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            PROLOGUE

          

          SOMEWHERE IN TURKEY. 1943.

        

      

    

    
      Great events turn on small hinges, they say. The latest world developments could attest to that.

      Who knew a small scrap of land in Czechoslovakia would spark a Second World War? And then before that: the death of some no-name Austro-Hungarian Archduke leading to the Great War?

      Small hinges, great events.

      Here’s another one: The discovery of the intact tomb of the 18th Dynasty Pharaoh Tutankhamen in 1922, the best-preserved pharaonic tomb ever found.

      That little hinge blazed a hot trail for historians and archaeologists across Europe to unearth the past and claim its treasures.

      Including paving the way for what had to be done during the world’s most desperate hour.

      Now, King Tut’s excavation had taken a decade before the world saw sight of the infamous Pharaoh. The world didn’t have the luxury of that kind of time.

      Europe was on fire, with flowers of fury blooming across her skies and decimating her cities—from Warsaw and Brussels to Paris and London. And rumor had it Herr Hitler and his psycho sycophant Heinrich Himmler were traipsing across the globe, armed with the inspiring stories of adventure and grandeur combined with the practical tools of those archaeologists who had blazed the trail a generation prior—both were searching for long-buried magical weapons of old lost to history that could be resurrected and put to good use in their Great Cause.

      Something arcane from the ancient world that could give them a leg up in their war to end all wars.

      There were the more religious: the Ark of the Covenant, with the power to level entire armies; the Holy Grail, with the power to infuse one’s veins with eternal life. Then the more secular: King Arthur’s Sword and Thor’s Hammer, with the power of strength and courage combined with magical slaying properties. And the absurd: lost Atlantis, the seedbed of a pure Aryan race that contained the power to subjugate the world beneath the foot of German occupation.

      While one might dismiss such rubbish as the musings and ravings of mad men, Her Majesty’s government wasn’t taking any chances. Victory could bloody well hang in the balance between the rumored V2 rockets and Thor’s Hammer.

      And something else…

      A Tree. One with the power of life. Eternal life, whose fruit would sustain its bearer forever. Or so the myths of old lay claim.

      But that wasn’t all.

      Because alongside that grew another.

      The Tree of Life was joined by a Tree of Knowledge. Again, so the myths of old told tale. This was a knowledge giving those who ate its fruit power—raw power to lay claim to goodness and wickedness alike. A knowledge of the universe itself. Knowledge so wicked and totalizing that it could tilt the war in favor of the one who discovered its location.

      With the power of the gods…

      Again, to the modern man, such myths were child’s play. Oh, the Continent had been raised on the fruits of those myths, no pun intended. The ones that posited a Garden in the east of Eden, where our distant ancestors were birthed. The Enlightenment put all that to rest, science coming to rescue Homo sapiens from the fables of old women and snot-nosed children.

      Except Hitler thought otherwise. And if the Wolf believed the Garden and its two Trees existed, then the British Empire would not be caught flatfooted.

      Which was why Military Intelligence, Section 6, had sent a man with deep connections and money into the wilds of the partitioned former Ottoman Empire to follow the trail to a site purported to be the location of this fabled womb of humanity.

      Thankfully, it was within Allied-occupied territory, the French offering all the help the Empire needed to secure the location and determine whether the Nazis could claim anything of use to aid their war efforts. And they had just the man to do it, too.

      Edward Herbert, bastard-born son to George Edward Stanhope Molyneux Herbert, 5th Earl of Carnarvon, an aristocrat best known as the financier who backed Howard Carter’s excavation of Tutankhamen's tomb in the Valley of the Kings. The man had become an archaeologist of his own accord, having studied Neolithic history at Oxford University. Could have gone far, too, had he not tried to blackmail his son, Henry George Herbert, 6th Earl of Carnarvon, into cutting him in on the family’s inheritance. No British Earl wants a family line sullied by news of bastard-born heirs. Even less desired are the designs of said bastard-born heirs to run off with the family jewels!

      Instead, he was paid off and sent packing—until he landed with Secret Intelligence Service and was sent overseas with an ocean liner stocked with supplies and a military escort—to find Eden and discover its legacy.

      For Edward Herbert, it was the chance to make a name for himself. To ride the same coattails that bloke Howard Carter used to crack Tut’s tomb. Only he would find the birthplace of humanity. Preventing it from falling into enemy hands, winning the praises of Queen Elizabeth herself, and going down in the honorable annals of archaeological history.

      But first, he had to find the Garden, which was proving to be a challenge.

      The day was going to be a bloody scorcher. The canvas tent almost magnified the morning sun, like a bloody lens, focusing the light into a beam that threatened to set Edward himself ablaze! His bare chest was slick with sweat, and the sweltering, cavernous space was filled with his body odor.

      At least someone already had the forethought to cook breakfast. The heavenly scents of frying pork and coffee were wafting in on a hot breath through a flap that had come loose during the night. Conversational French and English mixed in a swirl of voices that meant the crew was already up and at it. Jolly good. The earlier the start, the better.

      Edward rolled off his cot, both feet thudding against the cold, packed earth with purpose. Which was not only getting a plate of that cooking breakfast, but scraping away the final layer to unearth whatever lay underneath.

      Stepping out into camp, a wide blue sky greeted him. The sun was bright and angled from behind, casting the world below in a shimmering glow and heating it with care, as if to confirm the wide-open possibilities that laid before him.

      Straight ahead was the origin of that frying bacon and brewing coffee, a queue already forming for the goods. Piles of gravel and sand lay in bunches around a hole at the center, shovels and rakes sticking out. Sifting stations made of wood frames and strong wire screens flanked the pit on both sides.

      Edward smiled at the sight. All the tools of the trade for any dirt nut like him.

      For the better part of three months, he and his team had been peeling back the layers of time from a long-buried worship site in the desert sands. A Stonehenge of the Middle East, rivaling anything back home in England. Massive carved stones, tens of thousands of years old, had been uncovered. Large buggers, standing stones, or pillars, arranged in circles. Each crafted and arranged by prehistoric people who, as it was assumed, had not yet developed the proper tools or even proper pottery! The tallest were nearly five meters, some T-shaped and others elaborately carved with foxes and lions, scorpions and vultures. Then a set of stair—leading where?

      That was the day’s task, one he was eager to leap to.

      Dressing, Edward sauntered after the breakfast he had smelled, bypassing the queue to the front of the line and snatching a metal plate of bacon and jellied toast. He took the plate of food to a larger tent anchored just off the main dig site.

      It was cooler inside and far less humid, the temperature and air strictly controlled by a contraption running on petrol and belching black smoke with grumbly grunts. But Edward insisted it was necessary, given the nature of the work hauling artifacts and other potential ones that might emerge during the excavation. The lighting was dim, provided only by what morning sunlight filtered in through the tent's canvas and a single banker's desk lamps hooked up to the same grumbly, grunting generator. It smelled of old wood and tobacco, which gave him an idea.

      He sauntered over to his large, ornately carved wooden desk. It sat atop a crimson Persian rug, whorls of blue and green and gold woven into the carpet. A collection of wood cabinets established the walls for a study, eighty or so cloth hardbacks hidden behind glass doors, their brass knobs glinting in the faint sun. The trappings of a modern archaeological dig that would rival anything the big names could muster.

      Sure, perhaps Edward was playing out his Howard Carter fantasies, the man responsible for launching the great era of archaeology who had his father to thank for his patronage. The items helped him channel the great archaeologists from the past. Apparently, it had worked.

      Because Edward was close—so close! And yet…so far away.

      Crunching into the jellied toast—tart raspberry sending his taste buds dancing with delight—a relevant passage from the Holy Scriptures sprang to mind, from the second chapter of the Book of Genesis: ‘And the Lord God planted a garden eastward in Eden; and there he put the man whom he had formed.’

      It was clear they had discovered a worship site of some sort that stretched to the time of Eden, its location close to the purported epicenter of the famed Garden, anchored between the Tigris and Euphrates and jutting up from the earth near two more contenders for the continuation of the passage.

      Edward drank a gulp of coffee, something those Yanks were more beholden to than any respectable nobleman of his caliber, but he fancied the upstart drink of British commoners. Again, the passage from Genesis came to mind: ‘And a river went out of Eden to water the garden…’ situated between those four rivers.

      He reached his desk, commanded by a slew of maps and manuscripts and other diagrams. Crunching on a stick of bacon, he set the plate down and pulled open a drawer, withdrawing a modest cedar humidor.

      Opening the lid, Edward withdrew a fat stick, the end twisted into a pointy nub. He bit it off, spitting the bitter-tasting tobacco to the Persian rug. He flipped open the lid to a brass lighter and struck the flint wheel. An orange flame sprang to life. Clenching the cigar between his front teeth, he held the lighter at the end and puffed it to life.

      A thick, gray cloud billowed, rising high into the tent, spreading far and wide. Smelled of earth and spice. Smelled of heaven.

      Never too early for a smoke, he always said.

      Settling into a leather-wrapped wooden swivel chair, the furniture creaking under his frame, Edward crunched into another piece of bacon and swallowed another mouthful of coffee.

      When voices rose high from beyond the tent’s threshold.

      Alarm turning into excitement.

      They must have found something!

      He set the coffee mug down on the desk and leaped to his feet, his legs banging into the desk and sending the black brew overboard—staining his maps to Eden!

      “Bloody hell…” Edward spun around looking for aid and comfort, but found none to wipe up the slop.

      The voices rose higher now, joined by clapping and cheering.

      Supposed it didn’t matter his maps were soiled if his men discovered something useful.

      He left it alone and barged out of his tent into the desert morning, the sun striking his eyes blind. Shielding them with a hand, he saw his men milling about around the mawing hole at the center of the site.

      Edward rushed to it, pushing through to find his lead digger, Arthur Brooks, peering into an excavated pit—and glimpsing a stone floor with a darkened void at the center!

      “Make way!” he shouted, rushing to the edge. Spinning around, he climbed down a wooden ladder to rendezvous with Brooks.

      Descending, Edward could feel the sand all around him was already reverberating with the heat of the morning sun. It wasn’t intense, just hot. Which didn’t matter anyway, because the greatest discovery of his life awaited.

      Perhaps even known to man, one that might even tip the war in Her Majesty’s favor!

      As well as her coffers into his lap…

      Reaching the bottom, Edward rushed to Brooks’s side. “What is this?”

      The short, squat man shrugged, running a hand across his sweaty bald head. “Not sure, sir. Someone discovered the hatch moments ago.”

      That didn’t make sense. “Discovered it? What, just like this—that mawing hole in the ground bloody well appearing with open invitation?”

      Brooks threw his head up and down in rapid bursts he found annoying. “The pit itself was dug yesterday, however only partially. It mysteriously deepened overnight.”

      “It was windy, I suppose.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And the stone floor, the opening?” Which Edward now saw was made of wood that was now broken, preserved for millennia in the dry desert sand. Petrified, really, the conditions right to stave away rot and pressurize the planks, sealing the hatch.

      “Damaged from centuries past, perhaps? Or a mistaken blow by one of the men?”

      He turned toward the gawkers up top—then grinned. Time for a show.

      “Do you have a torch?”

      Brooks matched his grin. “Thought you’d never ask, sir.”

      He handed him a military metal flashlight. It was a heavy bugger, but Edward flipped it on then shined it down into the void.

      Down was right!

      It was indeed a hatch, situated above a darkened cavern that—

      His breath caught in his chest.

      —looked to be a temple, several stories down and something like a hundred meters squared.

      “Rope!” Edward demanded, a shuffling from behind jumping to his request.

      Didn’t take long before the crew had strapped Edward in, and the British explorer was making his descent into history.

      Took seconds to reach the bottom, a stone floor covered in silt but nothing else. The darkness was all-consuming, but for the faint orange glow of his torch casting about inside the chamber smelling of plaster and stone. Not musky, nothing like wet newspaper, which meant the environment had been perfectly preserved—perhaps for tens of thousands of years!

      A smile crept across Edward’s face until it widened into a giddy grin.

      And it was his. All his history to make.

      Wait, what was that?

      Edward squinted, trying to focus his eyes through the darkness onto a wall lit orange.

      He moved toward it, a panel coming into sharper view. It lay between two columns wrapped in carved vines—wait, strike that. One wrapped in a single vine bearing fruit, the other wrapped in what looked like a snake.

      Interesting…

      But that wasn’t all.

      “My God…” Edward put a hand to his mouth, his eyes not believing what he was glimpsing.

      The panel was covered in hieroglyphs. Neolithic, perhaps, yet…

      He craned his head toward the characters, which were actually more like the cuneiform of Sumerian and Akkadian than the pictograms of Egypt. The characters ran from top to bottom, across the full length of the wall. And it seemed—

      “Yes…” Edward whispered. There was a familiarity about them. He had seen them before, could read them even!

      Translating the ancient cuneiform, he muttered aloud, “‘When the heavens above did not exist, and earth beneath had not come into being…’”

      “My God…” Edward put a hand to his mouth again, his eyes not believing what he was now reading!

      There was more. Lots more.

      He approached the wall—

      When something whispered from behind. Footfalls, the rustling of a cloak.

      Edward’s breath caught in his chest.

      He spun around, torch in hand, waving it toward the darkened shadows that only seemed to grow deeper.

      “Who goes there?” he demanded to know.

      Only silence and shadows.

      Until something flashed. Before his face.

      A figure, tall and darkly cloaked.

      Then something glinting.

      Something sharp!

      Right before it swiped with a winking flash.

      Heard it before he felt it. Like the tearing of fabric.

      Except it was the tearing of his skin, right before this throat gave way to the sharpened blade and blood bloomed from the wound.

      Edward grabbed for his neck with useless intent, trying to stop the flow of his life-force from escaping. It was no use.

      Before he knew what had happened, his knees weakened from resolve, and he slumped to the cold, hard stone floor. He quickly lost consciousness and passed—from this life to the next, from the memory of history itself.

      The figure regarded the downed man, but only for a second. What mattered was what the British man himself had been regarding. Which he had sought in the dead of night and laid in wait for the moment to strike—confirming what he sought was buried beneath the sands when the man translated aloud.

      He stood before the artifact. Amazed, mesmerized.

      Entranced…

      He slowly unwrapped his black keffiyeh headscarf, eyes not leaving the characters he had known since childhood. He understood them immediately, all of the etchings across and around the panel.

      The key to it all.

      And what it meant. For the world, yes, but more for his people.

      For the Church, even.

      If this got out—if this became known…

      All they had worked for years would unravel. Two millennia of work would come crashing to the ground, opening the way for belief once again after dousing it with the waters of the Enlightenment.

      The man smirked at that name.

      Then became distracted by voices from the void above. Men who would have to be dealt with, one by one.

      As well as bury this back beneath the sand from whence it came.

      Great events turn on small hinges, they say.

      This well-oiled one just swung shut, slamming this part of history closed.

      For good?

      Only time would tell…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

          ARLINGTON NATIONAL CEMETERY, VIRGINIA. PRESENT DAY.

        

      

    

    
      The rain was bitter and biting. The kind that hurt your face and your feelings. Fitting for the early evening rendezvous with death.

      Or with the dead, rather.

      Silas Grey clenched the golf umbrella that was doing him no good anyhow, a whipping wind drenching his black suit pants and leather shoes from the summer deluge. At least he had the help of a towering lone oak at the edge of the cemetery marking the reason for the occasion.

      The twentieth anniversary of Dad’s burial.

      Had been a long time coming, revisiting that spot. Hadn’t been back since the first time he’d stood nearby as the high-gloss black casket, the polished chrome hardware gleaming in the high-noon sun inlaid with the American flag and Army insignia, was lowered into the ground.

      But today felt right, felt fitting. Not only because of the anniversary, but that night, on that particular one, he needed his dad.

      Lightening lanced with a jagged slice overhead, followed by a rumble of thunder. The haunting, flickering white light cast wicked shadows across the expansive green dotted by hundreds of white grave markers jutting from the ground like perfect teeth. The waning light cast upon a five-sided granite group marker standing at the center of this particular section of the gravesite, bearing the names of all those who had similarly perished.

      Like Dad.

      Thunder rumbled overhead again, the rain sheeting down with a relentless assault. At least the wind had died down, for now. Silas adjusted his grip on the umbrella and raised his jacket collar, eyes transfixed upon the marble headstone marking his father’s site of last repose.

      Thomas Grey. April 23, 1959, to September 11, 2001.

      Silas fiddled with a piece of paper in his jacket pocket that he had folded up into a bird. An origami figure of a dove that had been a family mascot, modeled after the one from Genesis 8. The one Noah sent out from the ark to see whether the flood was over. Eventually it returned with an olive leaf, then didn’t return altogether. A sign God had remembered Noah and all creation, that he’d been faithful to his promise to save them, to recreate the world.

      That silly paper dove had gotten the Grey boys through several assignments overseas. Even got Silas through his own tours in the Middle East, the reminder of God’s faithfulness carrying him through.

      Except for 9/11, he supposed. The singular event that had shaken him and his faith, because it had destroyed his family.

      Silas recalled that day like it was yesterday. The day when that plane piloted by those Islamic whack jobs slammed into that one wing of the Pentagon. The one where Dad had been stationed, taking 184 victims to the grave along with him.

      He’d been attending classes at Georgetown University when it happened. The last day of a summer class he’d actually enjoyed. Trigonometry. Go figure. Had gotten word of the first two planes just after class began. At first, they all 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 a 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 canceled, which wasn’t the worst thing in the world, and Silas and his classmates were told to retire to their dorms to watch and process and grieve.

      Then it happened.

      A distant rumble of thunder reminded him of the echo of the crash he swore he’d heard all the way up the Potomac. Then billowing smoke was seen spinning up into the sky. A smoke signal, not warning of danger but marking death.

      In his case, marking Dad’s death.

      So, he did what any son would do: signed up the minute he 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. Was more than ready, willing, and able to avenge Dad’s death right after graduating the next year.

      ROTC got him ready and got him in shape. Not that Silas 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 his drill sergeant eighty! Soon enough, he was at boot camp at Fort Benning, where he 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 before he knew it he was hunting down Donald Rumsfeld’s deck of fifty-two of Iraq’s most wanted.

      Over twenty years now Dad had been gone. And twenty years ago, he had stood on a day very different than this one. The day he buried his own father after terrorists had plowed American Airlines Flight 77 into the Pentagon—taking him out in a wicked act of violence on that fateful 9/11 day.

      Under a bright, cloudless sky near trees that had begun showing signs of the waning summer, he and his twin Sebastian, a handful of extended family and friends, and their parish priest huddled around an open gravesite plot at Arlington National Cemetery—right where he was standing now. Through the painstaking process of excavating the demolished section of the Pentagon, Thomas Grey’s body had been eventually pulled from the rubble, what was left of it anyway. It had been identified through DNA records held by the Department of Defense and given a proper military burial with full military honors.

      Attached to that memory was a prayer, offered by their family’s priest, Father Rafferty. It was a traditional Catholic prayer for the dead, and he had spent days meditating on it after the burial, trying to burn it into his memory. Didn’t know why, but probably had something to do with the final moments of his connection with Dad before saying goodbye. He hadn’t touched the memory since then, and standing in the rain, he clung to the memory of that prayer and began whispering it. He didn’t know what else to do.

      “Into your hands, O Lord,” Silas muttered, voice strained and shaky, “we humbly entrust our brother in the faith to your care. In this life you embraced him with your tender love; deliver him now from every evil and bid him eternal rest. The old order has passed away: welcome him into paradise, where there will be no sorrow, no weeping or pain, but fullness of peace and joy with your Son and the Holy Spirit forever and ever.”

      Crossing himself, he whispered, “Amen.”

      Thunder seemed to grumble with disagreement at his prayer, heavy charcoal clouds billowing above and engorged with rain moving across the city that portended nothing good.

      Again, fitting.

      Rain streaked down the face of the white marble marking the echo of a memory that had been buried under so much time. Staring at that marker, he fiddled with the origami dove again, not quite knowing what to do.

      Silas went with: “So, Dad, I got hitched last month.”

      Nothing but the rapping of rain against his umbrella, a mean, cruel dirge without any tone or timbre to it other than what sounded like automatic weapon fire.

      “Celeste is her name,” he tried again. “Celeste Bourne. Who was a Bourne before Bourne was a Bourne.”

      He chuckled to himself, recalling the line from when he’d first met her after she’d saved his backside from no uncertain doom.

      “That’s her, to a T, Dad. Smart, sassy, courageous. Always the first one into a fight, last one out. You’d like her.”

      How ridiculous was this? Mumbling in the pouring rain like this, not knowing what to do, how to act.

      Could never bring himself to visit the gravesite. Too finalizing, too totalizing, his death and all. Didn’t want to think of Dad that way, rotting in a government-issued casket, what had remained of him from the attack.

      Besides, Silas didn’t ‘grieve as others do who have no hope,’ as Saint Paul wrote about death in the Book of First Thessalonians. He knew Dad was hanging out with Jesus himself, awaiting that glorious moment when Christ returned to resurrect him and all his children from the dead back to brand-spanking new life.

      Silas smiled. Yeah, that’s how he wanted to think about Dad. Playing poker with the Son of God, Dad’s favorite pastime, if Jesus was into that sort of thing, and awaiting the resurrection. So he hadn’t been back. At least Dad had the large, leafy oak to keep him company.

      Now he chuckled to himself, swiping away a rise in emotion with a knuckle at the corners of his eyes, another memory floating to the surface. That crazy Tree of Life painting Dad dragged across the world. Who was it by? Some Gustav something or other. Kline, Klint? That’s right, Gustav Klimt.

      Was a beautiful oil painting replica of the original, whorled branches of the famous tree from the Garden of Eden in the Book of Genesis painted in gold—twisting and twirling, turning and spiraling toward the sky and filling the mural. It was interwoven with triangles painted in fluorescent greens and pinks and blues, along with odd masculine and feminine representations and ovals dotted with eyes and other patterned squares.

      As a child and early teen carted off to military bases in the South Pacific, along with that painting, Silas had thought the thing super creepy, ugly even. But Dad cherished it. Loved it, because it reminded him of the Book of Genesis, and those early chapters when everything was right in the world, when God created everything just so, giving order to the chaos and breathing shalom over his created order. Peace, wholeness, perfection.

      Of course, all that was blown to smithereens when Mama Eve and Papa Adam rebelled against God Almighty, Creator of Heaven and Earth—plunging all of the world into chaos and ruin.

      Plunging it into death…

      Dad clung to that hopeful vision from primeval history, becoming something of a lay student of the science and theology surrounding our origins. And the painting reminded him of that beginning, of that creative intent the good Lord had when he breathed all of this into existence—along with the future shalom that was to come, the fruit and leaves of the Tree of Life in the Book of Revelation meant for the healing of the nations at the end of the age.

      Two trees. One in a garden, one in a city. With God Almighty at the center of both, restoring things to the way he envisioned and intended back at the start of his very good creation.

      Dad fought for that vision with his work in the military, believing American hegemony could restore some of that shalom—bringing peace and wholeness and a sense of rightness back into a world that had gone very dark.

      Looking back, Silas could see his glasses were a bit too rose-colored—not to mention red-white-and-blue-colored—but Dad meant well in his fight for justice, his quest for shalom, for a restoration and peace for a world screwed up by sin and vandalized by wicked humans.

      Now look at things…look at all that had happened since that fateful day.

      To Silas, with his tours in Afghanistan and Iraq, then his teaching gig at Princeton until it was interrupted by the Church’s nemesis that would become his own nemesis, Nous, as Master of the Order of Thaddeus, ancient defender of the Christian faith.

      To Sebastian, who had joined the fight to destroy the Christian faith as his chief rival.

      There was that rumbly, grumbly thunder again, joined now by a whipping wind gusting through the cemetery. As if the mere thought of his rival elicited the groan and growl from Mother Nature herself.

      Sighing, Silas pushed back his sleeve to check his watch—an old gold-plated Seiko pockmarked with military tours and operations fighting for the faith. Dad had given it to him as a high school graduation gift. Cheap thing, but it still worked, and it still meant the world to him. The last remaining tie he had to keep Dad's memory alive.

      His stomach sank at what its face read.

      Was almost time, and he was going to be late.

      For a meeting with the Grim Reaper. Eckhard Weiss. The man who was trying to take him down, along with a small cadre of sycophants who wanted to take the Order of Thaddeus in a direction beyond what its original founder had envisioned.

      Jude Thaddeus, one of Jesus’ original disciples, had outlined that mission for the religious order in his letter to churches in Asia Minor: ‘Contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.’ It was a clarion call that had become the core mission of the religious order he established.

      Except Weiss and his cronies weren’t too keen with how Silas had been handling his role as Order Master since assuming it a few years ago. It was clear that issues of justice and equity and inclusion were high on Weiss’s list, the more social elements of the gospel, at the expense of Jude Thaddeus’s original vision preserving and promoting the fundamentals of Christian belief.

      “As if contending for Christ’s once-for-all faith doesn’t also cover those issues…” Silas grumbled, the rain picking up its pace.

      According to Weiss and his cronies, all that contending the past few years had had a cost.

      Heat rose up the back of his neck at the accusation. Defending the faith usually bloody well did, as Celeste had said! Now he grinned at his wife’s spunk and spirit. Only problem was, the Vatican and Weiss were balking at the costs—financial, yes, but also optical, the fallout from various operations over the years not playing all that well in the press.

      From car chases to blown up buildings and civilian casualties—even illegally penetrating a secret government facility. To expose a massive government cover-up, yes, that actually received the support of a grateful nation. Didn’t matter in the slightest to Weiss. None of it did. Saving the Church, defending the faith, keeping the designs of the Devil himself from destroying essential Christian beliefs—even discovering the Ark of the Covenant, for bloody well Pete’s sake!

      Clearly Celeste had rubbed off on him.

      A pain suddenly lanced through Silas’s right hand. He realized he had clenched the umbrella so tight his fingernails were digging into his palm. Loosening it, he threw up a prayer to the good Lord above to stay his restless, angry heart.

      Now he was slated to appear before the board of directors for the final results of a year-long inquiry—with Weiss at the helm.

      It was why Silas had showed up, on that night, at his dad’s gravesite. Wished he could sit down with the man himself and ask for an earful of wisdom over a cigar and scotch. Lord knew the man would certainly have dished out that earful!

      “Dad…” Silas muttered, throat constricting with emotion.

      He coughed, feeling foolish for speaking into the darkened, stormy evening, but he carried on anyway. “Dad, what would you do if you were in my shoes? With this blasted committee hearing, with Weiss?”

      Silas smirked, then laughed. He knew exactly what he would’ve done.

      Dad would’ve quoted General Patton, is what!

      ‘We're going to hold onto him by the nose, and we're gonna kick him in the ass. We're gonna kick the hell out of him all the time, and we're gonna go through him like crap through a goose!’

      How many times had he heard that growing up?

      He chuckled again, shaking his head—while a sense of resolve began to rise. Of fight, of purpose even.

      No way would he let Weiss win. Not only because his pride wouldn’t allow it, getting sacked twice by the likes of weasels like Weiss, and Dean McIntyre before him at Princeton.

      But it was more than that.

      The mission of the Order of Thaddeus was at stake. 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 he was responsible to lead.

      And everything Weiss hated about the Order.

      An acronym for Sepio, Erudio, Pugno, Inviglio, Observo—Latin for protect, instruct, fight for, watch over, heed—the Master before him, Rowen Radcliffe, had recruited Celeste out of MI6 to lead its mission to preserve and protect the memory of the faith. Silas had joined a few years ago to preserve Christian objects and relics of the faith, as well as its memory and beliefs, surrounding the faith itself with a hedge of protection.

      No way would he let that mission be threatened by some limp-wristed, lily-livered chicken-hearted lickspittle! All Weiss wanted was to transform the Church into some sort of social, do-gooder club. Couldn’t care less about preserving the essentials of Christianity.

      Silas stiffened at that calling, knowing the previous Order Master had chosen him to fill his shoes contending for the once-for-all faith. Still didn’t know whether he could do that, whether he was doing that—not in the slightest. But Rowen Radcliffe had confidence he could, which was enough for him.

      He also had enough academic chops and operational know-how thanks to Uncle Sam to know he was the right fit for the job. And a goodly amount of pride and backbone to think he was the man to stand athwart progressives like Weiss and yell “Not a chance in hell!”

      So, go through him like crap through a goose was right!

      Emotion caught in his throat, his eyes welling with the same and spilling down his cheeks.

      “Thanks, Dad…”

      Silas stiffened and offered a salute, then a prayer thanking the good Lord for the best Dad in the world.

      Placing the origami dove on top of Dad’s headstone, he turned to leave.

      When the dove exploded in a puff of shredded paper!
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      Did that just happen?

      Silas stood stunned at what had just flashed before his eyes.

      The paper origami dove. Obliterated. Shredded by—what, a bullet?

      Had to be. No way anything else could have sliced and diced the paper like that.

      Except it made not a lick of sense!

      Hadn’t heard the whip-like snap of a gunshot crack.

      Not that he could hear anything anyway, with the downpour rapping away on his large umbrella, the rat-a-tat-tat sounding almost like automatic rifle fire.

      But he hadn’t even seen the shot. Just the folded paper exploding in a plume of white shreds.

      Silas looked around in a panic, this way and that, searching for anyone or anything that could pose a threat. A person, a vehicle, a freakin’ drone!

      Saw nothing and no one in the darkened cemetery—no moon and all rain obscuring his view, on top of the white tombstone teeth and towering oaks and maples confusing his vision.

      No direct line of sight from anyone or anything around.

      Except…

      Silas whipped around west, toward the Memorial Amphitheater. The circular building of white marble rising high above, perched on the towering hill before the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier

      The perfect staging area with a direct line of sight to Dad’s tombstone.

      To him!

      He glanced back at Dad’s gravesite, seeing a nickel-size divot on top.

      He stepped around the white marble edifice and reached for it.

      When an explosion of marble pieces sent him skittering back!

      Saw that one for sure, the force of the blast sending shards flying and a crack running halfway down.

      And heard it—the cracking shot slicing through the downpour din this time. Somewhere from the hill overlooking Arlington National Cemetery.

      With him squarely in the crosshairs.

      He skittered back a row, diving behind another tombstone for cover and whipping out his trusty Beretta. The Army’s choice weapon and still his own for such a time as this.

      Had learned the hard way on an early SEPIO operation—recovering the Holy Grail, of all things—what happens when you forget to take your piece.

      You’re left with your pants around your ankles at the worst time ever!

      Matt Gapinski, one of his SEPIO agents, had sage advice: Never leave home without cold, hard steel.

      Good call.

      One Silas had heeded ever since.

      Like that evening before trucking up to Arlington National Cemetery.

      He flicked off the safety and chambered a round, slinging his still-open golf umbrella over the top of the headstone and crouching behind it. Obscured any view the assailant wished he had, giving Silas a moment to catch his breath and regroup.

      Rain was sheeting now, cold and drenching, the water soaking his back and running down his face, tasting of hair product and sweat.

      This is not happening…

      There he was, minding his own business, paying his respects to his dead vet dad for goodness’s sake! And someone tries to take him out?

      Did not compute.

      But why, who?

      Then it hit him.

      The thought sent a shuddering chill racing up his spine and through his limbs, panic blooming in his head before shifting into rageful anger.

      Nous…

      The Church’s sworn enemy.

      But this was a new level of crazy, going after Order personnel like this, personally. Especially the Order Master! Usually, Christianity’s archnemesis was about canceling the faith, not the faithful. They reserved their shenanigans for destroying relics and proving the Church’s major tenets bunk. Definitely not putting up sharpshooters to take out the Order of Thaddeus’s head honcho!

      Until now…

      The ground next to him exploded, grass and wet dirt an earthy geyser.

      Right before another round sliced through the thin, black umbrella nylon and ricocheted off the tombstone—sending pieces of white marble into his face.

      And sending Silas for a new spot!

      He spotted it. The Pentagon Group Burial Marker, a five-sided solid block of black granite marking those who perished on board Flight 77 and in the Pentagon.

      Like Dad.

      Making the perfect cover to plan his escape.

      Not wasting any more seconds, Silas dashed to the block and dove behind the cover, sliding along the slick grass and scrambling to a stop behind the granite memorial.

      No bullets, no gunshots.

      Nothing but no one.

      For now…

      The sky threw up an angry rumble of thunder, the rain matching its menacing assault joined by a whipping wind that made the trees shake, their boughs swaying and moaning in protest.

      He eased to his feet, bent in a crouch and jutting his head above the parapet for a look-see.

      Again, nothing but no one.

      Couldn’t stay there forever. Besides, his Jeep Wrangler was back at the visitors’ parking lot a klick away. If he could only…

      Movement caught his attention. Several rows west, moving from the shadows in front of the broken teeth jutting up from the slick grass.

      Couldn’t be sure…but he was certain it was the hostile who had tried to take him out.

      Rain was really coming down now, more than before.

      Silas brushed the water cascading down his face away from his eyes, straining for another glimpse. A grunting rumble of thunder, compounded by the torrential swishing of rain was disorienting.

      He gripped his Beretta and raised it. Waiting, intuiting, discerning what came next.

      Until he heard the snapping of a stick.

      Then the chambering of a round.

      And then a gravelly: “Don’t move.”

      Silas heaved a breath and held his stance, not wanting to do anything that would cut his chance of getting out from this mess down to zero.

      “Turn slowly,” the voice sounded again, a man with a Middle Eastern lilt. “Hands where I can see them. Set the weapon on the monument.”

      He didn’t comply at first, mind whirling out the options and running through the scenarios.

      All of which weren’t good.

      “Do it!” he yelled.

      Huffing a frustrated, but not defeated, breath, Silas complied.

      He set his Beretta on the pentagon block and stretched out his hands. Then he turned toward the hostile.

      Dressed in black, as they always were, he held a mean-looking rifle pointed at Silas’s chest. One of those massive weapons built for long-range shots.

      Like taking out the Order Master paying his respects to his dead dad.

      But piss poor at short-range combat.

      Barrel length was all wrong. Was built to send a bullet sailing at high rates of speed across long distances. Definitely not meant to be fired at close range and wielded in close quarters. Couldn’t line up a shot, and any furtive action would totally throw the weapon wielder off balance.

      Which Silas knew.

      And used to his advantage.

      So, furtive action he offered.

      Bobbing right—which caused the hostile to swing that long barrel.

      Then left—but too quick for the man to change course.

      Giving him the chance to send a roundhouse kick straight into his exposed side.

      Setting off the rifle with a wicked BOOM that would have done major damage to Silas at such close range.

      Lucky for him, the bullet went off into the night.

      While Silas pivoted his weight to his other foot and sent another of those maneuvers into the weapon itself.

      Sending it sailing across the rain-soaked grass.

      Before smashing his foot on return into the hostile’s sternum.

      Hostile didn’t even know what hit him.

      Until he did.

      Silas followed it up with a one-two-three punch to his face that dropped the man in no time flat.

      It was over, just like that, the hostile moaning and growing motionless.

      Silas climbed on top and grabbed his rain-soaked shirt at the chest.

      “Who are you?” he screamed. “Who sent you to kill me?”

      The hostile stirred and spat to the side, a glob of blood and saliva joined by a tooth.

      Silas smirked, happy to see the dental damage. That’ll teach ya.

      “He told me you’d be here,” the hostile said.

      Wait…what?

      Silas’s veins ran frigid.

      He told him?

      Did he just say what he thought he said?

      The man grinned at him through that black mask, his teeth stained crimson with a missing front tooth.

      Only one person knew he’d be there—at that spot, on that day.

      His twin brother.

      Sebastian…

      Silas clenched his jaw in a rage that burned bright and strong, flaring his nostrils and heaving breaths to steady himself.

      Then he ripped off the hostile’s black mask and threw it to the ground.

      A man with an olive complexion, skin pockmarked by wicked acne and mouth ringed by a dark black goatee, simply grinned. He laughed, something nasally, something mocking.

      That did it. The dam of emotions broke.

      Silas reached back and sent a fist sailing into his face.

      Dark crimson bloomed from his nose.

      He did it again, striking his left eye before striking the right side of his face—all the anger at his brother being doled out on this man sent to assassinate him boiling out.

      The goon only laughed, that nasally, mocking tone only fueling him further.

      But Silas was spent, and his fist hurt from the earlier beating.

      So he let up and caught his breath.

      The hostile threw up one more grinning laugh, then went about working his jaw this way and that.

      What was he doing?

      Another wrenching grind, this way and that—until he spat something out, he bit down hard and clenched, then swallowed.

      And his mouth started foaming something fierce!

      Took a beat to know what was happening.

      Then he did!

      Cyanide pill.

      “No…”

      Silas grabbed his face and wrenched open his jaws, trying to dig out the suicide measure before it was too late.

      He managed to slip a finger inside, but all he got was the slick, disgusting foam of a dying man.

      The hostile shuddered, gasping for air and eyes winding back to nothing but white.

      Then he went still.

      Dead.

      Silas pulled his finger out and shoved his face, the man flopping to the ground.

      He heaved a breath and sat on his haunches, trying to catch his breath even as his head spun with the implications of what had just happened.

      Sebastian had tried to kill him.

      His own flesh and blood.

      Not that it was surprising. Not in the slightest.

      Things had gone south with his twin brother years ago, who was now headlining the Church’s greatest nemesis, Nous.

      The pair had a falling out years ago when Silas was a bit overeager in his proselytizing efforts to bring Sebastian back to the faith. He’d had a sort of rededication experience of his faith while at an on-base chapel service, and he wanted the same for his brother.

      Both had been regular attenders at Saint Thomas Church, his teenage Catholic parish in Northern Virginia; their father had made damn sure they were raised proper in the Church. But after his brother left the faith, for good reasons that had made headlines in recent years, Sebastian never looked back. And now they were bitter enemies—literally, the pair on opposite sides of an eternal struggle between faith and doubt, between good and evil.

      The last operation made that last dueling pair abundantly clear. The image of his brother transformed into that hideous, horrifying beast smacking of the demonic sent a shiver ratcheting up his spine. Was only a matter of time until they were back at it, the twins stepping back into the ring in a fratricidal struggle rivaling Cain and Abel.

      Just hoped the same outcome from that sordid tale wasn’t in the cards.

      Death.

      And yet…

      That characterization of their relationship was closer to the mark than he’d thought!

      Sebastian had sent this goon to take him out. Flat couldn’t fathom the truth of it, yet the man basically confessed to it.

      Should have collapsed in a sorrowful pile at what had come of their relationship, but rage bloomed in his head instead. Nearly released a primal scream.

      But he didn’t. Held it together and got to work instead.

      He yanked back one of the dead hostile’s sleeves, searching for the telltale signs of his enemy.

      Nothing but clean, olive skin.

      Did the same to the next. Same result.

      Flipping the body to its stomach, he pulled down his back collar.

      And got what he was looking for.

      The four intersecting lines, bent at either ends. Looked almost like a swastika, except the horizontal line was bent inward at the ends, while the ends of the vertical line were bent down. Made it look like a Phoenix, the mythical bird rising from the ashes of its parents to new life.

      Had been an early symbol of the early Church, actually. A symbol of the resurrection.

      Sometime later, it’d been co-opted by Christianity’s enemy as a bastardization of that hope.

      Nous.

      But…wait, a second.

      What was this?

      Something was poking out of the man’s back pocket.

      Silas looked around, making sure the authorities hadn’t raced to the rescue at the sound of gunfire.

      Then reached for the object.

      He pulled it out, and frowned.

      It was faded cloth, stained a light brown, folded in threes.

      He unfolded it. Inside was something weird.

      For one, the cloth was marked by several dark dots—some big, some small—and a few squiggly lines. Almost like Morse code.

      That wasn’t all.

      Wrapped inside was something even weirder.

      A twig, with a single leaf.

      With five lobes and smooth sides, not at all serrated or toothed. Looked like an open hand, with the way the lobes mirrored fingers.

      It also looked familiar.

      Had seen plenty of such leaves during his military tours in Iraq.

      If he wasn’t mistaken, it was from a fig tree.

      Which flat made no sense.

      Why was a Nous hostile carrying one of these things around in his back pocket—the one who’d been sent to assassinate him, by his twin brother?

      That wasn’t the bigger question.

      Which was: What did it mean?
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      Silas raced his Jeep Wrangler across Arlington Memorial Bridge back to the farm—shaken and running very late.

      Large green lampposts marred by the passage of time and crowned by golden lights tried their darnedest to chase away the darkness, but the relentless rain gave them a run for their money. But what they struggled to offer, the reflected light off Honest Abe’s memorial more than made up in spades.

      What a sight.

      The massive rectangular monument to America’s sixteenth president shone golden in the stormy DC night, joined by the Washington Monument bathed in white rising like a hopeful spire at the center of the National Mall. At the other end was the People’s House, the Capitol Building’s dome barely made out through the rain.

      Silas didn’t care much about such political nonsense, nor did he care much about mounting his donkey and tilting at such windmills. But back in the day, in the shadow of 9/11 after Dad had died at the hands of those terrorists in the Pentagon, his twentysomething self had bled red, white, and blue at any slight toward Uncle Sam. Now, politics was for the birds.

      A respite from the rain gave him a window to pull out a pack of American Spirits, a nasty holdover from his days with the Army Rangers. Figured he’d earned a smoke after nearly being taken out.

      Hadn’t touched them in decades, not until an act of betrayal had nearly sacrificed his now-wife and then partner-in-crime Celeste to the Devil—Sebastian literally, dragging her to a resort island that had meant the world to him during childhood and offering her as a sacrifice to some manifestation of Satan.

      Slowing to a stop in a nasty snarl of city traffic, Silas opened his window and withdrew a stick. Celeste hated the habit, and he didn’t indulge too often. Much more preferred other vices to wind down the day. A robust Cuban joined by a scotch with backbone. But between the sea of red brake lights and his impending execution—not to mention his near assassination!—he didn’t think the missus would mind.

      Traffic inched forward, and he lit the end, his hand shaking with a wicked tremor as he tried to light the dang thing.

      Even more reason to imbibe!

      Breathing the cigarette to life with an intake of air, the end glowed orange. His mouth filled with a spicy tang that was already settling his nerves, even before the nicotine did its thing.

      Idling at a light, he took a long drag, closing his eyes and easing out the spicy smoke. So it was true then.

      Sebastian and Silas. Cain and Abel.

      Locked in a deathmatch with an ending only the good Lord knew.

      Then that cloth, with the coded message and fig leaf. What was that about—all of it?

      No blasted clue!

      Taking another pleasurable drag, Silas flipped his radio to the local NPR station. Hoped for a little Kenny Burrell working his jazz fingers on the strings of a Gibson Super 400, but instead got an earful from some news anchor. It’d have to do.

      “In other news, Markus Braun, CEO of WeNet Media Group, announced plans to launch their own foray into the metaverse. The social media platforms WeShare, WeGram, and WeVid—the popular social media, image-sharing, and video services, respectfully—will be joined by something called WeVerse.”

      Sliding through a yellow-turning-red light, Silas took another drag and smirked. “WeVerse. How original.”

      And how vexing. The scoundrel was at it again.

      Was just a few months ago Group X, the newly minted investigative arm for the Order’s unexplainable cases, had cracked a conspiracy to leverage those platforms to drag unsuspecting people into the depths of depression and despair—even to the point of ending it all.

      That wasn’t even touching on the conspiracies SEPIO had cracked trying to destroy the historical credibility of the Bible and essential beliefs of Christianity just a few years ago—Braun’s brother Hartwin being dragged into Markus’s Dan Brown fever dreams to destroy the Church, along with Nous and Theoti—yet another upstart challenge to Christianity.

      Where Hartwin had been a respectable Princeton historian, Markus Braun had followed a different path, turning a million lines of code into a $16.2 billion tech start up called WeNet that rivaled the major social media networks—a constellation of platforms from video to publishing to newsfeeds, the most popular of which was WeShare, that had quickly overtaken the others in spades.

      Brown hair, brown eyes, and built like a linebacker, the brother was a stark contrast to his wiry blue-eyed-blond brother, Hartwin, who had made a name for himself in the circles Silas used to frequent—religious artifacts, biblical archeology, New Testament theology.

      The other Braun, Markus, had also partnered with an even bigger scoundrel who had taken part in those operations and several more to destroy Christianity—Noland Rotberg.

      The guy had been a biblical archaeological expert that had shown his face the last few SEPIO operations—and his true colors, having joined forces with a new threat against the Church apart from Nous called the Church of the Theotites, of the Divine Ones, or simply Theoti. A solid man Silas’s height with a handlebar mustache wearing open collared plaid shirts and dark denim, Rotberg had been a Harvard professor who was a real showboat. Looked the part, too, styling himself as the next Indiana Jones of the Bible.

      Now Braun wanted to hook people up into the equivalence of the Matrix and do Lord only knew what to them—no doubt with Rotberg, and probably that crazy Theoti High Priest Sha character?

      Silas took another drag and snorted a laugh. “No, thank you.”

      The NPR host continued, “Here is Markus Braun with the full details.”

      Silas sighed, pulling another lungful of spicy smoke. “This should be good.”

      “Through WeVerse,” Braun explained in that dreadful German-tinged accent of his, “we are aiming to fix reality. To restore it to the way humanity first encountered it as hunter-gatherers, in innocence on the plains of Africa, banding together as one unified community with a shared purpose.”

      “Ha!” He now laughed, sucking in another drag. “You think WeNet will solve all that? You’re the reason reality is broken in the first place!”

      Or rather, the people who fill that virtual reality, Mama Eve and Papa Adam and all their children pretty well screwing God’s good world up every chance they got—the full measure of human nonsense on full social media display!

      “Between climate change,” Braun went droning on, “and threats of famine and drought, war and virulent diseases, and the risks of Earth’s overpopulation, we are believing our human future is in the cloud. A virtual universe where the collective conscience is marshaled in a safe, fun, and welcoming environment, full of diversity and limitless opportunities for human potential, accelerating our evolutionary journey through virtual augmentation into the beings the Universe always meant us to be. WeVerse is reality restored. And we cannot wait for you to join us.”

      “Reality ain’t broken, bozo. We are!” Silas was channeling Dad now, his father’s own passions for God’s created world becoming his own in his dialogue with Markus Braun, as ridiculous as it was.

      “God made creation very good, Braun. It doesn’t need your restoration, it needs—”

      Brake lights suddenly flared. Dead ahead. From a candy apple red Audi stopping for a yellow light. A yellow light, of all things! Probably some high-rolling Miss Washingtonian on her way to meet her gal pals for Moscow Mules in Du Pont Circle.

      Celeste would have his backside for such a sexist thought. But in his experience, men would blow through a yellow light. He would’ve, at least.

      Silas slammed on his brakes—and his horn, the honk flaring something fierce on instinct and his bumper barreling to kiss the lady’s rear.

      Close, but he skidded to a stop on the slick pavement.

      He threw up a hand out his window. “Are you kidding me, it was yellow!”

      Then promptly threw up another honk-honk-honk that matched his irritation.

      And the Audi Dudette promptly threw up a middle-finger salute—long nails painted to match her car.

      Just as the heavens began raining down the funk again and flooding the inside of his Jeep cabin.

      Silas took a final drag, then flicked the butt out the window before closing it. Probably best anyway, as the beacon for his rendezvous with destiny was looming on the horizon.

      The Order of Thaddeus headquarters.

      Lightning flickered again, casting its haunting silver hue against the Kentucky limestone of the Cathedral Church of Saint Peter and Saint Paul. Better known as the Washington National Cathedral, America’s default ecclesial icon that housed the Order of Thaddeus’s headquarters and operational nerve center of SEPIO, its more muscular operational arm. Nearly lost it to a terrorist attack a few years ago, too.

      Par for the course with the Order of Thaddeus!

      Weaving through some side streets before blowing through a stop sign, Silas took a sharp left into a drive entrance near the base of the north transept to the cathedral, the sacred structure looming large in the stormy evening. He disappeared through the black maw of a parking entrance and took a dip, moving swiftly underneath the national Christian architectural icon.

      The narrow passage was edged by LED lighting, leading the way beneath the massive building. Old stonework shone in the faint light before curving into a spiral that revealed newer masonry. Turning ever downward, soon he reached a large parking garage of gray cement. Several cars, all black SUVs, were docked in spots beneath white lights. He pulled his Jeep into his personal spot, about his only perk as Order Master.

      Frosted glass doors gently swooshed open on approach, the scent of sanitized air smelling of a summer thunderstorm a balm for his nerves. The slate gray hallway was awash in the same dim, white light as the garage. A few voices rumbled his way through the hallway, to be expected at that late-evening hour. He worked his crew hard.

      Silas hurried down a hallway lined with windowless, nondescript doors, each armed with a keycard entry pad. It was as secure as any of the military installations he’d worked at during his military career before joining Princeton and then the Order. At a T-junction, he would normally head left toward his study, a well-appointed joint that had been passed down from Order Master to Order Master.

      Not tonight.

      Instead, he headed right, toward an elevator that would take him back to the crypt level of the National Cathedral, where he would wind his way to a conference room for his meeting with the board of directors.

      And find out his fate.

      Victor Zarruq had counseled all would be well, a former African bishop from the board assigned to him as a sort of wizened, guiding guardian. Silas had thought the man was meant to spy on him, but Zarruq had proved himself a trusted advisor who had his back, the man a deciding vote in a split several months back that stayed any sort of official action. Something he still hadn’t gotten over but was trusting was part of a grand plan.

      In explaining that vote, Zarruq had revealed that Weiss’s brouhaha was more about conflicting camps within the Church vying for power—political and theological struggles taking up their cause with the Order. He insisted the inquiries were less about him and his leadership and SEPIO, and more about the bigger ecclesial picture.

      Silas wasn’t so sure. If his experience with the Army and the academy had taught him anything, it’s that these sorts of struggles have a way of spinning out of control and blowing things to kingdom come. Especially when committees are involved.

      And especially when blowhards like Weiss were at the helm.

      The elevator door stood open, a wood carriage bathed in warm, yellow light a stark contrast to Order HQ but matching the ecclesial world at the surface. Soon he was climbing several stories and stepping out into a hallway of beige cut stone as quiet as a cathedral mouse.

      Or scheming scoundrels plotting his demise behind his back and threatening to undo the Order.

      Took a wrong turn twice before finally finding the conference room. The heavy walnut double doors were closed, waiting for his move.

      Silas took a moment to remove his rain-drenched coat before straightening his tie, a navy noose with yellow and crimson stripes. A regimental tie, they call it. Was also his lucky one, the first he’d bought himself for his first day on the job as associate professor of religious studies at Princeton. Although…now that he thought about it, knowing his future hung in the balance like it had a few years ago when his department dean got him sacked—now he wondered if he’d just jinxed the whole deal!

      Whatever. Superstitious nonsense, he scoffed. It was in the good Lord’s hands now.

      And Weiss’s…

      Grasping the burnished bronze handle, a chill ratcheting through his hand at the touch, he took a deep breath, then twisted it.

      When his phone rang.

      He jolted from the echoey bring-bring-bring, then reached inside his pants pocket and silenced the dang thing.

      Yanking it out, he saw it was an internal number. He turned into the hallway and swiped his phone to life.

      “This is Silas.”

      “Hey, chief. Zoe here.”

      It was Zoe Corbino, their resident operational support wiz. Between the spunky, petite Italian with oversized baby-blue glasses and her crack-pot team, their tech know-how and operational expertise had gotten SEPIO through more operations than he could count.

      Silas said, “Hey, yourself. What can I help you with?”

      “Just letting you know Torres’s Turkey team—hey, that’s a nice alteration there. Torres’s Turkey team!”

      “Zoe…” Silas moaned, rubbing a knot needling at his temple. “Kind of in the middle of things here. Or rather, about to jump headlong into things.”

      She cleared her throat. “Sorry, but all is well.”

      “With…”

      “Uh, security at the dig site.”

      He rolled his eyes. What a moron he was. The archaeological dig had totally slipped his mind in the run up to this blasted board meeting! And quite the dig it was—something that was shaping to rewrite how we understood our human history.

      Naomi Torres, one of his whip-smart SEPIO agents, was back in the field at a dig site the Order had commissioned last year. A regular treasure trove of Neolithic human remains that turned into a whole other thing he’d rather not remember, involving a major government conspiracy and aliens and UFOs—or rather, UAPs, unidentified aerial phenomenon, as Elijah Fox would surely correct him, his new director of Group X.

      She and
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