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            PROLOGUE

          

          ROME. AD 199.

        

      

    

    
      Victor of Leptis Magna was a man who knew he was running out of time.

      And quite possibly the Church of Jesus Christ along with him.

      The controversies of late swirling back home across Mare Nostrum in North Africa—from the imperial territories of Numidia and Tripolitania to Cyrene and Egypt; from the cities of Hippo and Carthage to his hometown of Leptis Magna and Alexandria—all of them pressed in against the middle-aged man with worrying dread, rousing him from slumber earlier than he would have liked, yet later than he should have.

      The man, limbs stiff from sleep and chest heavy with a suffocating, tarrying wheeze spawned from the loins of the Devil himself, sauntered across the vast room of his residence, high ceiling supported by thick columns of quarried stone and sparkling with an enchanted humid mist in the early morning light. The stone floor was cool and damp against his feet as he padded to columned, open-air windows draped by heavy indigo velvet curtains waving lazily in the early morning breeze. Ribbons of sunlight danced between the creases, beckoning him to taste and see the goodness of the Lord with the day’s dawning, another day that promised both blessings and curses. Such was his life going on forty-five years now, ten of which shouldering the increasingly fraught, precarious position of God’s people in Rome and beyond.

      Victor parted the drapes and managed a smile, the burdens of his lot in life caretaking the Great Shepherd’s flock lifting slightly in the warm kiss of the rising sun. He closed his eyes and breathed in deeply, his chest opening up with surprising invitation at the humid, salty sea air carrying along the scent of olives and juniper trees, sweet and cedary. The ends of his mouth curled upward now, the dual aroma reminding him of Tripolitania, of home. Of Heaven itself. Where life was simpler, straightforward, less threatened.

      A world that seemed so far away, so long ago…

      A pair of verses from the Hebrew Scriptures sprang to his mind, the Book of Lamentations. He quoted them from memory. In Latin, of course. After all, it was he who instituted the use of the language across the worshiping communities throughout the Roman Empire, in their liturgy and Scripture.

      Misericordiae Domini quia non sumus consumpti quia non defecerunt miserationes eius. Novae diluculo multa est fides tua.

      Victor mumbled aloud, “‘The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, His mercies never come to an end.” The man stood staring off across the Eternal City, brightening at the sight of fishing boats coasting lazily across the Tiber snaking past his perch, looking as though it were paved in gold. He went on, “‘they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.’”

      Great is His faithfulness, indeed.

      Feeling surprisingly refreshed, the man strolled to a table piled high with scrolls, his bare feet cold against the stone floor reminding him of his ailments again. Reaching the desk, a cough suddenly overtook him. Wracking and hacking, doubling him over so that he braced himself against the desk’s rough wood.

      He thought he was going to die, then and there, leaving the one thing he needed to accomplish in his service as Vicar of Christ yet unfinished.

      Then he recovered, the mercies of his Lord and Savior Jesus Christ returning to ameliorate his ailments, infusing his veins with enough vim and vigor to see through his final contribution to the Church before he gave up Saint Peter’s chair and his very soul to Saint Peter’s gate.

      He just hoped it wasn’t too late.

      Victor took a crisp piece of papyrus off the top of a stash he used for Sunday homilies. The writing paper smelled of freshly pressed reeds and felt sturdy in his sweaty palms. Drawing the ornately carved wood chair beneath him and scooting to the desk, he sat down. He took one of the seven bronze pens cradled in the matching bronze ink pot between his fingers, its head gathering the rare, precious crimson liquid of red lead he favored for the holiest of affairs.

      An urgency gripped him now. So he set about chronicling the list that would form the foundation to the Church’s sacred Scriptures for centuries to come.

      He withdrew the pen and started writing, carefully forming the Latin letters, making way for sentences leading to—

      A heavy wood door on tired hinges at the back of his room thudded open against the stone wall.

      The Bishop of Rome slid the pen across the papyrus, violating the letter he was crafting and nearly letting slip a Latin curse.

      He glanced over at the door. His assistant Lucius was hustling across the stone floor, his footfalls clacking with urgency. He closed his eyes and inhaled a calming breath, then promptly replaced the pen drained of ink and stood.

      “You know, there’s a bell outside the door, don’t you?” Victor complained.

      “This can’t wait, bishop,” the man sputtered. “I bear urgent tidings of great import.”

      Victor stood and stretched his back, then sauntered back to the window. He threw open the curtains this time and grinned, chuckling to himself and shaking his head. His right-hand elder was ever the thespian, always bearing urgent tidings of great import, a performance that would surely top the greatest of dramas at the amphitheater.

      He sighed, finding more fishing boats on the Tiber now, the river’s early golden hue now a bright indigo under the cloudless sky.

      “How many times do I have to tell you, dear Lucius. Never give a bishop bad news before his morning prayers.”

      “This can’t wait.”

      Bishop Victor turned around and crossed his arms, wincing at the stiffness still present from the night. His assistant’s face was an unusual shade of white that made the man look far sicklier than even himself. Perhaps it was that bad.

      “Alright, what is it? What’s happened?”

      The man took a breath and swallowed.

      Victor frowned. Ever the thespian!

      “Just spit it out, Lucius!”

      “Another gospel has been found in circulation.”

      “Oh, is that all…” The bishop began his journey back to his desk, his limbs stiffening once again and chest growing tight. “We have dealt with such pests before. Our dear Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons, called the dogs out for what they were. Heretics, the whole lot of them. Such men have been boasting they possess more gospels than there really are, aside from the four ecclesiastically recognized books. Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.”

      He reached the chair and steadied himself, then sat, a growing dread churning in his belly. Though he betrayed none of it to his assistant.

      Lucius said, “This is different. It seems to be gaining a head of steam now, since many have found it mirrors those the Church has recognized. Not only that, your very own parishes have been consulting the text, right here in Rome!”

      “What?” Bishop Victor exclaimed, standing and instantly regretting it.

      He sank back down, his assistant coming to his aid.

      “I’m fine, Lucius. Stop fussing over me.”

      “Perhaps you should lie down. Not push yourself so. It will only make things—”

      “I said, I’m fine!”

      Lucius backed away; Victor dipped his head with regret.

      “Forgive me for my outburst. If what you say is true, that the very churches I have been tasked to oversee have now succumbed to the teachings of those Gnostic sympathizers, then my task is made all the more urgent. Leave me, that I may affirm in writing what the Church has already confirmed in practice.”

      Lucius dipped his head and spun toward the door.

      It thudded to a close, leaving Victor, caretaker of Saint Peter’s Chair, to his business. The Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, knew how urgent of an affair the Bishop of Rome was undertaking, how holy it was.

      Especially now, given Lucius’s news.

      Victor resumed his position at the table, pinching a bronze pen between his fingers and readying himself for the task at hand.

      Now, where was I…

      “Ahh, yes!”

      He withdrew the metal rod and returned it to the parchment, carefully scrawling the Latin letters to finish his record of holy writ: “...those things at which he was present he placed thus.”

      Satisfied, he continued with the most important work he would ever devise in the waning months of his papacy—which was saying something, considering all that he had rendered in his decade stewarding the Church of Christ. He wrote:

      
        
        The third book of the Gospel, that according to Luke, the well-known physician Luke wrote in his own name in order after the ascension of Christ, and when Paul had associated him with himself as one studious of right. Nor did he himself see the Lord in the flesh; and he, according as he was able to accomplish it, began his narrative with the nativity of John.

        The fourth Gospel is that of John, one of the disciples. When his fellow-disciples and bishops entreated him, he said, “Fast ye now with me for the space of three days, and let us recount to each other whatever may be revealed to each of us.” On the same night it was revealed to Andrew, one of the apostles, that John should narrate all things in his own name as they called them to mind.

        

      

      He dipped the pen into the pot to retrieve more ink, then continued:

      
        
        And hence, although different points are taught us in the several books of the Gospels, there is no difference as regards the faith of believers, inasmuch as in all of them all things are related under one imperial Spirit, which concern the Lord’s nativity, His passion, His resurrection, His conversation with His disciples, and His twofold advent—the first in the humiliation of rejection, which is now past, and the second in the glory of royal power, which is yet in the future.

        

      

      Victor replaced the pen and chose another, reflecting on the news Lucius bore.

      He had of course heard about the other so-called gospels coming out of North Africa, penned and propagated from the Nile region and spreading like an unholy, demonic locust across the seedbed of Christianity. Infiltrating, threatening, consuming churches around the Roman Sea, not to mention the very souls of his brothers and sisters in the faith.

      But to think they had begun to reach his own shores, twisting the truths of God’s good news in Jesus Christ, exchanging them for a lie built on pagan superstition? A shudder ratcheted up his spine as he considered all that it meant for his people.

      A question rose to the surface that would surely be raised among the souls he caretaked: What if all they had ever known about God’s Holy Word was a lie?

      And then another, hot on the heels of that one and equally ominous: What if all the Church had ever told them about God’s Holy Word was a lie?

      Another shudder drove him to the stack of unused papyrus. He retrieved a fresh one and returned to his list, the matter all the more urgent:

      
        
        What marvel is it, then, that John brings forward these several things so constantly in his epistles also, saying in his own person, ‘What we have seen with our eyes, and heard with our ears, and our hands have handled, that have we written.’ For thus he professes himself to be not only the eyewitness, but also the hearer; and besides that, the historian of all the wondrous facts concerning the Lord in their order.

        Moreover, the Acts of all the Apostles are comprised by Luke in one book, and addressed to the most excellent Theophilus, because these different events took place when he was present himself; and he shows this clearly—that the principle on which he wrote was, to give only what fell under his own notice...

        

      

      After finishing, the bishop replaced the pen in the ink bottle and sat back, reading through what he had written. These were the eyewitness accounts of Jesus from his very own apostles, orally transmitted before being written down and preserved by the Spirit of God himself.

      Anger began rising deep within Victor’s belly at the thought of another gospel rising to threaten this eyewitness. He crossed himself and said a prayer of forgiveness for his hatred of those who would seek to sully the memory of his Lord and Savior.

      He took another pen dripping with red ink, a line of sweat beading now at his hairline. He ignored it, plunging back into his work preserving the Church’s memory of what it recognized as the Word of God:

      
        
        As to the epistles of Paul, again, to those who will understand the matter, they indicate of themselves what they are, and from what place or with what object they were directed. He wrote first of all, and at considerable length, to the Corinthians, to check the schism of heresy; and then to the Galatians, to forbid circumcision; and then to the Romans on the rule of the Old Testament Scriptures, and also to show them that Christ is the first object in these—which it is needful for us to discuss severally, as the blessed Apostle Paul, following the rule of his predecessor John, writes to no more than seven churches by name, in this order…

        

      

      Victor replaced his pen and retrieved another, continuing his holy work with the list of the apostle Paul’s holy epistles: the pair of letters to the Corinthians, the pair of letters to the Thessalonians, and the pair to Timothy; Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Galatians; of course Paul’s magnum opus, Romans; and then Philemon and Titus.

      Another pen depleted, another pen in wait. He exchanged one for the other, his list of ecclesiastically recognized books gaining significance now as he confirmed all that the Spirit of God himself had affirmed in the heart of his Church. The bishop continued:

      
        
        But yet these are hallowed in the esteem of the Catholic Church, and in the regulation of ecclesiastical discipline. There are also in circulation one to the Laodiceans, and another to the Alexandrians, forged under the name of Paul, and addressed against the heresy of Marcion; and there are also several others that cannot be received into the Catholic Church, for it is not suitable for gall to be mingled with honey.

        The Epistle of Jude, indeed, and two belonging to the above-named John—or bearing the name of John—are reckoned among the Catholic epistles.

        

      

      The Bishop of Rome paused, considering his words carefully before continuing. For what he would pen next was delicate in some circles. He wrote:

      
        
        And the book of Wisdom, written by the friends of Solomon in his honor. We receive also the Apocalypse of John and that of Peter, though some amongst us will not have this latter read in the Church. The Pastor, moreover, did Hermas write very recently in our times in the city of Rome, while his brother bishop Pius sat in the chair of the Church of Rome. And therefore it also ought to be read; but it cannot be made public in the Church to the people, nor placed among the prophets, as their number is complete, nor among the apostles to the end of time.

        

      

      Victor replaced the pen inside the bronze ink pot next to the others, shaking his cramping hand as he read through the last paragraph aloud.

      “‘And therefore it also ought to be read; but it cannot be made public in the Church to the people, nor placed among the prophets, as their number is complete, nor among the apostles to the end of time.’”

      Yes, that is right. The Shepherd of Hermas, like the Apocalypse of Peter, was a worthy book of Christian reflection and discipleship. Just not to be read amongst the churches, for it was not part of the Holy Scriptures. It was not the Word of God itself.

      If what he just wrote was delicate, his next few lines would be considered downright political! For it meant the drawing of a line in the sand. To some, a battle cry that would confirm what the Church proper had known deep in her bones for decades yet was too timid to voice aloud. To others, a challenge of legitimacy and power that would not go unanswered. Especially those heretics along the Nile threatening the memory of true, orthodox Scripture!

      Then he thought of his parishioners, the ones he baptized as infants and buried at death in old age. They needed this list, as well as those generations proceeding from them. They needed to remember the revelation-witness God had gifted to the world.

      Victor returned to the ink bottle and retrieved one of the bronze instruments. Consequences be damned. He wrote:

      
        
        Of the writings of Arsinous, called also Valentinus, or of Miltiades, we receive nothing at all. Those are rejected too who wrote the new Book of Psalms for Marcion, together with Basilides and the founder of the Asian Cataphrygians.

        

      

      Drenched with sweat, hands cramping in on themselves, and bone-weary from the exercise, Victor leaned back in his chair and sighed. He read back through his letter, making a few changes here and there. Then he hoisted himself out of his chair and shuffled to his bed.

      There, a rope connected to a bell below was affixed to a pulley system Lucius had devised as Victor’s health started to deteriorate. He pulled it, and within a minute his assistant knocked at the door before throwing it open.

      “Are you alright, sir?” the man said with a panicked rush.

      Ever the thespian!

      “Yes, I’m alright.” Victor handed the man the stack of papyri. “See to it that my scribes copy this letter, word for word. Change not a dot, change not a tiddle. For it bears witness to the very revelation of God himself.”

      Lucius nodded, his face drawn with solemn recognition, then closed the door and hustled off.

      Victor sauntered back to the window, the sun high in the sky now and early morning boats having moved on to other waters, other fish.

      Such was life, moving on.

      To other waters, other fish.

      Other gospels, other texts.

      The Bishop of Rome prayed he was not too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

          WASHINGTON, DC. PRESENT DAY.

        

      

    

    
      Silas Grey took another long, pleasurable pull from his second just-lit cigarette, then flipped close his lighter. Leaning against a lamppost on the corner of the street, he slowly exhaled the grey haze into the unseasonably frigid early morning spring air, hoping the street wouldn’t become ground zero for another misadventure saving the Church from no uncertain doom.

      Because after what happened four months ago, he was still pretty well fried from saving the Bride of Christ’s backside.

      Although he didn’t really have a choice, considering the baton that had been passed to him after Rowen Radcliffe’s death. Master of the Order of Thaddeus, ancient defender and guardian of the Christian faith stretching back nearly two millennia.

      He took another pull from the cancer stick, as the lovely Celeste Bourne called them. A no-no that would for sure land him in the doghouse with the missus-to-be if she caught wind or whiff of his on-again-off-again habit. He’d picked it back up a year ago and swore to his fiancé and SEPIO partner that he would kick it back to the curb where it belonged. But something about stepping back into the driver’s seat of a combustible mission staring down a house on a Monday morning shrouded in fog with temperatures hovering in the high 40s made him grab a pack of Camels at a convenience store when he surfaced from the DC Adams Morgan Metro stop.

      Especially this mission. And especially this house.

      Which had been all quiet on the Western front for the better part of an hour as he stood shivering against the lamppost.

      Taking a final drag, then another, Silas flicked the butt into the road. He took off in a measured stroll toward a two-level row house of red brick pockmarked with age nestled at the end of a quintuplet row of them stretching the length of the cul-de-sac.

      Stiff leather sole shoes clicked against the uneven cobblestone sidewalk with each step, a metronome counting off the seconds to his engagement. Hadn’t worn them in over a year, along with the suit and the noose tied around his neck. But the mission required a certain costume for the certain neighborhood that held a certain house that had been phoned in by Matt Gapinski early that morning, his newly appointed assistant director of operations for SEPIO, the muscular arm of the Order. He was making a house call to confirm what one of their agents had spotted overnight.

      Well, house call wasn’t exactly right. Infiltration more like it. A good ol’ fashioned B&E that would surely flood the street with reds and blues if he weren’t careful.

      So, hands in pockets and wool coat collar turned up with irritation at the springtime weather gone sour, he held his head high as if he owned one of the joints that were way beyond his pay grade.

      Fake it till you make it, they taught him in Uncle Sam’s Rangers outfit. Same with one shot, one kill. His personal favorite. At least for a time, until he handed in his Army-issued Beretta and Humvee in exchange for a quiet life ruled by the pen and lectern at Princeton University filling the minds of America’s finest specimens of well-bred and well-heeled young adults.

      Silas chuckled at the thought. The last few years had been anything but quiet—what with getting sacked from the place he had poured his heart and soul into, a place that had become the core of his identity after fighting like hell in the Middle East, only to be nearly taken out by the archenemy of the Church stretching back two millennia. Not once, not twice, but seven times.

      He sighed and shook his head as he walked underneath a Japanese cherry blossom tree, their buds of punch-colored petals still bunched in on themselves as if in a shivering huddle. Thankfully, the good Lord had seen fit to chart a new course for his life, one he wouldn’t have imagined in a million lifetimes.

      He chuckled again, still coming to grips with the turn of events from late last year. Silas Grey, Order Master of the Christian faith’s chief guardian.

      Not in a million lifetimes.

      A bitter-sweet aroma, less fruity, more floral, wafted from more cherry trees above as he neared his target, surfacing a bitter-sweet memory from childhood when life was simpler, sweeter, less threatened. Without realizing it, one corner of his mouth turned upward in remembrance as he continued clacking along the cobblestone sidewalk.

      On a warm, sunny, springtime day far different from that one, his father picked him and his twin brother Sebastian up from school early for some father-son bonding—a rarity, given Dad’s high-level position at the Pentagon. They ran through the hundreds of cherry blossom trees gifted to America from Japan crowding the Tidal Basin surrounding the nation’s monuments, their delicate boughs weighed down by bunches of those punch-pink petals waving with celebration at spring’s arrival. Dad had taken the afternoon off to chase his sons through the forest smelling of honey, their giggles of delight still echoing through time three decades later.

      Which was ironic considering what had happened the past year between the two brothers a decade after Dad died during the Pentagon attacks on 9/11.

      Simpler, sweeter, less threatened. Indeed...

      Silas took a breath and clenched his jaw. No time for silly, sentimental daydreaming. It was go time.

      The target up ahead now, peeking from behind bushes slick with morning dew, sat a few blocks from the heart of a district in Washington that had seen a sizable revitalization in the past decade. Restaurants serving international fusion dishes from around the world had risen alongside flower shops and craft coffee houses, transforming the former sketchy neighborhood into one of the hottest on the DC market. And it showed.

      Parked along the curb on both sides of the dead-end street sat gleaming Mercedes, BMWs, and Audis polished to perfection, testaments to the million-dollar price tags the homes fetched. Heavy curtains guarded the bay windows trimmed by white replicated up and down the street from gawkers seeking a glimpse of the politicos who held the strings of power across the alphabet soup of agencies that defined the nation’s capital.

      A wind gusted from behind as Silas reached a waist-high, wrought-iron gate painted black. He hesitated, glancing back up the street and behind, then pushed through, its hinges squawking in protest. A path of chipped red brick led through a patch of manicured, bright green grass and bunches of bushes impatient to bloom and on toward stairs leading up to a door painted a tasteful robin’s egg blue.

      He bypassed it for another path hidden through a hedge of thick bushes, but one he knew stretched alongside the house back toward the kitchen. Shamefully, the only reason he knew of it was because of what Gapinski had told him about the place after poking around during the middle of the night. He’d been to the house only once before. Which hadn’t ended well.

      Whatever. Again, no need for the silly sentiments. He had work to do.

      Silas hustled along the pathway of stone pebbles toward the back, his coat brushing against a wall covered in green ivy and sending up a sharp, woody scent mixed with earthy notes and weeds. Reminiscent of the wild, untamed forests on bases across the South Pacific and Eastern Europe he and his brother would spend hours romping through while Dad kept America safe.

      He cursed himself for allowing another memory of Sebastian to invade his mission-honed mind. Cursed himself for getting rusty after years in the Army Rangers had honed his mind and senses and muscles to act and react with battle-ready precision.

      Cursed himself more for the weakness it evidenced, that his brother could still steal himself into his thoughts. Thought he’d gotten over all the backstabbing and lies and accusations, not to mention the biggest punch to the face of them all.

      Putting Celeste’s life at risk.

      Guess he was wrong.

      Soon he reached the back of the row house. A white wicker armchair and loveseat kept guard atop a patio of the same chipped red brick set in front of a stone fireplace anchoring the back of a privacy wall that mercifully enclosed the open-air space from nosy neighbors.

      Silas eyed the door, confirming no sign of forced entry. He reached for the knob when a light suddenly bloomed across the wall, throwing exposing beams of yellow across Silas’s face.

      A door creaked open on tired hinges followed by a menacing, deep-throated bark from what sounded like an equally menacing dog, adding a double dose of terror that threatened to derail his early morning incursion.

      Silas crouched low on his haunches then padded to the back corner of the wall that butted the adjoining row house property, cringing as his shoes clacked a little too loudly for comfort. He slipped into a narrow slice of darkness as the wretched animal continued its calls for investigation, praying to the good Lord above for a reprieve.

      “Down, boy, down!” a nasally, high-pitched man with an Irish brogue scolded, seemingly disinterested in his pet’s fingerpointing. “Get on with your business and be done with it, you old coot!”

      The dog replied with a growl that made the hairs on Silas’s neck stand at attention. After another scolding from his master, the animal sauntered off in exasperation at his calls being unheeded. He obliged his master, the sound of the dog doing his duty just on the other side of the wall joined by loud sniffs and another growl separated only by three inches of masonry.

      A minute later, the furry sleuth was bounding back inside his abode. The light shut off with a flick after the door slammed shut, plunging the backyard back into early morning foggy darkness.

      Silas sighed. He held his stance, back to the corner and arms raised for a fight, waiting a minute to ensure the coast was truly clear.

      He stood then padded back across the brick patio. Reaching the secured back door, he stole a glance toward the front of the house and stood still. Listening, intuiting, discerning anything and anyone who may have caught a glimpse of some well-dressed bloke walking stiffly toward a house he had no relationship with.

      Except he did...

      Satisfied, he withdrew his keys, finding the one that had been mailed to him at his office at Princeton those many years ago. Just in case.

      This was one of those cases.

      He just hoped the lock hadn’t been changed. Wouldn’t be surprised if it had, given all that had happened.

      Finding the blue hardware store duplicate, he slid it into the lock and turned.

      Click.

      Silas took a relieved breath. He quickly turned the knob and slid inside his brother’s house, closing the door softly behind him.

      It was dark, the light of the cloudy morning barely finding purchase through closed lace curtains. It smelled of dust and must and mothballs. And also oddly of bleach and furniture polish.

      His heart was hammering inside his head now that he had been cut off from the sound of the outside. He swallowed hard and took a breath, then stood still and quiet. The last thing he needed was Sebastian bounding down the stairs from above and finding his sodding brother sweating in his kitchen.

      He waited a beat, then another, taking in the ostentatiousness of it all. With the granite countertops crowned by a Kitchenaid mixer he knew his brother never used and a Breville espresso maker he definitely did, along with Henckels knives and pots of herbs. There was a dark walnut wine rack filled with thirty or so bottles of reds. Brunello this and Chateau Margaux that, and then some off-label Malbecs and Meritages and Merlots that cost as much as his monthly rent. A gleaming black baby grand piano and leather furniture and crystal vases beckoned from beyond the kitchen’s threshold through a well-appointed dining room and on inside a living room worth more than a year of his life.

      Envy began worming its way through Silas as he continued taking in the house, one of his fatal flaws that still managed to get him every time he was faced with the success of others in the face of his many disappointments. Here was his brother, double doctorate who owned a home filled to the brim with the niceties of life he had always wanted but could rarely afford.

      Whatever. At least he hadn’t sold his soul to the Devil. Literally, as was the case of Sebastian, having become possessed by Satan himself and joined Nous, the chief architect of the Church’s wished-for demise.

      Better to lose tenure-tracked positions at godforsaken universities and houses filled with junk than one’s soul, as Jesus said. Or would say if he were counseling Silas to climb down from his envious high.

      He took a breath and shook his head, then literally turned his nose up at it all before taking a step forward.

      Eliciting a creek from the floorboards that made him freeze.

      He took another breath and let the seconds tick by, again waiting for his blond twin to come bursting through the living room beyond wearing a scowl that could kill.

      Because he wouldn’t put it past him to do so. Not after what he pulled at Mackinac Island.

      But no brother came.

      He resumed his pace, running a nervous hand across his close-cropped black hair as he strode across the walnut floor with determination toward the front of the house.

      He walked into the dining room commanded by a circular cherry table, a crystal chandelier mocking him from above its center. Cabinets of fine English bone china, either Spode or Wedgewood, added insult to injury.

      Swallowing another bout of envy, he continued on into the living room, passing an overstuffed tan leather chair anchoring the west side of the room atop a plush Persian rug embroidered with gold thread throughout the crimson and indigo fibers. A twin sat across from it flanked by a matching couch. He kept going past the baby grand piano toward the front door, confirming a second time that nothing looked amiss. No forced entry or obvious markings of intrusion. Same for the windows as he made his way around the perimeter of the modest floor, confirming they too were all tightly secured, even the bathroom sitting next to the stairs leading to the second floor.

      He went to go upstairs when he stopped, the faint scent of souring boysenberry and oak notes catching his attention. He padded back toward the center of the living room to investigate.

      There, perched on a shelf next to Sebastian’s turntable, the one he lost in a dispute over Dad’s estate when they squabbled over his possessions after his death.

      He took careful steps toward the glass still cradling an ounce of purplish liquid. Reaching it, he squatted so that he went eye level with the wineglass, a lip mark still evident and shimmering in the dim morning light.

      Silas frowned. That confirmed it. Sebastian had indeed been at his house last night.

      He hung his head then stood.

      But why? He hadn’t heard word nor seen any sign of his brother since he scrambled out of that blasted cemetery on that blasted island those months ago. Had kept close tabs on his brother’s house, waiting to see if the man would return. He hadn’t, for months.

      Until this past night...

      Silas turned around to take in the room, catching glimpse of a record still resting underneath the turntable’s glass.

      The Sermon, by American organist Jimmy Smith.

      Certainly had good taste in jazz music. Had to give his brother at least that much credit.

      He stepped into the center of the room, planting his hands on his hips and scanning the room and wondering why the heck Sebastian had returned. Why he had risked returning home when he knew the Order and other interested law enforcement agencies—the FBI being one of them after his old girlfriend had been caught in the maelstrom of malevolent events—were hot on his backside.

      Then he saw it.

      Furrowing his brow, he padded across the polished hardwood floor to another set of shelves that held evidence of his brother’s travel exploits. Sebastian styled himself as a hobbyist archaeologist, paying for trips to far-flung parts of the globe in search of arcane cultural experiences and objects, the evidence of which sat on several shelves flanking the baby grand piano. An African aboriginal mask, a Haitian voodoo stick, a reliquary holding a tooth from some Buddhist monk, even an ancient phallic idol from India. Though how or why he came into possession of that one he hadn’t a clue.

      None of them were what interested Silas. What did was an obvious void smack dab in the middle of the center shelf. As if something that had been there was now missing.

      He leaned in for a closer look, then frowned.

      While the rest of the shelf bore a sheen of dust, a circular spot was clear, the polished walnut wood shining through.

      Silas ran a gloved finger across the surface to confirm what he saw.

      Sure thing. Something was definitely missing. Maybe a round case or bowl.

      He remembered the assortment of cultured artifacts from his last visit. It’s what had led to the argument about faith and religion and spirituality that had tipped Sebastian over the edge after a series of proselytizing attempts by Silas.

      But what was missing? And why had Sebastian returned for it?

      A vibrating pulse against his left leg shook his attention.

      Silas quickly reached into his pocket to silence his mobile device. Felt like the entire neighborhood must have heard the interruption. He spun around on instinct then glanced out a window next to the shelves, taking a deep breath to quiet his strumming heart at the turn.

      All clear.

      He retrieved his cellphone. An unknown number with a 609 area code was on its face.

      Silas furrowed his brow with intrigue.

      “Hello?”

      He was met with silence.

      He checked its face again. Still connected.

      “Hello? Anyone there?”

      “Yes, Professor?” a familiar man said.

      He smiled at the sound of a voice he hadn’t heard since he left Princeton University.

      “Miles!”
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      Silas ran a hand across his head and scratched the back of his neck at the surprise, mouth still open with disbelief. What a blast from the past!

      The good-natured man on the other end of the line chuckled. “Yes, ‘tis true. It’s your old Princeton academic assistant.”

      Silas smiled widely with delight at hearing the familiar voice of the man who had faithfully served him for years while he taught Christian history and religious studies at Princeton, keeping him on track and on time. Always running late, he was, while Miles bellowed from the anteroom for him to get to it before Dean McIntyre sacked him for dereliction of duty. In the end, that’s exactly what happened. Denied tenure and dismissed with cause for skipping out on his classes to save the Church.

      His face fell at the memories. It fell at the pain that still lingered from getting denied the only thing he’d really ever been good at, teaching and academics, with such a promising future as a rising star within the hallowed halls of the Ivy League.

      He’d forgotten how much he’d missed it all. The papers he’d presented on his latest research into the Church’s relics of the past at the Society of Biblical Literature, as hostile as they often were to such notions. The books he had planned on writing to convince Christians of the authenticity of the Shroud of Turin, the purported burial linen of Jesus, his pet relic project that promised to provoke and nourish faith in these fraught times. The lectures and meetings with students, with all of their wide-eyed, eager questions and thoughts and theories about religion and faith and Christianity. Could do without the helicopter parents, didn’t miss that for a second. But the rest...

      Silas had held court at the office once held by the venerable Protestant Fundamentalist J. Gresham Machen. Which was ironic, because Silas was a former Catholic turned Protestant. Not because he had a problem with Catholicism, but because of the way he’d come back to Christianity through the on-base evangelical chaplain after drifting from his childhood faith. He relished the opportunity to not only build bridges between the two branches of the Church, but also to inspire a new generation to rediscover religious faith in the face of a modern world that rejected it as a delusion, the ravings of madmen, an opiate for the naïve masses. And he did it in a way that would make ol’ Machen turn over in his grave but pleased the most pious of Popes: through relics.

      His “History of Religious Relics” class was the most popular elective in Princeton’s Department of Religion. Indiana Jones probably had something to do with that. As did Dan Brown, having popularized relics after wrapping them in the garb of religious conspiracies. Silas also guessed the experiential nature of religious objects of veneration also made the topic inviting. Gone were the days when any of the religious faiths could justify themselves purely on tradition alone. Personal experience, not dogmatic belief, ruled the day. And the relics from every religion offered interested students—from the committed Christian to the spiritual-but-not-religious type—the chance to explore their spiritual questions through objects rooted in historical experience.

      As an academic, Silas had spent the majority of his research probing these objects and plumbing the depths of their history. As a Christian, he was interested in connecting historic objects of Christianity to his faith in a way that enhanced and propelled it forward. Which was remarkable, considering Protestants dismissed such things as fanciful spiritualism at best and gross idolatry at worst. Perhaps it was the inner Catholic convert rearing its head. Or perhaps it was an extension of his own longing for more tangible ways to experience the God he had been seeking to understand his whole life. Perhaps still, it had come from his interest in helping his students find faith.

      Yet there he was, rooting through his brother’s home as Master of a barely known religious order. Far from those heady, headachy days of academia. And far, far from anything resembling a rising vocational star. With his old academic assistant on the phone, no less! A blast from the past, for sure.

      But what the heck was Miles phoning for? Hadn’t spoken to the man since he’d left over a year ago after clearing his office for good and leaving Princeton in his dust. Hoped it wasn’t about Barnabas, the beautiful stray Persian cat he’d nursed back to health on a base at the end of Operation Iraqi Freedom, which he handed over to Miles to caretake after leaving the university.

      Only one way to find out.

      “Good to hear from you, Miles. But…” Silas cleared his throat. “Well, I must say, sort of out of the blue.”

      “I know, and there is a good reason for it, sir.”

      “Haven’t talked since everything went down a year ago. Hope everything is alright. Nothing to do with Barnabas, I hope.”

      “No, nothing of the sort.”

      “Or Millie...” he said solemnly, referring to the petite elder who had served as his executive assistant for as long as Miles had served as his academic one.

      “Dear Lord, no! All is well back home. Or, well, back at what used to be home…”

      Silas frowned. Confused by the call as well as Miles’s coyness, which was unlike him. Straight shooter all the way. So what was this about?

      “Good to hear,” Silas said. “Good to hear. So what’s up, then? Why the early morning call? Need someone to substitute teach last minute?”

      The two shared a chuckle. “No, nothing of that sort. It’s…”

      The man trailed off. Again, coy.

      Now Silas was starting to worry. And growing impatient. The minutes were ticking by before the neighborhood would awaken. He needed to figure out what the heck was going on with his brother and that missing...whatever the heck it was! Not the time to play footsie with his former academic assistant.

      “Come, Miles. Spit it out.”

      The man took a breath. “It’s about your...well, replacement, sir.”

      “My replacement?”

      “Yes. Dr. Hartwin Braun.”

      Silas had zero attention to the goings on at Princeton since he’d left. Hadn’t had time to with the Church’s well-being hanging in the balance. And didn’t much want to, considering all that went down. Better to live and let live.

      Truth be told, if he were honest with himself, his ego couldn’t handle it. Couldn’t handle the thought of someone else taking his place, lecturing those students—his students!—and shaping their minds with God only knows what postmodern, liberal religious revisionism nonsense.

      More honestly: He couldn’t handle the thought that he was replaceable.

      Especially with the likes of Hartwin Braun.

      Whatever. Water under the bridge.

      He cleared his throat. “No offense and not to be rude, because I’d love a chit-chat catch up and all, but I’m sort of in the middle of something here.”

      “My apologies, sir,” Miles stammered. “I was always one for ill-timed, intrusive phone calls.”

      “Miles, you’re not intruding. Nice to hear your voice. Truly. But how about you get to…whatever it is you were wanting to get to.”

      “Right. Well, as you may or, as the case may be, may not know, Hartwin Braun, that up-and-comer German, was hired to fill your shoes last year.”

      Silas closed his eyes. Up-and-comer German. Nice.

      “Although, let’s be honest. No one from here to heaven could fill those shoes with any modicum of skill or grace.”

      He chuckled. “Thanks, Miles.”

      “Certainly, sir,” Miles said proudly. “Anyway, Hartwin returned the day before from a recent trip, and he instructed me to contact a handful of names, men and women, for a consortium of the minds.”

      “Alright…”

      “And, well, one of those names on his list was a one Silas Grey.”

      Silas was stunned. He had a hard time believing his name had seen the light of day on Hartwin’s radar, given how up-and-coming the good German was.

      The same age as Silas, nearly forty, Hartwin Braun was the great-grandson of the famous—or infamous, depending on one’s point of view—Wernher Magnus Maximilian Freiherr von Braun, the German and later American aerospace engineer and space architect who was the leading figure in the development of rocket technology for the Nazis and later a pioneer of rocket and space technology for the U.S. As in, the V-2 rocket long-range guided ballistic missile employed by the Germans in WWII, and then Operation Paperclip as part of the coterie of captured German engineers and scientists who jumpstarted America’s aerospace program.

      Although Hartwin’s grandfather was of more modest fame, eventually dropping the aristocratic participle “von” in favor of simply “Braun,” the legend’s great-grandson was a pioneer in comparative religious studies, with a special interest in both ancient völkisch spiritualities that fueled Nazi spiritualism as well as European Christianity, particularly early Medieval. But that wasn’t all of it. Hartwin was a twin, the second of which further bolstered the von Braun lineage with similarly impressive accomplishments.

      Markus Braun followed a different path, however, 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. Brown hair, brown eyes, and built like a linebacker, the brother was a stark contrast to the wiry blue-eyed-blond Hartwin who had made a name for himself in the circles Silas used to frequent.

      The professor’s star rose particularly high when he turned his attention to archaeology, uncovering evidence that Christianity had come to Germany sooner than Saint Boniface, much to the chagrin of Rome and the Fulda Cathedral that holds the saint’s remains. Yet despite this rise, he was shadowed by rumors that his brother was financing his exploits, and into shadier research and misadventures. And a less charitable one told at the up-and-coming German’s expense to ding the man’s golden-boy image implicated him in trading valuable cultural artifacts on the black market for profit and to increase his profile. Though no one could prove it, that didn’t stop anyone from bandying it about at the Society of Biblical Literature cocktail hour. Including Silas.

      But why the heck was the man calling on him? To some sort of consortium of the minds? With Hartwin at the helm? Wasn’t adding up.

      “Are you kidding me, Miles? Is this some sort of early April Fools’ Day joke?”

      “Nothing of the sort, professor!” the man protested.

      “Just Silas. Not professor,” Silas bit back.

      He took a breath and sighed. Not necessary. He felt himself getting testy with Hartwin’s overture. Miles was the last person who deserved his angsty sarcasm.

      “Sorry,” Miles said softly. “Silas, then.”

      “No, I’m sorry. Not called for. Not in the least. I should be so lucky to be called professor by my good friend Miles. After all, I suppose I do still hold a doctorate. Though I’m not sure what good it is anymore.”

      Miles laughed. “Yes, sir.”

      “Anyway, sorry but this just doesn’t make any sense. Why me?”

      “I’m not sure. Perhaps with your new role as Order of Thaddeus Master, the professor wanted an expert on the inside of the Church.”

      “Alright, but who else has Hartwin conned into joining his crew?”

      “Another expert in New Testament studies, a Noland Rotberg from—”

      “Harvard?”

      “That would be the one.”

      Silas scoffed, mumbling under his breath: “New Testament expert my ass….”

      “Now, profess—I mean, Silas.”

      “I know, I know. Consider me scolded. And the others?”

      “Some blogger by the name of Trevor Bohls.”

      “Name rings a bell, though I don’t know why.”

      “Apparently, he’s something of a celebrity among progressive Evangelicals. A former pastor-turned-WeTuber in the Prosurgence Christianity movement. Whatever that means.”

      “Ahh, now I remember. Some slick flash-in-the-pan megachurch pastor from Grand Rapids, Michigan. Wrote some books and starred in some videos trying to make the Christian faith more palatable to culture. Made a real name for himself when he challenged the Church’s teachings on Hell with his Love Will Win book. Universalism mumbo-jumbo nonsense, suggesting in the end everyone will win a participation trophy at the last judgment.”

      “Yes, well,” Miles continued, “at any rate, he’s on the list.”

      “Figures. Anyone else?”

      “The last invitee is some ex-treasure hunter named Naomi Torres.”

      Silas coughed at the name, one of his own SEPIO agents. Which seemed off-the-charts strange, though perhaps coincidental. The Order was careful to protect the identity of its agents. No way Hartwin could know of his connection with Torres.

      Or so he hoped.

      “I’m sorry, but did you say Naomi Torres?” Silas said.

      “Yes, why? You know her?”

      He went to affirm when something in the back of his lizard brain told him to hold back. Not sure why, but if Miles was working with Hartwin, as unwittingly as he might be, probably best to hold the cards close. For now anyway, until he had a clearer sense of things.

      “I’ve heard the name,” Silas simply said.

      “Yes, well, that’s the list. Then of course there’s you—”

      “Miles…”

      “Oh come on, professor.”

      “Silas,” he corrected again, though regretted it.

      Miles huffed. “Silas, then. You always were a bit of a pain in the you-know-what when it came to these sorts of things!”

      “What sorts of things?”

      “Sharing the limelight with others.”

      Silas chuckled. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “From what I gather, and I don’t know all the details, but what Professor Braun is planning aims to radically impact New Testament scholarship. And the Church.”

      Now Silas was intrigued. But then the empty spot on the shelf caught his attention. And he remembered what was what.

      He was on a SEPIO mission that couldn’t wait. And standing in the middle of his brother’s living room in the rapidly waning dawn hours no less.

      He raked a hand across his head again. “I don’t know, Miles, I’ve got—”

      He was cut off by flashing lights. Outside, at the front of the house.

      “Hold on a second…”

      He padded past the baby grand then past a front study to the front door. Parting a lace curtain with a finger that shielded a sidelight window to the left, he scanned the street.

      There it was again. Two flashes. Then another.

      And there was the perpetrator.

      Gray plumber’s van. The one the Order had used the night before to stake out the house.

      Which meant trouble.

      Not good.

      “Miles, I gotta go.”

      “But, sir—”

      Silas left the sidelight and padded back into the living room. “Where is this meeting of the minds Hartwin is putting together?”

      “Consortium of the—”

      “Whatever. Just text me the details.”

      “So you’ll be there then?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      The two said goodbye and ended the phone call.

      Before putting his phone away, he activated the camera and aimed for the blank spot at the center of the shelves bearing the cultural relics. He snapped a picture, then inched closer.

      When a shadow passed behind the curtained window.

      He slipped the phone into his pocket and shuffled against the wall to the right of the window.

      Slipping a finger inside the curtain, he peeked behind it to find a figure shrouded in the dawn’s shadows inching toward the back door. Big and bulky and dressed in black.

      Not good.
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      Silas’s mouth filled with a coppery taste from the sudden burst of adrenaline, his heart picking up pace as he steadied himself with a stabilizing breath.

      It was go time.

      Again.

      Although, perhaps he should just be grateful it took almost four months for some black-clad hostile to come calling. With him in his path.

      Reaching behind his jacket, Silas retrieved his trusty Beretta. He made a quick check of the magazine, sliding it out then shoving it back in before switching off the safety.

      Locked and loaded. Ready for duty.

      Come what may.

      He rounded one of the pretentious darkly stained wood pillars at the threshold between the dining room and living room and padded inside, sidestepping around the dining table in the round just as he imagined the hostile cresting around the corner of the house on toward the kitchen door.

      Sidling up to the threshold of the kitchen, the right half of his body guarded by the crimson-colored dining room wall, the other half exposed with arm extended holding the Beretta, he waited for the inevitable.

      One beat. Two beats. Three beats.

      Nothing.

      A ticking clock somewhere in the kitchen of marble and stone echoed back to him as he waited for the intruder to show himself. Or herself. He was certainly an egalitarian when it came to invading hostile forces.

      Silas held his breath and held his stance.

      Come on...

      More nothing.

      He eased his breath through his nose and stepped to the left, letting his arm drop slightly and letting down his guard.

      Big mistake.

      The door burst open, the wood trim splintering from the force of a sudden kick and the door smacking against the granite countertop before recoiling.

      But not before one-two-three-four-five bullets buzzed inside.

      All going high and wide, the hundred-year-old plaster walls exploding with injury above his head and behind his back.

      Silas fell to his knees and offered a one-two-three-four-five reply of his own, the bullets burrowing into the door and jamb and casing.

      Before it smacked open again and a masked, dark figure came barreling inside.

      Straight for Silas.

      Which he totally didn’t see coming.

      Forcing him to act fast.

      Thankfully, Silas had been an All-State wrestler back in the day on the football off-season during winter at Falls Church High. Go Jaguars!

      So he was ready.

      He popped off a shot before the assault, the bullet slicing through the intruder’s shoulder before sailing through the door.

      But it didn’t stop the figure in black from smacking into his arm and sending the Beretta skittering backward.

      It bounced on the floor before resting on the rug underneath the table.

      Perhaps not as ready as he should have been.

      Silas recovered and pushed back against the hostile with a Berserker grunt, sending him off-kilter and backward on his heels until he crashed into the countertop.

      The man cried out as the Henckels knives spilled from their woodblock, scattering across the granite.

      But the hostile was equally quick on his toes, pushing off with a bucking-bronco kick and smacking into Silas’s chest, sending him back on his own heels but staying upright.

      Like two Kodiak bears crashing into one another, erect and swinging and ready to battle it out to the death.

      “Got what you came looking for, Silas?” the man said, voice deep and growly and very British.

      Silas startled at the sound of his name, shoving off and throwing his hands up for the next phase.

      How the heck does he know who I am?

      “Who the hell are you? What are you after?” He took a swipe at the hostile, but his swing was easily batted away.

      “Same thing as you I’d imagine.” Again, that deep, growly British voice.

      Not a cockney East Londoner, not Estuary English from Essex, and definitely not the modern incarnation of multicultural London English.

      This was Queen’s English. Oxford English. BBC English.

      Whoever he was, he was quick on his toes.

      The man came in with both arms swinging. First right, then an uppercut left.

      But Silas was right there with him, bringing his arms up to bat away the punches.

      “Impressive. For the brother of Sebastian Grey, that is.” He added with a laugh, “Although you certainly fight like the man.”

      And now the mystery man knows my brother?

      Time to fish for answers. Who knew how much longer they had before the neighborhood was crawling with DC’s finest after the morning gunfire.

      “So you know my brother then?” Silas huffed as the man repositioned. “What are you, Nous? Come to retrieve his toothbrush?”

      The man grinned and came at Silas again.

      But he was ready, smashing into the man, head down, and driving him into the granite countertop.

      “Don’t toy with me. You know bloody well that bowl bears the power of life and death for your beloved religion. Or so rumor has it. And you’re dead if you don’t hand it over, mate.”

      What bowl? Whatever it was, it didn’t sound good. Not in the slightest.

      Silas shook his head and replied, “I disagree,” bringing his forearm across the man’s neck and pressing like there was no tomorrow.

      Because in many ways, there wasn’t. If he didn’t deliver the Army Rangers goods.

      A choking sound erupted from the man as he struggled under Silas’s weight and pressure.

      Silas kept at it under the man’s struggle, not letting up and fixing him with a determined glare.

      Just a few more seconds...

      But then something unexpected happened.

      The man bit him. On his exposed wrist. Hard.

      Drawing blood and sending lancing pain blooming from his wrist across his hand and arm.

      Never had that before. First time for everything.

      Silas cried out, as much from the unexpected turn as from the sharp pain.

      He recoiled, letting the man go without thinking. But not for long.

      Livid from the violation, Silas smashed his head into the man’s face, then followed it up with a swiping hook straight into his bleeding shoulder.

      That seemed to do the trick, sending the beast sprawling back across the counter again with a cry and sending knives clattering to the floor.

      The man grunted but recovered, replying with a quick jab into Silas’s solar plexus.

      This time Silas was the one grunting. He stumbled back from the strike.

      Giving the hostile the chance to let loose an uppercut of his own across Silas’s face.

      Which sent him flat on his back.

      Silas winced as his head smacked against the stone floor, the world dimming and threatening to plunge him into total darkness. But he held onto consciousness. Barely.

      He was getting too old for this. As in almost-forty old.

      Before he knew it, the man was on top of him. And turning the tables.

      He thrust both hands at Silas’s neck, latching onto his throat and squeezing.

      Silas grabbed at the hostile’s hands then his arms, trying to wrench them away. It was no use. They were like solid steel pipes, clenching with unbreakable force.

      He clawed desperately for the man’s face and eyes and ears. Anything that might intervene.

      Again, no use. The hostile leaned back out of reach with long arms holding fast. His only recourse was pressing against the man’s bottom jaw to force him to ease off a bit.

      The darkness dimmed as the man continued pressing, cutting off his
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