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Prologue

	 

	I write to the dance of a flickering candle. The air in my cubicle is still. Yet the flame trembles—some whisper I cannot hear.

	The parchment is as brittle as my bones. My hands remain steady, my mind sharp. I will record my truth, with no fear of denial.  The lies will crouch just behind the truth, visible only to the insightful reader.

	Truth is malleable—my quill the hammer, my hammer the truth. I write for no one; I write for everyone.  Lies burrow into memory and possess the heart.  Lies are more resilient than truth.  I will allow the mix of truth and lie to congeal on these pages as the ink dries.

	They can be teased apart.  They can be flipped on their heads.  But the whisper that guides my hand will do neither.  The voice that drives me hisses the amalgamation.  My service to that voice is my sentence. The Creed is my crime.

	I was reared to be a servant to the truth—a servant to the mighty. I served without being servile. My back straight, my shoulders square, my eyes ready for contact. I served quietly, ever alert to the summons.  I wrote for myself while waiting for a call.

	I knew in my bones that I was worthy of self-service—of becoming someone no one else could imagine. I read as much as I wrote, not to deepen any belief but to sharpen every belief. I honed my knife on a whetstone of canonical apathy; shaped my quill point to pierce every truth. My hand inscribed no lies.  The spirit of another guided those lies.

	I am the seventh son of a seventh son, born under the tail of a comet.  My uncles and brothers died very young.  The sum of their ages at death is short of the three score and ten promised in the Psalms. If one Psalm frames a broken promise, what other betrayals are cloaked as truth in scripture?

	A whiff of sulfur flared my nostrils when I first formed this thought.  Broken promises reek of rotten eggs, of spoiled beginnings.  

	My father raised me in faith and beat me to strengthen it. My faith is strong on the surface; it is brittle below the skin.

	My master was Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea. I was also his plaything, invisible to him unless he wanted to be seen.  I swore an oath of faithful service. But I was always serving myself—and another. I honored the letter of faith; I imbued it with my own spirit.

	Always respecting the letter; never rejecting the spirit.

	I am Archelaus, son of Nikolaos.  

	But you can call me Archie.  

	 




Chapter 1

Summons

	 

	Februarius 2, 325AD—mid-morning

	Eusebius of Caesarea was summoned to serve the Council at Nicaea.

	One hundred days to Convocation—one thousand days of preparation ahead.

	The summons echoes. The marble corridors carry it into the shadowy scriptorium.

	The summons arrives. Not a command—a calling.

	Caesarea is all light and ruin.

	The air smells of salt, moldy stone, and rotting fish.

	Herod’s harbor had long silted in, but Roman mosaics still glitter under the dust.

	The Bishop’s palace looms like a half-built temple—always in renovation, ever in debt.

	The library is half scroll, half scaffolding.

	Eusebius fills the palace with his presence.

	Erect, dry-fingered, eyes like glittering onyx.

	His mind is a living concordance. He quotes Origen before dawn and scowls at synods before noon.

	He is a great man in a small port—a beluga in a rain puddle.

	I have only left Caesarea once.

	Years before, Eusebius lectured in Constantinople and was not laughed at.

	I heard him argue circles around a library hall. I faithfully recorded every word.

	I was thirteen, but even then, I was learning how to sway as I watched him play the bully.

	I was learning how to win.

	The Imperial capital became my obsession—I would find my way back.

	The road to Nicaea will be my first leg of the journey.

	The voyage to Constantinople was torture for my master. A nastiness of nausea felled him—he vowed never to take sail again.

	The journey will be by caravan.

	Dusty roads, lurking bandits, camel dung, campfires.

	Dreams made manifest.

	Heretics and saints in the same chamber. Truth recorded for the ages.

	My hand in control.

	I first need to secure my place in the retinue.

	There are three senior scribes in service to the bishop. Each is paired with a boy—manservant, apprentice, playmate. They are expected to serve with pleasure, and sometimes as a release.

	Basil is the eldest. Smug. Haughty. Insufferable.

	His hand, steady as a rock. His eye is as sharp as a whip.

	He drinks too much. Conditum, always—honeyed wine laced with black pepper.

	A pompous indulgence. An arrogant palate.

	His apprentice is too green to take his place.

	I know how to destroy Basil.

	Demetrius is the youngest. Open. Avid. Eager.

	Early in my service, my hand gripped the bishop’s staff as often as it wielded a quill.

	Demetrius’s hand had taken on those duties some years before.

	His apprentice recently died of pneumonia. No replacement yet.

	Demetrius is a threat.

	Maximos is my pairing. Only thirteen years old—he looked younger.

	A Syrian slave was gifted to the bishop at age six. More than half his life has been in my service.

	Mind like a steel trap. A curly black mop. Dark, dewy eyes, tilted.

	No friends.

	Intelligent. Exotic. Remote.

	Maximos is my clay. I shape him so that he can harden himself someday.

	The plan: discredit Demetrius, disable Basil, and promote Maximos.

	The caravan berth would be mine.

	Frantic preparations, mountains of correspondence.

	I captured a dozen diatribes addressed to Athanasius of Alexandria in four days—a personal record.

	Februarius 7—early evening

	Dinner with Basil. Wolfsbane in his wine—enough to enfeeble.

	Not enough to kill.

	Basil misses a summons—Deacon Cyrus called for me instead.

	Cyrus: “What’s the matter with Basil?”

	Archelaus: “He has fallen ill—again. I suppose Conditum does not suit him.”

	Basil is out of the running.

	Februarius 11—early morning

	Demetrius’s hand is distinctive. Precise. Artistic. Energetic.

	I am able to mimic any style, any hand—a skill my father passed down in lieu of inheritance.

	A letter to Eusebius of Nicomedia, a heretic and Arian.

	Swap with the forgery. Misspellings. Smears. A one-letter change.

	“Caesarea will never support your heresy.” Drop only the ‘n’.

	The proofreader spotted the error. Unforgivable. Heretical.

	Demetrius disgraced. Exiled.

	No ink cries foul when whispers rewrite the truth.

	Februarius 13—early morning

	The bishop summons me to his salon.

	Eusebius: “Greetings, Archelaus. How long have you been in my service?”

	Archelaus: “I first felt your touch some eighteen years ago, master.”

	Eusebius: evaluative “You are now the senior scribe in the bishopric. I would have bypassed Basil in favor of you, but his habits saved me the worry. I know you to be loyal and sharp as a razor.”

	I realize I acted too soon in sabotaging Basil and Demetrius.

	Measure twice. Cut once—next time.

	Eusebius: contemplating, “You will accompany me to Nicaea. We have forty days and forty nights until the Ides. We will meet daily. I will take your measure again and again.

	If you fail me, you will be cast from our company. Is this clear?”

	Archelaus: measured “Master, I vow to measure up. Set your expectations high—I shall exceed them.”

	Eusebius: “Who is your apprentice? Is he competent to carry your scribing load?”

	Archelaus: beckoning “Maximos!”

	Eusebius’s teeth sound an audible click.

	The bishop’s face flushes; his leer grows legs.

	Archelaus: honeyed. “More than competent, master. Able and eager.”

	My nostrils flare—the road beckons.

	A spark whispered becomes a blaze no steward can stamp out.

	Februarius 16—past dusk

	I return from an early meal in Caesarea butcher’s quarter.

	A scream—muted, frantic—echoes from the alleyway behind an apothecary.

	I slip around the corner, keeping to the shadows.

	A rough brute presses a girl against the brick, her tunic rucked to her thighs. His hand works his belt while his other arm traps her throat.

	She can’t be more than fourteen. She doesn’t scream again. No witnesses.

	I lift a cypress stave from a collapsed awning and step forward.

	Archelaus: cold. “Let her go. While you still can.”

	He turns, sneering.

	That is his mistake.

	The stave cracks across his ribs—once, then his temple, then his knee. He crumples. She runs.

	I don’t check if he’s breathing. I don’t want to know—if he is, I might smite him.

	I find her three alleys away, barefoot, arms wrapped around herself.

	She’s trembling, sobbing.

	She looks at me like I mean to finish what he began.

	Archelaus: quiet. “You’re safe now. I’ll see you home.”

	She hesitates, then nods.

	We walk in silence.

	Her door is a crooked plank near the fish stalls.

	She slips inside, glances back—nods, a small smile blooming.

	I drop the stave into a dung cart on my return.

	No one will record this act—not even me.

	Maximos watches me return, blood on my sleeve. He expresses concern at my dishevelment.

	I tell him that it was a small matter—I had to beat a rapist bloody on my way back to my rooms. Just another day, I tell him.

	His eyes measure me anew.

	Februarius 20—midday

	Two dozen long days to go before the Ides. I need to harvest coins for the trip.

	The bishop meets all of my needs—my stipend is as small as my needs.

	But the road will require a jingling purse at my hip. I need a payday.

	Time to write a jingle.

	The steward hands me sixty silver pieces to procure a variety of items for the scriptorium—lamps, parchment, oil, quills, and more.

	I can easily find the supplies in a roadside market. The vendor is pious and exacting. I pay what’s due—twenty-nine and a half, with half a coin more for a honeyed fig.

	He begins to prepare the receipt, but his handwriting is atrocious, and he moves at a snail’s pace.

	I offer to pen it for him. I tell him that the steward demands clean receipts.

	He nods, relieved.

	A clean hand makes clean proof. The visible becomes irrefutable.

	I ink the evidence of payment—sixty silver, as agreed.

	I hand him thirty.

	The bishop will never see it.

	The steward won’t ever question it.

	My thirty pieces of silver are hard-earned.

	A bonus paid by way of my inheritance.

	No Judas kiss—

	Only a gentle caress to reward the faithful.

	Februarius 28—the gloaming

	Max is rising to the challenge. His distinctive hand strengthens, his counterfeit hand matures.

	Archie: “The bishop says that he is pleased with your service. You handle him well.”

	Max: deflecting “He services himself and handles me well, indeed.”

	Archie: “Bishops are only men, enjoined from carnal activity with the opposite sex.”

	Max: “Your statement should be edited, striking all words from the preposition on.”

	Archie: “Clever lad! I see that you are learning more than how to scribe. You are learning how to edit. That’s the highest form of craft in our profession.”

	Max: smiling, “I am but a slave. I profess to be nothing more.”

	Archie: “Slaves with perfect service sometimes become citizens. Dream of that, and you might make it so.”

	Martius 3—late dawn

	Eusebius and I continue our morning sessions. The roster of bishops has been delivered.

	He identifies the key players and discounts the sycophants. I capture his musing about the strengths and weaknesses of the former. He teaches me the importance of rumor and innuendo as tools in our shared arsenal.

	Eusebius: “You will establish a network of listening agents when we arrive in Nicaea. Maximos will assist you—nobody will suspect such a sweet boy of espionage. You will listen, you will learn. You will plant and reap so that we can measure our opposition.”

	Archelaus: “I shall reap what I sow, and sow as I reap. So it shall be done, master.”

	Eusebius: “See that it is. We must deliver a consensus to the Emperor—no other outcome will suffice. We must identify the holdouts and neutralize them. Do you understand me well?”

	Archelaus: “The word neutralize appeals to me. It is poetic. I will write the verses for you.”

	Martius 7—mid-morning

	Max expresses real fear at what might meet us on the road.

	Archie: “The journey will be arduous and dangerous, indeed. Is it truly superior to be safe and predictable? Jesus could have stayed hidden in Nazareth. He chose the path of peril.”

	Max: considering “I’ve no experience with excitement. I don’t know whether to embrace it or run away screaming.”

	Archie: “You can be predator or prey. This adventure will be a predation like no other.”

	Max: resigned. “I was born as prey—a slave, a soiled vessel. Who am I to hope for more?”

	Archie: “Who are you to dream of less? Your birthmark does not sully you. What you allow others to say about it does the dirty work.”

	Max: Considering, “You say that if I change my stance, I gain my freedom?”

	Archie: “I say if you don’t, you condemn yourself to bondage.”

	We sit quietly for a beat.

	Archie: “Choose to reject those things out of your control. I will hold your hand. Your heritage is what you will pass down, not what was forced upon you.”

	The silence emphasizes the naked truth.

	We sit in silence.

	Martius 12—fire light

	Alone at the fire, idly poking the embers to enliven the sparks.

	I was born the seventh son of a seventh son. My mother tells me that my eye color changed from onyx to dusk when the light of the tail painted them.

	My uncles and brothers all died very young. None of them reached the age promised in Psalms—seventy. Their combined years on this plane fell short of the pledge.

	If one Psalm frames a broken promise, what other betrayals are cloaked as truth in scripture?

	A whiff of sulfur stung my nostrils when I first formed this thought.

	Broken promises reek of rotten eggs—spoiled beginnings.

	I trust my doubt. It is rooted in a certainty much easier to believe than redemption or resurrection. I know what I can see—and doubt what I cannot.

	My destiny is as clear to me as a cloudless sky.

	I will mingle with power. That amalgamation will amplify my own.

	When we hit the road, I will be led to it—not by a Shepherd of Men.

	By my own will.

	 

	
I mistook the summons as a call to destiny.

A common error when you forget that all men are destined to die.



	 




Chapter 2

Opening Gambit

	 

	Martius 14—before dawn

	We depart early on the eve of the Ides. A slow start. An ill omen?

	Caesarea fades from view. I have made my escape.

	The bishop and the priesthood were packed into velvet-lined rolling coffins—Maximos at Eusebius’s knee.

	Sanctified flatulence overspilling the boxes.

	The baggage carts were redolent of sweat-stained robes and sandalwood incense. The grime of dust—choking, soiling, sullying.

	Heavy rains turn the track into a thick glue. The bright sun beams optimism. The night lightning reveals an eerie foreign landscape.

	The girls at the camp in Arbela trade honor for coppers. The blessed release, the enduring shame. The coming confessions—the priests’ voyeuristic delight.

	Playing devil’s advocate with a eunuch while walking.

	Brother Evaristus: “There is one God, the Father, maker of all that is seen and unseen.”

	Archie: “One cannot know how something unseen was made.”

	Evaristus: “You cannot deny that there are unseen things. They were made. By God.”

	Archie: “I can deny anything. If truth is invisible, then lies are made manifest.”

	Evaristus: “Jesus Christ is the only Son of God. Through him all things were made.”

	Archie: “God broke his own commandment by lying with Mary.”

	Evaristus: “He did not lie with her—He imbued her through the power of the Holy Spirit.”

	Archie: “You are saying she wasn’t a virgin—her maidenhead was taken, by force!”

	Evaristus: “The Holy Spirit works in mysterious ways.”

	Archie: “Did Joseph have an opinion on her virginity?”

	Evaristus: “Joseph was… umm… silent on the subject.”

	Archie: “Had she been my wife, I would have had something to say.”

	Evaristus: “Had she been mine, there would be no doubt as to her status.”

	Archie: “Are you saying that Joseph was a eunuch?”

	We laugh. Laughter chases demons away.

	Archie: “Have you ever lain with a woman? I mean, before…”

	Evaristus: “I have, with a dozen or more. I hardly miss it. And you?”

	Archie: “I’ve had the opportunity, but never any interest. The very idea of the act revolts me.”

	Evaristus: “It can be quite pleasant, in moderation. Try it while you still have the means.”

	Martius 20—midday

	An Imperial convoy arrives like judgment—thundering hooves, clattering wheels, shouted commands.

	Make way.

	Make way!

	Make way!

	We scatter to the roadside. Maximos grabs my arm.

	A dust storm follows the lead column.

	A girl—no older than five—chases a dog into the roadway.

	One rider dodges. The next doesn’t. Nor the next.

	A wagon doesn’t slow.

	When the last wheel passes, her body is a twist of limbs and cracked bone. Her hair is matted in dust and blood.

	A priest steps past her without breaking stride. He murmurs a blessing over his shoulder.

	Maximos kneels beside the body.

	The girl is gone, destroyed at the hands of a ruthless, uncaring Imperial escort.

	The bishops debate supper options. One of them chuckles at something obscene.

	I take a saddle cloth from a nearby mule and lay it gently over her.

	I leave a single coin on her chest—not for charity, not for grace. Just weight.

	To keep her from vanishing altogether.

	That night, the campfire dances high. There is wine and laughter.

	I sit apart.

	Piety is only one letter off from pity.

	And both are discarded as easily as a broken child.

	Martius 29—early dawn

	Damascus. The Christians outnumber the soldiers; the men-at-arms are not afraid.

	The meek do not threaten those with armor.

	The Basilica of St. John the Baptist casts a Jupiter-shaped shadow. The scriptorium houses not less than sixty scribes—monks, acolytes, henchmen.

	The city is littered with statues, false idols hiding in plain sight. Headless heroes, woe-begotten women with chipped noses, a kneeling girl covering her breasts with her marble hands.

	Bishop Magnus of Damascus and his entourage join our train.

	A disordered board—pawns preaching like kings.

	Magnus’s omophorion is blindingly white—sacrilegiously so.

	His household is twice the size of Eusebius’s. Three scribes accompany him on the road to Nicaea.

	One is Damian.

	We circle each other, testing for connection—probing for trust.

	Archie: “Are you ever troubled by our Savior’s rebuke of scribes?”

	Damian: “Certainly not. He referred to Jewish scribes—I’m no Jew.”

	Archie: “Our ethnicity softens the sting, but still we are scribes.”

	Damian: “Do you transcribe in order to manipulate? If so, His damnation is just.”

	Archie: “I scribble in the way that a midwife mediates. I ease the pain of my master’s delivery so that it can find eternal life on the page.”

	Damian: “You abase yourself. The lowest scribe is superior to any midwife.”

	Archie: “I exalt myself. I am a midwife to ideas—a practitioner in parchment.”

	Damian: “You are a strange man, aren’t you?”

	Archie: “All men are strangers to each other. I am a stranger to you, but not to myself.”

	Damian: “Well said. Let’s be strangers together on this long walk to vanquish heresy.”

	Archie: “Or brothers in ink as we record this arc of history.”

	Damian: “The road is long. We take it step by step. Let’s talk again soon.”

	Fever storms the caravan in Beroea.

	A dozen dead, a score more teetering on the precipice.

	Vomit-stained bed sheets. The flight of panicked camp followers.

	A sickle mows down suckling babes. A scythe dispatches the mighty.

	My dreams are vivid, sensory.

	Terrifying.

	God on His throne, Jesus at His right hand. Peter slouched at His left—the stony-faced

	Rock of the Church, wearing a mask of eternal boredom.

	A grassy meadow in the near distance. My uncles and brothers, stubby-winged cherubs flitting about pointlessly.

	No wind, no rain, no danger.

	An inkling of sulfur in the air, gleaming white mansions scattered to the horizon.

	No rust, no moth, no thieves.

	The corruption of timeless life.

	Maximos nurses me.

	Cool compresses, clean water, a gentle hand.

	Clear broth, soft foods, fitful sleep, and undemanding exercise.

	My recovery comes with a revelation. Heaven is dull!

	And if Heaven is dull… God must be boring.

	I keep this heresy to myself.

	The bishop is eager to arrive in Alexandretta as soon as possible.

	We heighten our pace. We march at dawn, halt after dark.

	Day after day.

	Aprilis 12—dusk

	A campfire outside Alexandretta. Damian, Maximos, and me.

	Cedar-scented smoke, dancing flames. A light breeze dampens the heat of the day. A jug of wine restores it.

	Archie: “What is the nature of heresy?”

	Damian: “Heresy is any belief that betrays the perfection of God.”

	Archie: “What do you think, Max?”

	Maximos: “Oh, I am sure that I don’t know.”

	Archie: “Oh, Maximos! You can do better than that!”

	Maximos: “I’ll adopt Damian’s answer. It has the ring of truth.”

	Damian: “How do you understand heresy, Archie?”

	Archie: “Heresy is any opinion that has fallen out of favor. Are we not all heretics—to the Jews?”

	Damian: “Jews deny our Savior, deny the Trinity. That is blasphemy, heresy, and apostasy in one neat package.”

	Maximos: “Nobody cares what the Jews think. They compelled Pilate to crucify our Lord. They are eternally damned.”

	Archie: “It was God’s hand that guided Pilate. He needed an executioner to facilitate a resurrection.”

	Damian: recoiling “That’s heresy!”

	Archie: “It’s observation. One man’s orthodoxy is another man’s heresy. So it has always been.”

	We sit quietly. A cloud of insects dances in the smoke.

	Archie: “If heresy is a threat, no Council will neuter it. Heresy is whatever the Emperor’s army threatens to punish.”

	Damian: panicky “You’re a danger to yourself—a danger to us all.”

	Maximos: measured tones “No. He makes a strong point. What we call heresy might just be truth—spoken to power. Honestiores use privilege as a shield to repel every inconvenient truth.”

	Damian: offended, “That’s enough for me. Sleep well. Never speak of this again.”

	He stomps off, too timid to entertain the simple truth.

	Archie: “What do you think of that, Max?”

	Max: “Damian fears you when he should hear you. He limits himself.”

	Archie: “Our limitations need not define what we can do. They hint at what we must do.”

	He smiles shyly.

	His world is changing.

	Long days trudging through a countryside littered with poverty and neglect.

	Soiled rags, bleeding bare feet. Open sores, lifeless eyes.

	Feral pigs devouring rotting corpses.

	The pious troop rolling by, unaware, unmoved.

	Apathy as a coping mechanism.

	Children haunted by the knowledge of their imminent demise—future playmates for my uncles and brothers.

	Destined for eternal death disguised as immortality.

	En route to a parentless eternity.

	There are no adoption services in Heaven.

	Rotten eggs—the familiar tingle.

	It’s not the Earth the meek inherit—it’s a spoonful of tainted graveyard dirt.

	Deepest night, two days outside of Adana.

	An urgent alarm, a call to arms.

	Bandits untethering the horses.

	Maximos, wielding a cross, is guarding the bishop’s cart.

	Magnus’s sanctified mercenaries dealt death: hot spurts of raiders’ blood.

	Death.

	Ten brigands. Two monks. One camel.

	Burn the sinners, bury the brothers, render the dromedary.

	The smell of rancid burnt pork, the deafening rasp of shovel in dirt, the sweet meat of disaster.

	Another day on the road.

	Aprilis 20—mid-afternoon

	A day of rest in Laodicea on the Lycus.

	Tutoring Maximos beside the fire. Drilling him in Scripture—the catechism of faith.

	Teaching him to counterfeit my hand, to imitate my style. A legacy handed down from my father to my adoptive son—a weapon he could wield throughout his life.

	Archie: “Today is my 30th name day.”

	Max: “In truth? A day worth remembering, if not recording!”

	Archie: “My mother says that my first sight was the tail of a comet. I don’t remember it, but I feel that it is true.”

	Max: “No star of Bethlehem, but a good omen nonetheless.”

	We listen to the crackle of the fire, each in our own thoughts.

	Archie: “I saw you waving that crucifix on the night of the bandits. Did you believe it would shield you from harm?”

	Max: “I expected to die—I resolved to fight. That cross was the nearest weapon at hand.”

	Archie: “Isn’t it heresy to use a sacred relic as a blunt instrument?”

	Max: “Exodus and Psalms permit it. There is no heresy in self-defense—no matter the instrument.”

	Archie: “Did you just say that there is no heresy?”

	The lighting of a match. The ringing of a bell. The arrival of a man.

	Max: blinking, “I used those words. You castrated the context.”

	Archie: “I did, I did. Context is key to deciphering meaning. How do you define heresy now?”

	Max: “Heresy is any idea that threatens the power of the Church.”

	Archie: “Can there be heresy without orthodoxy?”

	Max: “No. Heresy does not stand alone. It is propped up against a stone altarpiece.”

	My son was inching closer to my throne.

	On my right.

	Exotic place names, a jumble of accents.

	Kargacı, Sakyatan, Gölcayır. Each more squalid than the one before.

	Performative piety at every stop.

	Akroinon, Karacaören, Düzlüce. The colors of a drab rainbow seen by a colorblind wanderer.

	Panasion welcomes us for a three-day respite from the road.

	Bare-legged boys chasing the wagons.

	Bare-breasted girls—undermining the monks’ resolve. Curved hips, empty eyes.

	Endless longing.

	Mangy curs fighting over scraps.

	A three-legged dog—a survivor—takes the lion’s share.

	Eusebius calls me to his carriage.

	Eusebius: “You have been performing well under these trying circumstances.”

	Archie: “Many thanks, master. I do try. How do you find Maximos? He is green but gifted.”

	Eusebius: “Yes, yes. A very good hand—not at your level but showing promise.”

	He stretches and picks his nose, flicks the result—a glistening pearl of mucus—from the carriage like a blessing.

	Eusebius: “What whispers have you picked up along the way?”

	Archie: “I have befriended Magnus’s scribe. He is holier-than-thou, but intelligent. I can influence him to nudge his bishop when needed.”

	Eusebius: “Good, good. What else?”

	His eyelids are drooping. That’s my cue to impress.

	Archie: “I shared wine with a passing courier. He claims that Crispus and Helena will join the Emperor for the duration of the Council.”

	Eusebius: agitated, “Damn! That’s bad news—not Helena, of course. She will help to steady Constantine. But Crispus will be a disruption. He cares not for the Council, or even the Church. His sole driver is ambition. He works against the Emperor’s agenda at all times.”

	Archie: “I understand. Well, if the rumor proves true, we’ll cross that bridge together, master.”

	Eusebius: “Indeed—arm-in-arm during our march to consensus.”

	My probationary period is over. Eusebius and I will now be partners in perfidy.

	I am as confident in his capacity for deceit as I am in my own.

	One step closer to Nicaea.

	One leap nearer the throne.

	
The first lie is the opening gambit.

It wins nothing—but it changes everything.



	 

	 

	 


Chapter 3

Development

	 

	Aprilis 24—morning

	An elderly priest shadows our train as we leave Temenothyrae.

	He has clearly surpassed the promise of three score and ten.

	Stooped, not weary. Ragged robe, sturdy sandals.

	He drifts behind us, makes his own camp.

	He speaks to no one, not even himself.

	I feel safe to converse with him on the nature of doubt.

	I fall back and fall in with him.

	Archie: “Blessings to you, Father. Will you accord me the honor of walking with you?”

	Father: “You honor me by asking. I am Festus of Phrygia. And you?”

	Archie: “I am Archelaus, son of Nikolaos. I am in the service of Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea.”

	Festus: “Ah, the good Eusebius. His histories have enlightened and entertained me. You are in the service of Christ, through him.”

	Archelaus: Droll, “I am in the service of Our Savior with or without him. But the connection gives the service more meaning.”

	Festus: “Impudent fellow, eh. Very well! You are headed to Nicaea for the Council, true?”

	Archelaus: “Quite true. My quill will be called to service. The Council will speak truth; I will faithfully record it.”

	Festus: “Of course you will! A story is mortal until a scribe puts it to parchment. Then it can echo through the ages.”

	Archelaus: “Father, teach me. What is the nature of hell?”

	Festus: “The wages of sin are death. The paymaster dwells in a lake of fire under our feet.”

	Archelaus: “Were souls condemned to eternal damnation before we learned the blessings of Our Savior?”

	Festus: “So it has always been. He will rise again to make final judgment on the living—and the dead.”

	Archelaus: “That means that damnation is not eternal. It’s conditional. Correct?”

	Festus: deadpan “Smart ass.”

	I collected my thoughts.

	Archelaus: “Father, teach me. Scripture makes it clear that the Holy Spirit is manifest in all of us. It teaches us that the Spirit will always hold our hand. How will Arius argue that the Spirit is a sham?”

	Festus: “Insolent and damn clever, eh? Arius will argue that God the Father is a unique entity. Only God the Father is eternally existent, with neither beginning nor ending. Raising the Son of God and the Holy Spirit to the level of God the Father amounts to polytheism. And God was not ‘the Father’ until Jesus was conceived. There can be only one God.”
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