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      2:23 p.m.

      The mainstay of the Western marriage vow tradition stretches all the way back to Thomas Cranmer—at least the Christian kind, particularly the non-Catholic kind. He was a leader of the Protestant Reformation, after all. I’d studied up on my marriage vow tradition in preparation for the big day.

      My big day.

      Because, if anyone could believe it, Silas Grey was getting hitched! And to the most amazingly beautiful, smartest, most capable, and loving woman on the planet.

      Celeste Bourne.

      We’d talked about writing our own vows, but I was never really any good at that sort of thing, expressing myself, my heart. I worried I’d forget my lines and mess things up, mess our day up.

      So, Cranmer it was. All of it, too. The whole bit about taking her to be my wife, to have and to hold from this day forward. All of the ‘for better for worse’ stuff—which was mostly for my sake; without that clause, I’d be a goner.

      Same for the ‘for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health.’ Neither of us had been rich, though we both had comfortable middle-class lives. And given our profession as the Church’s special-ops agents, we were in good shape and good health. But nowadays, you never knew when the Big C would show its ugly face.

      Was more than ready to pledge myself to ‘love, cherish, and to obey’ Celeste—again, that last bit was for my own well-being!

      Same for the final bit to the whole vow: pledging to fulfill all of the above ‘till death us depart.’

      Just didn’t expect to execute on that final clause so soon!

      Because instead of saying my vows, I was running to take cover from—

      A wicked rat-a-tat-tat sliced through the nave of the Washington National Cathedral, chewing through wood pews and sinking into limestone columns.

      —that!

      The strafing bullets, no doubt from some Heckler & Koch automatic rifle, the weapon of choice for a certain nemesis—sent me diving into the Children’s Chapel and racing toward a slender, solid wood door.

      Of course it was shut. Probably locked.

      Which was pretty much par for the SEPIO course, the operational arm to the Order of Thaddeus, ancient defender of the Christian faith.

      Was about the only option at this point.

      Another livid set of relentless rat-a-tat-tats put an exclamation point on my current lot in life!

      Leapfrogging over the back of the slender wood chairs, I landed with a sure footing on the crimson padded seats and dashed down the small aisle to sail back to the stone floor.

      Catching the edge wrong and stumbling overboard.

      Caught most of the impact with my right shoulder, but pain bloomed from my right knee and lanced up my leg.

      I was getting too old for this…

      I choked back a curse and hobbled for the door, grasping the burnished bronze knob and giving it a twist.

      Moment of truth…

      Unlocked.

      A first for SEPIO!

      Which did my heart good, but also sent all sorts of administrative signals pinging my Master of the Order brain. Should’ve been locked, a stairwell winding down below, but glad it wasn’t.

      Wasn’t responsible for the facilities, but was sure glad some janitor forgot to lockdown. A hefty bottle of Scotch whiskey with a big, red bow was in order for that blessed soul!

      And a hefty raise.

      Throwing opened the door, I dove inside and yanked it closed—

      Just as another menacing barrage of bullets thudded with a useless muffle into the other side.

      Without a clue where Celeste was.

      Till death us depart, Cranmer had written.

      Good words, holy words.

      Just not for today.

      Not this day.

      The day I was supposed to get hitched.
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      11:03 a.m.

      Today was the day I’d been waiting for—not necessarily my whole life, but certainly most of my life, given I thought I’d be consigned to eternal bachelorhood. The academy does that to you, as does the military, both of which had consumed my life for the better part of adulthood.

      Heard once that Gandhi said God was the hardest taskmaster he’d ever known on this earth, trying you through and through. The Almighty had nothing on the academy and the Army!

      Now the Church…that was a different story.

      A relentless spouse, she could be! I’d been married to her official like going on three years now, the ring of betrothal having been passed along to me when Rowan Radcliffe passed, former Master of the Order of Thaddeus. He’d handed me the reins to one of the Church’s premier religious orders contending for the faith, and quite unexpectedly, I might add. Had thought he would’ve handed them off to my bride-to-be. Frankly, so did everyone else in the Order, including the muckety-mucks on the board of directors. Might get their way yet if one of them had anything to say about it.

      At any rate, taking Radcliffe’s place as Master, a day didn’t go by that I didn’t have a honey-do list unfurled out the door taking care of the Church’s housekeeping business! Most of it was your garden variety TPS reports keeping track of the Vatican’s monthly allowance. Though the Order of Thaddeus was an ecumenical outfit, they still controlled the purse strings. Who knew? I sure didn’t when I was brought on board.

      Sure learned that lesson quick once we started edging into the red. Didn’t help matters that my best man, Matt Gapinski, had an appetite for expensive foreign cars and, well, a massive appetite! Claimed it was because he was big-boned. I just think he had a third leg that was always hungry for another burger or glass of Balvenie whiskey.

      Oh, wait, that was me.

      Between balancing the books and defending the Good Book against assaults inside and outside the Church—compounded by gunfights and car chases and exploding drones, on top of a resurgent Knights Templar and government alien conspiracy…let’s just say I had my hands full. That wasn’t even touching on all the crazy brought on by the Church’s nemesis stretching back to Christianity’s founding—Nous, an ancient enemy that had risen from the shadows of history to rain down the wicked funk on the Church for the better part of half a decade after remaining dormant. Which I got embroiled in thanks to my own academic project proving the Shroud of Turin the authentic burial cloth of Jesus Christ—and thus proving his resurrection authentic.

      Just my luck.

      It was also my luck that said nemesis was headlined by my baby brother, Sebastian. That’s a whole other story going back years—really since childhood, when an inciting incident (one among many that had made headlines the past few decades) sidetracked his faith and plunged him into a Cain-and-Abel fight with me, not to mention a Judas-and-Jesus betrayal with the good Lord above. Which I was caught in the middle of, and was tasked to keep at bay.

      So, yeah. A honey-do list a mile long.

      Could only imagine what was coming when I was actually married.

      So my entire life waiting to marry, no. But definitely the last four years. Ever since I’d laid eyes on Celeste Bourne who was a Bourne before Bourne was a Bourne. Those chestnut locks, those striking azure eyes of hers, that polished Queen’s English British had sent my heart soaring when we first met.

      Probably helped that she saved my backside from no uncertain doom after a band of pseudo-spiritual whack jobs tried to kill me in a chapel at my alma mater! And then plenty more after that. But this was no White Knight Syndrome. Because, truth be told, I’d thought she was a bit snooty for her own good the first time we met. Seemed way to sure of herself, especially with the way she compared herself to that Robert Ludlum special-ops character.

      Turned out, she had every right to be as cocksure as I thought she was!

      Not only had she been Oxford educated, with graduate degrees in comparative religion and psychology. She’d also been plucked out from an elite unit within MI6 by Radcliffe to take charge of SEPIO, the special-ops arm of the Church tasked with assuming more kinetic endeavors.

      The mission of the Order of Thaddeus had been at stake for generations. Jude was right: Christians needed to contend for the once-for-all-faith. To protect, instruct, fight for, watch over, heed what the Church had always believed. Which was everything that SEPIO was about, the muscular, special-forces arm of the Church she was responsible to lead.

      Radcliffe had launched the project several decades ago, an acronym for Sepio, Erudio, Pugno, Inviglio, Observo—Latin for protect, instruct, fight for, watch over, heed. In a stroke of genius, he had recruited Celeste out of MI6 to lead
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      12:01 p.m.
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