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INTRODUCTION
 
 
 
I hate God.
Same goes for His kid.
The very name of His boy makes my scales crawl. That’s why I convinced the inhabitants of this parallel world to call him by his middle name. Granted, Eli is almost as obnoxious. But at least I can hear it without retching. I do miss the joy of people using his other name when they’re mad or cussing over something—nothing gives me as much pleasure as hearing my Enemy’s name associated with hate and pain. But losing that bit of happiness is a small price to pay. After all, compromise is the name of the game. 
At least my game.
And don’t get me started on his followers which I hate almost as much as I do him. True, there are plenty of them who serve me better than my own street team—especially the ones who use religion to get into your face. I love the fact that every generation has its Pharisees—the ones who know their Book backwards and forwards and use it to spew judgement on anyone who disagrees. Yes sir, nobody helps my PR campaign against the Enemy like the devout. Not the ones He’s transformed; I’d destroy them in a nanosecond if I could. Seriously, they’re such a pain. No, I’m talking about the ones who quote the words of the Book, but are clueless of its Author. Who follow His every letter, but know nothing of His friendship. Those who try to change people from the outside with His rules, instead of from the inside with His love.
Okay, enough chatter. If you haven’t guessed my name by now, you’re an idiot and not worth telling. In the future, you’ll hear plenty from his misguided minions. Each will have their own diaries talking about their times with him. Not that I’m worried. They’re all losers. If you don’t believe me, check their bios:
 
—Maggie, the all-school sleep around, 
—Pete, a jock with a bad case of foot-in-mouth disease,
—Tommy, the downer,
—Martha, the servaholic,
—Judas, who I personally have the highest hopes for. 
 
And the list goes on. But this first diary is mine so pay attention because there will be a test at the end. And, trust me, the results will go on your very permanent record.
I won’t bore you how the Enemy brought Eli into this particular world. It’s pretty much the same as He’s done in all the others—pregnant virgin, born in a barn, worshipped by migrant workers who claimed to see angels, and finally three foreign dignitaries who drop by to kick start everything with weird gifts. 
Forget all that. Ancient history. 
Today is a new day with new opportunities…







Chapter One
 
 
 
Ahhh, the first day of school. One of my favorite times. Such fear. Such anxiety. A virtual playground for someone with my skills. If I’ve failed to ruin your summer, I can at least get inside your head and steal some of your peace. One of my specialties.
Eli’s no exception. The kid’s got issues. Maybe not your garden variety of: “Seriously, a zit, now? There!” or, “I can’t believe I got Mr. Preston for Advanced Algebra, he’s such a Nazi.” But Eli’s definitely under pressure. So I figured why not amp it up a little by getting the jump on him while he’s still asleep. 
Dreams. The Enemy doesn’t let me do much with them. Just your occasional nightmare or sleep paralysis thing. But if I plant just the right suggestion and let you take it from there, well, sometimes I get lucky and can really mess up your morning.
I leaned into his subconscious and whispered, ever so quietly, “Better keep a low profile this year. You really can’t stop jerks from being jerks. Don’t want any blowback to bite the family. Remember what happened to your dad?”

The last thought was totally unrelated but, as you’ve experienced, there’s plenty of artistic freedom in dreams.
The good news was he took the bait. He began remembering his dad in bed at the hospital from a few weeks back. Little sister, Tabitha sat next to the man. Eli and his younger brother, Jimmy, stood beside their mom who held the fussing baby and looked a couple decades older than she was. I’d really put her through the ringer. And, believe me, I’d barely started. 
“You gave us quite a scare,” she was saying to her husband.
He chuckled. “But I’m back.” He tousled Tabitha’s short, sandy-colored hair. “Can’t get rid of me that easily.” Tabby looked up at him and grinned. I hate it when she does that. The kid worships her parents. Not to worry. She’ll be a teen soon enough.
The brothers were more serious. Jimmy is thirteen and a real looker. Blue eyes, thick, black hair. In the next few months he’ll realize what a babe magnet he is, which I’ll obviously use to my advantage. The fact that he’s jealous over Eli is a definite plus.
And finally, the star of our show…Eli Shepherd.
As far as physical descriptions, I’m happy to say there isn’t much to look at. Average this, average that. Truth of the matter is, besides his lean, six-foot frame, you couldn’t get any blander. Something he and the Enemy dreamed up before he was born. Said they didn’t want to distract from their message. But they are distracting. Big time. Maybe not with his looks, but with that sickeningly big heart of his. Seems he’s always looking out for the underdog. And not all Boy Scout-ish. I’ve seen him throw a punch or two—if not physical, then verbal—but never for himself, always for some poor mouth breather. 
And fun? The dude loves to laugh. No matter how serious someone takes themselves, he uses that great irony of his to get them to see the big picture. Unless the big picture is serious. Or tragic. Then he’ll just sit beside them, keep his mouth shut, and quietly ache with them. 
Yeah, the wrapping paper ain’t much to look at, but inside, he draws people like flies. Another reason I hate him. 
Mom continued her lecture. “The doctor said no stress and absolutely no work for the next six weeks.”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ll give him two.” Dad chuckled again and turned to the brothers. “You boys are going to have to take over the shop for a bit. You good with that? Might get crazy with surfing finals coming up.”
Perfect. More worries. School…parents…and now, work. The more the merrier. Which made it a good time to switch topics.
“How ‘bout the chicks this year?” I whispered. “As a junior you can start hitting on those cute, naive underclassmen. Especially the ones that hung around the shop this summer. Don’t deny it. You know why they were there. Everyone thinks you’re adorable. Why let all that charm go to waste?” 
Images of the girls flickered in his head. Unfortunately, they were all sweet and smiley. Definitely not the ones I wanted. 
Note to self: Work harder to get him onto those porn sites. 
I tried another approach…
“What about Morgan? You know she’s got the hots for you. Been trying to get alone with you for months. You managed to shine her on this summer, but now you’ll see her every day. Talk about opportunities. With all the pressure you’re under, you deserve some sort of release.”


A scowl crossed his face.
“You can’t stay a virgin forever. Just imagine those lips against yours, her firm body pressed against—”


His scowl deepened and he turned his head.
Alright, too much, too soon. We’ll get to that another time. After all, sex is another one of my specialties. Not the heart-giving-to-heart version; that’s the Enemy’s invention. Mine’s the selfish, if-it-feels-good-do-it variety.
I focused back on his pressures and responsibilities. That always works on the conscientious type. “Your Father, your real One, says you have to be perfect. One slip up, the tiniest infraction, and it’s game over for the whole flippin’ world, for all the people you supposedly love.” 
Was that a groan I heard? Excellent. I went after it:
“No one can be perfect? Especially these days. The burden’s too great. Save the world? One person to pay for everybody’s failures? Nobody can bear that responsibility. Give it up. Give it up now and enjoy. I’ll provide you with unspeakable pleasures if you just—”
That’s when the car horn blared and Eli’s eyes popped open.
I hate it when the Enemy interferes like that. When it comes to those He loves, He never plays fair. But that’s okay, I’ll wait. The day is young and, as you’ll see, there’ll be plenty more opportunities.
Eli threw off the covers and staggered out of bed. 
More honking.
He had no time for a shower, and one look in the mirror said a brush would be useless. So he slipped on some pants and searched the floor for a tee-shirt—‘til he remembered Mom had been through the room on a search and rescue mission the night before. He finally found one, in a drawer of all places, threw it on, and stumbled down the steps to the kitchen.
It was the usual morning mayhem…
 
—Mom holding the crying baby on her hip while running the blender and scrambling eggs,
—Little Tabitha spinning pirouettes in the center of the room, 
—Jimmy inhaling his third bowl of sugar coated somethings, 
—and Dad staring down at his plate of dry toast and pitted prunes. 
 
As Eli swept into the room, Dad looked up. “Son, you’ve gotta save me from this.”
“Doctor’s orders,” Mom said as she turned off the blender and poured her husband a nice big glass of broccoli and celery juice.
More horn honking.
“That Judas?” Dad asked.
“Yeah, his parents bought him a decked-out Mustang for his birthday. He’s picking me up.”
“Not until you eat something.”
“Mom?”
Jude kept right on honking.
“Even the horn sounds expensive,” Dad said.
“He’s waiting.”
“Sit,” Mom ordered.
“But—”
“Sit. Cereal or scrambled eggs?” 
“Or juice.” Dad motioned to his glass. “Always willing to share.” 
Eli sank into his chair. “Eggs, please.” 
He felt his phone vibrate. No question who it was. Jude had money which meant he pretty much got what he wanted whenever he wanted it. A major plus for me. The rich ones are the easiest targets. But Eli wouldn’t pick up. Some family rule about no phones at the table. Talk about backwards.
I leaned into his mind. “C’mon,” I whispered. “One quick text under the table. Tell him to chill. No one will notice. You’d be doing the neighbors a favor, giving them some peace and quiet.”
Okay, I’ll admit, as far as temptations, that was pretty lame—which explains why he swatted it away like a fly. But I wasn’t worried. Like I said, the day had barely started and I was just warming up. 
So, as the horn kept honking, the baby kept crying, and Tabitha kept twirling, Eli gave a weary sigh and waited patiently at the table. Being sixteen wasn’t easy no matter whose son you were. 



Chapter Two
 
 
 
Eli raced across the lawn, more weeds than grass, to Jude’s rumbling convertible—a fire-red beast with all the trimmings. 
“Well look who decided to join us,” Jude shouted over the pounding sound system.
“Sorry, guys.” 
Because Pete, an All-American jock, rode shotgun, Eli threw his backpack into the back and climbed in next to Tommy and some new kid.
Jude dropped the car into gear and shouted over his shoulder, “Eli, meet Brent. Brent, Eli.”
“Hey,” Eli said.
The new kid, a major stoner who’d already medicated himself to face the day, somehow managed a nod.
Eli returned it and leaned over to Tommy, “How’s it going?”
“Awful.” Tommy managed to cough and sniff at the same time.
“Allergies acting up?” (Tommy’s allergic to everything).
He gave another sniff. “If I’m lucky.”
“If you’re lucky?”
“I think I’m developing a new strain of cancer.” (Tommy’s also a hypochondriac).
“Tough break,” Pete said. “Course, everybody needs a hobby.”
The guys laughed. No one ever believed Tommy. If pessimists saw the glass half empty, Tommy didn’t even see the glass.
“How’s football?” Eli called to Pete. “Ready for next week’s game?”
“Coach suspended me for a couple days,” Pete said. 
“What for this time?”
“I punched out some kid.” 
“Again?” Jude said.
“Hey, he’s the one who made a crack about my haircut.”
Eli just shook his head. 
Pete continued. “Didn’t hit him hard. But I guess I kinda busted his nose.” He shrugged, then changed subjects. “So, did you guys get any this summer?”
Of course, no one did, but that didn’t stop everyone from lying. Well everyone but Eli. Try as I might, I could never get him to join in those conversations. He never sounded superior or judgmental, but he never participated, either. 
Fortunately, that didn’t stop the others from taking jabs at him. After they’d gone the rounds, Jude called back to him. “So, Eli, you telling me you went all summer without getting anything?” 
“What about Morgan?” Tommy gave a longer than usual sniff.
Eli shook his head.
Brent mumbled, “Not a single chick?” 
“What about guys?” Pete asked.
More laughing which, for the record, I loved. Any time I can get you people to dishonor another, I’m in—well, not Heaven, since I’ve been forbidden access, but, at least a nice, time-share in Maui.
 They were just coming up to the school when Pete pointed to a car full of girls waiting at the light. “Check it out,” he said. “There’s Stacey!” 
 Jude nodded, revved the engine for a little growl, and glided in beside them. “Hey, hey, hey,” he shouted. “What’s up, Stacey?”
Stacey Miller, a Kardashian wannabe, sat in the front passenger seat with the window rolled down.
“Lookin’ hot, babe!” Jude called.
The hens in back cackled and giggled which Jude mistook for his uber-coolness. Jude thought everything was about his uber-coolness. Encouraged, he continued. “What say this year me and you get to know each other better, if you know what I mean?” 
More giggling as the light turned green and the girls started off.
Jude called after them. “Sound like a plan?”
Stacey stuck her hand out the window, offering the universal, single-finger salute.
“I’ll take that as a yes!” he shouted. 
Eli chuckled, “Still haven’t lost your touch, I see.” 
Jude shrugged. “Practice makes perfect.”
Two minutes later, they rounded the corner and pulled into Kennedy High’s parking lot. They slowed to a crawl since no one felt a need to step aside and Jude felt no need to hurry pass potential gawkers. He found two spaces and straddled them so no one would ding his car…which, of course, meant I’d inspire someone to key it before the end of the day.
The place swarmed with potential; nervous kids shouting, flirting, dissing—the Hanson boy taking his final hit of Johnny Walker (at least for the morning), the too-cool-for-school lung cancer crowd doing the same with their own brands of self-destruction, Paul and Becky holding hands making their declaration to the world, Jill and Jennifer doing the same, Gus Parker showing off his wrist-to-shoulder tatts (both arms), and Savannah Turner shouting at her German Shepherd for sneaking away from home and coming to school (while secretly wishing she could sneak away from school and come home).
“Bad dog,” she shouted. “Go home, Bruce! Go home!”
Bruce might have paid more attention if there weren’t so many smells to take in and tires to pee on.
Yes sir, for me it was a virtual banquet…all that fear and insecurity packed into one place. Each and every one of them secretly afraid they don’t measure up. And how could they, with all the media images I throw at them? Perfect hair, perfect teeth, perfect skin. And I’m not just talking about air-brushed bodies. I’m also talking air-brushed lives. All those so-called winners designed to make the rest of you feel like losers. It’s the perfect scam. The more I cram impossible standards into your little brains, the more I lower your self-esteem. And the lower your self-esteem, the more desperate you are to try and raise it by following other losers. 
Life’s little hamster wheel. Custom built for each one of you. Of course, the trick is to keep you dancing like puppets, filling your heads with so much false reality that you’ll never know the real thing. You’ll never know how much you’re loved by the Enemy. Yes, my pretties. Just keep dancing to my music. Just keep running the race that has no end. Because if you ever found out how much He adores you, I’d be doomed to failure.



Chapter Three
 
 
 
The first period bell hadn’t even rung and I was already enjoying success on an entirely different playing field. I’d gathered a sizeable crowd of fans to cheer on Julie Hanson, this year’s captain of the girls’ basketball team. But they weren’t cheering her on in a game. No. As a senior, who had the insecurities of a freshman, Julie was kicking the crap out of Maggie, one of my favorite victims. 
You see, underneath all that makeup, Maggie’s a real babe—just one of the reasons the girls hate her. But there’s so much more. The last few years I’ve beaten and scarred her up so badly, she doesn’t trust anyone. I hope you’ll appreciate the artistry involved in creating someone so broken—all the little touches, like sentencing her latest step dad to 30 years of prison for accidentally killing her mom with some bad heroine. 
Brilliant? Of course. 
But it gets better. After kicking her around foster homes in her early years, I’ve got her and her alcoholic grandmother stuck in a closet-sized, roach-filled apartment. And here’s the best part. Despite her tough girl armor, Maggie figures she’s totally worthless, so why not sleep with any guy or girl who takes an interest. Am I a genius, or what? She’s totally cornered, totally isolated, and if I play my cards right, by the end of the year, she’ll be totally dead. 
But, sad to say, every cloud has its silver lining. In this case it’s, you guessed it, Eli Shepherd. He had barely stepped into the hall before he spotted the cheering and jeering. Even after my little dream warning that morning, he chose to butt in. Granted, he hung back a moment to see if anyone would jump in to help, but since there were no takers…
“Guys, guys!” He pushed his way through the crowd that was anything but happy over its entertainment ending. Once he arrived, he tried separating them. “Julie, c’mon, what’s the deal?” It was hard pulling her away. What Julie lacked in intelligence, she made up for in strength. 
At last he got them separated, Julie breathing hard, Maggie bent over, wiping blood from her nose. 
“This skank,” Julie said, “she’s been hooking up with my boyfriend.”
Maggie fired back, “How’d I know? He never said.” And then, in vintage Maggie, she added, “Not my fault you can’t keep him satisfied.”
Julie leaped at her and they crashed to the floor. The crowd cheered.
Unfortunately, Eli just didn’t know when to quit. “C’mon!” He pulled Julie off her. “C’mon, now!” 
Julie got to her feet, then, as if her point hadn’t already been made, she gave Maggie a good kick in the ribs. “Whore!” 
“That’s right!” Janice, one of Julie’s posse shouted. 
“Slut!” Another yelled as Maggie rose to her hands and knees.
Julie came at her again but this time Eli blocked her. “That’s enough!”
“What do you care?” one of the guys shouted.
“She’s new,” Eli said.
“Tramp!” Amber, another posse member, added. 
Janice nodded and sneered, “She’s disgusting.” 
“Really?” Eli turned to her. “What about you sleeping with Heather’s boyfriend this summer?”
“Eew.” Janice made a face. “I’d never sleep with him.” 
To which Heather’s boyfriend replied, “Yeah, it was only once.”
Heather glared. 
The crowd, “ooo’d.” 
Eli turned to Amber. “And,” he paused, trying to remember her name.
“Amber,” she said, flipping her hair to the side in an obvious flirt.
He continued, “You never once told Derrick about your herpes.” 
Amber’s jaw dropped.
“Oooo…” the crowd liked this one even better. 
I loved where this was going and hoped to stir things up even more, but the bell rang. Much to my disappointment, the crowd turned and started off. As they did, Jude leaned to Eli and asked, “How’d you know, dude?”
Eli could only shake his head. Sometimes he was as mystified by his powers as anyone. 
“You haven’t seen the last of me!” Julie shouted back at Maggie.
“Bring it!” Maggie yelled. She looked up to see Eli reaching down to help her to her feet.
“You all right?” he asked.
She slapped his hand away using that colorful F-bomb you’re all so enamored with. 
“I’ll take that as a yes,” he said.
“I didn’t ask for your help.” 
He nodded as she struggled to stand.
“Leave me alone,” she said.
“Right.” He turned and started down the hall.
“I could have handled it, myself, you know!”
He just kept walking.
“You hear me?”
Without turning, he gave a wave of acknowledgment.
To which, Maggie, forgetting her weekly resolution to clean up her language, sent an F-bomb flying.
“Good luck with that,” another voice said.
She turned to see Norm, obviously gay, handing her books to her.
“What?” she asked, “He’s gay, too?”
Norm giggled. “Hardly. Eli’s just got these…ways.”
“Ways?”
He shrugged. “Think Peter Parker without the onesie.” He turned and headed the opposite direction. “Better hurry, girl. Don’t want to be late for class.”
Maggie stared—first at Norm, then she turned to watch Eli as he disappeared into a classroom. 



Chapter Four
 
 
 
Another thing I hate about the Enemy…He’s so sneaky. 
When I do something, it’s with a big splash so everyone knows and pays attention. But His work is so subtle, people don’t even notice. On the one hand, that’s good for me—getting people to question His existence because they don’t see Him showing off. On the other, it stinks because eventually, he always gets His way. 
The best I figure, His style has something to do with free will. A stupid concept, really. After all, He’s the big dude, He ought to make you people do whatever He wants. I would. But, no. Instead, He honors and respects you so much that, unless you ask for help, He’ll pretty much let you do your own thing…no matter how wrong it is. He claims it breaks His heart, but insists there’s a lot greater love in doing it that way than in forcing you to do the right thing like programmed robots. 
Whatever. The point is, I like bombs, big explosions—flashy and showy (although the effects may only be temporary). He leans more towards glaciers—slow, barely noticeable (but with results that last).
All that to say…what was supposed to take a day to break Eli, took nearly two weeks. Fine. If I couldn’t instantly destroy him, I’d wear him down: Go to school, work in the shop, do your homework, go to bed. Get up and do it all over again. And again. And again. Wash, rinse, repeat.
 But that didn’t stop me from throwing in a little Morgan action just to keep things interesting. Poor, dumb-as-a-stump, Morgan. All she could think about was Eli this and Eli that. Hooking up with Eli. Having children with Eli. Living happily ever after with Eli. He was her last thought at night, her first thought in the morning—especially when standing in front of the mirror wondering what to wear for the day. 
School was even worse. Pretending not to notice when they were in the same room. Accidentally sitting near him at pep rallies and assemblies. Hoping he wouldn’t hear her heart pound or her voice get high and quivery when they talked.
 To make matters worse, he was anything but helpful. No matter how she flirted, pouted, laughed, pretended to be angry, pretended to ignore him, he never seemed to get the message. Even when it came down to the ever-so-obvious, “I’m having such a hard time with chemistry and you’re so good at it; can we maybe meet up somewhere so you can help me?” 
As far as she was concerned, he was maddeningly, infuriatingly…oblivious.
 But of course, he wasn’t. It was just new and uncharted territory for him. He knew something had to be done, he just didn’t know what. Eventually, he asked to meet with her after school at the local Starbucks.
 Once he spotted her in the crowd—she’d been there twenty minutes early and saved a special seat for them—he sat down and joined her. 
“Thanks, for meeting with me,” he said.
 “No problem. What’s up? You want some coffee, I can get you some coffee?”
 “No, I—”
She started to rise. “You sure, I can—” 
“No, I’m good. Thanks.”
She waited breathlessly as he tried to find the words.
“Listen, Morgan, I just—” He held her eyes, having no idea the melt down he was causing. “I just want to make sure I’m not sending you, you know, any wrong signals or anything.”
 “Signals?”
 “Yeah. You know, like a guy girl thing.”
 “A guy girl thing?”
 “Right,” he took a breath and continued. “Like maybe I’ve been giving you the wrong impression.”
 “Impression?” She knew she sounded like a parrot, but repeating after him was about all she trusted her voice to do. 
 “Right,” he said. “Like, you know, like maybe I wanted to hook up with you or something.”
 “What?” She croaked. Then managed to sound incredulous. “No!” Then hopeful. “Do you?”
“No, that’s the point. It’s just that you, I mean you always seem to be saying or trying to…” He searched for the words.
“Me?” She scoffed. “You don’t think I’m interested in you?” 
“Well, I—”
She felt her face growing hot. “Why would you think that?”
 “It’s just…” he paused, trying not to upset her any more. 
 “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
“Right. It’s just, I mean the things you do—”
 “What I do? Like what? What are you talking about?”
 He swallowed. “Maybe it’s just me, but the other kids, they—”
 “Other kids?”
 “Some of them, they think, well they think maybe you have, you know, this thing for me.”
“Me?” She snorted. “For you?”
 “And I’ve kind of noticed—”
 “What?” She felt her eyes burning with moisture. “Why would you say a thing like that?”
 “I’m sorry, I just—”
 “You know, I find that pretty offensive.”
 “I don’t mean to—”
 “Not to mention sexist. Just because I’ve tried to be your friend—”
 “Right, I—”
 “Most of the girls think you’re all stuck on yourself, mister high and mighty. You’re telling me because I reached out, mostly out of pity, you think, I have a—”
 “I’m sorry, I’m just trying to—”
 “—a thing for you? Please.”
 She kept talking, trying to block the tears. “Me wanting to hook up with you?”
 “Well—”
“Unbelievable. Is that all you guys ever think about?” 
“Of course not, it’s just—”
“Un-flipping-believable.” She rose to her feet, grateful her legs were steady enough to hold her. 
 Eli also rose. “Are you alright?”
 “I’m sorry, I just find this real upsetting.”
 “I didn’t mean to—”
 “No, no, I’m okay. I just can’t believe—”
 “Morgan?”
 “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay.” She gathered her things.
 “Are you going to be all right?”
 “I can’t believe it.” Her voice was trembling. “You and me?” She looked away so he wouldn’t see the tears. “Why would you think such a thing?” But they wouldn’t stop. She turned and pushed her way through the crowd, wiping her face.
 “Morgan? Morgan…”
 And she was gone.
 Ah, the logic of romance. As if the two words had anything in common…logic and romance. Such tangled emotions. So jumbled and confusing that, if possible, it could even baffle the son of God.
Luckily, it didn’t stop there. That night the rumors flew. Phones lit up across town. Morgan had finally landed Eli. They’d done the deed in the restroom at Starbucks. She’d run home, crying. And there were pics to prove it. Of course, no one believed it, but that didn’t stop the posts and reposts. Social media…definitely one of my favorite pastimes. 
The following morning Eli couldn’t walk down the hall without heads turning and students snickering. Ah, the glories of gossip. Almost as much fun as murder. Sadly, not as bloody, but in some ways, more destructive. You don’t have to have a gun—just assassinate someone’s reputation with a few keystrokes. 
And now that he was finally on the ropes, it was time for me to make my move…



Chapter Five
 
 
 
Advanced algebra, one of the world’s great brain bruisers. Don’t blame me. You people dreamed that one up all by yourselves. Granted, it’s not as painful as calculus, but for the average intelligence, it’s enough to keep you worried. Especially if you’re in Mr. Preston’s class. Especially if it’s your first test of the year.
Meet Will Harper. Mega-rich, chiseled looks, this year’s ASB President—every girl’s dream and every guy’s cross-to-bear. Friendly, too. Think of him as the school’s golden retriever. All smiles, always eager to please, everybody’s pal. 
And all mine. Why not? With all he has going for him, there’s no way he thinks he needs the Enemy’s help. A perfect setup.
Of course, there are the home pressures. I’m not just talking about his dad’s new trophy wife. Seriously, what modern family doesn’t have a divorce or two or three. No, I’m talking about a dad who went to Harvard because his dad went to Harvard, because his dad went to— well, you get the picture. It went without saying, Will’s future was all mapped out. Will Harper, born and bred to be a leader of men—Dr. William Harper, or CEO William Harper, or, if I had my way, Senator William Harper.
The only problem was that ol’ Will wasn’t the brightest candle on the cake. And though he got plenty of mileage out of his charm and good looks, they weren’t much help in Mr. Preston’s class. Which explains the cheat sheet he had stuffed in his sock.
The quiz had barely begun before Will, who sat across the aisle from Eli, reached down to scratch his ankle—which didn’t itch until Preston was on the other side of the room. Unfortunately, that ankle was just a little sweatier than Will had figured, which meant the sheet was a little less cooperative, which meant it took a little more “scratching” to get it peeled away.
No problem. Will was a pro. He’d been a player since sixth grade. The problem came when the card, a different brand than he was used to, slipped from his cupped hand and fluttered to the floor between his desk and Eli’s. 
Eli saw it. 
He also saw Will’s concern. 
And they both saw something worse…Mr. Preston strolling in the front of the room, preparing to head toward their aisle. 
The boys traded looks. 
Eli watched Will’s concern turn to panic. He watched something else, too. His glimpses into the future didn’t come often, but when they came, they came fast, like quick cuts in a superhero action movie. And they always had just enough information for Eli to understand…
First, he saw Will and his real mom (Trophy Wife was at her yoga class). They sat in Principal Rossini’s office listening to the man lay out the cold, hard facts: 
“…keeping in mind that those in leadership are held to a higher standard. Consequently, I am afraid that we are faced with no other alternative than to remove you as our Student Body President.”
Will looked down. He tried to take it like a man, but it was obvious he was pretty torn up. 
Mom just blinked—hard to read her expression through all those Botox injections. 
Rossini continued. “And, of course, that means it will be on your permanent record.”
Beautiful, yes? To be honest, I didn’t see that one coming. But there was more…
Suddenly Eli was in Will’s dad’s library amidst all the law books, inlaid paneling and brass fixtures. His dad was a good-looking man. Basically, a silver-haired version of his kid. He stayed in impeccable shape thanks to the home gym, the personal trainer, and the dietician—a lovely young thing who swung by for “consultations” on nights Trophy Wife went out with the girls.
Will sat in a big leather chair across from his father’s desk, the knot in his stomach tightening by the second. In his dad’s hands was a letter from Principal Rossini. 
“Son, do you have any idea the embarrassment you’ve caused me?”
Will thought it best to keep quiet. 
“Do you?”
“Yes, sir,” he mumbled.
“No, I don’t think you do. And the college acceptance boards? You know what they’ll do with this?”
More mumbling, “Yes, sir.” 
“No, I don’t think you do. I just don’t understand, William. We worked so hard.”
Back inside the classroom, Eli watched as Mr. Preston continued toward their aisle.
Next Eli saw Will standing outside at his mailbox, tearing into a letter…reading it and slowly wilting.
Mr. Preston rounded the corner.
Now Eli was in Will’s bedroom, staring at the open mail on his desk. Their letterheads read: Princeton, Yale, and of course, Harvard. He didn’t have to read the contents to know what they said. All he had to do was turn around and see Will’s dead body swaying back and forth from the rafters.
That was it. No more visions. No need. With one quick move, Eli reached down and scooped up the cheat sheet just in time for Mr. Preston to spot him.
“Excuse me, Mr. Shepherd. What do you have there?”
Eli looked up as the teacher approached…as Will Harper let out a silent sigh of immeasurable relief.





Chapter Six
 
 
 
School was out. Jude, Pete and Eli trudged through the doors with the rest of the Kennedy High herd—Jude and Pete heading home, Eli grabbing a breath of air before going back in to join his fellow detainees…a situation the other two ribbed him mercilessly over.
 Jude shook his head. “‘Eli Shepherd: Wannabe Bad Boy.’ What’s next, you going to start a gang?”
 “Cool,” Pete said, “can I join?” It was supposed to be a joke, but with Pete you can never quite tell.
 “Be careful,” Jude added. “Detention is the first step on that slippery road to hell.”
 There were a couple more jabs before the guys headed off to Jude’s car. No one had noticed Maggie walking behind them listening. Truth is, neither did I—one of the many disadvantages of not being like my Enemy who is everywhere at the same the time. Like I said, He just doesn’t play fair.
 As the crowd thinned, Maggie found herself standing next to Eli, scanning the parking lot. 
 “Hey,” he said. 
 She ignored him and continued searching for Terrence, her sleepover of the week, who should be pulling up any minute in his clunker pickup. For the record, Terrence had no use for school…or work. But he found plenty of use for Maggie—particularly when it came to their after school, “extra-curricular” activities. Greasy hair, acne ravaged face, he definitely wasn’t her first choice. And she swore if he ever hit her again, he would be her last. But, you know what they say about any port in a storm? And, as far as storms, I’d whipped Maggie’s little life into a Category Four.
 But Eli just wouldn’t let her be. “How’s stuff?” he asked.
 She shrugged and continued searching for Terrence. Then, without looking, she asked, “Detention? You?”
 It was Eli’s turn to shrug.
“Hey, Eli? Eli!”
 They turned to see Will Harper loping toward them, all smiles with those perfect teeth and that perfect body. Maggie couldn’t help but swear in disgust.
 Will ignored her and continued talking to Eli. “What you did this morning, in Preston’s class. That was really chill.”
 “No problem,” Eli said.
 “Seriously, you saved my butt.” Before Eli could answer, Will spotted his group of A-Lister friends and headed off to join them. But not before turning back to him, “I won’t forget it, man.”
 Eli nodded, hesitated, then called, “Hey, Will?”
 He turned back. “Yeah?”
 “About school and your future and all… You know there’s a lot more to life than just being the best, right?”
 The always agreeable Will grinned, “Yeah, right, you’re right. So right. Hey, gotta go. Thanks again, man.”
 Eli nodded and Will was gone…just as Terrence pulled up; his truck running anything but smooth.
“Let’s go, Mag!” he shouted.
Ignoring him, she turned to Eli. “You never stop, do you?”
“What?” 
She motioned towards Will.
He shrugged. “I just get off helping people, that’s all.”
“Mag?” Terrence shouted. “Get them sweet cheeks over here.”
“Hang on!” Then, back to Eli she said, “Yesterday, I saw you give some Goth lunch money.”
“You did?”
She gave no answer.
“You weren’t supposed to see that.”
“One of the advantages of being an invisible non-person.”
“I just, uh, I had a little extra cash, that’s all.” 
“Maggie!”
Happy to change the subject, Eli called over to Terrence. “That’s some truck.”
“Piece of crap,” Terrence said. “I’m junking it and getting me a new Firebird.”
“Yeah?” Eli strolled over to him.
“Soon as I get me a job that appreciates my skills. Mag, let’s go.”
“Actually,” Eli nodded towards the hood. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. You just need to change the plugs.”
“Yeah, right.”
“I’m serious. Check out the one for the third cylinder, it’s cracked. Change it and you’ll be good.”
“How do you know that?”
“I uh, just check it out.”
Terrence gave a snort and turned to Maggie. “Come on girl, get that hot little butt over here.”
Suddenly, there was the screech of tires and the yelp of a dog. 
They turned to spot Bruce, the German Shepherd, lying on the pavement. 
All at once, I was feeling better. Things were looking up. 
Better than that, his owner, Savannah Turner had seen the whole thing. “Bruce!” She screamed, running toward him. “Bruce!” 
She arrived, dropping to her knees.
But Bruce wasn’t moving.
Benjamin Cho, the driver, leaped out of his little killing machine and joined them. “I didn’t see him,” he cried. “I swear to God, I didn’t see him.”
Other students joined them. A crowd started growing as Savannah sobbed, “Bruce…Bruce, don’t die.”
Eli started toward them, then hesitated. 
Maggie hung back with Terrence who seemed to enjoy the spectacle. 
Note to Self: Keep an eye on Terrence. He’ll come in handy.
Cho continued his blathering, “He came out of the blue. I didn’t see a thing.”
As Savannah continued her sobbing, “Bruce…Bruce…”
And Eli? True to form, he couldn’t stop himself. He started forward, looking for some way to help. 
Amber was the first one to spot him. “Eli?” Heads turned toward him. “Eli, can you do something?”
Savannah looked over to him, tears in her eyes. 
Norm spoke up. “Maybe you could, you know like pray over him or something.”
Savannah croaked, “Could you?”
Eli fidgeted. 
Excellent. The perfect trap. Snared by his own love.
Kids stepped back, making a path for him. He took the bait and came forward. He arrived at Savannah’s side and kneeled down to the mutt.
“Go ahead,” Brent said. “Do your Harry Potter thing.”
Eli looked up to him, then to the others. Everyone was waiting.
Time for me to step in. “Look at all those faces,” I whispered. “And the girl.”
He turned to Savannah. She stared at him, eyes filled with hope, face wet with tears.
“She’s had that dog since she was seven. Think of the joy you could bring her.” 


He was weakening. He reached out his hand, placed it on the dog.
“Excellent,” I whispered, “just think of the possibilities.”


He hesitated.



Time to sweeten the pot with a few audiovisual effects. I showed him an image where he was silently moving his lips in prayer and…
Voila! The dog gave a jerk and staggered to his feet. The crowd oo’d and aww’d as he began licking Savannah’s face.
“Oh, Bruce,” Savannah cried. “Bruce!” She turned to Eli and threw her arms around him. “You did it! You did it!” 
“Very cool,” Norm said as others in the crowd voiced their approval; congratulating Eli, patting him on the back.
Janice spoke in quiet awe, “You really are who they say you are.” 
Brent added, “Awesome, dude.” 
Others agreed. 
Beautiful. I’d done my work. I had him—until Eli suddenly turned the tables on me and thought: “No!” 
Poof! The vision was gone. We were back with the dead dog.
“Not yet!” he thought. “It’s not my Father’s timing!”
Alright. Fine. He wanted to go toe to toe? It would be my pleasure. “Yes, of course,” I whispered. “Your Father’s timing. Would you like to see the future Daddy has in store for you?”

Before he could answer, I hit him with everything I had…



Chapter Seven
 
 
 
I filled Eli’s head with images of his future…
He was thirty-something, wearing nothing but jockey undershorts and a torn shirt…as they dragged his beaten and bloody body down a dirt road by a rope around his neck. ‘They,’ meaning a couple dozen jeering men. Mostly rednecks. Beer bellies, muscle shirts, baseball caps—surrounded by beater cars and good ol’ boy pickups.
“I know this,” Eli thought. “This is my love offering.”
“Love!?” I laughed. “You call this love?”


I showed him a close up of his battered face complete with missing teeth. 
“You want love?” I said as I changed the image. “Then take a look at my version…” 
He was sixteen again. Sitting on a luxurious bed in a posh hotel. He wore clothes. At least for now. But not sexy Savannah. The beauty was barely dressed as she sat on her knees behind him, nibbling his ear, hands wrapped around his chest, unbuttoning his shirt.
“Wait,” he cried, “What’s she doing?”
She whispered into his ear. “Just showing my appreciation.”
He squirmed, trying to turn. “No, not like this.”
“Come on, don’t be shy.” 


“Savannah, please.” He managed to turn and face her.
“Not good enough for you?” I said. “Well, how about…”


I brought Amber into the picture; sultry, wearing even fewer clothes than Savannah.
“Hi, Eli,” she cooed as she climbed on the bed beside him.
“Amber…” he protested
“Shhh.” She pulled his face towards hers, murmuring through their pressed lips, “I want this as much as you.”
To finish the job, I added Janice, suddenly appearing at his other side—stroking his chest, helping Savannah peel off his shirt. “It’s finally time for a little fun, don’t you think?”
The girls giggled. 
“No,” Eli gasped. He tried pulling away from them. “I’ve come to help and serve you. This, this isn’t right.”
The girls pressed in, making it nearly impossible for him to resist. 
But, he did. “I’ve, I’ve come to give you life,” he stuttered, “not this.”


“Why?” I whispered. “When you can have them…and so much more.”
“I’m to take their punishment,” he argued, “so they can live with God. It’s my gift.”


“A ‘gift’ is it?” 
I brought him back to the jeering men. Only now he stood on the hood of one of the pickups, hands tied behind his back. The other end of the rope around his neck was being tossed up and over a large tree branch above him. 
“For a gift, they don’t seem to appreciate you very much.”


A big-gutted man in a wife beater’s shirt had climbed onto the hood. He grabbed Eli’s shirt and finished tearing it off.
More mocking and laughter from the crowd. 
“Don’t forget them undies!” someone shouted.
Big Gut obliged by pulling down Eli’s underwear to his ankles. The mob cheered.
Now Eli stood on the hood, stark naked, face and body covered in blood. The owner of the pickup thought he’d give him a little thrill. He revved the engine and jerked the vehicle backwards—not a lot, just enough to scare Eli by throwing him off balance. 
The crowd went wild with laughter.
 Eli shouted to me, “They don’t know what they’re doing!”



I sneered back, “You’re a fool! You want appreciation? Take a look at my version…”


 Suddenly he was backstage at the Staples Center in Los Angeles. He was dressed in tight leathers and a white, silk shirt open to the navel. The makeup girl was busy applying last minute eyeliner as the house lights went down. 
The crowd cheered in anticipation. 
 Music began, soft and building. 
The announcer’s voice shouted, “Ladies and Gentlemen!” 


 Thousands of cell phones began flashing.
 Eli took a final swig of water.
 The music continued to build.

“Direct from Ventura, California…Mr. Miracle Worker, Himself…Eliiiii Shepheeeeerd!!” 


 The music roared. Pyrotechnics lit up the stage. And the crowd went crazy as Eli stepped out into the blinding lights.

“No!” he screamed back at me. “NO!”…and the vision shattered. 
We were back in the school parking lot, the kids crowded around Eli and the mutt…as Eli withdrew his hand and repeated, “No.”
 Savannah turned to him, puzzled.
 “What do you mean, ‘no?’” Norman asked. 
 Eli shook his head.
 “Come on, man,” Derrick said.
 “You can do it,” Amber said. “I know you can.”
But Eli slowly rose, shaking his head.
The crowd murmured.
“What’s the deal?” Brent asked.
“I’m sorry,” Eli said, “I…” But it was too much to explain. He simply shook his head then turned and moved through the crowd back to the school.
“Jerk,” Derrick called after him.
“I knew he couldn’t do it,” Janice said.
Others agreed.
Was I disappointed? Of course. If I’d gotten him to play by my rules, it would have been a different game. None of this, “Saving the world” nonsense. You all, every one of you, would have to suffer for your own stupid mistakes. But this? It made no sense. What type of idiot would turn down all the world’s pleasures just so he could die for it? Totally illogical. 
Then again, so is the Enemy’s love.
Fortunately, I still had a few surprises up my cloak.
Unfortunately, so did He. 
Eli rounded the building out of everyone’s sight. He leaned against the wall to catch his breath. I suppose it was some consolation that I had at least worn him out. But then a look came over his face. It was that love thing again.
“No,” I thought. “Don’t you dare!”
The expression kept growing.
“No!” 


Then, completely out of the crowd’s sight, he raised his hand towards them.
“No,” I shouted. “NO!”

He closed his eyes and silently began moving his lips.
“No!” I screamed. “Do it my way! Not for them! Do it for me! For you! For OUR glory! Not this!”


But he wouldn’t stop.
“No, no, no, no…”


Until, on the other side of the building, I heard Amber’s voice cry out, “He’s moving! Savannah, your dog, he’s—”
Janice saw it, too. “He’s alive!”
Excitement rippled through the group. “He’s breathing… He’s okay… He’s alive!”
I watched with disgust as Savannah threw her arms around the dog and began crying—this time with tears of joy. The animal staggered to his feet and, once he got his footing, gave a good, hearty shake. The crowd clapped, cheered, glad the injuries weren’t as bad as they thought.
And Eli? Still out of everyone’s sight, he lowered his hand and took a deep breath. He had won. It had taken a lot out of him but he’d won. At least this round. 
Finally, he turned and headed into the building. No one had seen a thing. 
No one but Maggie. She had seen it all.



Chapter Eight
 
 
 
I love talking to Maggie. She listens to everything I say. Especially the parts where I tell her she’s such a loser. Hey, the Enemy’s Handbook doesn’t call me the “Accuser of the Brethren” for nothing. I’m a pro at getting you all to hate yourselves with feelings you don’t measure up. And Maggie was no exception. I just wish she would pay more attention when I tell her what she should do about it. I can’t even talk her into starving herself, let alone cutting. Sometimes she can be a real disappointment to me.
But now the Enemy was up to something. I didn’t know what, but I didn’t like it. Twice now, He’d arranged for her to see things about Eli that He’d kept hidden from others. The first was with that Goth Eli had given lunch money to. The second was healing that mangy mutt. I was hoping the hours she’d spent with Terrence afterwards would take her mind off it. But, no. It wasn’t even dark before she made some lame excuse and left for Eli Shepherd’s surf shop on the beach.
“What are you doing?” I demanded as she walked along the water. “He’s crazy. A holier than thou nut job!”


And when that didn’t work, I went to Plan B:
“You have no business hanging around someone that good. You’ll just ruin him. Like you do everything you touch. Maggie? Maggie, I’m talking to you!”


But this time she wouldn’t listen. The Enemy had obviously put something in her mind, and if I wasn’t careful, things could get messy. Fortunately, I still had a little roadblock I could throw in front of her. 
She was a hundred yards from the shop when the volleyball rolled to a stop at her feet. She turned to see a bunch of high schoolers at a net. One, probably a freshman, but still hot, was jogging towards her.
“Hey, Maggie,” he called.
She bent down and picked up the ball. “Who are you?”
He started to answer but was interrupted by older sister, Martha, an average looking blonde with just a little too much cream filling around the edges. “Lazarus?”
Too captivated by Maggie, he ignored her and asked, “Want to join us?”
“Us?” Maggie said.
“Yeah, we’re the youth group from Bethany Cathedral.” 
The kid was obviously interested, she could tell. But there was an innocence about him, too. “Might be fun,” I whispered to her. “Teach him the ropes.”


Before I could go any farther, big sister Martha joined them. She was a devoted worker for the Enemy. The bad news was she did a lot of good for a lot of people in a lot of places. A real pain for me. But the good news was she thought she had to do all that work to earn the Enemy’s love. Oh, she wouldn’t say it, but deep inside she figured the better she was, the more the Enemy would like her. 
And for me, that was another hamster wheel, a perfect win/win: 
 
—If she failed at being perfect…she was filled with guilt and thought the 
Enemy held a grudge against her. 
—If she won at being perfect…she was filled with pride and secretly judged others for not measuring up.
 
Such an easy target. Just keep the little servaholic so busy trying to please the Enemy that she has no time to love Him, no time to hang out with Him, no time to adore and be adored by Him. 
“Lazarus?” She joined her brother, snapping him back to reality.
“Oh, uh,” he cleared his throat. “Maggie, this is my sister, Martha. Martha, this is—”
“I know who she is,” Martha said. “What’s up?” She forced a smile, but inside, those judgmental wheels were spinning.
“I thought maybe she could, you know, join us.” He turned back to Maggie. “When we’re through here we’re going to have a bonfire and Bible study.”
“Bible study?”
“Yeah.”
Maggie scoffed, “Not my thing.”
“You sure?” Both girls could tell he sounded way too eager. (Guys, so transparent.) 
“Laz,” Martha said, “I really don’t think that’s something she’d be interested in.”
It was the truth, but Maggie and Martha both knew the real judgement going on underneath. 
Maggie, let it go. “I’m looking for Shepherd’s Surf Shop,” she said.
“Of course, you are.” The words slipped out before Martha could stop them.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Maggie said.
Martha shook her head. “Nothing. Sorry, I just…nothing.”
Maggie simply looked at her. If there was anything to like about the girl, she couldn’t find it. Martha held her gaze. The feeling was mutual. 
Of course, Lazarus didn’t catch any of this. (Guys, so clueless.) 
“It’s just down the beach,” Lazarus said. “Sure you don’t want to stay?”
“She’s sure,” Martha said.
“You got that right.” Maggie flipped him the ball. She was thinking of flipping his sister something else, but figured the chick wasn’t worth it. 
Instead, she turned and sauntered down the beach, smiling slightly when she heard, “Come on, Laz.” And then again, “What are you staring at? Lazarus, come on.” (Guys, so easy to manipulate.)
When she arrived at the tiny surf shop, Eli was outside sanding a board. He spotted her and pulled the air filter away from his mouth. “Hey, Maggie.” The smile caught her off guard. “What brings you down here?” 
“I, uh…” she tried holding his gaze but felt more comfortable glancing up the beach. “I saw what you did. Behind the school.”
He tried playing it cool, checking out the board, but he was busted and knew it. “Yeah? What’s that?”
“Most kids duck behind the school for a smoke. You hide there to heal dogs.”
“You, uh, you saw that?”
“Like I said, being invisible has its advantage—” She stopped, seeing Eli’s expression freeze. “What’s wrong?”
“No!” He ripped off his mask.
“Wha—” 
He broke passed her and started running up the beach. “No. NO!”
“Eli?” she called. “Eli!”
But he just kept running.
 
Ten minutes later, Eli burst through the house and into the kitchen. Dad was lying on the floor. His brother, Uncle Gary, was on his knees desperately doing CPR as Eli’s little brother, Jimmy, and Mom who was holding the crying baby, watched in terror. 
What was the Enemy doing now? Don’t get me wrong, I appreciated the fear and panic, but what was He up to?
“We were just having lunch,” Mom said, “when he collapsed.”
Eli stood there, not moving…as the baby continued screaming and Gary continued the CPR.
“Do something,” Mom cried. “Eli…”
They turned to him, but Eli didn’t move. It was obvious he was listening to the Enemy, but it was one of those private conversations they wouldn’t let me hear.
“Eli!” she cried.
Then, ever so sadly, he shook his head and in a quiet whisper said, “No.”
 “What?” Jimmy said. “What do you mean, no?”
Eli looked to him, then to his mother. He was as troubled as they were. But, again, he whispered, “No.”
“He’s your father!” Mom cried.
“I know.” His voice was clogging with emotion. “But…I can’t.”
Mom brought her hand to her mouth, tears spilling on to her face. 
“What do you mean, you can’t?” Jimmy demanded.
Eli turned to him, looking lost and confused.
So was I. The kid could heal some stranger’s dog but not his own dad? What was going on?
Moisture filled his eyes as he turned back to his mom. Her expression was pleading, begging.
“Do something!” Jimmy shouted. “We know you can. Do something!”
Eli lowered his head.
“ELI!”
He took a deep, unsteady breath, then moved towards his father. 
The room watched. 
He lowered to his knees. Gary stopped the CPR and waited. Everyone waited. But instead of reaching out his hand and laying it on his father, instead of praying over him, he dropped his head. His body began to shudder in silent sobs, but he did no more.
“Eli!” Jimmy yelled. 
He did nothing.
Uncle Gary pushed him aside, “Get out of the way,” and resumed working on the man’s chest.
Little Tabitha appeared in the doorway. “Daddy!” Before Mom could stop her, she raced into the room. “Daddy, what’s wrong?”
Jimmy reached for her, “Tabby,” but she slipped past him and arrived at her father’s side.
“What’s wrong with him?” She looked around the room, saw the faces, grew more frightened. She turned back to him. “Daddy, wake up! Daddy!”
Mom moved in. Holding the baby in one arm, she tried pulling Tabitha away with her free hand.
But the little girl would have none of it. “Daddy, wake up!” She turned to Eli. “What’s wrong with him?”
Eli looked over to her, unable to answer, until Mom was finally able to pull her away.
She started crying, “Momma, what’s wrong with him? Daddy! DADDY!” She tried breaking free, but Mom held her tight. 
As Gary continued pumping the chest…in what everyone knew was a futile effort to bring the man back to life.



Chapter Nine
 
 
 
Later that night, family, friends, and snoopy neighbors had gathered around the E.M.S. vehicle with its flashing blue and amber lights. Two uniformed attendants loaded Dad’s cold body into the back. Everyone was all weepy and broken up. 
Everyone but me. 
I’d tried a thousand times to draw him over to my side, but the man wouldn’t budge. In fact, the more I threw at him, the more he and his old lady dug in to follow the Enemy. Every time I pushed, they went deeper. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to figure all my pushing only made things worse. What is it with people like that? Once they’ve tasted the Enemy’s love, they just won’t listen to my common sense.
 Well, good riddance is all I’ve got to say.
 And Eli? Of all the friends and family, his heart was the most shredded. Not only had he lost his dad when he could have saved him, but he knew his whole family looked upon him as a traitor. That’s probably why he chose to watch the scene from the ridge above the house alone, all by himself. 
 Well, not exactly alone…
 Suddenly a bright, glowing hand, was resting on his shoulder. He turned to see his father standing beside him. Not the man’s body that was in the EMS. But the man’s spirit. Instead of freaking out or running off screaming, Eli threw his arms around him. His dad did the same. They hugged one another fiercely.
 Fighting through the tears, Eli finally spoke. “I couldn’t. I wanted, but I—”
 “I know,” his dad said, “It’s all right. I know.” 
 They pulled apart, looked into each other’s eyes, and fell back into another embrace. Eventually they separated and began walking along the ridge, looking down at the people and the flashing lights. 
Dad was the first to speak. “He said my job is finished. He said I can come home.” With a chuckle he added, “Guess you don’t need an extra Father getting in the way.”
 “But the shop?” Eli said. “Mom, the kids? I can’t do it by myself. I need your help.”
 “You’ll have better help than I could ever offer.”
 Eli nodded, taking a swipe at his eyes. The words didn’t stop the ache in his heart, but he understood. Finally, he slowed to a stop and looked back at his father. His voice hoarse with emotion. “I’ll miss you.”
 Dad gave a quiet smile. “It won’t be long.” Then he added, “and it won’t be easy, you know that.”
 Eli took a deep breath and nodded.
 “But we’ll be watching, rooting you on every step of the way.”
 “We?” Eli asked. 
 Dad just smiled. He looked over his shoulder and stepped aside so Eli could see. Behind him were thousands of glowing forms, people and angels, all smiling, all watching. They filled the yards, the street, even the hills around them.
 Astonished, Eli turned back to his father. But the man was no longer standing. Instead, he was kneeling before him, his head bowed. When he spoke, it was only one sentence: 
“It has been an honor, my Lord.”
 Awkward and uncomfortable, Eli reached down to help him up…then stopped, realizing the truth, knowing this is how it must be. A knot swelled in his throat. Silent tears streamed down his face. Then, ever so gently, he bent down and tenderly kissed his father atop the head—the Son of God blessing a dear friend and faithful servant.
 “You okay?”
 He looked up to see Maggie approaching, then back down to Dad. But the man had disappeared…along with all his glowing pals. 
 He turned back to Maggie, not knowing what to say.
She tried to help. “It’ll get better,” she said. “My mom went through plenty of husbands; it gets easier.”
Eli simply nodded. They turned back to the crowd below, as the attendants climbed into the E.M.S. “He was a great man,” Eli said quietly. “I’ll miss him.” 
The vehicle silently pulled away. 
“But not for long,” he said.
 “What?”
 “I have a few things to do first. But I’ll see him again.”
 “A few things to do?”
 Eli didn’t answer. 
She turned to him, waiting for more.
 He simply nodded. And, as they watched the E.M.S. vehicle disappear down the street, he added, “Buckle in, Mag. It’s gonna be one wild ride.” 
 She simply stared, having no idea what he was talking about. 
But I did. Because now I would have to throw everything I had at him…and his followers. Because if you bottom feeders ever learned how much my Enemy loves you, how He’d even kill His own son for you, then my cause will be lost. Yeah, I’ve read the end of His Book. I know I’m going down in flames. But if I can break His heart by taking as many of you with me as I can, I’ll at least have some satisfaction. 
But for now, I’ve got to focus on Eli and his buddies…one soul at a time.



 
 
 
Soli Deo Gloria
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Chapter One
 
 
 
Everyone betrays me. That’s just a fact of life, and why I trust no one. Because eventually they’ll mess me up—both figuratively and literally. That’s why I keep my heart to myself. And why I felt blindsided when my heart went out to someone else for a change. I’d call this ‘someone’ a friend, but that’s overstating things. He’s just this weird guy from school…Eli Shepherd. Sure, he’s been somewhat friendly to me, but that’s not so unusual. Most guys (the straight ones anyway) can get real friendly. At first anyway. But they just want a piece of, well, action. Because even though I’m new at Kennedy High it seems my ‘reputation has preceded me.’ It figures. But back to Eli—I wasn’t prepared to actually care about this dude or anyone for that matter. But somehow I got caught up in the moment.
For some reason, I felt compelled to go down to the Surf Shop yesterday. Okay, I just wanted to talk to Eli. He’d been doing so many weird things lately—I just wanted to know what was behind it all. At least that’s what I told myself when I walked down there. But it wasn’t long before Eli and I were interrupted by his brother totally flipping out, yelling for Eli to get into the house. And, fine, I took a hint and headed for home.
A few blocks away, I heard sirens blaring and honking—and a couple of EMT vehicles raced down the street. But when I saw them pull into Eli’s driveway, I turned around and went back. By then several curious neighbors were gathered on the sidewalk. And a tall surfer dude told me that Joey Shepherd had just suffered a bad heart attack.
“One of the good guys,” Surfer Dude said grimly. “Best surfboard shaper on the West Coast. Ya know him?” 
“Sort of.” I didn’t admit that I’d been dreaming of getting one of his boards or that I knew his son Eli.
“Man, it’ll be a bummer to lose him.”
“Do you think he’ll die?” I asked.
“I heard it’s pretty bad.” Surfer Dude shook his head. “And he’s got all those kids too.”
After a while, Eli and his weirdly large family emerged from the house, clustering together in the front yard. They were all sobbing and hugging, and it didn’t look good. After a few more minutes, the paramedics wheeled out a gurney. I couldn’t see much through the crowd, but Surfer Dude nudged me. “Looks like he didn’t make it,” he whispered. That’s when my heart betrayed me by softening. I felt bad for Eli.
But when I tried to express some concern, which was pretty awkward, Eli seemed sort of preoccupied. I mean he was obviously sad—I could see tears in his eyes—but it was like he was distracted. He told me he had ‘things to do,’ which made no sense. What was there to do? I mean besides cry or scream or kick something? But as the EMT truck slowly drove away, with no lights or sirens, Eli turned to me with a strange expression. He told me to ‘buckle in,’ and that it was ‘going to be a wild ride.’ 
Okay, I get that he was probably in grief—maybe even in shock—but even so that was a pretty bizarre thing to say. I really didn’t get it. But then again…Eli is an oddity. No one really gets him.
The next day, not to be out-weirded by weird Eli, I decided to do something else totally out of character. I used some cardboard and felt pens to make a sympathy card. Then I ‘borrowed’ some flowers from a neglected planter outside of our decrepit apartment complex and walked them over to Eli’s place. But the closer I got to his house, the stupider I felt. And that’s when I heard that voice—the one that plays through my head sometimes. I’m sure it’s just me, being all negative and hopeless, but I call it the voice of doom.
You’re such a loser! Are you seriously going to knock on his door? Hand over those lame tokens of sympathy? And then say what? You’re pathetic, Maggie! Do you really want him to laugh in your face? You should know better!


I was about to chuck my snitched blooms and beat it when I saw Eli wave to me from his yard. Realizing there was no turning back, I put on my brave front, which I’m pretty good at, and continued toward him like this was completely normal. 
“I know this is kinda lame.” I handed over my sad little gifts. “But I just wanted you to know someone cares.”
“Thanks.” He stared at the card and flowers with such intensity. Like I’d handed him the keys to the castle. Finally, he looked back at me. “This means a lot to me, Maggie.”
“Well, uh, I know what it feels like to lose a parent,” I mumbled.
“I know you do.”
I blinked then tried to conceal my shock. How could he know that? But, really, why should I be surprised? Eli was always doing and saying weird stuff. It’s just his way.
“Do you miss your mother a lot?” he asked.
I shrugged, trying to act natural. “Well, not like when I was little. I guess I got sort of used to it. You will too…in time.”
His eyes lit up. “And I’ll see him again too.”
I waved a hand. “Yeah, right. If you believe that religious bunk.”
Eli seemed to study me closely. But not the way most guys look at me, running their eyes up and down, smirking in ways that always makes me feel naked…and later ashamed. Eli stared straight into my eyes, like he was trying to see something in there. Looking so deeply I felt worse than just naked—I felt exposed clear down to my soul. And I didn’t like it. 
“Maggie,” he spoke quietly, “what would your mom do if she could see you now?”
“What do you mean?” I shoved my hands into the pockets of my cutoff jeans, fighting the urge to swear at him.
He tilted his head to one side with a hard-to-read expression. “What do you think she’d say to you?”
“Just what are you getting at?” I suspected he was about to lay into me about my skanky reputation. Not that I’ve ever heard him get down on anyone else before. But something about Eli always feels like he’s got all the answers up his sleeve—and yet he holds back like he doesn’t want to play his cards. It’s confusing. Instead of answering, I just glared at him, wishing I hadn’t attempted to do something nice.
“I just wonder, Maggie. Would your mom be happy for her little girl?” 
That did it! “First of all, I’m nobody’s little girl,” I snapped. “And second of all, my mother was a junkie who didn’t give a—” I stopped myself from using a foul word. “My mom didn’t care about herself or her little girl.” I wanted to scream that my mom died of a freaking heroin overdose—and that her poison had been supplied by my dear old dad, who’s now doing time in Salano. Instead, I locked eyes with him. “But you probably knew that too. I suppose everyone in this neighborhood knows all the dirt on me by now.” I shook my head, wishing I’d never met this jerk and hating myself for getting pulled in. “So much for a fresh start at a new school!” I growled.
“A fresh start?” His brow creased like he wasn’t sure what I meant by that.
“Yeah.” My tone grew snarky. “Is English your second language? A fresh start is like a do-over, a clean slate. Duh!”
“Something deeper than just a make-over?”
I rolled my eyes at him.
“Because I don’t think you can really change the outside of your life without changing the inside, Maggie.”
For no rational reason, I wanted to slap him hard or spit in his face. I wanted to scream and swear and lash out. To let loose all the anger bursting at the seams inside of me. But I kept my hands in my pockets, balled into tight fists, and I simply glared daggers at him. And without saying another word, I turned and walked away. 
Forget Eli! I don’t know why I let myself care about him in the first place. Note to self: don’t do it again! But as I stormed back home, I could hear that voice of doom again, laughing at me.
I told you so, loser. Maybe next time you’ll listen.
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