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PROLOGUE

The Apuseni Mountains

Transylvania, Romania

0737 Hours

 

The runner was young and athletic as he meandered through the forest and between the pines with the agility of a monkey. He was wearing a military poncho, black, with the hood covering most of his features. He leaped over downed trees and skirted thorny brambles, the man running from predators that were closing.

Slung over his shoulder was a burlap sack that had been cinched by twine, the contents inside damning. A few hours ago, he had breached a mountain hideaway that was the fabled Vladorian Keep, a tower that was allegedly created from centuries-old bones. It was a reservation for the dead, a place of history. And its constituents were driven by their reverence to the remains that were kept inside of a bone sepulcher.

The man continued his descent along the mountainside with his lung endurance high and that of a true competitor. His legs were fresh and well developed, that of a marathoner. And as he descended the mountainside grade, he could sense his enemy closing from all points of the forest. From the north, the east, and the west, they were converging like a pack of wolves, though they remained unseen and soundless.

Then there was a waspy hum as a bullet barely missed the man, the missing round clipping off the branch of a nearby tree. More rounds soon followed, with most either skipping off boulders or lodging in the tree trunks.

The man ran, fell, rolled back onto his feet, and continued with his escape. Bullets continued to home in as dust and chips erupted along a nearby boulder from peppering gunshots. The impacts were caused by suppressed assault weapons, the measures taken meant to be silent and lethal.

Then the operative felt the impact and sting of a bullet as it entered and exited through his shoulder, the pain subtle at first, then it gradually blossomed into white-hot agony. He gritted his teeth and staggered against the punch of the bullet, which knocked him off his gait. Then he went to a knee as he started to see the spiral of internal stars. Rising to solid footing, a second bullet smashed through his body, and then a third. The operative started to spasm as though receiving a high-end electric charge, his body dancing with chaotic rhythm. Then he fell to both knees as though in surrender and looked skyward. But the boughs of overhead pines were too thick, too robust, the sky nothing but tiny glimpses of blue between the needles. And then the burlap sack slipped from his grip and to the ground.

“My Heavenly Father—” he began, his eyes still raised skyward.

There was another impact as a round punched through his back, causing him to emit a stunning grunt. As the pain began to mercifully subside with an internal numbing, he raised his arms upward like a child who begged to be picked up by his parent. My Father. And then his eyesight began to close in from the edges to pinch out the marginal light. First came tunnel vision, that tiny mote of reality that said you were still alive until it finally winked off and faded away.

As the man fell forward and his life gone, a dozen poncho-hooded figures emerged from the pines with their automatic weapons directed on the body. When they reached the downed operative, one of the shrouded figures set off a burst with peppering shots to the man’s back, assuring his death. After peeling off the hood of his military poncho, the shooter reached down, grabbed the burlap sack, then handed it to an unarmed man. The man who accepted the sack did so with a hand that appeared thin, bony, and frail. His fingers looked excessively long with his fingernails in need of trimming, the points too sharp. Yet, they worked fine as he unraveled the tie that had bound the sack closed with adeptness.

Opening the bag and looking at the contents within, the man with the long fingers reached inside, rummaged around, then he withdrew four computer hard drives that had been appropriated from the Keep. Holding them up, he stated evenly, “Return these to the Keep.” He handed them to the shooter. “See if they’ve been damaged or compromised in any way.”

The shooter, while accepting them, bowed his head. “Yes, Prime Chancellor.”

The man with the long fingers once again reached inside the sack, this time removing a human skull. It was polished and glistened as though it had been bleached. Then with the point of a long fingernail, he traced it along the skull’s sutures. He treated it as though it was a cherished relic, which, by history’s standards, it truly was—a remnant of time.

Holding the skull close, Prime Chancellor, whose face remained hidden beneath the hood, pointed to the body of the slain man. “Remove his hood and his cloth.”

A cloaked figure stepped forward to roll the man onto his back, then he quickly pared aside the flaps of the man’s hood to expose his face.

Noting the fresh-scrubbed look of a young man in his early twenties, the Prime Chancellor cocked his head slightly in examination and commented flatly, “Father Benedikte Albescu of Saint Michael’s Church in Transylvania.” Then he tapped his chest, the gesture informing the cloaked figure to tear open the priest’s robe.

Nodding, the cloaked figure reached down to grab enough of the robe until the fabric bled between the cracks of his clenching fingers, then he ripped the front of the poncho to reveal the Roman band of the cleric’s collar. Around Father Albescu’s neck was an overly sized necklace of a crucifix. At the top of the crucifix was a small blinking light, a winking eye.

After the Prime Chancellor snapped his fingers and pointed to the piece of jewelry, the cloaked figure reached down, ripped off the chain, and handed it to the Prime Chancellor. The Prime Chancellor held the crucifix before him with his free hand, though his studious eyes could not be seen inside his hood. The item swung pendulously like the needle of a metronome, back and forth, with the light at the top blinking in even measures, as it pulsated a certain frequency.

Dropping the pendant onto a flat stone, the Prime Chancellor raised the heel of his boot and brought it down against the crucifix. Then he ground the trinket until the light winked off for a final time, the beacon now dead.

In the same even tone, the Prime Chancellor stated to his cloaked commando, “There are three priests and a nun who provide services at Saint Michael’s. Tonight, I want an elite team of Vladorian Guards to send a clear message to Vatican Intelligence in Vladorian tradition. I want them to understand that further interference will not be tolerated.”

The hooded figure nodded, “Of course, Prime Chancellor. I’ll assemble a unit immediately and go over the strategies of the operation with them.”

“The priests of Saint Michaels,” added the Prime Chancellor, “mine them before they’re to be made examples of. I want to know how far and wide this goes beyond the Vatican walls. And I want to know how much of our cause has been compromised.” After a beat, the Prime Chancellor picked up the crushed beacon, which was now twisted brass. He could see the marvel of technology inside, the extremely small hardboards, and the band emitters. Then he looked skyward and at the canopy of trees, knowing that the thick overhead provided them with adequate cover. The frequency from the crucifix, however, had most likely pinpointed a location for a dragnet to be centralized and then expanded, which was hardly good news for the Vladorian commander. But the legal and political authorities within the Vladorian’s orbit would keep international agencies from spurring a search of the Keep, this he was sure of.

Tossing the broken beacon to the ground, he added in the same monotone voice, “I also want a complete assessment of our security protocols. I want to know how this man,” he pointed to Father Albescu, “was able to walk off with a haul of our hard drives. And why we had to be informed by an outside source, rather than having been alerted by our security team.”

The cloaked figure nodded. “Yes, Prime Chancellor. And the body of the priest?”

“Let the wolves have him,” he stated lightly. “They’ll scatter his remains throughout the forest.”

Turning for the long march uphill, the Prime Chancellor cradled the human skull with care as though it was an infant. Though the hard drives were paramount to the scheme of his agenda, the skull was a priceless treasure. Once he entered the Vladorian Keep, he would return the skull to its proper place beneath the bone sepulcher where it had been stolen.

Until then, his armed unit of Vladorian commandos would follow through with their core mission in an attempt to minimize Vatican’s authority by sending shivers throughout the Church.

 


CHAPTER ONE

The Central Command of Vatican Intelligence

Beneath the Basilica, Vatican City

0639 Hours

 

“We lost him.” The Jesuit priest sounded concerned as his fingers danced along the console trying to re-establish contact with the Vatican operative who was somewhere in the Apuseni Mountains in Transylvania. Onscreen, the operative appeared as a circular point who was there one moment and gone the next.

“Try to home in using the geospatial satellites north, south, and east of his position,” Father Auciello commanded. “Try to triangulate his location.”

“I have,” stated the Jesuit. “I’ve tried to lock on from several satellite sources from different geospatial angles. I even tapped into the US and German systems to triangulate from different positions. Nothing. Cherub One is entirely off the radar.”

Father Auciello was one of the two co-directors of Vatican Intelligence with Father Essex the other, though Father Essex was currently overlooking an intel team somewhere in Damascus and was not on site. That left Father Auciello to command the Cherub Team from the hub of Vatican City to the Apuseni Mountains in Transylvania, a divide of seven hundred miles. And as he stood along the tier that overlooked the master TV monitor against the far wall, several different shots from multiple satellite sources could not penetrate the dense forest cover of the mountainside. Somewhere underneath, a priest was running for his life after appropriating important data that was of much interest not only to Interpol but also to the free nations of western Europe.

“Try again,” Father Auciello insisted calmly.

“I have—”

“I said, try again.”

The Jesuit continued to type with his fingers playing over the keyboard like a skilled pianist, fast and precise and never missing a tab. Onscreen came more angles and more images. Nothing appeared but a canopy of trees that stretched on endlessly, no matter the position of the satellites.

“I even tried infrared and thermal,” stated the Jesuit priest. “But the cover is too thick.”

“And what do you think is the reason for the signal to disappear?”

The Jesuit shrugged. “Malfunction of the beacon. Maybe the unit was destroyed.”

“Could the thickness of the trees impede the signal?”

“Unlikely.”

“And the likelihood that the beacon had malfunctioned?”

After a pause, the Jesuit answered, “Also unlikely.”

“Other possibilities outside the obvious?” Auciello asked.

“It could be, and this is just speculation, that he was compromised and, in the scheme of all things . . . neutralized.”

Father Auciello considered the same idea. Everyone in the field was required to wear a radio beacon, such as a medallion or a pendant to mask the wireless, but powerful, frequency. In the case of the Apuseni operative, he had worn the broadcasting adornment of a crucifix.

“What do we do now?” asked the Jesuit.

“Keep trying to locate the operative,” Father Auciello answered. “In the meantime, I need someone to get Kimball Hayden.”

The Jesuit nodded. “Yes, Father.”

 


CHAPTER TWO

St. Peter’s Square

Vatican City

 

The day was beautiful, and the Square was packed. People moved about by the hundreds. In an area that was close to the Colonnades, Kimball was walking beside a small boy who was about seven and wore the lacy garments of an altar boy. The child was an orphan who had lost his parents in a car accident, a tragedy. But the child was immediately embraced by the Vatican and given love and direction with his choice, in the end, to choose whether to become a priest or a Vatican Knight. His name was Santini, and he spoke near-perfect English. He also exhibited a level of boldness and perhaps a hint of unfiltered dialogue, which were both something Kimball coveted.

As they were walking through St. Peter’s Square, Kimball was wearing his commonly themed attire of a Vatican Knight, that of a cleric’s shirt and collar, but from the waist down, he wore the military dress of BDU pants and combat boots.

“How’d your studies go today?” the Vatican Knight asked him.

Santini, who was skip-walking, stopped and smiled at Kimball. His two front deciduous teeth were missing, which was perhaps the first crossover into adulthood. Still, he had years to go and much to learn. “It’s all right,” he answered.

“Just all right?”

“Why do I have to learn pillosopy? It’s boring.”

“You mean philosophy?”

“That’s what I said: pillosopy.”

Kimball smiled at this. “Philosophy, Santini, teaches you how to think from all sides of the same subject rationally. When you look at something, you do so by trying to view something with different alternatives to come up with the best possible conclusion that makes the most sense.”

“I don’t want to be a pillosoper,” he said. “I want to be like you. I want to be a Vatican Knight.” Santini went into moves of karate kicks and thrusts, though clumsy in the effort. His leg barely lifted from the ground and his hands were striking with no synchronized movement, just pell-mell.

“Trust me, Santini, you have years to learn and to make a decision. You can choose to be either a priest or a Vatican Knight. Between now and then,” Kimball said, “you might change your mind and decide to become a priest. It happens.”

But Santini was adamant. He shook his head vigorously and said, “No way. I want to be a Vatican Knight.” He threw more ungainly kicks, nearly falling, and awful hand punches. He would have a lot to learn over the next fifteen years of his life. More so, he would have to commit to the church. Between now and then, however, Kimball knew that Santini would be confronted with several challenges that would steer him to a proper choice.

“I’ve got something to show you, Santini. You think you can keep a secret?’

“Of course.”

Kimball reached into the pocket of his cleric’s shirt and produced a small box. Presenting it before Santini, he opened it. Inside was a ring with a small diamond. “What do you think?” Kimball asked him. “You think she’ll like it?”

Santini, who had no real filters to be diplomatic, and instead of saying ‘it’s beautiful’ or ‘congratulations,’ he uttered, “It’s really small.”

Kimball frowned. “You don’t like it?”

“It’s really small.”

The diamond was only a fifth of a carat.

“It’s not like we get paid a lot for what we do,” Kimball told him. “But it’s the thought that counts, right?”

“I guess.”

“You guess?”

Santini nodded and smiled. “She’ll like it. I think Shari will be happy.”

Kimball smiled. “You think so?”

“She’s a woman. She’ll like it.”

Kimball ruffled the hairs on the top of Santini’s head. “You’re wise beyond your years, young man.”

“Wise enough to become a Vatican Knight, yes?”

“You still have a long way to go, Santini. As I said, things may change. But we’ll see.”

Kimball looked at the diamond. The stone was small, and the setting was beautiful. And it had small chips surrounding the face of the actual diamond, the band white gold. If he could afford a sizeable ring, then he would have. But the salary of a Vatican Knight was minimal since the position was more of a calling and not of a longstanding career. Still, the action of giving would be considered priceless. To marry Shari Cohen was everything to him and a dream within a dream. The word ‘soulmates’ had a nice ring to it. But Kimball Hayden was a man who entered into frays with insane courage. Asking Shari to marry him, however, was something different altogether. Though he had practiced before the mirror a thousand times and perfected the language to address her with, he knew his legs would become boneless beneath him while he stuttered his words and making no sense. It was funny how a man who sits at the top of the macho totem pole taking on all comers in warfare, only to fall at the feet of the woman he loved.

And then his cellphone vibrated. Reaching into his pocket, he produced the unit, and read the screen. He was needed at a briefing.

Slipping both the phone and the case into his pocket, he turned to Santini and said, “I have to go, Champ. But you keep up with your studies, you hear me?”

“I hear you. But pillosopy is still boring.”

“Someday, Santini, you’ll discover that it’ll serve you well.”

Though Santini offered a look that said, ‘I don’t think so,’ Kimball tussled the boy’s hair once again, then he gave Santini a wink and a smile.

Turning and then walking towards the Basilica, Santini watched Kimball and considered that the man walked with a certain strength and determination. And that’s why young Santini wanted to be a Vatican Knight; to have both purpose and power.

 


CHAPTER THREE

Rome, Italy

1804 Hours

 

Kimball Hayden was standing before the mirror and had been practicing his routine for hours. With his chest puffing and the macho deepening of his voice, even as a newfound boldness seemed to be anchored firmly within him, everything gave way the moment Shari entered the apartment. The man whose mirror image was king and courageous soon found himself tripping over his tongue. When he confronted Shari, his boldness immediately abandoned him, and he quickly found himself stammering nonsensically. So much so that the choppiness of his sentences and the distortion of his syntax sounded like a foreign language to her. But when he struggled to open the box to reveal the ring, his hands and fingers trembled to the point of appearing comical. With his innards turning watery and his legs becoming gummy and weak, Kimball finally managed to get the box open.

The diamond was small with an Amorillion cut design, Shari’s favorite. The facets irradiated a different number of hues against the light—reds and greens and yellows and blues, a fine cut. With her hands fisted against her bosom and her eyes and mouth open in surprise, she grabbed the ring and slid it over her finger. Tears began to sting and well as the iridescent colors of the stone flashed and glimmered. And without saying a word, she immediately grabbed Kimball and pulled him close.

Though his words were ridiculously unintelligible, she understood the meaning behind them. “Yes,” she told him jubilantly. “I will.”

Kimball, who no longer felt weakened, closed his eyes and pulled her close. He could sense his strength returning as his knees became durable enough to hold him steady. Everything was going to be all right, he told himself.

But Kimball Hayden could not have been more wrong.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

Saint Michael’s Church

Transylvania, Romania

2354 Hours

 

It was the night of a new moon, meaning that there was no natural light as the Vladorian Guards meshed with the landscape as objects unseen, black on black. As soon as they reached Saint Michael’s Church, the unit commander signaled predetermined gestures that directed his troops to take up positions along the church’s perimeter.

Perimeter lights that were directed at the walls of Saint Michael’s Church gave it somewhat of an aesthetic look, a nighttime showcasing. But with precise and muted gunshots, the lamps were taken out systematically until the church was fully encased in darkness.

The Vladorian commandos were a disciplined and patient unit that was trained in all facets of military warfare. They wore the tactical gear of Kevlar helmets that had a boon of gadgetry which included an NVG system; they wore forearm, shin, and thigh shields made of a lightweight polymer composite; and each man wore dragon-skin body armor. They also employed the use of the Heckler & Koch MP5, a German brand that was often used by elite special forces.

The moment the synchronized watches counted down to 0000 hours (midnight) the Vladorian commandos converged on the church from all sides.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

Saint Michael’s Church

Midnight

 

For the better part of the day, Father Garino was trying to reach Father Benedikte Albescu. But the priest was unreachable, the man entirely off the grid. There had been no final communication outside of him being a radar signal somewhere within the Apuseni Mountains. And then the priest’s indicator light suddenly went dark on the screen, like magic, with all traces of the man disappearing within the blink of an eye.

Reports were immediately forwarded to Vatican Intelligence, though they had their line of sight via geospatial satellites. But the capped groves and the heavy tree cover impeded a live view, the canopy too thick.

The Vatican had tasked Father Albescu with the mission to locate and breach the fabled Vladorian Keep, where it was said that the secrets and planned military designs of European domination were kept. The cause of turning western Europe from democratic socialism into draconian societies was further bolstered by recent intel intercepts from Interpol, the Mossad, the CIA, MI6, and the Vatican.

Though the intercepts were encoded with high-end possibilities of misinterpretation, the suggestions were that covert principals within the Romanian government and military were conspiring alongside Russian operatives. The snippets gleaned thus far were that the Vladorian administration planned to usurp the current regime through a coup d’état. The benefits to both the Russians and the Romanians, however, had yet to be determined.

After the intercepts from the Romanian base had pinpointed an emitting/receiving locality through satellite triangulation that was somewhere within the Apuseni Mountains—though the range was vast—Father Benedikte Albescu had been activated by the Vatican. Not only was Father Albescu a priest, but he was also a Vatican operative who specialized in intelligence gathering. During his tenure as a data collector, he had been sent to global hotspots to acquire information regarding the harmful suffering of the church’s citizenry from groups like al-Qaeda and ISIS in the Middle East; or Al-Shabaab or Boko Haram in Africa. In his line of work, Father Albescu was a stellar operator and one of the best that the Vatican had to offer, but now he was off-radar and presumably compromised. If so, then everyone inside the cathedral could be listed as targeted killings if the Vladorians were able to properly mine Albescu of his mission goals, and those who were calling the mission.

Father Benedikte Albescu upon his last transmission—though weak and staticky—had announced that he had hard drives that outlined in detail collusion between the Vladorians and the Russians, along with a complete military manifesto of a political takeover by the Vladorian Guild. The drives contained mission designs, plans, intelligence, and those who were involved in backing the coup, including Romanian political and military dignitaries. But that bounty, like the priest, vanished with the communication between the Vladorians and the Russians suddenly disappearing in the aftermath of Father Albescu’s lost signal.

Since Father Albescu had failed to make contact, concern not only mounted throughout the Vatican, it also intensified within the clerisy of Saint Michael’s that included three priests and Sister Sophia. But of the priests involved with Saint Michael’s, it was Father Mario Garino who guided Father Albescu’s mission at the urging of Vatican Intelligence.

To those within Cluj-Napoca, which is located in the Transylvania region, the clerics were widely known among their worshippers as the ‘Saint Michael’s priests.’ Though they were devout and caring and true to the core with kindness and with spirituality, they also had a second skin and one they would often shed to become their second selves. Not only did they share with the people of Cluj-Napoca the word of God, but it was also their duty to amass data to help those who could not help themselves—that being the frail, the docile, and those who were incapable of raising a hand against their enemy. This data would then be turned over to Vatican Intelligence and to the pontiff with the issues to be discussed between the pope and his chief cardinals, the Society of Seven, who would then decide if the Vatican Knights needed to be pressed into duty. But for the Vatican Knights to be mobilized, the situation needed to meet one of the three standing principles of engagement: one, to protect the sovereignty of the church; two, to protect the interests of the church; and three, to protect the citizenry of the church. Since Father Benedikte Albescu’s intel was strictly political, the information did not meet the Vatican criteria for the employment of the Vatican Knights, so the intel had been forwarded to other agencies in western Europe regarding a possible uprising in the Romanian theater. But when Father Albescu disappeared from radar, his vanishing prompted a second look by the Society of Seven. The missing priest now fell under the guidelines of ‘protecting the welfare of the church’s citizenry.’ But not enough time had elapsed to consider an undertaking of the Vatican Knights, though they had been briefed to ‘standby.’ In the interim, the Vatican asked Father Garino at Saint Michael’s to keep all channels open in case Father Albescu surfaced elsewhere, but that the time limit should not exceed twenty-four hours.

Now, with sixteen hours passing without communication from Father Albescu, the weighted concern of his disappearance made Father Garino wonder if absconding from Saint Michael’s was in order. Perhaps, he considered, Father Albescu was now within the ‘Light of Loving Spirits.’ Of course, this was conjecture he did not want to believe in, but it was also an assumption that needed to be looked at with sincerity. Father Albescu was a man who always maintained close contact with the church and his handler. To simply disappear from the grid spoke volumes that not only had he been removed from the equation, but a serious threat now loomed over the church as well.

Wringing his hands nervously as he walked down the aisle of the nave, and as candles burned in the votive rack to provide minimal light, Father Garino made his way to the confessional box, opened the door, and stepped inside. By closing the door behind him, the box suddenly became as black as pitch. But even in this self-contained darkness, the priest easily found his way about by habit. Getting onto a padded kneeling rail, Father Garino reached for an ornately designed wall panel that had the bas-relief carvings of cherubs and angels. Pressing a hand against a particular cherub on the wall panel, the action prompted the sculpted board to flip over. Now, Father Garino was looking at a keyboard and monitor.

Booting up the computer, the monitor flared to life with the screen’s illumination ghoulishly lighting up Father Garino’s face. After typing in a series of commands and codes, Father Garino donned a headset and lip mic, and said, “Base to Cherub One, come in.”

Nothing but white noise and static.

“Base to Cherub One, do you read me?”

More static.

“Base to Cherub One, do . . . you . . . copy?”

Nothing.

“Base to—”

The door to the confessional was ripped wide. As the light from the monitor highlighted Father Garino’s befuddled stare, he could make out the silhouette of the soldier who stood within the doorframe. There was no doubt that the man was dressed in commando style, that of a high-tech Kevlar helmet, polymer composite shields, and a vest to carry large quantities of ammo. But what captured Father Garino’s full attention was the point of the suppressed assault weapon. Though the opening was no larger than a dime, he knew it was deadly all the same.

The shape remained still as though appraising the priest. Then in a voice that was flat and subdued, and with words that were barely above a whisper, the commando, in Romanian, said, “Slowly and quietly, priest, exit the box. If you make a sound or try to alert others, I assure you that the sound you make will be your last.” Then the Shadowman quickly tipped the point of his weapon ceilingward and immediately turned the weapon back to Father Garino, the gesture telling the priest to raise his hands, which Father Garino did after removing his headset.

Then getting to his feet, the Shadowman fell back as a means to allow the priest to exit the box.

When Father Garino stepped out of the confessional and into the transept, he knew in his heart that Father Albescu had fallen victim. Closing his eyes and praying, he wondered if he was to suffer the same fate.

 


CHAPTER SIX

Saint Michael’s Rectory

0007 Hours

 

Father Alexandru Florescu believed he was dreaming when he heard the breathing of dragons. The sound was evenly measured—in and out, in and out. Then he realized that he was on the border between wake and sleep and that the dragons were real.

His eyes detonated with alarm. Standing by his bed were two shadowy figures—soldiers by the looks of them—who were nothing but the blackest of shadows. Father Florescu was so astonished by this sight that he first felt violated, and then paralytic terror, the priest suddenly as still as a Bernini statue.

In Romanian, the taller of the two shadows spoke, though his voice had been softly muffled by the face shield of his helmet. “Slowly and quietly, priest, remove yourself from your bed. If you make a sound or try to alert others, I assure you that the sound you make will be your last.”

Father Florescu nodded in compliance, a quick up and down with his chin as though he was shuddering. After carefully peeling aside his bedsheets, the priest, who was wearing the undergarment attire of an alb, slowly stood with his hands raised.

“Say nothing, priest.” The commando’s voice was so low that Florescu, at seventy-five, had difficulty hearing him.

“My hearing,” the priest admitted, “is not so good.”

The commando placed a gloved hand on Father Florescu’s shoulder. His touch was not intended to be forceful but meant to be mild and to be used as a method to guide him out of the room and into the darkened hallways of the rectory. Where they were taking him Father Florescu had no clue.

As they took the twists and turns of the vicarage, Father Florescu was led to a room at the rear. From his point at the end of the hallway, he could see light emanating from underneath a door.

Gently being persuaded to move along, a tactically geared-up sentry who was standing by the room at the end of the hallway opened the door for Father Florescu. Once Florescu was inside the room, the hand lifted off his shoulder as gently as it had landed, and then the door closed and locked behind him.

Standing in the feebly lit room with his hands clasped behind the small of his back was Father Garino. Unlike Father Florescu who appeared anxious and nonplussed, Father Garino appeared oddly calm.

“What is this?” Father Florescu asked him. “What’s going on and who are these people?”

Father Garino shrugged with a half-hearted gesture.

“Father,” Florescu moved across the room, “I know you have additional responsibilities regarding the church. Does this have anything to do with you and Father Albescu?”

“Father Florescu,” Garino’s manner was so calm that it unnerved Florescu because the priest appeared as though the world was proper instead of upside down. “There are particular aspects of the church that keeps certain parts of the world—shall we say—sane,” he told him. “The measures we take sometimes help the overall outcome when evil men aspire to commit evil deeds. And sometimes, such drives need to be dealt with to protect the many from the dark ambitions of the few.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Edmund Burke was right when he said: All that is required for evil to prevail is for good men to do nothing. We, my good Father, are the good men.”

Father Florescu appeared even more disconnected.

Then from Father Garino, who intuited Florescu’s appearance, said, “Father Albescu and I were involved with certain undertakings commissioned by the Vatican. Meaning, that our duties did not conclude after sermonizing to the masses. Our position within the church is beyond what you need to know since Father Albescu and I answer to the pontiff, and those within Vatican Intelligence.”

“That doesn’t answer my question as to what’s going on,” said Father Florescu.

“Obviously,” Father Garino told him, “I would say that Father Albescu’s position had been compromised and that the fallout of his capture led these people to Saint Michael’s.”

“And who are these people?”

“I would—” Father Garino hesitated for a long moment. Then: “I would guess that Father Albescu discovered the lair of the Vladorian Guards. Now, they're here to determine how much we know regarding their identities and their cause.”

“The Vladorian Guards don’t exist. They’re nothing but a myth.”

“And so were the Vatican Knights. But we both know that the myth that surrounded them has turned into legend, yes?”

Father Florescu started to rake his hands nervously through his hair. “What have you gotten us into?” he asked rhetorically.

“Good Father, our mission for creating a greater good does not start and stop at the pulpit. That is only a small measure. The orbit of the Vatican expands outward to aid in keeping the darkness at bay that preaching alone does not. Until all men are good, or until all men consider all strangers to either be his brother or sister, then we must keep our swords ready and sharpened until the Light shines within all of us.”

“That’s impossible,” Florescu returned. “The angels of Light have, and always will battle the angels of Darkness. It’s been an ageless fight between the two and has been well documented in the scriptures. It’s timeless.”

“That’s true. So, and by your own words, are we not the angels of Light who do battle with the angels of Darkness? Do we not keep Darkness from gaining the advantage over the Light?”

“These are not angels, Father Garino. They’re soldiers. They’re military. And what, in the name of God, have you done to bring such people to the church with weapons? This is the House of God, and such actions are blasphemous.”

“There are two worlds, Father Florescu. There is a world of people who devote themselves to the cause of lending a hand in helping those who need it. And then there are those who would readily chop off that hand because they see kindness as a weakness. We may stand within the site of Saint Michael’s Church, but these men see the church as a battlefield. They don’t heed the fact that Saint Michael’s is a Godly place of worship. The only thing they care about is to achieve the means, no matter the battlefield.”

“And what are those means, Father Garino? What do they endeavor to do once they mine us for all we’re worth?”

“There are still two others: Father Gabriel and Sister Sophia. Once they’ve gathered everyone together to interrogate us, I can only imagine that they intend to erase the threat that we have become. And for that, good Father, I’m sorry that you have become involved through no actions of your own. All I can say, my dear friend, is to trust in God. He favors those who are just.”

“I did not ask for this. Preaching His word is what I do. To reach out and draw people to the Light is also what I do and the only thing I ever wanted to do.”

“And I have stolen away what you cherish most. I’m sorry, Father Florescu. I am. But sometimes, God sees a need to press into duty His worldly angels to do battle against those who possess demon hearts. Unfortunately, there are those like you who get caught within the crosshairs.”

Father Florescu leaned against the wall with his eyes taking on that faraway look. Then he sighed heavily through his nostrils and slid down along the wall until he was sitting on his backside. Bringing his knees up into acute angles, he then rested his elbows on his kneecaps. “I always believed that I would die as an old man in bed and at peace. It’s funny how nobody can dictate their life, isn’t it?”

“God gives us a path that is by His design and no one else’s, remember that?”

As Father Florescu sat, he slowly closed his eyes, clasped his hands together in an attitude of prayer, and prayed out loud, the words fluid Latin.

Father Garino looked on and prayed inwardly, hoping for God to either intervene or embrace him.

Together, their voices became a collective of one.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN
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By nature, Father Gabriel Radu was an insomniac who could get by with a few hours of sleep and perform admirably the following day, as though he had slept a lifetime. On this night, Father Gabriel, as he liked to be called, was at his small desk penning sermons for the weekend services. He decided to preach about the battle between David and Goliath, but more importantly about the powerful metaphor attached to the account. The storyline teaches that the underdog, by thinking outside of the box, also allows one to become poised when using unconventional approaches. Since the underdog and the rebel soul, or the Light and the Dark, survive by personality traits that have been wired to persevere through setbacks, losses, and rejections, did David not defeat the corporate monster of Goliath with a simple stone that conquered a giant? Does this not give hope to the smaller man or individual that size matters little in the good fight, with the good fight that of the Ethereal Light against Stygian Darkness?

When Father Gabriel was satisfied with his final edit, he smiled and set the documents aside. Of course, he would make additional adjustments, but he at least had a workable program to preach from.

Since fatigue had yet to claim him, Father Gabriel grabbed a book from a shelf that was lined with fiction and nonfiction, though all the books had Christian themes to them. Just as he was about to peel back the covers to his bed, the lamp on his nightstand suddenly went out, the room now eclipsed by dark shadows.

Father Gabriel stood his ground believing that the circuit breaker simply jumped, again. But when the handle to his chamber door turned and then the hinges protested when the door opened, Father Gabriel’s breath hitched when he saw a shape standing within the doorway. It was tall and massive at the shoulders, a one-dimensional being who held what appeared to be an assault rifle.
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