand.

Her fingers did not move. Not at first.

Then, gently, they curled—one by one—until her hand seemed to grasp the edge of the stone like a widow might hold the sleeve of her husband’s robe. Not tightly. Not possessively. Just enough to say, I remember where you were.


Heaven and earth are full of Your glory...


She mouthed the words.

Her lips shaped them perfectly, reverently—but no sound escaped. Her throat moved, but the air never broke. She did not sing. Her voice remained caged, caught somewhere between her ribs and her memory. Yet the silence with which she prayed carried weight enough to shake the walls.

Markian, standing behind the table, saw her.

He had just lifted the towel—preparing to bless the cup—when his eyes caught the tremor in her hand. Not dramatic. Not shaking. Just that soft, involuntary flutter one sees in leaves before the wind declares itself.

He said nothing.

He did not look long. He did not pause the liturgy. But he felt the trembling like an echo in his own wrist.

Junia's head remained bowed. Her other hand rested quietly in her lap. But her fingers on the stone moved now in slow, small circles—barely visible, barely there. As if she were remembering not only her husband’s seat, but his gestures. His prayers. His presence.

The Sanctus continued.

The words filled the chamber.

And her silence filled everything between them.

She did not withdraw her hand when the chant ended.

She did not pull back even when the others folded theirs in their laps.

Only when the cup was lifted—only when the bread was broken—did she finally let go.

Her palm left no mark.
But the stone, in its own quiet way, had received a benediction.
And her fingers remembered it.
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​Scene 2.5 – The Memory of Incense 
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Smoke rises where words once failed.

The house welcomed her as it always had—not with noise, not with warmth, but with the stillness that only grows around grief. The door clicked shut behind her with the faint sound of reed fibers brushing clay. She did not light a lamp. The moon through the window-slit was enough.

Junia stood in the center of the room, arms limp at her sides, shawl heavy with sweat and quiet. The silence here was different from the vigil's. It did not hold space. It closed it. This silence was not reverent. It was full.

She moved without thinking—her fingers guiding her feet through the room by habit, not sight. Her hand brushed the small table by the wall, where once he had kept his pouch of prayer stones, his palm-carved tokens for counting blessings when words had worn out. They were gone now, given to a neighbor child weeks ago. But the clay pot remained.

She hesitated. Then she knelt.

The pot’s lid was sealed with old wax, darkened with dust, cracked at the edges. She broke it with the side of her thumb. A thin breath of resin rose immediately—a perfume more ancient than memory. She reached inside with two fingers and drew out a single fragment of hardened frankincense—amber-colored, irregular, a piece her husband had saved “for the next feast,” though the last feast never came.

She placed it in the small fire bowl near the hearth—cold but ready. She found a coal from beneath the ashes, still alive at its core, and breathed life into it until it pulsed like a hidden heart.

The incense caught.

It did not burst. It whispered.

Smoke curled upward in soft threads, silver-gray, edged with gold where the moonlight caught it. It rose like the ghost of an old prayer—not forced, not hurried. Just faithful. The scent thickened the air. Not cloying. Sweet. Sacred. Bitter enough to sting the throat.

Junia did not look away.

The smoke danced as it rose, reaching for places it would never touch. It spun, loosened, faded. And in its movement, she saw him—his fingers rubbing the rim of the pot, his voice reciting Psalm 63 by memory, his cough when the smoke was too strong but he would not move away. The way he had once said, “Let the smoke rise. If it carries nothing but longing, the Lord will still inhale it.”

She sank lower to the floor. Her knees met the earth, and her body folded over them. The shawl slid down one shoulder.

She stared at the smoke. Watched it drift toward the ceiling where it disappeared into shadow.

Her lips parted.

No psalm. No benediction. Just the question that had clung to her ribs for days like a thorn refusing to rot.


“Lord...”


It came out dry. Cracked. A word dragged from a mouth too tired to ask again.

The smoke answered with silence.


“Am I...” she tried again
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