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          Introduction

          The Backstories of Their (and Our) Lives…

        

      

    

    
      In December 2015 and into the early part of 2016, I began dreaming about writing an action-adventure religious thriller series that would take the best elements of some of my favorites in the genre.

      I had been reading James Rollins and Steve Berry for years, loving their SIGMA and Magellan Billet fictional organizations that saved the world from no uncertain doom while plumbing the depths of questions dealing with science and history, with a touch of the philosophical and religious on the side. I also enjoyed the kinds of religious conspiracy yarns written by Dan Brown that explored deeper questions, while turning an irritated eye toward the more fantastical Christian claims.

      So I started to dream. Dreaming about a religious order that would preserve the memory of the vintage Christian faith. Dreaming about those who would seek to destroy that memory, the powerful forces that would stop at nothing to obliterate the tangible and intangible expressions of that faith. And also a way to entertain and thrill, while inspiring for the journey and offering a dose of insight into faith along the way.

      I still have my Moleskine notebook journal with some early ideas sketched. Here is what I wrote:

      
        
        What if the Church had launched a secret order dedicated to preserving, protecting, struggling for the once-for-all faith, in the vein of Jude 3?

        What if a project was launched to preserve the memory of the faith through objects and relics?

        What if a secret organization was dedicated to the destruction of the memory of the Christian faith and Church generally?

        What if an ex-military professor was asked by the Vatican to join the project to preserve the relic memory of the vintage Christian faith?

        

      

      Thus was born the Order of Thaddeus and Project SEPIO! As well as the heroes that were part of the Order and that project.

      Can’t remember entirely now how they came about, but early on I had the main protagonist name: Silas Grey. I think I liked what his last name symbolized: the space between black and white, faith and doubt, right and wrong, hope and despair. I knew he was ex-military, serving during the post-9/11 years after his dad was killed in the Pentagon during the attacks. He was a professor of religious studies and church history, a badass and troublemaker. And he was an expert on the Shroud of Turin, the first relic of the vintage Christian faith that drew him into the storyline of my first book in the series, Holy Shroud.

      Celeste Bourne came next, her own last name sort of significant, a nod to the famous action hero. I wanted it to signal the strength and intrigue and power she had as a woman, whose background was with the British government’s MI6 unit and who could hold her own against the most villainous of bad guys. Her storyline evolved as I continued writing the series, from her experiences with the occult to the death of her fiancé. Same for Matt Gapinski and Naomi Torres and Rowen Radcliffe.

      Every story needs the wise-old soul who comes alongside the crew with guidance and expertise, and maybe a little finger-wagging at times to get them to shape up. Sort of a trope of these kinds of books but also a valuable character, which Rowen Radcliffe fulfilled for a time. If you’ve been reading for a while, you know where his character goes, and the next chapter that change signaled.

      You also need comic relief when the bullets are flying. Someone to offer a wisecrack or say the thing one normally only thinks of in their head when you need to breathe after a battle. That’s Matt Gapinski, who was patterned a bit after James Rollins’s character Joe Kowalski. (Sometimes we writers do that sort of thing!) I was asked once which of my characters I identify with most. Gapinski ranks up there, mostly because of his snark but also because he has endured his share of hardship and heartbreak.

      Naomi Torres didn’t come until the third book, and only then was meant as a one-off character for Hidden Covenant. But I loved how she and Gapinski interacted so much so that I carried her forward into every book to form my 4-person squad of faith-protectors! I also loved the backstory I discovered as I wrote her, and how her struggled at times to live her faith and understand it often reflect our own authentic struggles to do the same.

      That’s the thing with storytelling, or with the way I storytell at least: These characters come alive through the act itself. They are living, breathing people, friends really, who emerge from the page through the act of creation. Never really know what they’re going to do or who they are until their stories unfold. And just like each of us, these characters, these friends, each have a backstory.

      I’ve touched on these elements from their pasts in various ways across the ten books (and counting!). But I thought it would be fun to explore these backstories more fully, telling the deeper background in short story form through their own first-person eyes.

      So here you go: five stories from four characters that reveal their journeys through faith, life, and everything in-between—as much as they do about our own stories. Perhaps I will touch on other characters in other collections—like Sebastian Grey, Rowen Radcliffe, and the newest member Victor Zarruq—but this collection brings the spotlight on Silas, Celeste, Torres, and Gapinski.

      The first short story is from Silas—naturally, my main hero. He and his best friend, Colton Green, find themselves on a return trip in Iraq to a village playing the part of community-relations manager for Uncle Sam—when something unexpected happens. I’ve recounted this story a few times in the series, so it made sense to unfold it in full here.

      The second comes from Naomi Torres. It explores both a high and low point in her life, resulting in a family betrayal. Thankfully, that relational breech was mended during an important operation in one of my full-length novels, but here I explored what happened to lead to the split in the first place. It’s a complicated story, one we all can relate to at some level when we ask ourselves why we do the things we do—especially the things that hurt others, and ourselves.

      Story three comes from Silas’s right-hand woman, Celeste Bourne. She tells the story from a part of her past she would rather have left undiscovered—but came to light in my seventh book, Rite of Darkness. This piece of her story was entirely unexpected when I wrote that book—yeah, those things happen! But it fit what unfolded in their lives, and I wanted to explore it more fully through her eyes.

      The fourth story is told by Matt Gapinski’s. Again, through his eyes, but different from the others: this time he is retelling a part of his past to a special someone in the future, and wondering how they will react. It’s a mixture of heart-warm and gut-wrenching tragedy, given the part of his story he tells. Another one of those pieces I didn’t see coming until he shared it with Silas in an adventure.

      Finally, we return to Silas. It comes a few months after the first story, when he is grappling with the fallout from that fateful day. Along the way, he stumbles upon a religious service that draws him in. Can’t help himself. And what happens next is wholly unexpected.

      I published the first story in my series 36 months after I first started sketching those early details. Took me a bit to write book one, then some more time editing and polishing it for publication. I could never have imagined the reception the series has had over the past few years—consistently staying on the bestseller lists on Amazon for religious fiction and elsewhere, often launching as a number one new release, garnering mostly positive and enthusiastic reviews. The notes from readers thanking me for the books and letting me know how they’ve encouraged their own faith-journey on top of just plain entertaining them and offering an escape have made it more than worth it.

      So thank you, dear reader, for my own author journey so far. This book is dedicated to you for making what I do possible. I hope these deeper dives into the lives of your favorite characters entertain and inspire for the journey. Perhaps more still: May you find glimpses of your own story in their backstories.

      

      Grace and peace,

      

      ~J. A. Bouma (January 2021)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 Silas Wept (Silas Grey)

        

      

    

    
      It felt like it was going to be one of those days. The kind when the world spins one way and you go another. Like one of those playground carousels whirling and twirling—and you lose your grip and go tipping backward out of orbit, flying into the ground, dirt and wood chips getting stuffed up your nose and in your mouth, your taste buds getting a dose of what earthworms taste every day.

      Last time I’d been thrown from life’s carousel was when Dad died. Only then, the entire world spun out of orbit thanks to those damn Islamic whack jobs using their religion as justification to bring America to its knees. Those two planes slammed into the World Trade Center that fateful morning, and the world wasn’t the same again. Then the one going down in that field in Pennsylvania thanks to a “Let’s roll” rallying cry of some brave soul who probably saved the White House or Capitol Building. Innocence lost, the stark reality of evil regained in high-definition color.

      But then there was that one that slammed into that one wing of the Pentagon. The one where Dad had been stationed.

      I’d been attending classes at Georgetown University when it happened. The last day of a summer class I’d actually enjoyed. Trigonometry. Go figure. We got word of the first two planes just after class began. At first we thought it was a tragic mistake, the one plane plowing into the one tower in a way that seemed super tragic but also super random. Like someone forgot to address a faulty indicator light during the pre-flight rundown, leading to mechanical failure and hella-crazy tragedy.

      That theory went out the window when the second tower enveloped the second plane, that explosion of fire and glass on repeat for the rest of the day, smoke blooming from its wounded side. Right before the pair collapsed in a phantasmic show of fire and fury.

      Classes got cancelled, which wasn’t the worst thing in the world, and we were told to retire to our dorms to watch and process and grieve.

      Then it happened. Swore I heard an echo of it all the way up the Potomac. Then a bloom of smoke all our own was seen spinning up into the sky. A smoke signal, not warning of danger but marking death.

      In my case, the death of my dad.

      So I did what any son would do: I signed up the minute I could to show those bastards back in Afghanistan who was boss, bleeding red, white, and blue all over that Army contract at the recruitment center. I was ready, willing, and able to avenge my father’s death. Right after I graduated the next year. ROTC got me ready and got me in shape. Not that I was really out of shape. But playing quarterback for the Falls Church Jaguars senior year of high school was a whole other ball of wax compared to dropping and giving my drill sergeant eighty! Soon enough after graduating, I was at boot camp at Fort Benning, where I was tapped to join the Army Rangers before shipping out to that godforsaken land overseas in the heart of Operation Enduring Freedom. One thing led to another, and I was hunting down Donald Rumsfeld’s deck of fifty-two of Iraq’s most wanted.

      Which was where I was now, lying in my bunk and trying to catch a wink of shut-eye after a sleepless night, sweat dripping down my face and soaking my Army-issued skivvies under a blanket of heat and humidity. The sun was breaking through the canvas now, and the sure-as-heck knowledge it was going to be one of those days, turning on a dime with heads-or-tails results that would have lasting repercussions, came ratcheting up my spine.

      “Grey, on the double!” someone barked from the end of the cavernous canvas tent.

      And not just Someone. Major Someone. The one with the power to send my ass into Saddam Hussein's palace if he wanted to.

      Major Pepper. And boy was the man a lonely heart, with that bark and bite and bald head of his. But I was in his club, under his command. So I hopped out of the top bunk bed, on the double.

      “Yes, sir,” I yelled after I landed, back straight and legs snapped together. “Sergeant Grey reporting for duty.”

      “Well, put some clothes on then and meet me outside in thirty.”

      He turned to leave, and I had to ask: “Minutes, sir?”

      There was a snorting snicker behind me before silence. Colton.

      Pepper’s boots scraped like sandpaper across the floor as he spun back around and strode over to me, getting in my face with that hot, humid, jalapeño breath of his.

      “Thirty SECONDS, Grey!! And now TWENTY!! If I’da wanted you to take your sweet-ass time, I’da sent you to my Aunt Mildred to get your hair all gussied up, maybe do your nails and makeup, you sorry piece of crap enlisted nobody! Now get to it and meet me OUTSIDE!!”

      I held my breath as the man left, the thin piece of plywood door slamming behind him with a weak whimper.

      Then I hustled on the double to get into my fatigues as Colton razzed me for getting Major Pepper Breath on me for my wise-ass remark.

      “Serves ya right, Silas,” he said in that Texan drawl of his, the kid with a quarterback build sprawled out on his bed and flipping through some muscle car magazine his mom sent him in a care package. Must be nice. My mom died giving birth to me and my twin, Sebastian. And he had better things to do than send me care packages.

      I yanked a sock down from my bed and threw it in his face as I zipped up my pants. He hollered and threw it back, the Army-issued white cotton lump
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