

    
        
          Death in the Church

        

        
        
          Patrick W. Andersen

        

        
          Published by Migdal Press, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DEATH IN THE CHURCH

    

    
      First edition. March 31, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Patrick W. Andersen.

    

    
    
      Written by Patrick W. Andersen.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Death in the Church

324 — Nicomedia

Chapter 32 | 326 — Nicomedia

Chapter 33 | 326 — Nicomedia

Chapter 34 | 330—Alexandria

Chapter 35 | 330—Alexandria

Chapter 36 | 331—Alexandria

Chapter 39 | 334—Alexandria

Chapter 50 | 335—Jerusalem

Chapter 51 | Trier — 336

Chapter 52 | 336—Alexandria

Sign up for Patrick W. Andersen's Mailing List

About the Author

About the Publisher


Chapter 1
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313 CE—Diocaesarea (formerly Sepphoris), Galilee

Captain Aurelius stood next to his horse, gazing down the hill at the city, now renamed to honor the ancient gods and emperors. He knew the older families still whispered its Hebrew name, Tsippori, the city of birds. Local legend said that before Joseph took his son Jesus up the hill to the village Nazareth behind where Aurelius now stood, the future Savior had walked the narrow lanes of the city and matched wits with residents and occupying soldiers alike. 

Today marked another new direction for the city. After two decades of blood and reform, the two new emperors had overturned the world set by their predecessors. Constantine, of the western empire, and Licinius, of the east, had jointly issued an edict of tolerance. Christians could worship openly. The persecutions would end.

The captain’s father had named him Aurelius in honor of the philosopher-emperor, telling him as he grew up that he should strive for wisdom and discipline in equal measure. But the name had felt more like a burden than an honor. He had fought for emperors who knew nothing of wisdom. Under Diocletian, he had watched Christians die by the hundreds in the arena.

Aurelius had long ago stopped trying to count the dead. In the early years he had forced himself to remember every face, every scream, as if bearing witness might somehow balance the scales. But memory had become a burden too heavy to carry. The arena had taken too much blood, and the empire had demanded too much obedience. He had obeyed because that was what soldiers did. Yet each time he watched a Christian kneel in prayer rather than flee, something in him had twisted — admiration, perhaps, or envy of a faith that could not be beaten out of them. He had never spoken of it. A Roman officer did not confess such thoughts.

Now, he wondered whether this new edict was a reprieve or merely another turn of the wheel. Empires changed their gods as easily as their emperors, partly because they often proclaimed their emperors as gods. And when one new emperor-god died, another one rose to take his place. But the people who suffered under those changes were always the same.

Aurelius touched the parchment in his satchel, the decree jointly signed by the emperors. Now he would be expected to protect the very same people who not long ago might have been singing hymns of praise to their god even as they were slaughtered by wild beasts or grim gladiators. He mounted his horse and made his way down the hill. The road wound past olive groves and fields of grain, where farm laborers saw his uniform and studiously avoided even acknowledging his presence. 

The morning air carried the scent of crushed olives and damp earth, mingling with the sharper tang of woodsmoke drifting from the valley. His horse’s hooves sent up small puffs of dust that clung to his boots. Cicadas buzzed in the groves below, their steady drone rising and falling like a chant. Farther off, he could hear the faint clatter of a market stall being opened for the day, the bark of a dog, the rhythmic creak of a waterwheel turning along the irrigation canal. The land felt alive in a way battlefields never did — patient, enduring, indifferent to the quarrels of emperors.

At the base of the hill, a dozen laborers were raising beams on a new building over the foundation of an earlier structure that had apparently burned down. A man wearing priestly robes stood directing the work. When he saw Aurelius, he turned and approached.

“I am Bishop Justus, the leader of the faithful here. You honor us with the peaceful presence of the empire,” he said, wiping his hands on a cloth which he then tucked into the rope lashed around his waist. 

“Bishop, I am Captain Aurelius. I bring orders from both emperors declaring that all people will henceforth be allowed to worship the gods of their choice. You will receive no interference from civil or military authority.” 

Justus’s face brightened, and his shoulders relaxed as though he had been coiled to spring away. “Then may God bless the emperors. My people will rejoice at this news. Even now, we are rebuilding the church destroyed by Diocletian’s men. They tore this place down to the ground. But now the emperor’s men will watch over it. History, Captain, seems fond of irony.”

“The emperors believe in order.”

“Ah,” mused the bishop, “but what do you believe in?”

Aurelius hesitated. Soldiers were not accustomed to being asked what they believed. They were told what to believe, and they acted accordingly. He studied the bishop’s face — the lines of fatigue, the wary hope, the faint tremor in the man’s hands. This was someone who had seen his world burned and rebuilt more than once, yet still dared to ask a Roman officer about belief.

“I believe,” Aurelius said slowly, “that a man survives by knowing his place in the order of things.”

Justus tilted his head. “And who decides that order?”

“The emperors,” Aurelius replied, though the words felt heavier than he intended. “The gods. Fate. Whoever holds the power to enforce it.”

Justus gave a small, knowing smile. “Power enforces obedience. But belief... belief is another matter entirely.”

Aurelius felt the weight of the bishop’s gaze. It was not defiant, merely steady — the look of a man who had buried too many friends to fear a uniform.

Children’s voices sang from lower in the valley, keeping time with the workers’ hammer strokes.

Jesus was a working man,
And so am I.
Jesus did the best he can,
And so do I.
Jesus spoke up to our God,
And so can I.
Jesus rose up from the sod,
And so will I.
The bishop threw up his hands.

“That song again. It has reached even here.”

“What is it,” Aurelius asked.

“A foolish tune from Egypt. A priest named Arius writes such verses for the common folk. They sing as if Christ were one of them—a man not a god.”

Aurelius shrugged. “What harm is there in that?”

Justus sighed. “If the Son is merely a man, then every man is capable of being his own priest, his own savior. Without hierarchy and a chain of command, there is no unity in the Church. The emperors understand this." 

Aurelius listened as the children’s voices drifted up from the valley, their simple tune rising above the hammering of the workers. The melody was light, almost playful, yet it carried an undercurrent he could not quite name — something bold, something unsettling. A song about a god who labored like a common man.

He glanced at the bishop, who stood stiffly, arms folded, as if bracing himself against a coming storm.

“Yes,” Aurelius murmured, watching the children disappear behind a row of fig trees. “The emperors would understand the need for order.”

But as he turned his horse toward the road, he could not shake the feeling that order was the one thing the empire was about to lose.

Chapter 2
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313—Mediolanum (Milan), Capital of the Western Empire

Red and gold banners adorned the imperial hall in the palace, with the eagles of Rome entwined with the emblems of the two Augusti, Constantine of the West and Licinius of the East. Tables had been set up in the hall to accommodate dozens of scribes copying in straight, neat text the decree that the emperors had issued jointly. Copies of the edict had been ordered sent to every city and outpost. The proclamation’s words were brief but carried as much weight as all the swords and shields of the empire’s armies.

The hall smelled faintly of hot wax and parchment, mingled with the metallic tang of the soldiers’ armor as they stood guard along the walls. Sunlight streamed through high arched windows, catching the dust motes that drifted above the scribes’ bent heads. Every scratch of a reed pen seemed amplified in the cavernous space, as if the empire itself were listening. Courtiers lingered at the edges of the room, whispering behind their hands, their eyes flicking between the two emperors with a mixture of hope and calculation. Even in celebration, the court of Mediolanum was a place where alliances shifted like sand.

“We, Constantine and Licinius, Augusti, moved by mutual deliberation, have resolved to grant both to the Christians and to all others full authority to observe that religion which each may desire, so that whatever divinity dwells in heaven may be propitious to us and to all who live under our rule.”

At the dais, Constantine and Licinius stood beside each other as they watched scribes seal copies with wax and deliver them to the desk of the officers charged with addressing and delivering them to couriers. “So it is done,” Constantine said. 

Licinius nodded. “Peace, then, for the Christians and for our armies.”

“For all men,” Constantine added. 

“We shall see.” Licinius’s tone suggested doubt.

Constantine peered at his co-emperor’s face, searching for sincerity and finding only guarded reserve. Licinius had agreed to the edict, yes — but Constantine knew the man’s heart was lie a line of close-growing trees with interlocking branches, blocking the view of what lay within the forest beyond. Licinius valued stability above all, and stability was a fragile thing in a world where gods multiplied and loyalties shifted with every new revelation. Constantine wondered whether his counterpart saw this decree as a gesture of peace or merely a temporary concession to necessity. The ink was barely dry, and already the future felt uncertain.
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Later that week, Mediolanum’s air rang with a different sort of celebration. The palace courtyard had been transformed for the occasion. Garlands of laurel and myrtle hung from marble columns, and musicians played soft melodies on lyres and flutes as guests filed in. The scent of crushed roses drifted through the air, mingling with the sharper aroma of incense burning in bronze braziers. Senators in purple-trimmed togas stood beside generals in polished armor, each man calculating what this union might mean for his own fortunes.

The bridge between East and West was further strengthened as Constantine gave his half-sister, Constantia, in marriage to the much older Licinius.  The citizens cheered the wedding as proof of a lasting union between the two halves of the empire.  When the priests intoned their blessings, Licinius’s eyes shone with triumph, not tenderness. Constantia bowed her head in submission.

She felt the weight of a hundred eyes upon her — some sympathetic, others merely curious. She had been raised to understand that imperial daughters were not given in marriage; they were deployed. Licinius’s hand closed over hers, firm and possessive, and she forced herself not to flinch. The cheers of the crowd washed over her like cold water. They celebrated unity, but she felt only the tightening of a chain she had never asked to wear.

Licinius, for his part, basked in the adulation. To him, this marriage was not a bond but a banner — a declaration that he stood as equal to Constantine in power and prestige. His smile was thin, triumphant, and utterly devoid of warmth.

From his place beside the priests, Constantine watched the couple with a mixture of pride and unease. The alliance was sealed, the edict proclaimed, the empire momentarily at peace. Yet he could not shake the sense that beneath the gilded surface, cracks were already forming. Licinius’s triumphal gaze, Constantia’s bowed head, the murmurs of the crowd — all of it felt like the prelude to a storm.

For now, the empire celebrated. But Constantine knew that peace, like power, was never more than a temporary arrangement.

Chapter 3
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336—Constantinople  

Deacon Theodulus hurried to the entrance of the Hagia Eirene cathedral to silence whoever was pounding on the door. He lifted the bar and swung the door open, squinting at the sudden intrusion of a sharp shaft of sunlight. Before his eyes could adjust to make out the figure standing on the steps outside, the man pushed him aside and strode forcefully into the church. Astounded at the intruder’s audacity, Theodulus regained his footing and hissed in a whisper he hoped was loud enough to convey his authority yet soft enough to not disrupt the sanctity of the holy place.

“How dare you burst into God’s house without invitation?” 

Now that the intruder was inside rather than in the glaring light, Theodulus could see that he was an officer of the imperial army. The man’s bronze chest plate reflected the light of the candles lined up against the side wall of the entrance. Though his sword remained sheathed, its hilt protruded prominently at the man’s left hip. His boots were laced tightly, and his legs bore the tanned look of years of marching in the sun. His helmet, reflecting the same metal as the breastplate, bore a reddish plume stretching from front to back. Theodulus, who suffered bullying as a boy and had never been strong in all his years, felt an immediate dislike and fear of the soldier.

“How dare you lock the doors of God’s house?” the soldier replied, not bothering to whisper. The loudness of the man’s voice jarred Theodulus’s sensibilities. Such rude behavior in this holy place was just intolerable, he thought to himself. But, recognizing the possibility that the soldier seldom spent any time in church and thus remained ignorant of the proper behavior, Theodulus would tolerate it. And, considering the soldier’s sword and strength, Theodulus had little choice but to accede.

Taking a moment to compose himself before speaking, the deacon asked, “How may I help you, my brother? Have you come to pray?”

The soldier removed his helmet, revealing a head of thick, black hair cut close to the scalp. “First,” he said in a gravelly voice, “I’m not your brother. I am Aurelius, commander of the Praetorian Guard. The emperor himself sent me here to find out why Arius is dead. Constantine ordered the bishop to let Father Arius take communion, and now he wants to know why Alexander disobeyed his command and ordered Arius’s murder. Your precious bishop could find his own head on a chopping block if I don’t get some answers, and I mean right away.”

Theodulus wilted under the force of the soldier’s verbal attack, but he steeled himself when he heard the threat to his bishop. How dare this man say such a thing? God promised He would strengthen the weak if they kept their faith in the face of adversity. Theodulus boldly glared eye-to-eye with the commander. 

“My bishop answers to our lord and savior Jesus Christ, not to any temporal authority sitting on the imperial throne.”

Aurelius shrugged. “Suit yourself. You can either take me to the bishop and let me ask my questions, or you can be brought before a magistrate and thrown into prison for disobeying me. I’m sure the emperor will interpret your defiance as an admission of your own guilt for Arius’s murder. And if your bishop refuses to speak to me, he might share that cell with you while you await your execution. Someone has to be punished for killing Arius. If you want to be the one, that will save me a lot of work. You decide—it matters little to me.”

Theodulus struggled to keep his face expressionless as he pondered his next words. Out of principle, he did not wish to back down. At the same time, he did not want the Church—and especially his bishop—stained by such an accusation. Perhaps the best way forward would be to let this barbarian ask his questions and then make his report to the emperor that Arius’s death was a wondrous miracle, not a murder. 

“Wait right here,” the deacon said, pointing to the floor where he stood. “I will go inquire whether the bishop has time to speak to you.” With that, he turned and walked up the wide aisle between the ornate wooden benches facing the grand altar at the front of the cathedral. Confirming his worst fears, he heard the soldier noisily following right on his heels as he marched toward the side door that led to the bishop’s office. His eyebrows squeezed toward each other as he thought bitterly that no other visitor had ever disobeyed directions so defiantly, so arrogantly. But what could he do? This armed brute behind him had already threatened Theodulus with arrest, and even the bishop, for that matter! Who knew whether he might even draw his sword and attack—right here in the cathedral—if he received any resistance from the deacon?  

Theodulus turned to the right before he reached the altar and entered the door against the wall leading into a dark hallway. At its end the hall widened into a room with ornate golden carvings on the wall, a framed painting, and an expansive wooden desk. Bishop Alexander of Constantinople sat behind the desk, a wizened old man with still-sharp eyes surrounded by mounds of wrinkled skin. His beard had long since turned white, as had the hair on his head. In the privacy of his office, he was not wearing his miter.

“Your Eminence, this man demanded to see you,” Theodulus started. “He says—” 

“The emperor demands to know why you had Arius murdered,” Aurelius barked, shoving Theodulus out of his way and stepping forward until his hand rested on the desk and his face hovered close. “He sent me here to arrest whoever is responsible.”

The bishop looked up at the man unperturbed. If the soldier’s threats rattled the prelate, he certainly did not show it. Nary a muscle moved on his face as he and the soldier locked eyes with each other. In the private light of his study, without miter or ceremony, he was still Bishop Alexander of Constantinople and had been bishop of Byzantium for more than twenty years before the emperor renamed the city after himself. He folded his hands on the Bible before him, as if the book itself were enough armor.

The ensuing silence disturbed Theodulus, though, and he felt he had to say something. “Your Eminence, he forced his way in and would not wait as I asked him to.” 

The bishop held his silence, continuing to gaze up at the soldier. Aurelius finally growled, “Constantine ordered you to restore Arius, but the man was killed as he walked toward the steps of this church.”

Now Alexander finally stirred. “Apparently, you heard only a partial telling of the story,” he said slowly. “It was a miracle of God, actually. Yes, the Great Blasphemer had just entered the city and was approaching the church. But the Lord struck him down before he could cross our threshold. Apparently, God did not agree with the emperor’s decision.”

Aurelius tightened his grip on the desk. “I will investigate this man’s death myself. And if I find that you or anyone in this church killed him, I will drag that person to the emperor’s court to face justice.”

Alexander’s face remained calm. “By all means, please investigate. If people outside suspect that the blasphemer’s death involved anything other than God’s direct intervention, then it would behoove us all to have no one less than the emperor’s personal emissary prove those suspicions wrong. Now,” he said, reopening a thick Bible on the desk before him, “if that is all, then I need to return to working on my homily for this Sunday. Good day to you, sir.”

Aurelius snarled as he turned on his heel and marched noisily back to the nave of the church. Theodulus, anxious to ensure that the brute exited the building completely, followed along quickly in his wake. 

Suddenly, the soldier stopped and turned. “Priest,” he almost shouted, “who can tell me more about Arius and his business here?”

Theodulus stammered, “I am only a deacon, not a full priest. But I’d suggest you try to speak to Bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia before he leaves the city to go home. He was with the blasphemer, and he can certainly confirm that it was like a miracle. God smote the heretic before he could even reach the church steps, to prevent him from defiling the sanctuary.”

Aurelius paused for a moment before responding. “Show me the place where he fell.”

“Absolutely,” Theodulus said with enthusiasm. “You will see that he was struck down before he could besmirch God’s house. I’m told he was going to stop at the privy before entering, but his very stomach burst forth and his intestines and excrement all spilled out onto the ground, just as happened to the traitor Judas in the sacred text, Acts of the Apostles.” 

The deacon opened the tall door and stepped outside. Though the sun had shone sharply just a few minutes earlier, the clouded sunlight now seemed dim in comparison. He strode down the wide steps and across the plaza toward the Forum area that was in the beginning stages of construction. The open space was being paved with carved stones fitted together as if they were molded by the Creator himself, Theodulus thought. Of course, the highlight of the Forum would be the huge porphyry column. The purple stone reflected the color symbolic of the emperor himself and would stand taller than any structure of its type. Though he was supposed to ignore such matters of the flesh and devote himself wholly to the Spirit, Theodulus secretly felt great pride at the shape the city was taking in the dozen years since it had become the capital of the empire.

They crossed the open area and walked into the dark recess under an overhanging series of connected roofs. Theodulus pointed to the back corner, the dimmest area where two walls met. A discreet doorway was barely visible. 

“There,” the deacon said. “He was going to stop at that privy before going to the church, but he died before he ever got there.”

Aurelius looked closely at the ground on the approach to the privy door, scanning first left and then right as if searching for something. He dropped to one knee to examine a stain that appeared as large as a rug. He pulled a knife from his belt and scraped at the stain on the ground, and then peered at the tip of the knife as he held it up mere inches in front of his face. He sniffed at it briefly.

“I see a man’s blood, and plenty of it,” he commented. “But I don’t see or smell any shit.”

Theodulus appeared shocked at the statement and the vulgarity of the language.

“I—I don’t understand what you mean,” he stammered.

Aurelius leveled his eyes at the deacon with what might have been mistaken as a casual indifference, but Theodulus sensed a tautness in the soldier’s demeanor. “Come, you said just a few moments ago that the man’s very stomach burst forth and his intestines and excrement spilled out all over the ground. I see no signs here of intestines or excrement.”

Theodulus had to gasp for air several times before he could find his voice.

“I—I can’t believe you would utter such things before a man of God,” he sputtered. “We deal with matters of the spirit, not filthy issues of the flesh.”

“You did not have any problem bringing it up just moments ago. In fact, you seemed quite joyous when you mentioned those details.” Aurelius put force into his voice. “So where are the shit and guts?”

Theodulus continued to sputter. “Why, they cleaned it up, of course. I don’t know what habits you and your men have in your barracks, but here in the city we clean up our messes.”

Now the soldier let a sly grin spread across his face. “Cleaned it up, you say? But they left a pool of blood on the ground here. I would guess,” he said, examining the clump of dried blood on the tip of his knife, “that it was a pretty thick pool of blood. If the cleanup crew was mopping up excrement and intestines, as you said, then they would not have left behind a thick pool of blood.”

Aurelius stood close and leaned his face toward the deacon. “That means you’re lying. And whether you wear the cloth or not, if you lie to me again while I’m obeying the emperor’s direct order to investigate, then you will suffer the punishment.” 

With that, Aurelius straightened up and turned on his heel to march out to the plaza.

Chapter 4

––––––––
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336—Constantinople 

The city pulsed like a living thing — pumping against its arteries clogged with carts, its breath thick with incense, stone dust, and sea air. The Forum of Constantine still rose in scaffolds and unfinished arches, yet already it was the heart of the empire.

The clang of hammers echoed from every direction, mingling with the shouts of foremen and the creak of ox-drawn carts. Marble dust drifted in the air like pale smoke, settling on tunics, hair, and the half-finished statues that lined the forum’s edge. The smell of the sea rolled in from the harbor — brine and tar and rotting kelp — battling with the sweetness of incense burning at a nearby shrine. Constantinople was still being born, but already it carried itself with the swagger of a city that expected the world to kneel before it.

Captain Aurelius crossed the area where the priest had fallen. Workers were back at their tasks as if nothing sacred had been violated. The blood that had stained the stones was gone, scoured away with sand, but he could still see a dark halo where the liquid had seeped into the seams. The air smelled faintly of lime and sweat.

Aurelius had seen enough battlefields to know how quickly blood vanished from public memory. A man could die screaming in the dust, and by the next morning the market stalls would be open again, the same stones scrubbed clean, the same merchants haggling over grain and grapes. Cities forgot. Empires forgot. Only the dead remembered. He wondered whether Arius had understood that in his final moments — whether he had known that whatever truth lay behind his collapse would be swallowed by rumor before the sun set.

Aurelius paused, watching the movement of the crowd. Men hauled ropes, women bartered over fruit, children chased one another beneath the shadow of the new porphyry column. The city, he thought, had already forgotten its miracle.

He approached two laborers stacking paving stones near the edge of the forum. “You men,” he said. “You were here yesterday?”

One looked up nervously. “Aye, lord. We saw it. The priest—Arius, they called him.”

The man’s companion kept his eyes fixed on the stones, as if afraid that meeting Aurelius’s gaze might draw unwanted attention. Both wore the weary look of men who had learned that speaking too freely in the capital could cost more than a day’s wages.

“What did you see?”

The man wiped his brow. “He was walking from the east road, toward the church. Looked unwell — pale, sweating. The people were cheering him, saying the emperor had made peace in the Church. Then he staggered, clutched his belly, and dropped. We thought he’d fainted.”

“Was he alone?”

The man hesitated. “Not at first. Someone walked beside him for a time and seemed to grab him when he had his convulsions and doubled up in pain. Robes, like one of the priests, but I couldn’t see his face. When the crowd pressed in, the fellow vanished. Arius was face down on the ground already in a pool of blood.”

“This other priest vanished, you say?”

The man shrugged. “Maybe went for help. Maybe didn’t want to be blamed.”

Aurelius thanked him and moved on. A fig seller called after him, “You ask about the holy man? They say God struck him down!”

He turned toward her. “And what do you say?”

She lifted one shoulder. Her hands never stopped moving — sorting fruit, brushing away flies, adjusting the cloth that shaded her stall. She spoke with the casual certainty of someone who had watched emperors rise and fall from the same patch of cobblestone. To her, miracles and murders were simply different flavors of the same imperial drama. “I saw him from here. He already looked sick before he reached the square — holding his side, walking slow. Perhaps it was something he ate.” She smirked faintly. “Or drank.”

Aurelius’s gaze sharpened. “Drank?”

“Oh, yes. One of the deacons met him at the gate that morning — brought him a cup, like a welcome. The people cheered when the priest took it. Then they all went off singing.”

He felt the faint chill that comes with a pattern half-formed. “You saw this yourself?”

“From my stall,” she said. “You can ask the guards at the gate if you don’t believe me.”

Aurelius nodded. “I believe you. Did you recognize the deacon?”

Her brow furrowed. “Those men all look alike to me. But I thought it was kind of him to offer a drink — the poor priest had come a long way.”

He gave her a coin for her trouble, but she pushed it back across the table. 

“Keep it,” she said. “If it was truly a miracle, money spoils the blessing. If it wasn’t—" She crossed herself and looked away.

Aurelius walked back across the square. The bells from the cathedral were tolling, their deep bronze voices echoing through the half-built arches. He stopped at the edge of the site and stared at the purple column rising toward the sky, its color the hue of imperial blood. He wondered how many truths had already been buried beneath the stones of this city.

A man collapsed in public, they said. Blood, no wound. Some called it judgment, some illness. And now whispers of a cup at the city gates.

If he was poisoned, Aurelius thought, it was done in daylight, in full view of the crowd — and everyone cheered as he drank.

He turned toward the city gate. If there were soldiers stationed there, they would remember who entered the city that morning. And somewhere among them, or maybe among the clergy, was the one who had handed Arius that welcoming cup.

He would begin there. Then he would find Bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia, before the man’s ship departed for home. A miracle could wait; murder could not.

As he strode toward the gate, the bells continued their slow, solemn tolling, each peal rolling across the city like a warning. Constantinople was a place where truth bent easily under the weight of power, where a man could die in front of a thousand witnesses and still leave behind nothing but questions. Aurelius felt the familiar tightening in his chest — the instinct that had kept him alive through a dozen campaigns. Something here was wrong. And whoever had orchestrated this death was counting on the city’s noise, its chaos, its hunger for spectacle, to bury the truth.

He would not let that happen.

Chapter 5

––––––––
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336—Constantinople  

Eusebius sat in the chapel with several other mourners. The chapel was dim, lit only by a few oil lamps that flickered against the stone walls and cast long shadows across the mourners’ faces. The scent of incense still clung to the air from the morning prayers, mingling with the faint smell of damp wool from cloaks hung near the door. Outside, the muffled sounds of the city drifted in — distant hammering from the construction sites, the cry of a gull, the low murmur of merchants in the square — but in the chapel, time felt suspended. It was a room carved out of the world’s noise, a place where grief could settle without interruption.

They had met to pray and chant hymns, but the gathering had long since devolved to merely recalling stories—some funny, some sad—of their friend Arius and his travels and travails over the years. There had been the times that Arius might make what seemed to be an outrageously confrontational proclamation, and word of it would spread among many of the bishops of the eastern empire. And then, with the turn of just a few delightfully witty phrases, he could defuse the tension and win acceptance back into the fold. Various bishops had excommunicated him on several occasions, but he would win his return to the church later, or at least until this last instance. Arius had lived a complex life, but he had set an


























[image: ]


















[image: ]


































[image: ]











































[image: ]












































[image: ]












[image: ]







[image: ]








[image: ]




















[image: ]





























[image: ]





























[image: ]





































[image: ]



























































[image: ]






























[image: ]









[image: ]



































[image: ]
































[image: ]
















[image: ]










[image: ]


































[image: ]























[image: ]











































[image: ]











































[image: ]














































[image: ]



















































[image: ]

























[image: ]













[image: ]





























[image: ]





















[image: ]




































[image: ]


















[image: ]













[image: ]














[image: ]
















[image: ]







































[image: ]























[image: ]

















[image: ]





































[image: ]

















d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





