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Chapter One


          

          Jimmy

        

      

    

    
      I’d been playing guitar for Jesus since I was twelve years old, and by twenty-eight, I knew the rhythm of worship by heart—the rise and fall of praise, the pauses where the Holy Spirit was supposed to move. The strings hummed under my fingertips like a prayer half-answered.

      The studio lights glared white and hot, washing everything in a feverish glow that made our little set look holier than it was. My shirt clung to me beneath the heat, the collar tight against my throat. Three cameras stood like silent witnesses to our devotion, red lights blinking like judgment.

      Daddy stood at the pulpit, his hand gripping the microphone, his eyes closed as he sang the last verse of Victory in Jesus. His voice quavered on the high notes—thin, aching—but the crowd swayed and raised their arms as if angels themselves had descended among us. Maybe they had. Or maybe I just couldn’t feel it anymore.

      I kept playing, praying the right kind of feeling would find me before the song ended. The set looked like Heaven done on a budget—plastic ferns painted gold, a wooden cross glimmering under stage lights, purple curtains hiding the chipped drywall behind them. The air smelled of powder, hair spray, and burnt coffee from the pot the crew kept forgetting to empty.

      Still, when Daddy sang, people believed. They always did. Faith made beautiful things out of small ones, and I clung to that truth like a lifeline.

      When the hymn ended, Daddy lifted both arms, sweat shining on his forehead. “Brothers and sisters,” he said, his voice turning from song to sermon, “before we close, I want to speak a word of blessing to you.”

      The crowd—fifty souls in folding chairs—quieted instantly. These were people I’d known all my life. Men who’d fixed my truck when it broke down. Women who’d held my mother’s hand through chemo. Neighbors, sinners, saints—sometimes all three. I knew their stories better than my own, but Daddy said what mattered wasn’t who we’d been. It was who we’d been reborn to be.

      Daddy smiled, warm as honey. “Sister Margaret Henderson from Tennessee wrote to us last week. Seventeen years of bursitis, pain so bad she could hardly raise her arms to praise. But she sowed a seed of faith—a single dollar bill she sent with a prayer—and now she’s healed!”

      A murmur of “Amen” rippled through the audience.

      “She gave what she had, and the Lord gave it back tenfold! The number’s on your screen right now—call and sow your seed today! Faith demands action!”

      Applause broke out amidst shouts of, “Praise Jesus!” 

      Daddy’s voice dropped low, tender. “When you give, God sees it. He knows your sacrifice.”

      He lifted his hand toward me. “My son Jimmy set up our online donations—credit cards, even this newfangled Bitcoin stuff. The world may change, but the Word remains the same.”

      The audience laughed good-naturedly. I smiled, a little embarrassed by the attention.

      When Daddy prayed to close the show, I bowed my head with the rest, my guitar pressed to my chest. I whispered the words along with him, asking forgiveness for every stray thought, every flicker of doubt that dared rise when I should’ve been feeling only faith.

      The red light on the camera went dark, and just like that, the holy moment was over.

      The audience got to their feet, murmuring thanks, shaking hands. The crew powered down the lights, leaving the air cooler but heavier somehow. I set my guitar back in its case, fingers still trembling from the adrenaline of performance—or maybe from guilt that I hadn’t felt enough of what I was supposed to.

      Daddy’s laughter carried from across the room, deep and genial. He shook hands with Sister Kowalski, who pressed a tissue to her eyes. “You moved me again, Reverend,” she said.

      Daddy touched her shoulder. “That’s not me, sister. That’s the Spirit.”

      She beamed as if she’d just glimpsed Heaven.

      I wanted to feel what she felt—that simple certainty, that joy that didn’t ask questions. But lately, faith felt like something I performed instead of lived. And the thought alone made me ashamed.

      I bent my head, whispering, Forgive me, Lord. I know it’s just the Devil testing me again.

      When I looked up, Daddy was watching me.

      “James Mathew,” he called, and my heart stuttered. He only used my entire name when there was something serious to discuss. “Wait a moment, son. I need a word.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I latched my guitar case, wiped my hands on my jeans, and followed him off the set toward his office.

      Daddy’s office was the finest room in the building, and I’d always thought of it as holy ground. The air felt different there—cooler, stiller, heavy with the scent of furniture polish and something faintly metallic, like old coins. A massive painting of Jesus hung behind Daddy’s desk, eyes blue and endless, gaze fixed somewhere past my shoulder. It made me stand straighter every time I entered, as if the Lord Himself were watching.

      “Sit down, son,” Daddy said, lowering himself into his leather chair.

      I obeyed, setting my guitar case beside me. My hands rested on my knees, and I tried to quiet my breathing.

      He steepled his fingers under his chin, smiling with that calm that always came before something important. “I want you to know how proud I am of you, Jimmy.”

      My chest tightened. Those words had the power to undo me. “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’ve been steadfast in the Lord’s work,” he went on. “Through all the trials life’s put before you, you’ve held firm to your faith. That’s rare these days.”

      Heat rose to my face. I didn’t deserve that praise, not really. There were nights I’d prayed and still felt nothing, mornings when temptation whispered like a shadow in the corner of my thoughts. I never spoke of it—not even to God—but I felt its weight, heavy as sin itself.

      Daddy leaned forward, eyes shining. “You’ve been a blessing to this ministry, son. A light in the darkness. And now, the Lord’s got a new mission for you.”

      “A mission?” My voice came out softer than I had intended.

      He opened his laptop, fingers clicking briskly. The screen glowed blue across his face. “You’ll see what I mean.”

      A video began to play—a local news clip, the anchor talking about protests up in Virginia. A group called The Satanic Temple had filed a lawsuit against the Chesterfield County schools, demanding equal time if Christian symbols were allowed in classrooms.

      I watched, my stomach tightening. The footage shifted to a crowd outside the school board meeting. People shouted, waved signs, some praising God, others mocking Him. In the middle of it all stood a man—a calm figure dressed in black, speaking to a reporter as if the surrounding chaos couldn’t touch him. The man’s voice carried through the speakers—steady, certain, too calm for someone speaking blasphemy. 

      “We believe in compassion, empathy, and the pursuit of knowledge,” he said, smiling like he meant it. “We reject superstition and arbitrary authority.”

      Each word landed cold in my gut. He spoke of kindness the way a preacher might speak of grace, but without God in it, the sound felt hollow—beautiful, and wrong. Daddy stopped the video, and the image froze on that man’s face.

      “You see that?” His voice dropped low, weighted with fury. “That’s the Devil at work, right there in plain sight. Corrupting our schools, poisoning our children’s minds.”

      I nodded, because what else could I do? “Yes, sir.”

      “The world’s full of evil men, son. But these… these people call evil good and good evil.” He looked up, meeting my eyes. “That’s why I need you to help me expose them.”

      “Expose them?”

      Daddy smiled the way he did when the Spirit moved him. “The Lord laid it on my heart. You’ll go to Richmond, son. Infiltrate this Satanic Temple. Pretend to be one of them. See what they’re really doing behind closed doors. Film it. Bring back proof.”

      My breath caught. “You want me to go undercover?”

      “Exactly that. Think of what it’ll mean for Tanner Ministries—our viewers will finally see what kind of filth the Enemy spreads. It’ll wake people up and perhaps save a few souls.”

      He rose from his chair and circled behind me, resting his hands on my shoulders..

      “It won’t be easy. You’ll be walking straight into the lion’s den. The Devil himself will tempt you—he’ll whisper lies, make sin look like freedom. But you’re my son, and I know you’ll stand strong. You’ll be the Lord’s soldier in the enemy’s camp.”

      My pulse hammered in my throat. I didn’t feel brave. I felt small. But if Daddy believed I was strong enough, maybe I could be.

      “Yes, sir,” I mumbled.

      He squeezed my shoulder. “That’s my boy.”

      He moved back behind the desk, closing the laptop. “You’ll leave next week. I’ve already arranged your cover—James Harper, a graduate student studying alternative faiths. We’ll make sure you’ve got what you need.”

      I nodded, though a cold unease crept up my spine.

      Daddy clasped his hands together and bowed his head. “Let’s pray.”

      His voice rolled through the room, slow and thunderous. “Lord, we send Your servant James Mathew into the darkness. Shield him from temptation. Let him stand firm against the snares of the wicked. Make him a weapon for Your glory.”

      Each word struck deep. When he said temptation, my chest tightened, and I prayed harder, though I couldn’t have said exactly what for.

      When the prayer ended, Daddy smiled. “Your mama would’ve been proud.”

      That always hurt—the softest blow, but the one that landed deepest. I forced a smile. “I’ll do my best, sir.”

      “I know you will.”

      I rose, picking up my guitar case. The office felt smaller now, the air thicker. As I turned to go, I whispered a prayer under my breath: Lord, keep me pure. Keep me safe. Don’t let me fail.

      Outside the studio, the lights had gone dark. The fake gold cross gleamed faintly in the dim hallway, catching a trace of the EXIT sign’s red glow.

      Was that an omen?

      I walked through the empty dark studio, the fake ferns casting strange shadows in the dimness. My hands were shaking. I’d never met a Satanist. Everything I knew about them came from Daddy’s sermons and Christian horror movies. I imagined black robes and blood sacrifices. Pentagrams and orgies. The man in the video had looked normal, almost gentle. That made it worse somehow, like he was the Devil in disguise. 

      I pushed through the back door into the humid night. The air outside was thick with honeysuckle and the faint tang of car exhaust from the highway beyond the trees. Crickets sang in the dark, a sound that should’ve felt comforting but only made the world seem wider, lonelier.

      My truck sat by itself under the streetlight, Daddy’s Cadillac gleaming beside it. I stood there for a long moment, gripping the handle of my guitar case, staring at the halo of bugs swirling in the light.

      Was this really God’s plan for me?

      The thought felt dangerous, like a spark in dry grass. I smothered it quickly. Doubt was the Devil’s first foothold.

      Still, when I finally slid behind the wheel, my stomach twisted with something I couldn’t name—fear, maybe, or guilt for not feeling the kind of zeal Daddy said was holy. I rested my hands on the steering wheel and whispered, “Lord, help me be strong.”

      The words hung in the cab like smoke. I turned the key, and the old truck rumbled to life. Tomorrow would bring preparations, but for now, the road home stretched dark and endless ahead of me.
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        * * *

      

      The night before I was set to leave for Richmond, Daddy and I drove over to the Wiggins’ house for supper. Lorraine Wiggins lived two streets over from the church in a white clapboard house trimmed in blue, every window glowing warm behind lace curtains. The porch light cast soft halos on the geraniums hanging from the eaves, and a hand-painted wooden sign by the door read As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.

      Inside, the air smelled of cornbread and fried chicken. Lorraine met us in the doorway, her face already shiny with the heat of the kitchen. Her gray-streaked hair was piled high in a bun, not a strand out of place. She wore a pale lavender blouse buttoned to the throat and a long denim skirt that brushed the tops of her sensible shoes.

      “Reverend Tanner! Brother Jimmy!” she said, pressing her palms together. “We’re so blessed to have y’all join us tonight.”

      Behind her stood her daughter, Sheila. I hadn’t seen her in months. She looked almost exactly like her mother—slender, modest, with her light brown hair pulled up the same way, no makeup, no jewelry but a small gold cross around her neck. Her dress was the color of buttercream, with sleeves to the wrist and a hem that nearly touched her ankles.

      “Good to see you, Sheila,” I said.

      She smiled shyly. “You too, Jimmy. It’s been a while.”

      We gathered around the table, which was set with Lorraine’s best china—tiny pink roses on every plate—and a pitcher of sweet tea beading with condensation. Daddy took his usual place at the head of the table, and the women sat opposite each other. I took the seat beside Sheila.

      Daddy bowed his head. “Let’s pray.”

      Lorraine and Sheila clasped hands across the table. I bowed my head too, eyes fixed on the folded napkin in my lap as Daddy’s voice filled the room—steady, sure, the same voice that had moved thousands of people to tears.

      “Lord, we thank You for this good food and for the fellowship of Your faithful servants. Bless the hands that prepared this meal and bless Jimmy as he sets out to do Your work among the lost. Keep him pure of heart and strong in faith, for he walks into the very mouth of darkness.”

      Lorraine gasped softly. “Oh, Reverend, you mean the mission you mentioned earlier?”

      Daddy nodded solemnly, his eyes shining with pride. “Yes, ma’am. My boy’s heading up to Richmond to expose the Satanic Temple for what it truly is—an enemy of God hiding in plain sight.”

      Sheila’s hand fluttered to her chest. “Oh, my goodness.”

      Lorraine looked from Daddy to me, eyes wide with alarm. “You mean he’ll be around those… those people?”

      Daddy smiled reassuringly. “The Lord’s already claimed victory, Sister Wiggins. Jimmy will walk through the Devil’s den and come out unscathed.”

      Their faces glowed with admiration, and I wished the floor would swallow me whole. I picked at my cornbread, suddenly not hungry.

      “You’re very brave, Jimmy,” Sheila breathed. Her voice was light and reverent, the way people talk when they’re standing in church. “I’ll be praying for you every night.”

      I managed a nod. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Her eyes lingered on me, warm and worshipful, and my stomach turned. She was lovely in her own way—gentle, pure, everything Daddy said a woman should be.

      Lorraine dabbed at her mouth with her napkin. “You know, Reverend,” she said sweetly, “perhaps when Jimmy returns, he and Sheila might spend a little time together. The Lord’s work is important, but even Paul took comfort among the faithful, didn’t he?”

      Daddy chuckled, pleased. “That’s true, Sister Wiggins. Maybe the Lord will bless him with a godly woman in His own time.”

      My face burned. “Daddy, I—”

      He turned to me, expectant. “What is it, son?”

      I froze. My mind went blank, and before I could stop myself, the words tumbled out: “Just nervous, I guess. About meeting those demon worshippers.”

      Lorraine reached across the table and patted my hand. Her fingers were warm and dry as parchment. “Bless your heart, Jimmy. You just pray to Jesus for strength, and He’ll be by your side the whole time.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I whispered.

      Sheila smiled, eyes shining with admiration. “The Lord’s sending you into the battle, Jimmy. He must think you’re very special.”

      I tried to smile back, but my throat tightened. The praise felt heavier than the calling itself.

      Dinner went on, talk of casseroles, and prayer circles filling the space where my silence sat. I chewed the food without tasting it, my mind caught between guilt and dread.

      Later, as we stood on the porch saying our goodbyes, Lorraine took my hand in both of hers. “You be careful, you hear? The Devil’s cunning.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said again, and her grip lingered too long.

      As Daddy and I walked down the steps to the car, cicadas shrilling in the trees, I glanced back at Sheila framed in the porch light, her eyes still fixed on me like I was something holy.

      I turned away quickly, swallowing hard.

      What would she think—what would any of them think—if they ever saw the truth inside me?
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