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          PROLOGUE | MONS, BELGIUM. AUGUST 23, 1914.

        

      

    

    
      Vladimir von Hahn had seen his share of hard times. Khrenovyye vremena, they are called. Хреновые времена. Literally, horseradish times, a euphemism in the tongue of Mother Russia for the crap the Universe flings our way. The stars had been particularly generous to his ancestors.

      Property loss, political persecution, warfare brutality. You name it, Vlad had lived it. Was living it, on the front lines after fleeing Mother Russia, for the old country had seen its own share of khrenovyye vremena. Russia's tumultuous history, including the collapse of the Tsarist regime, the Russian Revolution, and Bolshevik upheaval had been hard enough. Throw in exile and adapting to postwar Europe, and it was no wonder Vlad still had breath in his lungs, same for his family.

      But we are getting ahead of ourselves. That’s a tale for later.

      Perhaps тяжёлые времена was a better way of putting it. Tyazholyye vremena. Less crude, less vulgar, but still retaining the darkness of the days that had led to that moment in that trench readying to join the gray soldiers in their quest to rid Europe of the spiritual polluters.

      After the Russian Revolution upended the old order of things across the continent, spilling west into Europe, many of Vlad’s fellow comrades, the exiled and prisoners of war alike, found themselves in unlikely entanglements. Alliances of convenience which the Second Reich of the German Empire had leveraged to recruit into volunteer units, later sent to fight on the Eastern Front. Some made it as far as Belgium.

      Given his familial ties to Baba, his babushka giving voice to the rising esoteric age that had gripped the West as the silly religious fanatics began to lose sway, and the Christian foundation crumbled in the wake of the Enlightenment, the Okhrana had been hot on his tail, a target for imperial Russia’s secret police. Vlad had been among those disillusioned by the Bolshevik upheaval and chose to flee, self-exiling himself over submission to the new regime.

      So, west he went, eventually finding himself aligning with the German military, finding common cause not with the political and military principles of the moment, but the cultural ones, the intellectual ones. It was then that Vladimir abandoned his Russian ancestral name and became von Han, the surname of his grandfather when his family name became a threat.

      Given his familial roots, and the mystical tradition of the matriarch that held sway over him and even Europe, occult enthusiasts had been his comrades, along with mystics in the vibrant, if turbulent, circles of pre-Weimar Germany. As perilous as the path had been, trodding it had enriched his family’s spiritual heritage—infusing it with not only the mystical traditions inherited from Baba, his babushka who had made a name for herself in the West, but also with a distinctly German flavor of esoteric and revolutionary thought.

      That path had also brought him to the most awful day of that awful time.

      Now Vlad found himself taking a piss at the far end of a trench, thunderous artillery and whizzing shells streaking overhead, fighting for the German army. A day when the shadow of ruin and disaster was sure to pass over London far away, the agony of the army on the battlefield entering deep into their souls.

      Day of dread for the British Empire, perhaps. For Vlad, Den’ piroga! Pie day, for that lad. The playful, folksy tongue of Mother Russia, giving voice to celebration and joy, to indulgence. For three hundred thousand comrades in arms, with all their weapons of war, were set to swell like floodwaters against the little English company that was the British Expeditionary Force. He would channel his disdain for the British Empire, believing its colonial expansion was a corrupting force on global spirituality. That wasn’t even touching on how those dogs had watered down Baba’s teachings, the British Theosophical Society turning it into a fashionable parlor philosophy. They would pay.

      And pay dearly.

      For the swell was rising across the battle line, bearing awful danger, and not merely of defeat. Utter annihilation was in order. Vlad had seen it in a vision in the night, the very units arrayed across the vast field of mud and shattered trees, the broken bodies and destroyed tanks. The British units dug in beyond would be crushed and broken, then the English force as a whole would be shattered. What Allied armies were left would be reduced to ruin, and the Sedan would inevitably follow, the Germans reaching France itself.

      Mons was the first test of the Great War, a sign of what was to come. To the world, this was simply the first major battle between the English and German people, between two great powers in a war for global dominance.

      To Vladimir, it was something more. As he finished relieving himself, zipped his pants, and readied for battle, falling into position, that vision still pulsed within him.

      A city of fire, set ablaze with annihilation. A sky torn asunder, raining fire and brimstone.

      Along with ghostly figures marching in lockstep, joined by the living.

      Vlad had awakened in a cold sweat that morning, the distant ratcheting of weapon fire at first disorienting. The blooming boom of a direct hit just ten meters out reminded him of the stakes. He’d scrambled when his unit commander bellowed for him and his comrades to fall in line—then ready for an advance.

      Gathering his weapon and other gear, he couldn’t shake what he had seen. Bright beings of an almost divine luminescence standing astride the Englishmen. Vlad had heard rumors that the British were protected by a power greater than Baba’s. A strange legend he dismissed as nothing but childhood fairy tales and sad songs sung by old women.

      And yet…

      All morning the German guns continued to thunder and shriek against the corner of the battle Vlad inhabited, against the thousand-man brigades holding it fast. And the British had held fast, as if by some power from beyond the veil. He had to give them credit. They had fought valiantly, holding the line and standing their ground.

      But the shells continued with a relentless onslaught. Bursting through battlements and blasting craters in the countryside. Tearing those Englishmen limb from limb, and tearing brother from brother. As the heat of the day increased so did the fury of that terrific cannonade. There was no help, it seemed. The English artillery was good, but there was not nearly enough of it; it was being steadily battered into scrap iron.

      There comes a moment in a storm at sea when people say to one another, “It is at its worst; it can blow no harder,” and then there is a blast ten times more fierce than any before it. So it had to be in the British trenches, the German military a relentless machine—cutting and chopping, tearing through young and old with disregard.

      Vlad had to admit: There were no stouter hearts in the whole world than the hearts of these Englishmen. Even he was a bit appalled as this seven-times-heated hell of the German cannonade fell upon them and overwhelmed them and destroyed them. And he had to wonder what he and his men had looked like as they swelled from their trench and swept across the field of mud and mayhem—ready to consume them like a locust horde hungry for a field of wheat or barley.

      Their eyes must have disbelieved what they saw, the very moment that a tremendous host was moving against their lines. German infantry pressing on against them, column upon column, a gray world of men, ten thousand of them, as was tallied afterwards.

      There was no hope at all. The Englishmen shook hands, some of them, expecting death’s approach.

      On their approach, the artillery blasts were fewer and farther between, the German commanders not wanting to obliterate their own lines in the melee. Between their own cries, Vlad caught a version of what he assumed was a resigned cry: “Goodbye, goodbye to Tipperary,” and “And we shan’t get there.”

      Then they picked up their own firing pace, the Germans alongside Vlad dropping like swatted flies, line after line. The few machine guns the Englishmen did have tried their damnedest, spitting and sputtering to keep their own line fast against the German advance.

      As Vlad himself ran, shooting and bending low, aiming for the other side of the muddy hell, he had to wonder whether the British commanders knew it was a lost cause. Still they held, perhaps witnessing yet disbelieving the dead gray bodies lying in companies and battalions scattered about the muddy mess between the lines of assault. Yet others came on and on and on, the Germans swarming and stirring and advancing from beyond and beyond.

      And the English soldiers themselves persisted. A world away, deep in the trench Vlad was aiming for, one British soldier quipped, “World without end. Amen,” and with some resignation as he took aim and fired.

      A memory struck one soldier, something he remembered from home. His mind leapt to a moment inside a rather peculiar vegetarian restaurant in London where he had once or twice eaten eccentric dishes of cutlets made of lentils and nuts that pretended to be steak. On all the plates in this restaurant there was printed a figure of St. George in blue, with the motto, Adsit Anglis Sanctus Geogius.

      May St. George be a present help to the English.

      This soldier happened to know Latin among other useless things, and now, as he fired at the advancing gray mass—three hundred yards away and closing—there, the Englishman uttered the pious vegetarian motto.

      “May St. George be a present help to the English!”

      He went on firing to the end, and so did Vlad, returning volley for volley, dipping and darting with the mass of gray, compelled by command and duty to take the plane that stood in the way of the German Empire’s imperial designs.

      What Vlad did not know, and what the Englishman himself could not conceive—or at least understand—was that as the Latin scholar uttered his invocation, he felt something between a shudder and an electric shock pass through his body.

      Could not comprehend it, could not make sense of it. And yet the battle’s roar died down in his ears to a gentle murmur. Instead of the cries of despair and defeat, instead of bullets and blasts, he heard a great voice and a shout louder than a thunder-peal.

      “Array, array, array!” it cried.

      Later, as he reflected upon the day, Vlad himself recalled the same clamorous cry rising above the din of battle.

      The Englishman’s heart grew hot as a burning coal. It also grew cold as ice within him, as it seemed to him that a tumult of voices answered to his summons.

      Joining that one cry were thousands more:

      “St. George! St. George!”

      “Ha! messire. Ha! sweet Saint, grant us good deliverance!”

      “St. George for merry England!”

      “Harow! Harow! Monseigneur St. George, succor us.”

      “Ha! St. George! Ha! St. George! a long bow and a strong bow.”

      “Heaven’s Knight, aid us!”

      Vlad heard these voices as he approached, the cries for protection, all around.

      He looked to his right, then to his left, the soldiers in gray seeming to falter their advance, heads and eyes darting about with confusion as they neared the battle’s break.

      Then it happened. There he saw it.

      Without a shadow of a doubt.

      The fallout was a massive blow to the German cause. There would be no Sedan, and the Great War would be won by the British dogs, aided and abetted by those contemptible Amerikantsy.

      The fallout was far more significant for Baba’s project.

      The German Empire rationalized the event away, a country ruled by scientific principles. The Great General Staff would later declare that the British Expeditionary Force must have employed shells containing an unknown gas of a poisonous nature. For, as Vlad himself could tell, no wounds were discernible on the dead German soldiers littered across that midday field.

      And yet…

      Vladimir knew better. He had seen something.

      A power from beyond the veil had intervened. Guardians, even, with the power to save.

      After that battle, Vlad was never the same.

      He was also inspired. Both by Baba and the battle. So he sought the most ancient of texts, and traveled to the most distant of shores, and counseled with the brightest of holy men. Discerning the depths of his experience.

      And learning what was beyond the veil.

      Which sparked a quest. One that would be carried on through his lineage.

      For relics that would one day save his people

      For such a time as this…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          WASHINGTON, DC. PRESENT DAY.

        

      

    

    
      Silas Grey had never been this scared in his entire life.

      And that was saying something, given what life had thrown at him the last four-plus decades on this Third Rock from the Sun.

      Anxious, maybe. Filled with dread, sure.

      But fear—the bone-chilling kind that skates up and down your spine, the kind that settles deep in your gut, twisting it into a watery mess, mouth filling with the taste of pennies from an adrenaline dump, skin prickling with goosebumps and chilling from a sweat beading across your brow or the back of your neck…

      Not like that. Not like this, not like now.

      Through family tragedy and Army Rangers operations, through debating experts on the philosophical reasons for God’s existence or the historical reliability of Jesus’ resurrection, even debating his former students on the relevance of religion generally and Christianity specifically, then through all the operations for the Church since those days—the car chases and gunfights, the conspiracies and betrayals, the mind-blowing discoveries and uncovered mysteries…

      None of it had prepared him for the barrel he was sighting down pacing that darkened hallway he’d been gearing up to face for the past eight months.

      What he was facing, what he would soon face if all went according to plan⁠—

      He was flat scared stiff.

      Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, it all better go according to plan…

      It was the dead of night, in the middle of a brutal winter that had shut down the nation’s capital twice now since the start of the year. Snow will do that to the frozen swamp in a way that even the mud wrestling over America’s debt won’t. Apparently, avoiding driving in the white stuff at all costs was about the only bipartisan issue DC cared about these days.

      Didn’t help matters Silas hadn’t slept in two days, hadn’t eaten in three. It had been a relentless merry-go-round for weeks as head honcho of the Order of Thaddeus, a Christian religious order dedicated to preserving the faith, and its more muscular division SEPIO protecting the Church—compounded by eight months of pent-up anticipation for the turn that had sent his world spinning. Forking, really, the Beforeland quickly sieving away to nothing but nothing as the Aftertime came at him fast.

      That time was now. And he had to move into it, move to do all he could to pave the way for that blessed-yet-fear-inducing path to begin. For him and his wife. For his family.

      It was go time.

      On the double.

      In search of ice chips.

      Slipping into the corridor after receiving his instructions, a bright red EXIT sign lighting the dim way, Silas actually took a fork in the hallway on that third floor he and Celeste had been perched on since last evening. He hustled down the main drag he hoped would lead him to destiny.

      His senses were firing on all cylinders hustling to get the goods. The clattering of keyboards and squeaks of shoes scuffing along waxed tiled floors clanged with amplification. Same for the distinct tang of solvents and cleaners, bleach and alcohol, that reminded him why he hated hospitals. A whiff of greasy fast food—was that a cheeseburger or a burrito bowl?—sent a rush of saliva filling his mouth and his stomach lurching with a clenching reminder that his Cheerios had run their course days ago. He’d have to do something about that, stat.

      First things first, he was on a mission. A retrieval. Because if he failed, there’d be hell to pay. So he picked up his pace down the dim corridor, focused on his task at hand.

      Laughter drew him to a desk he hoped would give him what he needed, and his wife. A station anchored at the intersection of several adjoining hallways, counters wide and circular, workstations glowing a soft white, staffed by bleary-eyed staffers in navy and ruby uniforms nursing cups of coffee.

      And cheeseburgers.

      Silas swallowed, averting his eyes even as he couldn’t avert his nose from his go-to, late-night meal, then cleared his throat. One of the male nurses in navy acknowledged him.

      “Yeah, hi. I’m looking for ice chips.”

      He swallowed and nodded down the hallway.

      “There’s a small refreshments room down the hall with an ice machine.”

      “Thanks! I owe you.”

      “No, your wife owes me.” The man smiled and winked and took a sip of soda.

      Silas laughed and thanked him again before hustling for Celeste’s midnight snack. Apparently, it was the only thing she was allowed to eat. Didn’t get it, didn’t care. All that mattered was getting her what she needed for her own mission.

      Operation Baby Grey!

      A soft blue glow drew him to a small, cozy room, with a faux leather loveseat and two similar chairs. And an ice machine with Styrofoam cups on top nestled between a vending machine, the source of that blue glow, and a countertop with full carafes of regular and decaf coffee and hot water flanked by an assortment of tea.

      Just what the wife ordered…

      Silas hustled to the ice machine, snatched a large Styrofoam cup, and filled it to the brim.

      Then braced a hand against the vending machine, closing his eyes and sighing. He needed a breath, needed a moment, a break from Room 323. The weight of the past day had caught up with him—and he hadn’t even been doing the heavy lifting!

      Celeste had been in labor the past four hours, which wasn’t all that unusual as far as laboring goes. In fact, she was just passing First Base, according to Google. Most women take between twelve to eighteen hours once it all begins, at least during their first pregnancy. All he knew was that if he had to drop a melon out of—well, anyway, no way would he last. No way would any man last!

      God sure knew what he was doing when he raised up Mama Eve and Papa Adam, that’s for sure! They both might have been called to be fruitful and multiply, but it was the Eves of generations past who made good on God’s creation mandate.

      Just as Celeste Bourne-Grey was up the hallway.

      She had sent him to get those ice chips. Something about not being able to drink water, but needing some small dose of hydration and something to crunch on while she—well, did her labor thing. All was going according to plan, according to Nurse Shirley, a seasoned veteran on the maternity floor. To pass the time while Celeste breathed through contractions, she told stories about her first gig as a midwife down south during the waning years of Jim Crow. She said if her people “could pop out a bun in the oven in the bathtub, then you ain’t got nothing to worry about, dear.”

      Those stories didn’t do a lick of good.

      When Celeste asked for ice, he gladly went on the hunt.

      In the past few years, Silas would’ve slipped a pack of American Spirits from a back pocket then cinched a fag between his teeth (as his perfectly posh British wife had called them suckers—right before finger-wagging him into submission), striking a match and bringing the end to life in a slow-burn glow that delighted his nose as much as his tongue with earth and spice and wood. He’d picked up the nasty habit during Operation Enduring Freedom and had kicked it for a good decade.

      Until that dead twin brother had shown up in his life in an epic way that was almost biblical. Their relationship the past few years had certainly given the Cain-Abel narrative chestnut a run for its dramatic money. Betrayal, compounded by a murderous, almost demonic obsession with destroying Silas and his faith. That wasn’t even touching on how he had partnered with the Church’s ancient nemesis stretching back to the beginning of Christianity.

      So, yeah, perhaps he could have been forgiven for picking back up that smoking habit Uncle Sam had gifted him.

      Not today. Not tonight—whatever hour it was. Whatever day it was.

      Silas took a breath, then a beat, then another before shoving off from the machine. He went to leave when something caught his eye. And his stomach’s attention.

      A brown-wrapped bar, with eight navy letters in italics emblazoned across the rectangle of chocolate gooey goodness.

      “Come to papa…”

      He set the cup on an end table and made for the machine, grinning and rubbing his hands together. Where a Snickers candy bar had his name on it! Roasted peanuts and milk chocolate and caramel were just what the doc⁠—

      “$5.75? That’s highway robbery!”

      Silas scoffed and shook his head then turned to leave. A well-timed rumble in his stomach wouldn’t let him.

      “Dang inflation…” he muttered, coughing up his credit card for the greedy machine.

      And no doubt goosed by Big Healthcare squeezing another few more Washingtons out of him before they hosed him for almost as much as the Jeep Wrangler he’d raced to Sibley Memorial Hospital after Celeste’s water had unexpectedly broken. George Washington University Hospital might have been the most logical DC choice, given its proximity to their home office under the Washington National Cathedral. But Celeste had insisted on Sibley, and since his brother had once been a physics professor at GW, he’d vowed on his life that no kid of his would set foot where Sebastian had roamed.

      Sebastian…

      The thought sent a tingle racing through his right hand. Although, probably just a phantom pulse, his brain mistaking the memory of his hand getting blown off for the real thing. All thanks to his baby brother’s bullet tearing through it into his side.

      Surgeons had worked through the night to repair the damage to his side. His hand on the—well, other hand, had been a gift from Celeste, and he supposed MI6. She’d called in a few favors into her former employer for a clandestine mechanical hand to replace the Creator’s one.

      The prosthetic fingers and wrist combined both tendon-driven and mind–controlled modalities for movement. He had wanted it armed with rockets and a repelling hook, but he knew those only showed up in bargain-bin Kindle yarns. It was awkward at first, and embarrassing, but he’d gotten used to it the past few years. Barely remembered it was there most days, and why it was there.

      Had it not been for Celeste, he would look more like Captain Hook than the dad-to-be in jeans and a black henley.

      Speaking of which…

      First things first. The Snickers bar.

      Silas swiped his credit card along the black square blinking white for his money, then punched in B3 with that silicon finger for his candy bar and waited while the silver coil nudged his sugar fix for his taking.

      Except—

      Except the coil gave up its ghost without giving up his Snickers!

      The dang thing got wedged all catawampus, stuck between a box of Junior Mints and JuJu Beans.

      Silas muttered a curse and smacked the machine.

      Then again, this time with his fist against the window, the plastic bending against his anger without coughing up the goods.

      Which sent heat racing up his neck. Mostly from the stress of the past few hours bubbling over—but dang, did he want that candy bar!

      “Dang machine…”

      He gripped the top with his right hand and gave it a shake.

      More nothing.

      Then added his left along the cold left side and really started going at it, rocking the vending machine in search of justice as much as the sugar fix.

      “Whoa there, killer!” a voice boomed from behind.

      It was followed by a hearty laugh, from the belly, joined by the squeak of clomping boots across the polished hospital linoleum floor. Which actually set his tense shoulders slumping with relief.

      Silas turned to find his friend and fellow SEPIO operative waltzing into the waiting room, the dim blue from that blasted vending machine reflecting off his oversized bald head.

      Matt Gapinski, in all his six-foot-four glory.

      Silas returned to the machine. “What are you doing here?”

      “Heard through the grapevine you might need some company after the missus was fixin’ to drop a melon.”

      He frowned, then smiled. Chuckling, he gave his head a shake, appreciating the levity Gapinski brought to any situation with an uncouth observation.

      Gapinski said, “Your question ain’t the muy importan-tay one hombre.”

      “Oh, yeah? What is?”

      He gestured to the victim of Silas’s pent-up angst. “What are you doing here?”

      Silas raked a hand across his close-cropped hair, now salted a sagacious gray. At least that’s what he told himself, his forty-some years adding some wisdom to that head of his. He’d shortened it back to its former military style after waking up one morning and noticing gray highlights streaking his dark hair. That’s all he needed to break out his army-issued clippers and return his head to its former Rangers glory.

      He was nothing if not vain.

      Silas pointed at the moored Snickers before crossing his arms in a huff. “It’s stuck.”

      Gapinski squinted and squatted, planting his massive mitts on his large thighs and giving a grunt.

      “Step aside, padawan. Let a pro handle the extraction.”

      Silas did, and Gapinski wrapped his bear arms around both sides of the blasted tin can.

      Then did this sort of back-and-forth dance, his arms and body and legs getting into something that looked vaguely Neanderthalic. Which pretty much fit the Matt Gapinski he’d gotten to know and grown to love the past few years.

      Another few shakes, then a shoulder to the left corner, and Gapinski yessed and slipped a hand down into the machine’s gullet.

      Presenting Silas with a Snickers bar on his large outstretched hand.

      He frowned, telling himself he’d helped it along from the get go, but then smiled and snatched it.

      “Thanks. I owe you one.”

      “Just name your kid after me and we’ll be straight.”

      He laughed, tearing the top clear off the bar. “Sorry. That name is already spoken for.”

      “Oh, yeah? What is it?”

      “Well, if it’s a boy it’s⁠—”

      “Grey?” a voice interrupted, distant and down the hall.

      Then again: “Silas Grey?”

      He knew that voice.

      Nurse Shirley.

      Celeste’s nurse!

      A coldness skated through him, the adrenaline dump pinging his gut with a mixture of dread and anticipation, sending his legs shuffling across the polished hospital floor and head poking out into the hallway.

      “Yeah?”

      “You the man of the hour?”

      “Uhh, I guess.”

      “Wrong answer, sugar! You’re married to the woman of the hour!”

      Had to smile at that.

      “That I am.”

      Nurse Shirley motioned toward Room 323. “Well, get your get! It’s time.”

      “Time? For what?”

      She huffed and stomped. “For you to meet your child!”

      Silas startled, snapping his wide eyes at Gapinski. The man grinned and flashed him two thumbs up.

      “It’s time?” Silas said again in disbelief.

      “Apparently, partner!” Gapinski chuckled, sending a mitt to Silas’s shoulder and giving it a squeeze.

      Silas closed his eyes and took a breath. Deep, calming, reassuring.

      He grinned at Gapinski. “It’s time!”

      “Come on now!” the nurse shouted. “God ain’t waitin’ for you to get your act together.”

      Silas swallowed and nodded. Wasn’t sure he was ready for what came next, fatherhood and all.

      But he for sure knew Celeste was more than ready for motherhood.

      He started off down the hall to meet his kid.

      And stand proudly with his wife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

        

      

    

    
      Silas had found himself in hot situations before. More than he could count on two hands and two feet, actually.

      Usually helicoptering into such situations. Sometimes rolling into them in a crappy RSOV, a light military vehicle of the U.S. Army's 75th based on the Land Rover Defender with the more technical name Ranger Special Operations Vehicle. Although he usually got his way commandeering a High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle for his unit, better known as a Humvee, the venerable and all-too-familiar lightweight 4x4 mainstay of Army operational situations.

      In his case, operational situations slumming it for Uncle Sam in Afghanistan and Iraq chasing down Donny Rummies deck of 52, the most wanted so-called architects of 9/11 that had humbled a nation and destroyed families. Including his own, killing his father working in the Pentagon’s E Ring. First deck level and smack dab between Corridors 4 and 5 thanks to Flight 77 commandeered by those terrorist whack jobs.

      Silas hadn’t flown American Airlines since that fateful day.

      What he had flown instead were several missions piggybacking off from OEF and OIF. Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom.

      Had lost double the men as he had fingers and toes, too. Including his best friend to an IED that had blown apart half his body—and Silas’s world. A tragedy that had actually brought him back to Christianity. A non-denominational chapel service led by an Evangelical minister had beckoned him one hot, humid evening to recommit his life to Christ after drifting from his childhood Catholic faith.

      Go figure.

      It was the first in a series of moments that had led him to that one, in that moment, in that hospital room, rushing to that woman, his wife.

      Beginning with him running out the clock on his enlistment contract, the Military Service Obligation that had been a ball-and-chain until he refused to re-up. Then leveraging the GI Bill to go to Harvard and get a PhD in religious studies. Leading to a prestigious post at Princeton, a perch that allowed him to fulfill his twin desires: sparking an interest in faith and engaging questions of faith among the next generation, while plumbing the depths of his research interests concerning the memory markers of the historic Christian faith he had been brought up in and had recommitted himself to that blessed evening chapel tent service. And not just any memory markers, but one in particular.

      The Shroud of Turin.

      The fabled burial cloth of Jesus of Nazareth that bore the remnants of the memory of the most explosive, significant, monumental event in all of human history. His resurrection from the dead, opening the way of salvation through the forgiveness of sins and gift of eternal life.

      Silas had been one of the foremost experts on the Christian relic, working on an innovative, cutting-edge study that would prove, definitively and scientifically, that it held the actual memory of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead.

      That is, until an ancient nemesis of the Church reared its ugly head, plotting to take out that memory marker in a catastrophic conspiracy—and him.

      Headlined by his brother, no less.

      That inciting incident was what had led to that moment, in that hospital racing to his wife—along with two handfuls more after he had joined the Order of Thaddeus, ancient defender of the Christian faith and the Church’s special-ops, SEPIO. Which was basically like his days with the Rangers, but better dressed. And, frankly, better armed.

      Again, go figure.

      Those new days had started with saving the Shroud before another operation involving an old war buddy led to his official enlistment as one of the Church’s Navy SEALs for Jesus sans wetsuit, but did include his old army-issued Beretta. Which had actually come in handy globetrotting on a hunt for the Ark of the Covenant, then the mythical (and fictional) Holy Grail. That wasn’t even touching on finding the ancient (and actual) Garden of Eden, running into modern Knights Templar, and even uncovering evidence of not-so alien beings pressing into our dimension from the Unseen Realm in a government conspiracy straight out of The X-Files.

      Don’t ask.

      There he was: Silas Grey, in that hallway, hustling to Room 323, making for his wife’s bedside.

      None of those hot situations had prepared him for what awaited him.

      Which, as far as labor wards go, was a far cry from his impression of what the birthing digs would be like. It was like a reservation at Club Med, it was so swank!

      Hardwood covered the floors inside. Actual wood, too. Not the linoleum or laminate wood you’d expect from a Hampton Inn or something. Top-notch, it was. Same for the curtains and bedding: high-thread count pima cotton. A soft golden glow greeted him and Gapinski, along with some feng shui soundtrack of some Irish singer that smacked of Enya. And, actually, now that he turned his ears above, he was certain it was Enya!

      Another voice snatched his attention from the bamboo-colored ceiling and back to the moment.

      “Where the bloomin’ blazes have you been?” Celeste bellowed, and rightly so.

      Silas faltered at what he saw.

      Her legs were propped up, feet inside these sort of metal holders, almost like stirrups. Her white gown, polka-dotted blue, had slipped down her thighs shimmering with sweat. Like her face, red with what he hoped was exertion instead of irritation, perspiration beading at her brow and temple, her beautiful blond hair swept back into a ponytail that meant business.

      With a face to match.

      “Where are my bloomin’ ice chips?”

      Her puckered lips, red to match her face, sucked in a lungful of air before it hissed out and she heaved another breath before rinsing and repeating while she waited for Silas to explain himself.

      “Uhh…” was about all he could offer, knowing what was what. And where was where.

      The blasted end table!

      Her eyes darted to his hands with another strong intake of air, widening before narrowing with irritation.

      And rightly so.

      Silas sucked in a breath of his own.

      Are you kidding me, Grey…

      Major husband fail!

      Not good.

      “Is that a Snickers bar?”

      Those eyes had flown wide with surprise now before meeting his own with the same narrowed suspicion, joined by that returning irritation.

      Not good.

      “Uhh…”

      “Hand it over!”

      Nurse Shirley tsked, hands on her hips and shaking her head. “Now Celeste⁠—”

      “I don’t care!” Celeste yelled. “I need the Yankish bastardization of chocolate. I need peanuts, roasted and salted to Yankish perfection. I need caramel. I need nougat for bloody bloomin’ sake!”

      Gapinski leaned toward Silas. “Never argue with a woman in labor!”

      “I heard that…” Nurse Shirley said, those hip-anchored hands joined by a frown sending the man slinking behind Silas.

      Smelled like he’d thrown back a few Snickers of his own, which sent Silas’s stomach grumbling with protest and brain waffling with indecision.

      Except there was only one decision.

      His life depended on it.

      Silas jumped to hand over the snack⁠—

      When Nurse Shirley intervened.

      “I’ll take that…”

      She swiped it from his hand as much as from Celeste’s.

      “Can’t risk aspiration during labor, dear. Don’t want you choking on a peanut when you’re supposed to be breathing through a contraction.”

      “Stuff and nonsense,” Celeste huffed. “Aspiration my British born⁠—”

      “And when you get an epidural⁠—”

      “I’m not getting an epidural!”

      “So you say…” The nurse set the candy bar on a counter at the far side of the room next to the pullout couch where Silas was meant to spend the night.

      Nurse Shirley smiled at Celeste as she headed her way.

      Brave woman.

      Gapinski said, “Think of it as a reward for a job well done.”

      “For popping out a child?” asked Celeste.

      “Exactly!”

      Silas said, “Pretty sure the child is the reward.”

      “Oh, right.”

      Still smiling, the nurse rounded Celeste’s—well, underside.

      And gasped.

      “Lawd have mercy!”

      Silas’s stomach sank to those Club Med floorboards.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, hustling to her side as she bent in for a closer look.

      Celeste echoed, “Right. What’s the matter, and where are my bloomin’ ice chips?”

      The question sent Silas scampering toward the door on autopilot to recover what he’d left behind in that room.

      Nurse Shirley’s response stopped him cold.

      “You’re crowning, dear!”

      “Crowning?” Celeste replied.

      Silas spun toward the nurse as much as the question. “Crowning?”

      “Sounds regal,” Gapinski said with a full mouth of what looked like popcorn.

      “Try reproductive,” Nurse Shirley replied.

      “Huh?”

      Silas understood immediately.

      “The baby’s on it’s⁠—”

      A scream sliced through the room as much as cut off his reply. It almost sounded like Celeste was finishing the sentence, with a wailing waaaaaayyy commanding the space.

      Gapinski dropped his bag of popcorn. “Got it.”

      He shuffled back before turning toward the door and making his exit.

      Good man.

      Panic suddenly gripped Silas with the realization that fatherhood was just around the corner. He was ready and not ready for the reality rushing at him in hi-fi, high-definition color.

      It had all been so theoretical the past eight-plus months, and then the ones before that talking about starting a family, and then jumping through the ups-and-downs hoops of it all—with fertility doctors and consultations and specialists after things weren’t…well, taking. At their age, middle age and not getting any younger, having kids was apparently a more difficult proposition than either of them had known before answering the Lord’s call to be fruitful and multiply.

      So when Celeste stumbled into their shared home office during his work-from-home day, wielding a white plastic stick and bearing wide eyes and words barely stumbling from her open mouth that carried those two magical, heavenly words that had answered both of their hearts’ desires—well, all that theory had instantly turned into the practicalities of it all with her I’m pregnant! news.

      Those practicalities were coming at him fast and furiously. Filled with nightly feedings and diaper changes, blow-outs (oh, yeah: He’d read up on those!) and tummy time, pureed food and first crawls and walks and eventually driver’s training.

      Might be getting ahead of himself on that one.

      Regardless, it was getting real. And it was go time.

      On the double.

      Silas turned to Nurse Shirley: “How long?”

      She crossed her arms. “Could be an hour. Could be twenty minutes. Or less.”

      “Less?”

      She uh-hmmed before making for a phone anchored to the wall.

      Silas raked his hand across his hair. He didn’t know what to do. Felt totally helpless seeing his wife like that, knowing his kid was coming.

      “Alright, give me the bloomin’ epidural!” Celeste screamed.

      “Oh, sorry, dear,” Nurse Shirley said, sidling up to her bedside. “It’s too late for that.”

      She snapped wide, wild eyes at the woman while taking in quick breaths through pursed lips.

      In-in-in before a long, sighing ouuuut.

      “Do I appear to be a woman who is at all interested in anything but prompt anesthesiological service?”

      Then again: In-in-in. Ouuuuut.

      Almost like air escaping a balloon, but without the fun squeak. A thought Silas definitely did not share with his very pregnant wife.

      The nurse said she’d be just a minute, then left.

      Silas raked a hand across his hair again and took in a steadying breath of his own. Then he slumped into a chair next to his wife.

      “How can I hel⁠—”

      “Hand!” she commanded with interruption, jutting out her arm with a sweaty palm turned upward and trembling fingers seeking her husband. Maybe for comfort, maybe for stability, probably both.

      Silas instantly obliged, clenching it with solidarity.

      While Celeste squeezed good and tight, then launched back into her in-in-in-ouuuuut breathing routine.

      Mercy, was that a tight grip!

      Didn’t care worth a lick. He was more than ready and willing to stand with his wife doing the real work of the moment.

      “Oh, bloody heeeeell!” Celeste moaned.

      She squeezed with all her might, face blooming crimson and face twisting up in agony.

      Didn’t even notice his hand barking with a pain of his own. Silas’s full attention was on his wife hefting more sharp breaths and screeching through gritted teeth—along with an instant ping of adrenaline assaulting his empty stomach.

      Celeste took a deep breath and blew it out between pursed lips scrunched with labor, her face glistening and eyes closed.

      “I deee-mand that bloomin epidural doctor!”

      “Isn’t he called an anesthesiologist?” asked Silas.

      Now he got those same wide, wild eyes Nurse Shirley had gotten earlier.

      Then: In-in-in. Ouuuuut.

      There was a sudden knock at the door, then it opened.
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      Silas jumped to his feet at the sound, letting go of Celeste’s hand. He barely noticed her protest.

      Nurse Shirley led an oh-too-young man in green scrubs inside, who was pushing a cart full of goodies Silas hoped would bring this whole dang thing to a climactic conclusion. With him and Celeste cradling their newborn.

      Because if Greenie didn’t make the magic happen, Silas was sure good and ready to take matters into his own⁠—

      Another scream pierced the night, ricocheting around the room, sending an electric charge flaring up his spine. This time it was visceral. Primal. An echo of all mothers from generations past bringing life into the world—with all the pain and agony, joined by the beauty and majesty of the uniqueness of God’s female image bearer acting as a vessel of his own creative endeavor, bearing and bringing into his good-yet-busted world yet another being meant to mediate his rule and reign on earth.

      Emotion seized Silas’s throat at the sound. And the sight of all his wife was enduring, putting herself through, to bring their child into the world.

      “Alrighty,” Greenie said. “You weren’t lying were you, Shirley! Baby sure is coming around the bend.”

      Silas heaved a breath. “Baby’s coming?”

      “Full steam ahead. Do you know the gender?”

      “We wanted to be surprised.”

      “Aww, good for you. Back to old days before⁠—”

      Another scream interrupted Greenie’s small talk.

      Which sent him into action, hand jolting underneath Celeste’s gown.

      Nurse Shirley joined him, settling at Celeste’s other side, clenching her other hand.

      “Almost there, dear,” she reassured, putting a smile on Silas’s face and sending emotion to his eyes now. “Just a few more minutes, a few more good pushes, and you’re golden…”

      This was it. The moment they’d been waiting for going on two years now.

      Nurse Shirley motioned with her head. And her eyes. Which were wide and insistent and commanding and telling Silas to get his backside over to his wife’s bedside.

      Silas swallowed. Hard.

      Then darted to a short swivel chair as another screech of pain put an exclamation point on the matter.

      Then another, something from the depths of nature, as deep calls to deep.

      Visceral. Courageous. A potent mix of pain and payoff.

      Stretching back through the ages, echoing the rallying cry of billions of mothers.

      From the depths of Mother Nature herself.

      Celeste, digging deep within her own depths to bring life into the world.

      Their life. Their⁠—

      Son, daughter?

      To be determined.

      They had both wanted to be surprised. After her first eight-week appointment went well, with no signs of abnormalities or distress detected, Celeste and her (their!) baby right on track for a seven-month showtime appointment with the world, she hadn’t seen the doc much. They had only gotten two more appointments in before Baby decided to make an early break for the birth canal.

      Just over thirty-six weeks was plenty fine, according to Celeste. Didn’t put Silas’s mind at ease one bit. He hadn’t had time to get a blasted car seat! And that bed or crib or whatever she had been gently reminding him to assemble was still boxed up in the room half-painted Bamboo Forest and Lemon Whisper.

      Silas cursed himself as he raked a nervous hand across his glistening hair. Always behind, never on top of his game of late.

      That would change.

      Because this was it.

      It was go time. On the double.

      Do or⁠—

      Never mind.

      Celeste moaned, then grunted through gritted teeth, breathing through a bout of pain, eyes clenched tight and those teeth hissing with frantic breaths.

      Her hand jutted his way, sweaty and shaking.

      For him.

      Silas slid the chair to the oversized bed and leaned in next to his bride, grasping that trembling slick hand with firm solidarity.

      “You’ve got this, darlin,” he said on a trembling breath, throat raw and sandpapery and hungering for those ice chips he’d forgotten.

      Celeste snapped open her eyes and met his.

      “You bet your Yankish life I do!”

      His eyes flooded, with joy as much as relief.

      This really was it. And no doubt about it: Celeste got this.

      Greenie got good and up under her gown now. “Alright, now push!”

      Celeste huffed and clenched her eyes again. “I am pushing, you insufferable git!”

      Had to smile at that. There she was, as feisty and British as ever.

      “Alrighty, Celeste,” Nurse Shirley said. “Take a deep breath and give me one good and done push. Baby needs some help. You with me?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Then go for it. Put your back into it.”

      She did, squeezing Silas’s hand and squeezing her eyes tight, teeth clenched behind bared lips doing what needed to be done in all her Bourne-Grey glory.

      And out the baby came.

      Just like that.

      Leading to Nurse Shirley slapping a pair of gleaming scissor things into Silas’s hands and showing him where to snip the umbilical cord.

      It all happened so fast. In slow-mo crazy.

      Silas complied, but not before glancing down at the baby parts just below his drop zone.

      What he saw wasn’t expected.

      And sent his heart soaring!

      “A boy?” Silas stammered.

      Nurse Shirley laughed. “Sure is!”

      He smiled, turning to his wife.

      “Charlie, Celeste. We’ve got our Charlie!”

      She laughed and cried. Or maybe that was Silas. Either way, he didn’t know what to do next. Nurse Shirley took over, helping him make the cut.

      “Alrighty, now there’s the first one,” Greenie said before handing off Charlie to Nurse Shirley, who whisked him off to a station surrounded by three more nurses. Some sort of plastic contraption made of gray plastic with a clear plastic bubble enveloping the flat bed where his son lay. Bright white lights aimed for the flailing large, pink baby the size of a watermelon. Measuring doodads and whispered calls to verify this and that number held Silas’s attention.

      He stood watching, arms crossed with helpless resignation—discerning, intuiting, divining what was being said about his newborn son.

      And oh-so grateful when a tiny but mighty cry split the room, strong and insistent.

      His Charlie—his and Celeste’s!

      Emotion clenched his throat tight and bloomed hot and effervescent in his eyes.

      Holy crap this is seriously hap⁠—

      Wait.

      Two words suddenly surfaced, lodging between his ears.

      Had he heard Greenie right?

      First one?

      “Wa-Wa-wait a sec.” Silas spun back and bent down toward the doctor. “Did you say, first one?”

      A breath, a look toward Celeste.

      “How many more are there?” he asked, thoroughly confused.

      “Shoo, fly shoo!” Nurse Shirley smacked his shoulder. “The second is coming down the chute!”

      He skittered back before his face caught the backside of Nurse Shirley’s hand.

      Just as another head popped out and through, and out came another baby!

      Silas had barely enough time to catch his breath before he voiced the truth of it.

      “Twins?”

      “Sure is.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “As plain as the nose on my face!”

      “Are you kidding me?” Silas smacked his forehead.

      Nurse Shirley laughed. “Nope. Not kidding.”

      “How’d that happen?”

      She cocked her head to the side and raised a brow. “For real? I need to spell it out for you? At your age?”

      The comedy of the question washed over him as he turned his attention to the nurse.

      “Why didn’t we know about this?”

      “Does it bloomin’ matter?” Celeste questioned between another round of pushing.

      Silas raked a hand across his head. No. Not at all! But he couldn’t wrap his head around the turn.

      He returned to Nurse Shirley: “Nobody said anything about twins.”

      She just shrugged. “Sometimes it happens.”

      “Really? When?”

      “Now!” Greenie said, completing the birth of their second child.

      A—

      Silas’s breath caught in his throat at the sight.

      Then stumbled over an instant rise of emotion.

      For he saw the second set of baby parts.

      Which were very different from the first.

      “Charlie and Sarah…” he whispered.

      A boy and a girl?

      A boy and a girl!

      “Here you go, Daddio.” Nurse Shirley passed off another pair of gleaming scissor things.

      Silas took them, not really aware of what was going on, his brain still processing the twin turn of things. He did manage to slice through the tough umbilical cord again, sort of on autopilot, but just as meaningful.

      Then she—Sarah!—was whisked off to a second plastic bubble station thingy. Where another trio of nurses were taking measurements of who knew what. All that mattered was listening for a second cry that had put his heart at ease the first time.

      “Did you say girl, love?” Celeste asked from behind on an exhausted breath.

      He turned, mouth wide and eyes misting over again at the knowledge the next few years of life would be filled with tea parties joined by stuffed animals, with dance recitals and father-daughter dances, maybe some soccer and volleyball games—whatever else she wanted, she’d get it! He was already fixin’ to be a daddy’s girl, no doubt about it.

      Except—

      Something lodged in the back of his lizard brain. Something searching.

      For a cry. A signal flare that all was well. That all was right in his family’s world.

      That all was right with his daughter.

      Nothing came.

      Nothing but the quiet whispers and low encouragements of the diligent nursing staff huddled around the plastic contraption that held his Sarah.

      Three tours for Uncle Sam, countless missions that had gone belly up, even more countless men that had died under his watch and care had hardwired his brain to instantly spot operational complications when he saw it—and contingencies, which were being quickly assembled around that contraption.

      Silas instantly activated, darting to the phalanx of health care professionals doing their thing so he could do his thing.

      His daddy thing!

      “What’s wrong?” he questioned before stopping short.

      At the sight.

      Which he hadn’t fully taken in when he was cutting the umbilical cord. His head was swirling too much with the revelation he was a dad a second time over! Now he saw the problem.

      A tiny bundle of flesh lay at the center of the plastic bubble contraption. It—she!—was definitely not the size of a watermelon, as Charlie was. More like a cantaloupe, his daughter barely any bigger than his open palm. Sarah’s legs and arms were flayed—flopped open, really, her limbs no bigger than his pinkie, spread-eagle and unmoving.

      “Silas, what’s wrong?” Celeste asked from behind.

      He couldn’t answer her. Couldn’t respond.

      He was transfixed on the thin, bony chest at the center of the bubble, unmoving, along with the rest of the bundle!

      And purple.

      Not pink like Charlie.

      Not looking good and well.

      Not looking at all alive…
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      This is not happening…

      Nightmare of nightmares. One every parent on the planet had to have at least once during those agonizing nine months waiting for their child to arrive. A fear that something would happen during development that threw a wrench into their kid’s future. That something would go wrong during birth, stealing their dreams, and their child.

      Like now.

      Silas had seen enough in the field of battle to know this wasn’t good. Her color, her stillness. Her size.

      Which was about half of her brother. Had to imagine he had stolen her nutrients during development. Stolen? Gosh, what a thought! Brother taking from his twin what he didn’t even know he was taking. Or did he? Had he known he’d been sharing a room with a sibling, a sister? He and Celeste certainly hadn’t, the second baby a big surprise that gave the medical staff the same double-take. Apparently it happened. Go figure. Which had to account for how tiny she was, how sick she looked.

      “What’s going on?” asked Silas. “What’s happened? Why is she so small, so…so⁠—”

      Could only gesture at the tiny body resting under the gaze of those bright lights and dutiful nurses.

      “Twin-to-Twin Transfusion Syndrome,” Greenie said, working to stitch Celeste while the nurses attended to his daughter.

      “What the heck does that mean?”

      “It’s where one twin acts as a sort of donor to the other when they share the placenta.”

      “That leads to—to…”

      Again, Silas could only gesture to his sickly looking daughter, throat gripped by terror, unable to voice the reality of her smallness, her pitiful condition.

      “Yes, it can lead to significant size differences between the twins and underdevelopment.”

      His breath caught in his chest at the sight—at the thought that his daughter wasn’t alright. Might not be alright, in the end…

      A gentle hand pressed against his shoulder before shifting to his arm and gently coaxing him away.

      “We’ve got this, Daddio,” Nurse Shirley said.

      “Is she⁠—”

      His brain stumbled over the words even as his voice couldn’t give rise to them.

      To it, that word.

      The singular one that had marked so much of his life, stretching back to his own start at life, when his mother passed during his and his brother’s birth. Then his father, the man dying during the 9/11 terrorist attack on the Pentagon. And most recently his own twin, Sebastian, dying from a battle with another fanatic bent on a religious cause.

      This was not happening.

      Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, she better be alright. You better not take her from me. She better not⁠—

      Celeste cut him off: “Darling, what is wrong?”

      He spun to reply, his misting eyes meeting her wide ones.

      A beat, a breath.

      “Don’t waffle about. Level with me, Silas.”

      He swallowed and started⁠—

      When a whimper intercepted his reply. Then something that was more a squeak before a squawk, like the sudden release of air from a birthday balloon.

      A cry.

      From his daughter.

      From Sarah!

      Weak, then persistent and insistent, a shuddering wail. As if announcing to the world she’d arrived, and almost apologizing for her late reply. Could hardly believe such a sound came from such a small body. But, oo-wee was she going at it now, the nurses themselves marveling at her strength and pluck.

      Silas melted.

      Literally, his knees faltering and legs giving out until he found himself on the floor and bracing against Nurse Shirley.

      “There, there, sugar.” She braced a strong arm under his and lifted him back to his feet.

      “Thanks,” he managed through a thicket of rising emotion.

      He was a dad. Of twins!

      Courageous Charlie. And his equally strong Sarah. With those sets of lungs and that cantankerous tone, he was betting she was going to give her brother a run for his money.

      And his! Both of them were, him and Celeste.

      “Is that our daughter?” she asked.

      Silas spun back to his bride, bobbing his head without any words. They didn’t come. He was too overcome by it all to get them out.

      She understood the good news. “Thank you, Lord Christ!”

      Yes, thank you Lord! For them both.

      Both…what a thought!

      Charlie and Sarah, both named after two fighters from both sides of the Bourne-Grey family trees. They wouldn’t have it any other way since family had meant so much to them, in different ways, for different reasons.

      Charlie was named after Celeste’s grandfather, the only grandparent she had known who had been a second father to her impeccable one. One of her heroes who had fought in the War, the second one, as most British-bred folks referred to that second of the world’s great conflicts. The man had been part of Her Majesty’s 50th Infantry Division from Northumbria who stormed Gold Beach at Normandy. His unit had landed closer to Caen, which he helped liberate after his unit had met up with paratroopers.

      Operation Overlord led to Operation Cobra, where his unit joined the American offensive that broke through German lines near Saint-Lô. The skirmish marked the end of the Normandy campaign and launched the Allied push to liberate Paris and northern France. It also was the end of Charlie’s military career after his buddy stepped on a well-placed landmine in an open field that took him out, and Charlie’s left leg. Granddad Charlie was welcomed home the hero he was, Celeste’s hero. He passed the day after she found out she was pregnant after a brave battle with pancreatic cancer, and Celeste wanted his legacy cemented in her lineage.

      Sarah…she was another story. Hers had been cut short far sooner than it should have been. When he and Sebastian were born. She was the mother he hadn’t known, and like his wife, he wanted that heroine’s legacy to carry on in his own. She may not have stormed a beach to beat back the Nazis, but she was every bit as courageous carrying her twins to term.

      Things had taken a turn early in her pregnancy, and she had been pressured by her mother to abort her twins. She was adamant she would bring them into the world, even if it cost her her life. Her faith in Jesus Christ and convictions as a Catholic valued life from conception to grave. Even when her own OB-GYN counseled her against moving forward, she gave both women a piece of her mind. In the end, she died for what she believed to be true: that she carried in her body image bearers of the Most High God, that Jesus cherished children and so should she, that to abort was to kill innocent life, and she wouldn’t douse her hands in the blood of her children, even if it meant sacrificing her life for her twins’.

      Since they didn’t know their baby’s gender—or, as was the case, the babies’ genders—they had settled on both names, ready to be surprised and let their child carry on the legacy of these two heroes. Little did they know both names would carry on.

      A gentle hand on his shoulder startled him from his contemplation.

      Nurse Shirley at his side. “Sorry, sugar. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She went to pull her hand away, but Silas reached for it, nodding with a smile, appreciating the gesture.

      “You’re okay. Thanks.”

      “And so is she.”

      Silas squeezed her hand, returning to his two kids, squirming and staring all around, and silent.

      “We have a few more tests to run on them,” she said, pulling her hand back, “but they are fighters. Especially that daughter of yours. I’m guessing she takes after her mama.”

      Silas laughed. “Damn straight!”

      “So they’re alright?” asked Celeste.

      “They’re fine,” the nurse reassured. “We’ll hand them off shortly. Can I get you anything while you’re waiting?”

      “Those bloody ice chips!”

      “Sure thing, dear.” Nurse Shirley smiled before smirking at Silas and heading off.

      Celeste closed her eyes and leaned her head back, heaving a breath before sinking into her bed. Silas gave her the moment she needed.

      Silas turned and walked to a large picture window overlooking a forest of barren trees and a water reservoir in the distance. He heaved a breath of his own and drank in the still, silent night below, his mind wandering to that Christmas carol that spoke of the same wonder and majesty that visited the world that magical day.

      Silent? Silas chuckled. Anything but!

      If the past hour was any indication, teenage Mary had put up just as loud of a fight and struggle to birth the Savior of the world in that barn, with blood on the ground and poor Joseph looking on with the same wide-eyed fright and delight, anticipation and glee.

      Another breath, and now he closed his eyes for a prayer.

      Of thanksgiving as much as in petition.

      Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, thank you for seeing my family through. Guard Celeste and bring swift healing. Strengthen her and prepare her for the mother road ahead⁠—

      Had to shake his head at that. There wasn’t anything his wife wasn’t prepared for! She would kick butt at motherhood.

      Silas continued, on to his children, his son and daughter, surfacing a prayer he had memorized from the lectionary for such a time as this:

      
        
        
        Heavenly Father, source of all blessings, protector of infants, look with favor on my Charlie and Sarah. Hold them gently in your hands, and bring them to a saving knowledge of your Son, the two of them submitting to his lordship and trusting in his gift of salvation. When they are reborn of water and the Holy Spirit, bring them into your divine family to share in your kingdom, with their mother and me, to bless your name forever. I pray this in the name of the Father, and Son, and Holy Spirit.

      

      

      

      Crossing himself—from forehead to mid-chest, then left shoulder to right—he inhaled another deep breath, grinning wide with the same delight and glee Saint Joseph must have felt that silent night.

      Silas eased his eyes open, never feeling this happy in all his life, that earlier fear completely vanquished by his safe newborns.

      He cast his gaze out from their third-floor window into the darkness of night.

      When he saw it.

      A flash.

      A blink, really.

      Like one of those disposable cameras from back in the day he and Sebastian and Dad took along on their summer outings to Arch Rock on Mackinac Island, capturing the beauty and grandeur of the cascading rocks arching down to the island’s base below, bright green trees punctuated by pink and white flowers and the clear-blue waters of Lake Huron shimmering down below through the picturesque rocky eye. Before promptly being deposited at the Kodak kiosk on the main drag running through town when that was still a thing.

      Or like that one time the Republican Guard, or what was left of them, had gotten the jump on him and Colton and his men on that one patrol looking for the Ace of Spades from Donny Rummies Deck of 52 Most Wanted. With that sniper who had almost blown Colton’s head off the week before an IED actually blew him up on that godforsaken road that fateful day.

      But that wasn’t what concerned him.

      The next thing did.

      It all happened so fast.

      The crack⁠—

      Distant but distinct.

      Right before a hole punched through the glass, and the wall behind exploded in a furious eruption of drywall and wood.

      He’d been shot at!

      By a sniper, like he was back in the Middle East.

      Him and Celeste and their newborn son and daughter!

      Which threw him into action.

      And at his family.

      Right before another crack shattered whatever illusion he had about what was what.

      And the headboard above his wife exploded in splintered wood and plastic.

      “Celeste!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

        

      

    

    
      The last time Silas had come under sniper fire was on a babysitting operation that had nearly gotten him killed on a road to Mosul.

      A road to Mosul…

      Oh, how he had loathed that common feature of his twentysomething stories! The phrase could almost pass for some Middle Eastern noir paperback or campy adventure flick if that same road wasn’t burdened by bitter memories and blistering misadventures.

      Silas had been part of a convoy of army personnel decamping for a day trip from Camp Victory to the northern Iraqi city. A memory he would just as soon forget.

      One that instantly surfaced with the impossible turn of things on the third floor of a hospital!

      He had been assigned to lead a platoon of Rangers shuttling the brass, his section of Ranger Special Operations Vehicles out front, another at the rear of the same with a smattering of APCs ferrying those military muckety-mucks hunkered down inside the army personnel carriers sandwiched in between.

      A tight knot of civilian walkabouts and quitting-time traffic had bogged down the convoy a klick inside Tikrit. Or so it seemed. He’d learned after the postmortem investigation that one of the local translators Uncle Sam had thought he could rely on was a turncoat. Instead of greasing the skids for America’s infamous hearts-and-minds campaign to win the locals, the man had been feeding Republican Guard holdouts intel for months, and it came to bite him and his convoy in the backside.

      What had started as your run-of-the-mill babysitting operation, shuttling fat-ass brasses and other blue suits from Langley and Foggy Bottom through the heart of Iraq had turned, on a dime. Before they knew it, Silas and his men were taking fire from all sides.

      The cracking single pops, followed by dual pop-pop shots of well-placed 8mm Mauser rounds from modified Zastava M76 sniper rifles, thanks to the Serbian firearms manufacturer, crackled all around. From above, from all sides. Hell, the rounds even seemed like they were coming up under the APCs, it was so Dolby surround sound.

      One of which glanced off from Silas’s helmet with such speed, such force, that it felt like some Iraqi ankle-biter had thrown a rock at him.

      It wasn’t until he’d recovered and checked his position that he saw the suit.

      Eyes wide and wild. Hands at his throat. Blood gushing between his fingers, the sickly sick sound of a drowning man filled the cabin. Giving Silas a real pause in his Call of Duty reenactment. And a revelation coming at him fast and furious.

      He knew what was what. Without a doubt.

      That sniper’s bullet had been meant for him. Right in the kisser.

      Instead, a CIA grunt or State Department desk jockey had taken it and was bleeding out.

      Silas had heard a tale of a Marine getting hit in the noggin by a sniper’s bullet on patrol in Fallujah. The bullet struck his helmet, stopping the bullet and saving his life. Always thought it a bit of a tall tale, given modern ballistic helmets used by the military are only rated to stop pistol calibers. Except⁠—

      He was that guy!

      And he’d lived to tell his own tall tale of cheating death at the hand of some terrorist whack job with a Zastava M76 sniper rifle a klick away.

      Like now. That moment.

      But without the advantage of aircraft-quality aluminum alloy to hide behind!

      The hissing din of that ill-forgotten memory suddenly bled into the braying bark of a room frightened to death at what had happened, at the turn.

      At Celeste’s headboard shattering under the undeniable physics from the sharpshooter aimed for him.

      Just as another shot cracked just beyond that hole in the glass window in the blankness of the night.

      This time a light fixture shattered, plastic and glass flying, the ember flickering before winking out and darkness encroaching all the more. Even as the wickedness of the assault jolted Silas into action.

      He dove for his family, a second cry echoing the first, his throat giving way under the stress and dumbfounded disbelief of the improbable moment.

      “Celeste!”

      His lunge was successful, Silas smothering his recovering wife without a thought to that Zastava M76 sniper rifle reloading with a fourth round aimed for his head.

      She moaned under his protective weight, muttering something he couldn’t catch, couldn’t understand in the moment’s melee and maelstrom of disarray.

      One kid was wailing a pitiful cry. All high and heady, stuttery and slicing straight into the core of his very being.

      His fatherly being.

      The other—his daughter, actually…Nothing but silence after telling the world she’d arrived. His first thought was she had lapsed back into whatever episode she’d had coming into the world.

      Another crack. Another punch through the glass window.

      Silas braced for the inevitable. For the lights out.

      Instead—

      What came next was unexpected.

      A moan bloomed from stage right.

      Silas snapped his head from his wife bracing for cover underneath toward the room’s door. And gasped at the sight.

      Nurse Shirley stood stiff and stunned, holding that cup of ice chips Celeste had asked for. The one he’d forgotten to get for her just a few hours ago.

      Blood bloomed from her chest. Then erupted in a geyser of crimson that sent Silas racing toward her.

      As she slumped to the floor.

      “No no no…”

      He slid to catch her before she smacked her head. Ice scattered like broken glass. Blood pooled and spread.

      This is not happening…

      Another wail snagged his attention stage right. A high and heady screech—coming from his girl; his daughter!

      Silas twisted toward Sarah.

      Right before her plastic bubble thingy was whisked from view, along with Charlie’s, the nurse staff springing into action and ushering them from the room as all hell broke loose!

      Stellar team. He’d have to buy them a year of Omaha Steaks as a gesture of gratitude.

      If he made it out alive⁠—

      Another shot shattered that silent night for good, sending actual glass splintering across the floor to join Celeste’s melting ice.

      Silas shielded the nurse and braced for impact.

      Miraculously, it didn’t come, the round sinking into the door.

      He unfolded himself from Nurse Shirley to offer help. One glance told him all he needed to know.

      Dead.

      Which gave him all the permission he needed to leave her behind and race to his bride’s side again.

      “Celeste!”

      “What the bloody hell is going on?”

      Something snapped in Silas. Years in the field telling him what was what.

      “We’re under attack, that’s what!”

      Which pissed him right off.

      He’d been freakin’ shot at! With his birthing wife part of the calculated fallout for whatever and whoever had plotted and planned this assault against him. Had a hunch who, given his work the past few years at the Order, Nous not a fan of his handiwork bringing SEPIO up to the sort of military-grade threat the Church’s special-ops hadn’t realized before.

      Or maybe it was that upstart religious sect, Theoti, the rival gang on the streets trying to sway an unsuspecting public toward its cause of progressive enlightenment and animistic worship that would make L. Ron Hubbard and Aleister Crowley blush.

      Regardless, all Silas knew was that he had to get Celeste the heck out of there!

      In one motion, he hefted his wife out from her bed to drag her across the Club Med floors and over Nurse Shirley and out to safety.

      When it happened.

      And he knew it, too.

      In the briefest of moments.

      Saw it, felt it, regretted what he had done.

      Celeste was exposed. Back open to the world.

      To the window and darkness and wickedness behind.

      All the possible scenarios of what came next flashed before him, sending him twisting Celeste around and ducking for cover⁠—

      But not before another crack sounded.

      And the window exploded.

      And the huffing puff of a melon taking the brunt of a well-placed knife before popping out the other end snapped Silas to his wife’s right shoulder.

      Only, in this case, it wasn’t a knife.

      Or a melon.

      Lucky number seven sliced through skin and flesh, tendons and maybe even bone.

      Celeste’s eyes went wide. As if surprised by the turn.

      Before quickly sinking, then dilating and lolling back into her head before the curtains on those beautiful British pools of azure closed, and her head fell backward before her body became heavy and unwieldy, giving into the trauma that was a thousand times more intense than what she had just endured for the sake of her son and daughter.

      “Sy-wes…” Celeste said, her husband’s name slurred in a blur before sinking into his arms.

      Silas held it together, not crying out her name as he had before. Now was not the time for theatrics. Now was the time for action.

      It was go time.

      On the double.

      He gently set her down on the floors he had been admiring just an hour ago, getting to work. His military field training instantly snapped into place, the medic he had played countless times in the sands of Iraq and Afghanistan coming in handy in a DC suburban hospital.

      With his wife as his patient!

      Couldn’t think about that now. Needed his head on straight. In the game.

      Of his wife’s life.

      Silas tugged at the center of her gown, then again, his strength splitting the polka-dotted white hospital mainstay down the center. He didn’t keep going, only needed to expose her shoulders and chest in his search for⁠—

      There it was. The wound.

      Blooming blood. Hot and crimson.

      And now pooling beneath her.

      Which meant the bullet had sliced through her. A clean shot.

      Which also meant hope.

      Depending.

      There were so many variables when it came to gunshot wounds. Lots of things can happen when a piece of lead pierces the skin and enters a body at speeds and velocities that only the Fall from Grace could have imagined.

      And lots of things can go wrong.

      The bullet often got lodged somewhere inside. Likely not in this case, given the blood seeping and spreading across those feng shui floors. Then again, that high-velocity lead could have caused secondary fragmentation, the projectile from that damned sniper shattering bone, sending fragments of broken ribs or clavicle or humerus breaking apart and piercing major organs, getting lodged and creating havoc. The entry wound was flat too close for comfort. As in his wife’s right lung sort of discomfort.

      Wife…

      Couldn’t think about that now.

      What he could think about—what he could hold on to—was that she seemed to be breathing alright, as shallow as those breaths were. There was still a danger of a piece breaking near her heart, or severing a major artery. Which could be the case, given the amount of blood gurgling out from the top and bottom. Pulsing, really.

      Which sent Silas’s lizard brain into action, trained from those years serving Uncle Sam’s misadventures. He pressed a hand against the wound, applying pressure to staunch the bleeding and look for a better solution.

      For once, for the briefest of moments, he was thankful the good Lord had seen fit in his providence to run him through that Army Rangers wringer. Because from what he had been through on the field of battle, he knew exactly what to do.

      Silas tore a piece from Celeste’s hospital gown and stuffed it down into the wound. Wouldn’t put her back together again, but it would do the trick until help arrived.

      Speaking of which.

      The room had emptied, leaving only him and his bride. On the one hand, he was grateful for the quick-thinking nurses who evacuated his twin kids out of harm's way. On the other, why hadn’t anybody come to the rescue?

      A rabid anger raged through him and bloomed hot in his face. Raw, primal. At the delayed help, yes, but more.

      At the assault. Not against him. That he could take. Hell, he had taken it, for years. For Uncle Sam. For Christ’s Bride.

      No no no. This was personal.

      Family personal.

      “Sy-wes…” Celeste said again.

      Her mouth gawped for air, eyes fluttering open then closing again before snapping wide and fixing him with a stare he knew well.

      She had something to say. She wanted to tell him something.

      It hadn’t registered. Not yet. And he wasn’t really ready to listen anyhow. Too focused on triaging her until help arrived.

      Silas gently shushed her, pressing a firm hand against that wound while cradling his wife. “Everything is going to be alri⁠—”

      “Sy-wes…listen.”

      “What?” he snapped. Then gasped and swallowed at his misstep in the moment.

      Another swallow, another breath.

      Then he bent low and looked deep into those azure pools of hers fixed on his own eyes. Alive, fiery, bearing a message.

      She said, “Key⁠—”

      She coughed, blood edging to the brim of her open mouth and sliding down her lips and chin.

      Not good…

      “Key…” she tried again.

      It barely registered, his eyes and mind too entranced by the blood that meant nothing good.

      But he tried, bending lower. “What key? What’s the key?”

      “Key…It’s what’s important. It’s where to start.”

      She wasn’t making any sense.

      Silas shook his head to clear his head and bent close to her face to ask what the heck she was talking about.

      When—

      Then…

      Celeste faded.

      Eyes closed, face slackened, head slumped.

      She went still. Limp.

      Silas was not ready for it.

      And was damn sure he wasn’t ready to let her go!

      “Celeste!” he screamed.

      A sudden alarm flared, livid and full of doom.

      Then some sort of code was announced in a frantic, frazzled fury by a woman who couldn’t believe what Silas himself was disbelieving.

      That a terrorist had descended upon the DC hospital in the dead of a frigid January night.

      With Silas Grey in his crosshairs. And his wife as fallout.

      Time stopped. The room spun. All reality narrowed into that merciless slice of chaos that held the life of his wife in limbo.

      Until a gentle, firm hand tugged at his shoulder.

      It gave. He gave, letting whoever-it-was guide him from Celeste as a rush of bodies in navy scrubs and white smocks, joined by black uniforms and jutting weapons took over the scene.

      The medical scene as much as the crime scene.

      Voices shouted commands to clear the room. Others shouted instructions to stabilize the patient.

      His wife!

      About the only sound he didn’t hear was the crack that had sent this hell into motion.

      It all bled together. The voices, the commands, the instructions.

      Same for the room, the night a blurry mess with the lights shot to hell.

      The silent night was no more.

      All was neither calm nor bright.

      And certainly no longer holy.

      Which pissed Silas off!

      And sent him surging forward.

      Firm hands held him in place.

      A man. Big and bulky. Built like a linebacker, flaming red hair tied into a ponytail behind. His height and heft was oddly reassuring.

      “Look at me,” the man commanded.

      Silas did. Flat didn’t know why, but his voice, the way he instructed him…it made Silas want to pay attention.

      Pools of the brightest green fixed Silas’s dark eyes with a reassurance that promised peace. A grin and a nod completed that downpayment.

      The man said, “It’ll be alright, Silas. She will live.”

      Silas huffed a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. Relief somehow flooded him, and a peace spread through him—lifting him, holding him together.

      He swallowed, settling back and letting his eyes fall. A white name plate fastened to the man’s blue scrubs read AZER in crisp black letters.

      The nurse grinned, flashing Silas brilliant white teeth, an almost holy glow now enveloping the man’s fiery red mane and soft face. He let go, and Silas settled back into the very couch he had meant to keep vigil in while Celeste recovered and she nursed Charlie and Sarah.

      Now, his newborns were who-knew-where. Celeste had disappeared, so had Nurse Azer, who’d left him alone.

      Leaving Silas alone, lonely.

      He had twins who were recovering. His wife had been shot, status unknown.

      By a gunman on the lam who had been aiming for him.

      What was he going to do?
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