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  Harmony Harper stopped inside the doorway of Sheri Mercer’s hospital room and held her hand under the automatic sanitizer dispenser. Her palm filled with the foamy alcohol-based sterilizer, and she rubbed her hands together, making sure she didn’t miss a spot on her hands and wrists. She wore purple scrubs with a “volunteer” badge pinned to the shirt pocket.




  A large window overlooked the courtyard of the hospital complex, filling the room with natural light. A wallpaper border covered in childlike drawings of grassy hills dotted with flowers ran along the top of the wall. The bright green floor and walls painted the color of apricot jam gave the sterile room a cheerful feeling. Wood paneling over the cupboards and cabinets matched the trim on the blue vinyl couch and chair.




  Sheri lay still in the bed, a nasal cannula strapped to her nose, wearing a fuchsia-colored knitted cap on her little bald head. A hand-crocheted blanket in green, gold, and white covered the hospital linens, adding warmth and a feeling of home.




  “Harmony,” Sheri greeted in a weak and wheezy voice, “you made it.”




  Setting her bag on the floor by the rocking chair, Harmony walked over to the bed and took Sheri’s frail hand in hers. Black circles rimmed the child’s pale face, and her bones stood out on her shallow cheeks. The decline in her appearance from just a week ago shocked Harmony, though she tried not to show it. “I promised I would,” she quietly replied. In the terminally ill children ward of the hospital, even the nurses spoke in hushed, reverent tones. “I’m so sorry to have missed your birthday yesterday.”




  “Mom was happy it was just family. She wanted the memory of the birthday to be just for them for when I’m gone.”




  Sheri had always spoken very matter of factually when it came to her mortality. Harmony admired that about her. She, herself, joined the throng of adults unwilling to accept that this beautiful and talented child would likely not live another week. She looked at the brightly colored Happy Birthday balloon that danced at the foot of the bed. Stuffed animals perched like sentries next to vases of silk flowers on a narrow table by the window. A Mercer family photo sat in the center of the display. A laughing and healthy Sheri stood next to her two sisters and parents as they grinned for the camera. Her cancer diagnosis came six months after the picture was taken. Harmony knew that Sheri had beaten all odds to make it to eleven years old.




  “I’m glad that I had a conflict then,” Harmony said. “Your mom never said anything about it.”




  “She loves you too much.”




  The simple statement gave Harmony’s heart a painful squeeze. She knew volunteering at a children’s hospital allowed her to give as much support to the parents as she did to the children. God had directed her to the terminal ward. The parents to whom she ministered walked down a long and painful path of mourning that no mother nor father should ever have to walk. Harmony prayed with them, sang to them, spent time with them, and ministered to them as much as she did their children.




  “I got you a present,” Harmony whispered.




  Sheri’s eyes widened. “You didn’t have to get me anything!”




  “I think you’ll like this. But I’m going to open it for you and then let the nurses put it in the dishwasher, okay?” This was their little joke. Anything Sheri touched had to be sterilized because her treatments had so fully compromised her immune system. Harmony retrieved a gaily wrapped square package from her bag and opened it as if presenting the grand prize on some game show. “Do you like it?”




  She held Melody Mason Montgomery’s latest album on CD-ROM in her hand. The case had been autographed by the famous singer. Sheri’s smile lit up the room.




  “Harmony, I love it! Thank you so much!”




  “Well, good. I already talked to the nurses. They’ll get it loaded onto your MP3 player quick as you like.”




  “I can hardly wait.”




  Sheri began to look tired. She had started to sleep much more than she could remain awake recently. Harmony put the CD away and fished around in her bag until she found her dog-eared copy of Wilder’s These Happy Golden Years. “We’re nearly done. Let’s see if we can finish this today,” she said with a smile, pulling the rocking chair closer to the bed. “I think we left off right before they get married.”




  As she settled into the chair and found the spot in the book, Sheri, speaking so quietly Harmony nearly didn’t hear her, said, “I wish I could find my Almanzo and get married one day.”




  Sheri did not like it when adults treated her like a dying child. Instead of crying about how unfair it was that Sheri would never even go on a date, Harmony marked her place in the book with her index finger and said, “So do I. I wonder what mine looks like.”




  Sheri took a deep wheezing breath. “Mine wouldn’t be tall. I’m too little.”




  She pursed her lips and nodded. “But I like tall. How about six feet?”




  “Dark?”




  “Hmm,” Harmony said, thinking of what she found attractive. “I’ve always been a fan of men with light hair. Red or blond or straw-colored.”




  Sheri touched her cap with a mischievous grin. “I’d go for just hair.”




  “Oh, honey, you had beautiful hair. I think a dark-haired man would go perfectly with your auburn color.”




  “He would have to be smart. No dummies.”




  “Absolutely. Smart is important.”




  “And handsome,” she whispered, her eyes drooping.




  “Handsome is definitely on my list.” She reached between the bed rails and took her hand. “But, I want a man with a beautiful heart more than a beautiful face. I want him to love God as much as I do. I want him to serve God right along with me.”




  Sheri leaned toward her, and her eyes bored into Harmony’s. “You need that. Don’t settle for just a pretty face.”




  For a moment, she stared at the wise little eleven-year-old, then laughed. “I promise. No pretty faces for me.”




  “And no tattoos. Tattoos are gross.”




  Harmony nearly chuckled, thinking of a secret she knew about someone very close to her. “If you insist.”




  Sheri appeared to accept that answer and lay back against the pillows again. “I’m ready to read now. I’d like to hear the end.”




  She flipped the book back open and gently cleared her throat. “Haste to the Wedding,” Harmony said, reading the chapter title.




  Harmony had met the Mercers through a charitable wish-granting organization for terminal children. As a popular Christian music artist, Harmony helped fulfill Sheri’s wish and allowed her to sing at one of her concerts. The talent she’d heard in the little body amazed her. She prayed daily that God would heal Sheri so that her voice could be a gift to the world. As she got sicker, she lost her stamina and the ability to sing for very long, so Harmony sang for her. Once or twice a week, depending on her own schedule, she came to the hospital and softly sang or read to Sheri.




  At four in the afternoon, this floor of the hospital produced little noise. It was that peaceful time between meals and shift changes at nurses’ stations, with most children taking an afternoon nap. Occasionally, Harmony would hear the wheels of a cart or a hospital bed go past the open door of the room as meals were served or patients were relocated for tests and the like. Still, for the most part, nothing invaded the quiet except the wheezing panting sounds as Sheri battled for her next breath.




  As Harmony finished the chapter, she looked up and saw that Sheri had fallen into a deep sleep. Wondering how much of the chapter she’d heard before she gave in to the demands of the disease ravaging her body, Harmony slipped the book back into her bag. “I’ll be back Monday to finish the book,” she promised, standing and leaning over the bed to press a kiss to the child’s forehead. “Try to hang on until then,” she whispered. She straightened already perfectly straight covers and made sure Sheri could reach her water cup when she woke up.




  Sadness tried to break through the wall of self-control she had carefully constructed. She mustn’t let it out. Volunteering with terminally ill children in one of Nashville’s largest hospitals did not allow for emotional breakdowns on the ward. She reserved breakdowns for long showers when she could cry and wail and let it all out, and no one would ever witness it except God.




  She walked out of the room, and the tile floor changed from bright green to bright blue. She passed a painting of a giant whale swimming along the wall then a school of fish. Eventually, the tile and walls changed from blue to a light tan. Now crabs and seagulls watched her make her way to the nurses’ station. The nurses treated her cordially, used to seeing her by now, and no longer overly starstruck. She signed out on the visitor’s log, left her badge in the plastic basket next to the clipboard, and waved goodbye to two nurses coming out of one of the rooms.




  She didn’t have time to stay and chat, so she walked to the bathrooms in the corridor by the elevator. Inside, she quickly stripped out of her purple scrubs and pulled on a long white, sleeveless dress that fell to mid-calf. After wrapping a silk scarf embroidered with lavender flowers around her small waist, she slipped on purple bracelets and purple hoop earrings. Purple heels helped elevate her height three whole inches, helping her barely scrape the five-four mark. Finally, she pulled the clip out of her hair and let the long blonde curls fall well past her shoulders and down her back. Doing a partial spin, she checked to make sure all clothing looked in order before pushing the scrubs and tennis shoes into her bag and rushing from the bathroom.




  On the ground floor, she walked along the corridors, smiling and nodding at people who knew her or recognized her, but she did not stop to speak. Once she entered the parking garage, the oppressive heat of the Nashville July day wrapped around her, pushing back the chill of the artificially cool environment of the hospital. In no time, she drove out of the garage and into the Nashville traffic, trying not to look at the clock on the dashboard. Her family would understand her late arrival, of course, but she hated arriving late for anything. Thankfully, the upcoming Independence Day weekend must have lightened the downtown Nashville traffic load because she pulled into her spot in the parking garage of her family’s building in record time.




  Harmony began singing professionally as a young teenager, and her older brother Franklin managed not only her career but the career of many other family members. Harper Enterprises was a long-standing name in Christian entertainment. Her father and grandfather cohosted an internationally syndicated daily radio program together and had written dozens of books on marriage and family. In her own right, her mother, a well sought-after songwriter, had authored several books on parenting and marriage, and her aunt had written several screenplays and currently managed a Christian film production company.




  Today would begin the Harper Enterprises Board of Trustees meeting, which they euphemistically called the Harper Family Meeting. Held on the first Friday of every new quarter, it would probably last until Saturday night, filling the hours with meals, fellowship, prayer, discussions, and business. Harmony hoped they concluded their business by then because she had to fly to San Francisco on Saturday night for her Sunday, July Fourth concert.




  The heat of the day immediately enveloped Harmony as she got out of her car, and she wished she’d kept her hair up. She couldn’t believe the high temperature so early in July and had a feeling that the summer would be a hard one this year. She popped her trunk and grabbed her suitcase. In the elevator, she punched a special code that granted her access to the top floor of the building where her brother Franklin, who usually hosted the meeting, lived.




  The elevator opened directly onto Franklin’s living room. Glass walls offered a breathtaking view of downtown Nashville from twenty stories up. A giant sitting area with a circle of black leather couches took over one end of the room while a long table that seated ten sat under a crystal chandelier on the other end. A grand piano sat near the base of the spiral staircase, which led up to the four bedrooms on the floor above.




  A uniformed maid greeted her at the elevator and relieved her of her suitcase. Chandra had graying red hair, deep wrinkles on her face, and a thick waist. “Good evening Miss Harmony, the family is out on the roof terrace.”




  “Oh. Thanks, Chandra,” Harmony returned.




  “I’ll put your bags in Mr. Franklin’s room,” she said. “He said to tell you he’d be sleeping on the couch instead of you.”




  “Don’t you dare,” Harmony replied with a smile as she stepped back into the elevator. “I’ll stay on the couch like I always do. I prefer it to his bedroom.”




  “Yes, ma’am,” Chandra agreed with a smile dimpling the wrinkles on her cheeks. “I’ll just put your bag in there and let y’all fight that fight then make the beds whenever you figure it out.”




  The ride to the roof took mere seconds. She stepped out and automatically took a deep breath of the fragrant garden. Franklin had spent the better part of ten years transforming the roof of the building into a paradise retreat. A vegetable garden he faithfully tended flourished on one half of the roof. Potted trees and plants lined a large koi pond that ran down the center of the roof with beautiful fountains on either end. The remainder of the roof he left for business and pleasure. Harmony found her family near the large gazebo next to a smoking barbecue grill. Her aunt Dee, her father’s sister, and award-winning screenwriter, stood at a table in the shade of the gazebo, pouring lemonade into frosty glasses.




  “There she is,” her mother, Alice, said, coming toward her. Harmony had overheard people remarking on just how much she and her mother looked alike her entire life. Her mother had gifted Harmony with golden blonde hair, though she kept hers cut in an attractive bob to her chin. The blue top she wore with white capris made her blue eyes shine.




  “Here I am,” Harmony said with a smile, hugging her mom tightly. “I was at the hospital this afternoon.”




  “Franklin told us.” Her mom gestured toward her brother, who stood next to the grill in perfectly pressed khaki pants, a white long-sleeved shirt, and a blue and red striped tie. Over his clothes, he wore a black and white pin-striped apron. “Your grandfather had the grill delivered last week. He thought we might enjoy meeting outside if the weather was nice.”




  Harmony pulled a hairband out of her pocket and wrapped her long hair into a sloppy bun. “It’s July, mom, in Tennessee. Why would he think the weather would be nice?”




  Her grandfather approached, also wearing a shirt and tie like her brother. “I can hear you, little girl,” he said with a smile. “I’m old, not deaf.” Stuart Harper had pioneered Christian talk radio and carried his mantle as Harper Enterprises’ patriarch very seriously.




  “We’re just cooking the meal up here,” her grandmother, Liz, interjected, slipping her arm into her husband’s. “I don’t think you can beat grilled chicken on Fourth of July weekend, can you?”




  “Even if we do have to work,” her father, Grayson, added from his station next to the grill. “I’ve tried for forty years to get dad to change the meeting in July, but he never has.”




  His sister, Dee, set the pitcher down and brought Harmony a glass. “I remember one year when you went off to some picnic with friends instead of attending the meeting.”




  “You only did that once, as I recall,” Stuart murmured.




  Her father cringed. “Some lessons you only need to learn once.”




  Harmony laughed and took a sip of her lemonade, feeling the stress from Sheri Mercer’s decline in health gradually fade away amidst the love of her family. She walked over to where her brother manned the grill. “Smells good,” she said with a smile.




  From behind her, Grayson agreed. “It does. It almost makes me want to give up being a vegetarian.” Grayson had become a vegetarian when he started dating Alice. While Franklin and Harmony had grown up that way, no one else in the family ever embraced their food lifestyle.




  Using tongs, Franklin picked up a chicken leg and set it on a platter next to the grill. “I balked at the idea of grilling at first, but now I’m glad I caved. Chandra’s organizing the caterer inside with all the sides that go with the meat.”




  “It’s hotter over here by the grill,” Harmony observed, fanning herself. “How can you stand having your shirt sleeves down?”




  Franklin smiled. “When I thought to roll them up, I had sauce on my hands and figured I’d just soldier on. Don’t want to get stains all around my cuff links.” He set the tongs down and wiped his hands on the apron. “Besides, I think it would ruin my stuffy reputation if I were seen with rolled-up sleeves.”




  Harmony giggled and thought about the anchor tattoo Franklin had gotten in a much, much more wild and rebellious youth. “You just don’t want grandpa to see your tattoo,” she whispered as she snatched a Brussels sprout out of the pan sitting on the corner of the grill.




  “I’m not ashamed of my tattoo,” Franklin objected, though he kept his voice very low.




  Harmony grinned and said, “I have it on very good authority that little girls think they’re gross.”




  Grayson piped up. “What’s gross? Brussels sprouts?”




  Harmony hoped he hadn’t heard the tattoo remarks. “No, daddy. No one thinks Brussels sprouts are gross.”




  “Speak for yourself,” Stuart chuffed.




  Harmony turned back to Franklin. “I don’t think a stuffy reputation has anything to do with it.”




  “It takes many good deeds to build a good reputation, and only one bad one to lose it.”




  Before Franklin could source the quote, Harmony said, “Benjamin Franklin. I know, Franklin.” She patted his shoulder. “Trust me, brother, your reputation as a stuffed shirt is under no threat.”




  At his mock shock, she laughed and turned toward her aunt, launching into a conversation about the travel arrangements for Sunday’s concert. Dee planned to go with her to give her some company and help provide the courage it would take for her to do that concert. Thirty minutes later, the family sat around the dining room table, heads bowed, as Stuart blessed the meal. As soon as he said, “Amen,” platters of chicken, grilled vegetables, salad, and bread started getting passed around the table.




  She listened to the chatter of family talk as everyone ate. Dee’s youngest daughter had just started college, and she told a funny anecdote about the new roommate. Harmony felt herself slipping more and more into her head until her grandmother pulled her out of her thoughts by laying a gentle hand on her wrist.




  “How is your little girl at the hospital?” Liz asked.




  Harmony looked at her grandmother and thought about the frail body she’d left languishing in a hospital bed just an hour before. She didn’t really want to discuss it at the dinner table, so she tried to keep her answer short. “She’s a fighter, but without divine healing, she won’t make it through the month.”




  “It’s good, what you do,” Grayson said. “Your mother and I are proud of your heart.”




  Without warning, tears burned her eyes as she thought of the years she had spent volunteering on that wing of the hospital. “I appreciate that. Every time I lose one of them, I tell myself I won’t go back. But then I go back, so I tell myself I won’t get attached. But then I get attached. And then they depart from this world, and my heart gets ripped apart, and I start all over again.”




  Dee, who sat to her left, reached over and took her hand. “Not everyone can walk into a children’s hospital and give such joy as you do. It’s a gift from God. Don’t feel like it’s something you shouldn’t do. Just pray for strength to endure it.”




  She took a deep shaking breath and prayed she could make it through the next few seconds without bursting into tears. She tried to think of the joy Sheri had shown when she met her for the very first time. Focusing on the beautiful smiling face of the then ten-year-old rather than the gray and sunken face of the now eleven-year-old, she felt her control slip back into place. With Franklin’s next words, she stopped thinking of the sick little girl altogether. “Have you told the family about the details of the concert you’re doing this weekend?”




  Her teeth clenched in frustration. She had argued with him about this concert for two months and felt weary of the subject. She intentionally kept her face blank and looked at him. “I wasn’t aware that at twenty-six I still needed their permission to sing in a concert. Or that after hundreds of concerts in my life, they’d be interested in any specific one.”




  Franklin set his fork down. “A secular concert. You’ll be sharing the stage with rappers and heavy metal and—”




  “And!” she interrupted, “I’ll be singing about God to a captive audience, Franklin. What don’t you get about that?” This aspect of Franklin’s personality truly baffled her. Performing on stage was just as much her mission on earth as visiting dying children in the hospital.




  “This is why I didn’t agree with your decision to cross your albums over to pop. I knew it would come to this.”




  She unceremoniously dropped her fork and crossed her arms as she sat back against the chair. “That it would come to this? I’ve been crossing over for five years. You’re acting like you just walked into the room and caught me summoning a demon.”




  “Harmony!” Her mother cautioned, then superfluously dabbed at her lips with her napkin and set it on top of her plate. She did not need to elaborate for Harmony to understand the silent message to quit having a temper tantrum at the dinner table. Alice stood and gestured toward the sitting area. “Let’s take five minutes and let Chandra clear the table. We’ll go ahead and start the business meeting at the couches.”




  Neither Franklin nor Harmony would dare to continue the argument their mother had very intentionally ended. Instead, they both walked to the circle of couches and chairs and chose seats well away from each other. As the rest of the family made their way over, Dee slipped on a pair of reading glasses and retrieved a stack of papers from the coffee table. “Here is the agenda for the weekend,” she announced, handing each person a stapled packet. “We have quite a bit of business to discuss, and you all know that Harmony and I have a flight out tomorrow night, so let’s go ahead and get started.”




  Franklin spoke to Chandra, who cleared dishes from the dining room table. “Whenever you’re free, can you bring in the coffee?”




  “Sure thing,” Chandra confirmed as one of the catering staff joined her in her chore.




  Harmony settled into the chair, glad she’d made it to a comfortable armchair before anyone else. She knew business would occupy the next several hours. Glancing through the agenda, she inwardly cringed when she saw a planned discussion about her new album topping the pop charts.
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  Charles Richard Galton tried to lie very still in his twin-size bed with his earbuds firmly in place. He had to lie perfectly still because his parents had expressly forbidden him to ever play this music. Should they discover his choice of music, it could lead to further revelations and possibly even uncover his dire and very dark secret.




  He lay atop his perfectly made bed fully clothed in dress shoes and socks, khaki dress slacks, and a white button-down short-sleeved shirt with a light blue tie and a cross tie pin. His mouse brown hair gripped his skull like a winter watch cap, parted with a geometrically straight part on the left-hand side and combed tightly down, then secured in place with a few oily splashes of hair tonic. His skin looked nearly as pale as his white shirt and did nothing to highlight his unremarkable brown eyes.




  Anyone looking at Charles Galton would immediately label him as a likely intelligent young man with a sweet temperament and a sunny disposition. He dressed well. He rarely spoke out of turn or offered an unkind word. He had never had a girlfriend. He resided in a Christian home, had been baptized at the age of eleven, and was active in his youth group. He made straight As in a private Christian high school and actively participated in Computer Club. In a few years, he would obtain a degree sufficient to begin a lifetime of work as an accountant or an engineer.




  His bedroom in the upper-middle-class suburban home surrounding him looked exceptionally well ordered, uncluttered, and organized. Most young men in the middle of their sophomore year in high school had some trophies or keepsakes on display, and the posters of fast cars or popular sports figures of a few short years before began to make way for posters of beautiful women, usually scantily clad in bikinis. Charles had neither trophies nor posters in his room and never had. Besides the bed, the single bedside table sporting a simple lamp, and the five-drawer chest of drawers, only a bookcase and a small desk broke up the space. No one looking at the picturesque upper-middle-class suburban home, or catching a glimpse of Charles Galton himself engaged in any public activity, would ever guess the nature of his dark secret.




  Lying perfectly still in the very center of his bed, Charles closed his eyes and allowed himself to silently pray a quick prayer to his master. “Oh, Lucifer, bringer of light, make my hand steady and quick that I may serve you well tonight.”




  The fact that he had inadvertently prayed a little rhyme pleased him, and he hoped it also pleased his master. The harsh strains of the acid rock band blaring in his ears made his prayer to Satan feel even more delicious. He opened his eyes and spotted his mother standing in the doorway of his room. He hit pause on his MP3 player and sat up with a warm and welcoming smile.




  “Hey, Charlie Brown,” his mother greeted. The nickname made him want to set her on fire and burn her alive, but his warm smile never faltered. “I called for you a few times.”




  Charles’ lips twitched, and he kept himself from sneering. “Sorry, Mommy. I guess the music was too loud.”




  She clucked at him like a sick chicken. “You know better, Charlie. You’ll hurt your ears. Anyway, Frankie D is downstairs. You ready?”




  He carefully moved to the edge of the bed and then stood up very smoothly but without revealing any of his newly discovered power. One day she would realize how powerful he was, but he had to deceive her until that day. “All set, mommy.”




  He picked up his carefully packed backpack, and they went downstairs to find Francis Dawkins, aka Frankie D, standing in their entryway speaking with his father about tomorrow’s trip to see Harmony Harper playing at the children’s benefit. Oh, absolutely standing because sitting down would be imposing. Sitting down would be taking advantage of your hospitality, Mr. and Mrs. Galton. I’ll just be a moment, and thank you so very much I just couldn’t possibly impose.




  “There are going to be all kinds of secular groups there, too, of course. But Harmony Harper is worth a tank of gas, I think. We don’t have to hang around for any of the more objectionable groups, you know.”




  Francis Dawkins was the kind of youth minister that passed every kind of parental inspection. He always wore a tie, and he always carried a little black New Testament. He smelled clean, like vanilla and drugstore aftershave. His clothes smelled like dryer sheets, and the creases in his slacks could slice carrots. He was perfectly polite at all times and at all costs. He was youthful, single, always had a clean joke, and kept his thick beard shaved so close that his chin almost looked blue. He had warm hazel eyes and a ready smile that conveyed habitual kindness. Charles wanted to be Francis Dawkins when he grew up.




  “Well, there he is. Hey there, Charles. How are ya?” The right hand, the hand not crating around the little black New Testament, shot out as if spring-loaded as if activated by the smile of greeting like some kind of zany switchblade knife.




  “Hey, Pastor Frank. I’m good.” He shook hands, and their mutual smiles grew perhaps a bit secretive or even furtive when each of them pressed their fingers into each other’s palms in a certain way. Charles knew his parents would never catch on to the secret handshake, and the fact that they could do it right there in plain sight made his heart race.




  His dad spoke. “What’s the agenda?”




  Francis replied, “Cookout and bonfire at the church tonight, then we’ll have the lock-in. At ten in the morning, we’ll load into the church van and drive to the concert. It should be terrific.”




  His father patted him on the shoulder. Charles managed not to shudder in absolute disgust and revulsion. “He’s a good boy and works so hard in school. He deserves a treat like this. Have a good time, son.” Charles imagined chopping his father’s fingers off one by one unless the oaf took them off his shoulder. How had this creature lent him half of his DNA? Perhaps he was really adopted.




  His mother appeared from the den. “Speaking of Harmony Harper, have you had a chance to listen to her latest CD?” She shoved a brand-new CD case under Pastor Frank’s nose. It was purple, like all of Harmony Harper’s CDs, and still had the cellophane wrapper on the outside. “I was picking up my prescription this afternoon when they were delivered to the drugstore. Lucky I got it, really. The news is saying that she sold out in record time today. This is the one with the song with that little sick girl.”




  Francis Dawkins made his face look beatific, forming his mouth into the shape of an angelic smile. “That is fantastic, Mrs. Galton. Is this copy for Charles?”




  She beamed and nodded. “I know how much my Charlie Brown loves her voice. He’s always listening to her songs.”




  Charles tasted bile in the back of his throat but kept his smile intact. Instead of saying how much he wanted to hurt this woman, he managed, “I love you so much, mommy. Thank you. Can I take it with me?”




  Francis nodded as if the answer should be obvious. “You better take it with you, man! That will be great! Maybe you can get her to sign it at the concert tomorrow!”
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  Burning pain between his fingertips jolted Steven Slayer to awareness. Cursing, he dropped the cigarette butt on the floor and shook his hand. He must have zoned out holding it. Gratefully, the burn was far from where he held his pick. It would not do for the lead singer and guitarist of Abaddon to find himself unable to strum his Stratocaster because of a party foul. With blurry eyes, he found the burnt-up butt and ground it beneath the heel of his boot without any consideration for the terra cotta tile floor beneath his heel.




  Everywhere he looked, Steve saw intoxicated people—sitting on couches, leaning against walls, lounging on cushions on the floor. Where had they all come from? The loud music and smoky air made his stomach turn. He had to get out. Standing, he stumbled over the body of a woman on the floor at his feet, crashing into the glass coffee table and falling to the ground as glass and bottles and pills went flying. Somehow, he managed to turn his body and land hip-first instead of hand-first, saving his golden tickets from getting slashed to ribbons by the glass, making sure he would live to play his guitar another day.




  Someone must have found it amusing because he heard drunken laughter coming from the low couch covered in bodies. Clumsily, Steve got to his feet and stumbled through the house, pausing in the game room when he saw the circle of girls sitting on his pool table passing around a large bong. Some part of his brain tried to work through the haze of whatever drug he’d last consumed and tell them to get off his forty-thousand-dollar hand-carved rosewood table, but his heavy tongue wouldn’t form the words. Instead, he pushed through the double doors and stumbled out onto the patio.




  A man sitting near a fire pit strummed a guitar. How that person thought he could be overheard from the loud banging Abaddon music coming through the house speakers puzzled Steve’s intoxicated brain.




  The fresh air brought a moment of clarity. Away. Steve had to get away from this house full of people. He fell off the patio and onto the sand. Now on his hands and knees, he thought if he could just get to the water, a dunk into the cold waters of the Pacific Ocean ought to clear his head.




  He fell twice more, trying to get to the surf. The farther away from the house he got, the more he could hear the sound of the waves hitting the beach and the fainter the music became. Planning to strip as he walked, he kicked off his leather boots. When he reached to rip off his shirt, Steve realized he wasn’t wearing one. When had he taken off his shirt?




  He half stumbled, half fell into the water, and let the next wave carry him away.
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  The bonfire felt hot against their young faces. The fire cast eerie light and shadows against their crimson robes. It amused Frankie D that the church had funded their purchase as “choir robes” before last year’s Christmas cantata. They considered themselves warlocks whom Lucifer had granted special supernatural powers. The youth group consisted of six acolytes, all young men like Charles, with Francis acting as the priest. Francis had once studied under a Satanic high priest known only as Railroad in their home state of California, and he had also been to one meeting in Rome. He knew all the rituals.




  Charles also knew about the coven of witches in the area, but the priesthood of warlocks would only worship with them once a year, and Charles had only joined eight months earlier. Still, they greeted each other when they passed in the hallways at school or saw each other out in town. To all appearances, the witches—girls about his own age—looked exactly as normal as Charles looked give or take a piercing or a henna tattoo.




  They began to chant as the moon rose. When the moon finally achieved first quarter, they all stood and disrobed. Performing the remainder of the ritual in the nude demonstrated fearlessness. It also made it much easier to clean up any otherwise hard to explain arterial spray that might inadvertently stain their garments, red or not.




  Francis had brought the goat, as usual, but tonight Charles had the honor of both slaying the beast and making the sacrifice. The other five acolytes spread-eagled the goat, laughing at the animal’s terror. They stood at the five points of the pentagram with the terrified goat in the center. Francis prayed over the dagger, cleansed it in the flames of the bonfire, then handed the hot blade over to Charles.




  “Do you bring a sacrifice?” Francis recited.




  “I bring suitable sacrifices for my master,” Charles answered.




  “What sacrifices do you bring?”




  Charles turned the dagger in his palm and recited, “I bring the sacrifice of blood.”




  Francis raised his arms high so that his naked body looked spread-eagled in the firelight. “Deprecamur ut sanguis!” We bring you blood.




  With that, Charles struck, stabbing the dagger into the goat’s outstretched neck before quickly sawing it out through the throat. The animal shuddered and brayed in gurgling agony, and its hot blood blanketed the naked congregation.




  As the animal died, Charles carefully cleaned the dagger using the ritual cloth, then poured olive oil over the steel before allowing the flames of the bonfire to once more lick the blade. Francis intoned, “What else do you bring?”




  Now the moment of truth had arrived. Charles swallowed, then answered, “I bring the sacrifice of flesh.”




  Francis rolled his eyes up into his head and muttered, “Deprecamur, ut in carne.” We bring you flesh.




  After only the smallest of hesitations, Charles used the dagger to slice the very tip of his own left pinkie finger off. In time the wound would heal and barely even leave a mark, and the cut didn’t hurt as badly as he had imagined. He had done it. He had made himself into a human sacrifice at the altar of the dark one.




  He lifted the flap of severed skin to his lips and touched it to his tongue, symbolically eating the sacrificed flesh, before passing it to Francis. Francis accepted the offering with great ceremony, then touched it to his tongue and passed it around the circle. Charles had now been elevated to the status of Journeyman Acolyte.




  When everyone had tasted his flesh, he used the ritual cloth to bandage his skin and stop the bleeding. Francis then intoned, “What else do you bring?”




  Charles smiled and answered, “I bring an enemy for the flames.” With that, he lifted the Harmony Harper CD from the ground and offered it to Francis.




  Francis grinned and stripped the cellophane from it, then removed the CD disk itself from the case. He allowed the case to fall to the ground. It would be an excellent place for Charles to hide a bootleg copy of Steven Slayer or some other true believer’s work.




  Francis held the CD high and announced, “Nos vobis inimicus!” We bring you your enemy. He then tossed the CD into the flames. Harmony Harper’s smiling face on the front of the CD melted as the flames engulfed it.
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  Steve jerked awake when he felt the toe of a boot nudge him. It took a moment to get his bearings. The pink sun peeked over the rooftops of the row of houses crowding the shore, bracing itself to race into the sky of a newborn day. The early morning light turned the white beach sand shades of pink and crimson and gave the seafoam a golden halo as it blew in with the surf.




  He lay face down in the sand. As he pushed himself up to his knees, he realized that he didn’t have on a shirt, and ocean water had soaked his jeans. His head pounded, and his stomach rolled. The cool morning air and the remnants of the chemicals he had put in his bloodstream made him shiver.




  “Good morning, sunshine.” Though his manager, Cain Proctor, spoke in a normal tone of voice, it sounded like a gong going off inside Steve’s head.




  Steve pushed himself to a sitting position and drew his legs up. The sand scraping against his bare feet made him wonder where he’d left his shoes. As he moved, he winced at a sudden pain near his hip. Squinting his eyes against the harsh light of the morning sun, he inspected the nasty gash, gingerly prodding it with the tip of a finger. He had no recollection of what had happened.




  He tried to swallow, but the taste of saltwater and the grit of sand on his tongue and lips made him gag. So thirsty. Steve needed a drink. He took a few deep breaths. The morning air felt cool in his lungs. Deciding he could maybe stand without falling, he rose to his feet. Wobbling slightly, he pushed both hands through his tangled mane of hair. He needed a shower to wash the saltwater, blood, and sand from his skin.




  Steve patted his damp pockets but came up empty. Without a word exchanged between them, Cain handed him a cigarette and a lighter. As soon as Steve lit the cigarette, Cain held out a little blue pill and a bottle of spring water.




  “What’s that?”




  “It’s called ‘you have a concert tonight, and you need to function’.”




  He didn’t want the pill. He never wanted the pills. Just like he didn’t want the party the night before. He knew he would swallow the pill even though he didn’t want it. He had a concert tonight. He did indeed need something to help him function. With a sigh, he popped the pill in his mouth and washed it down with the entire bottle of water. He felt a little better washing the saltwater and sand out of his mouth.




  He turned and looked at the row of houses behind him, getting his bearings and finding his own blue bungalow. He hadn’t wandered too far away this time.




  “They’re all gone,” Cain confirmed.




  For the first time, Steve looked at him. Cain took the term Hipster to an all-new level. He wore a navy suit with all the edges trimmed in white, making him look like a cartoon drawing. He also wore a red and white checkered shirt buttoned to the neck, horn-rimmed glasses, and black gauges in his ears the size of nickels. Steve wondered when he’d grown the soul patch and thought it looked like Hitler’s mustache had moved a few inches south.




  “Who are all gone?” The water he’d consumed started to make him feel better, or maybe the little blue pill, and his brain began to lose some of the haze of the hangover.




  “The people who were there last night.”




  “The groupies you invited?” He started walking, knowing that Cain would follow. “I told you I didn’t want a party.”




  “It’s the Fourth of July, and you’re Steven Slayer, lead singer and lead guitarist of Abaddon. You throw parties. Wild parties.”




  He wanted to rail and scream, but the pounding in his head prevented him from doing anything more than quietly saying, “I don’t want any more parties for a while. I need a break.”




  He felt out of breath, walking through the shifting sand. His side ached terribly. He thought he might need to get it looked at. Even as these thoughts flitted through his tired mind, the pill started working its magic. By the time he walked up the steps to his patio, past the fire pit that still smoldered, and entered his house, he forgot about the pain in his side.




  A team of cleaners worked on the final touches from cleaning up after the party. There was no telling how early they had arrived to have the house in this perfected condition at dawn. His floor shone. The big white circular couch gleamed. The glass dining room table sparkled. He couldn’t even tell he’d had a mass of groupies there the night before, and at this point, he didn’t care anymore. Framed gold and platinum records lined the walls in place of any personal photographs. He walked barefoot across the tile floor and headed straight for the large stainless-steel refrigerator in the kitchen. Someone had already restocked his supply, and he pulled out a cold green bottle of his favorite beer. He drank most of it before he made it to his bedroom.




  Black sheets covered his circular bed that sat on the platform. On the wall above the bed sat a giant framed painting of him playing his guitar done all in reds and blacks. For some reason, a suitcase sat open on the bed. He frowned at it then remembered he had a show tonight. Obviously, Cain had left him a message that he needed to pack. He belched at the suitcase, then laughed at the hilariousness of the action as he sauntered into his bathroom.




  There, he stripped his damp jeans off. While he loaded his toothbrush with toothpaste, he stared at his reflection in the mirror. His normally green eyes stared back at him, red-rimmed and pale gray. His dirty blond hair hung in a tangled mass to his shoulders, and several days’ growth of a beard gave him a barbaric look.




  He hated himself. He knew it, but occasionally the thought surprised him. As the beer and the pill brought on a mild buzz, he shot his reflection the middle finger before stepping into the steaming shower. He tossed his empty beer bottle in the general direction of the small trash can and jammed the toothbrush into his mouth.
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  “Dude, where are we going?” Chaz Acker, Abaddon’s drummer, threw himself into the white leather seat next to Steve on the record label’s private jet. The rest of the band filled the other seats and the long couch that covered half of the cabin. Faux mahogany paneled walls with brass accents made the cabin feel luxurious and inviting. A uniformed flight attendant closed the double doors to the cockpit, bringing the two halves of the record label’s logo together. After securing the door, she went to the bar and began preparing the band members’ drinks of preference. The first-class sized seating faced both front and rear, lending the small cabin an illusion of space.




  “Don’t know. Don’t care.” Steve opened his eyes and looked at Cain, who sat in a chair facing him. “What’s this gig on the Fourth of July, man? I’d rather spend my day on the beach and wait for the fireworks.”




  “It’s a benefit concert.” Cain looked up from the book in his hands. “They sold out the Giants’ stadium. That place holds over eighty thousand seats. This is a big deal.”




  Steve’s heart fell into his stomach. “San Francisco Giants?”




  “The very same.”




  “Benefit for what?” asked Eli Malcolm, the Jamaican keyboard player. He lifted a perfectly rolled marijuana joint to his lips and licked the paper to seal it. His dreadlocks stood up at crazy angles all around his head.




  “No smoking on this plane. You know that. No excuses. And does it matter? Eighty thousand seats.” Cain picked his book back up and added, “Something for sick kids. Not positive. Whatever.”




  Steve’s pulse rate felt very skittish, and his vision started to tunnel. As cold sweat broke out over his whole body, he thought, a children’s benefit concert in San Francisco? What kind of cruel joke is this? Maybe the god everyone was always babbling about really did exist after all. If so, it looked like that deity had set him up for a severe ironic butt-kicking, revenge for all of his wrongdoings, maybe.




  Eli lifted the joint to his lips and held the flame of his lighter up to the end of it, smirking in Cain’s direction. As soon as it started burning, Steve reached out and snatched it from him. He took a long drag on it before passing it back to Eli, then leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes, holding the drug-infused smoke in his lungs as long as he could before slowly exhaling.




  As his limbs started to tingle, his heartbeat slowed, and sweat cooled his body. He must have dozed because he woke up as the plane’s tires hit the ground with a loud chirp. For a moment, he felt complete disorientation, then he remembered.




  San Fran. Concert.




  “What time do we take the stage?” asked Anton Ramirez, the band’s rhythm guitarist. He had short black hair that he kept shaved close to his head and a black pencil-thin mustache on the edge of his lip. He wore his standard black leather pants, black turtleneck, and black boots. On a silver chain around his neck hung his Baphomet amulet of a snake eating its tail, forming a circle that went around a pentagram containing the image of a ram’s head.




  Cain stuffed his book into his bag. “Curtain up at eight-thirty.”




  The band’s bassist, Adolf Judge, ran his hands through his long blond hair and scrubbed at his full beard. With his beard and Scandinavian features, he looked like a crazy Viking. He had changed his name from Adam to Adolf on his eighteenth birthday. “Dude, I’m starving.”




  “We’ll have dinner at the stadium.” Cain turned his phone on as the plane taxied. “Caterers should have a nice spread laid out by the time we get there.”




  Steve sat up and unbuckled his seat belt. “I have an errand to run.”




  Cain stared at him for several seconds before checking the time. “You’re scheduled to be on the stage in four hours.”




  As soon as the flight attendant had the door open, Steve pushed himself to his feet. “See you at the stadium.”




  “Where….”




  Chaz, Steve’s best friend since fifth grade, put a hand on Cain’s arm. “I’m going with him. We’ll see you at the stadium.”




  Simultaneously annoyed that Chaz had intervened and relieved that he would not have to go alone, Steve gave his best friend a short nod. Chaz knew, and Chaz had his back.




  “Don’t be late,” Cain said. “You have one hour. One. Hour.”




  Steve stole a glimpse of Chaz’s profile as they walked across the tarmac. “You don’t need to babysit me, man.”




  Chaz spun a drumstick in his hand like a baton. He stood shorter than Steve’s six feet, with red hair and a red goatee. His green eyes looked at his best friend with a sober expression. “I kind of do, bro.”




  Steve stopped walking and patted his pockets. “I don’t have any….”




  “It’s all good, bro.” Chaz slapped his hip. “I got some cash. We’ll catch a cab.”




  Twenty minutes later, the two men stood in the cemetery and stared at the polished marble headstone. Steve fell to his knees in front of it. As shaky as he felt, his hand was steady as he traced his fingers over the words.




  GRACE SLATER




  BELOVED DAUGHTER




  The wail came out of Steve’s soul, and he found himself face down in the grass with the tombstone at his head.




  “I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry,” he whispered, over and over again as the drugs mixed with the grief and made his body feel like the earth spun faster and faster around him, until he gripped the grass with both hands, afraid that the force of the spinning world would throw him off the face of the planet.
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  Bill Rhodes watched as Francis Dawkins slid from the driver’s seat of the church van and walked across the gravel toward him. He slipped his hands into the pockets of his black denim jeans and smiled a cold smile. Few people could pull off the clandestine nature of Francis working as a youth pastor at some megachurch while recruiting ripe teens seeking a real master to serve.




  Rorschach patterns made of sweat had formed on his light blue linen shirt. After spending the night aboard the overly air-conditioned tour bus, he relished the heat of the sun as it thawed him out. Looking up, he could almost detect the line of brown smog over the city of San Francisco as it battled with the El Niño currents.




  “Frankie, my man,” he said. He let his eyes wander over the crowd of teenagers piling out of the van. “Looks like business is good.”




  The summer breeze blew a paper bag along the empty railroad tracks. Overhead, carrion birds squawked as they flew in a circle, watching the lifeless body of a groundhog about a hundred yards away. He always met his network at a designated railroad crossing. Most only knew him as “Railroad.” Francis, a childhood friend, served as one of the few exceptions.




  “Welcome home, brother,” Francis Dawkins replied. “It’s been too long.”




  “This cat never comes to San Fran. In all my years with him, this is the first time,” Bill replied. “What’s the mission field like?”




  “Ripe for the picking, my man.” Frankie laughed. He gestured to a black-haired woman in a tight gray halter-top. “This here is, no kidding, Jezebel. She’s a student-teacher at a local high school, and she is brilliant at plucking ripe fruit.” Jezebel stepped forward and slipped under Frankie’s arm. “We owe a large portion of our congregation to her.”




  Bill picked up her hand and stared into her gray eyes. He could see the sluggishness of her pupils, and some of the attraction he felt for her faded. “This life is so much more intoxicating when you experience it sober,” he murmured, turning her hand and running a finger over the tattoo of a contorted railroad symbol that he found on the inside of her wrist. “Why don’t you get that way then come see me in a few hours? Frankie here will know where to find me.”




  She inhaled with a shaky breath and licked her lips. “Yes, Father.”




  “Good girl.” He puckered and placed cold, dry lips atop her tattoo, imitating a kiss, then released her hand and passed Frankie an envelope. “Here are the tickets to the concert. We’ll meet for worship at sundown.”




  “Looking forward to it.” The men shook hands and embraced. As Francis guided the students that he’d brought with him back to the church van, Bill met the eyes of one of the boys. Immediately, he felt a connection with a kindred soul.




  “Frankie,” he called out. When his friend jogged back up to him, he gestured with his chin. “Who’s that boy in the white short-sleeved shirt?”




  Francis showed all his teeth when he smiled. “He’s the one I e-mailed you about. My greatest disciple and a recent journeyman acolyte. The power in him is almost palpable.”




  “I should spend time with him while I’m in town.”




  “I was hoping you’d want to.”




  “I’ll make time tonight. Send him with Jezebel. I’ll talk to him after.”




  “You got it.”




  Excited energy ran up and down Bill’s spine as he watched the group drive away. He felt like something amazing approached unseen, crouching just over the horizon. His fingers felt tingly, his eyesight twitched. He hurried back to see to his tasks so he could prepare for his visitors.
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  Journeyman Acolyte Charles Galton spread his arms wide and lifted his face to the sky, soaking in the rays of the sun and letting the voice of Steven Slayer and the music of Abaddon wash over him. Frank had secured VIP tickets for himself and the six acolytes. They’d convinced their parents and peers that they attended the concert only to see the insipid Harmony Harper. Once there, they used the VIP restrooms to change into clothes more suitable to their worship.




  Like many others, Charles wore black leather pants and a black tank top. They had taken turns using henna to paint satanic symbols on their arms and necks. Charles wished he could get permanent tattoos, but even Frank chose to use the clandestine washable ink. For now, what they did and how they did it must be kept secret. Charles longed for the day when they could come into the light and wear the mark of the beast on their foreheads. Around his neck, he wore a silver amulet, much like the one worn by Abaddon’s Anton Ramirez.




  Standing here, in this stadium, surrounded by the metal band’s fans, he felt like he could just let loose and let the inner animal inside of him escape. As he danced, he screamed. He chanted. Above all, he offered tribute to his master. The music washed over him like a force of nature, like ocean water, like wind. It lifted him. He felt like he was floating.




  His body and soul hummed with pleasure as the music filled the stadium. His head started to move in rhythm to the beat, and soon he found himself right in front of the stage, headbanging in time with every pulse. He felt something inside of him come to life as he fisted his hands and screamed with bliss.
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  “Ten minutes, Miss Harper!” The stage manager pounded on Harmony’s door. Three hours earlier, the same stage manager had ushered her below the stadium to this green room that had an attached bathroom. The green paint on the cinder block walls had begun to fade and peel in places, but she had access to a full-length mirror, a shower, and a lighted makeup mirror. The varnished cement floors felt cool beneath her feet. Someone had laid out a beautiful fruit and cheese buffet on a table against the wall. She and Dee had gorged themselves on crusty sourdough bread and local California cheese until she thought she wouldn’t fit into her stage outfit.




  “Thank you!” she replied. Seconds later, she enjoyed a break from the sound of the bass thumping through her every pore as the metal band which had taken the stage ahead of her finished their set. She felt incredibly thankful for the several feet of concrete ceiling that had separated her from the loud music and wondered how people in the audience could stand the cacophony.




  As Harmony double-checked her appearance, she tucked her white tank top into her white jeans and adjusted the wide sparkling purple belt on her hips. Slipping on purple wedge heels, she shot up several inches in height. The thin soles did little to shield her feet from the cool floor. The ends of the purple scarf tied around her head mixed in with the strands of hair painstakingly curled by the stylist. Tilting her head around, she confirmed that her makeup still looked good an hour after having it applied, and she just touched up the lipstick. She turned to her aunt Dee, who sat on the brown leather couch. “How do I look?”




  Dee smiled and stood, walking toward her. “Like a pop princess, but with more clothes on.”




  Knowing that those words meant something different coming from her aunt than if they had come from her brother, she shuddered and said, “Don’t let Franklin hear you say that.”




  Dee put her hands on her shoulders. “Hey, as long as you are listening to the voice of the Holy Spirit and you are where He would have you to be, Franklin’s opinion is not what you should concern yourself with.” Despite the makeup, she framed Harmony’s face with her hands, her rings clinking against Harmony’s purple hoop earrings. “But heed my warning, child. Stay on the path. Don’t let this world you’ve entered influence you. You are the light that shines in the darkness. Make sure the darkness doesn’t overcome you.”
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