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​​Note from the Author
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· · ·

Dear Reader,

If you like creepy, supernatural, and/or dark thematic elements in your fantasy stories, keep reading – this book is definitely for you.

But if you’re like me, and you prefer milk chocolate over dark, watch scary movies through the slits of your fingers, and/or require the occasional minor (or major) spoiler to get through difficult chapters, we need to have a little chat before you turn the page.

Look, I’m not going to sugarcoat this: this book has some dark themes. I’m talking “slow-brewed Colombian black coffee without a drop of cream or sugar” dark. Possible triggers include: 


	Death

	Depression

	Alleged S.A.

	References to murder / suicide

	Animal death (off-page / zero suffering)

	Elements of horror

	And, worst of all, sexist douchebags



If that’s not your typical cup of sweetened tea – especially when you’re so used to reading my prior books, most of which have relatively light themes and decidedly happy endings – I totally get it. Set down this book and go snag The Little Morsel instead, which is possibly the most light-hearted and darling little tale you’ll ever read. My feelings won’t be hurt, I promise.

BUT.

If you’re feeling brave and adventurous and want to try pushing your own boundaries, I promise you this: there is light at the end of every dark tunnel. And this story, like all of my others, will have a hard-fought happy ending – as well as a payoff that I truly believe will make the difficult scenes worth it.

So if you’re still here for this, go flip on all the lights, wrap yourself in a warm, weighted blanket, and settle in for what I promise will be one of the most unique tales you’ve read in a long, long time. I’ll be right there with you in spirit, holding your hand (maybe a little too tightly for comfort) and yelping at the occasional creepy moment.

Happy reading. You’ve got this.

[image: P3587#yIS1]
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PART

I

· · ·
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​​Friends in Low Places
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Five-year-old Elliot Whitman wasn’t like the other children at St. Nicholas of Myra Orphanage for Wayward Youth. He didn’t play Jacks or tug on girls’ pigtails with the rest of the boys; nor did he hit rocks with sticks and call himself Mickey Mantle. He preferred to wander off on his own, speaking only when spoken to. While the other children made a beeline for the rusted playground choked by overgrown weeds, where they would dream of swing sets with intact chains and smooth slides that didn’t leave flakes of peeling paint embedded in their bottoms, Elliot chose to stay inside and play quietly on his own. He didn’t daydream about the nice couple with a spotted dog that might one day bring him to their big house with a white picket fence, and a soft bed that was all his own – a stark contrast to the squeaky bunk bed he had to share with Ralph, who often had night terrors and wet himself so frequently the underside of his mattress was permanently stained.

Elliot was lying underneath those very stains now, dressed in his play clothes. He clasped his hands over his growling tummy, impatiently waiting for the lunch bell. Ignoring the honied sunlight streaking through the barred windows, his gray eyes darted to the clock on the far wall. He hadn’t yet learned how to tell time, but he knew that when the two hands pointed straight up, it would be lunch time. Unfortunately, the big hand was still pointing at the windows, which meant he had the better part of forever to wait. 

Sighing, Elliot pushed himself off his groaning mattress, then plopped down beside Mariela and Kimberly, the only other children in the otherwise vacant dormitory. They were sitting at one of the two wooden play tables, pouring themselves imaginary tea from an imaginary tea set. 

“Hello,” Mari greeted him as he sat beside her. “Would you like one or two lumps of sugar with your tea?”

“Two,” he answered. “And a ham sandwich, if you have one.”

“I just so happened to make a plate of peanut butter and banana sandwiches,” Mari’s big sister Kimmy said with a rather prim tone, handing him an imaginary plate. Nine years old and the oldest of the three, she often took it upon herself to play Mother, though she’d never known her own.

“You don’t have any ham sandwiches?”

Kimmy rolled her eyes at Elliot. “You’ll eat what I make and like it.”

“Fine,” he grumbled, taking the invisible sandwich from her. He crinkled his freckled nose as he took the first bite. “You could have at least cut the crusts off.”

“I did! See?”

He followed her finger to the pile of imaginary crusts that had been tossed into the imaginary waste bin. “Oh, okay.” He took another bite, chewing thoughtfully. “Do you have any Ovaltine? My mommy always made me Ovaltine with—”

“Elliot!” a shrill voice called, making him jump.

He scrambled to his feet, hiding his make-believe sandwich behind his back as a wide-eyed nun appeared in the doorway of the boys’ dormitory. “H-Hello, Sister Maggie.”

Ignoring him, she gaped at the two girls, who were still casually sipping tea from their imaginary teacups, her wide eyes lingering on their puffed sleeves and the white pinafores they wore over their pressed powder-blue dresses. “Where in the world did you two come from?”

Constance, the sternest and oldest of the nuns by at least a decade, appeared in the doorway beside her. “What’s he done this time, Sister Maggie?” 

When the young woman didn’t answer her, Constance’s eyes trailed back to Elliot, narrowing sharply, and her lips pursed together like a wrinkled prune. She planted her fists on her narrow hips. “Mister Whitman, you know better than to bring young ladies into the boys’ dormitories. Such transgressions are wholly uncouth in the eyes of the Lord, not to mention...” Her voice trailed off as she, too, took in Kimmy and Mari’s strange attire. “What in the world...?”

“I know girls aren’t ‘sposta be in the boys’ dorms.” Elliot shrugged one sheepish shoulder. “But Kimmy and Mari can’t go anywhere else.”

Constance’s frown deepened. She leaned over to Maggie and whispered, “When did these two arrive? Father Isaac never mentioned anything about—”

Whatever she was about to say next was derailed by Maggie’s ragged gasp.

Constance whirled back around to find the air around the two girls shimmering like a mirage. Their perfectly-pressed plaid dresses, which she could have sworn had been powder-blue moments ago, were now coal-black. And not just their dresses – their smocks, their shoes, the blue ribbons that had been tied in their blonde pigtails – everything they wore was now black as pitch. The nun vigorously rubbed at her eyes, trying to clear her vision.

But the strange sight didn’t disappear; it only worsened.

Tendrils of smoke unfurled from the girls’ blackened clothes and bodies, imbuing the room with the acrid stench of singed hair. Their skin, once creamy white, was now scorched, and their flesh was falling off their bones in charred clumps.

Maggie let out a shrill, blood-curdling scream while Constance clutched the cross at her throat, struggling to remember the words to The Lord’s Prayer, which she had recited twice a day for the last sixty-eight years, but now had somehow failed her completely.

“Bye, Elliot,” the older girl waved at him, her tiny hand reduced to nothing more than blackened ligaments and bones.

“Bye, Kimmy,” Elliot waved sadly. “See you tomorrow.”

And then, in the blink of an eye, the girls were gone, though the stench of death lingered in their wake.

Maggie hadn’t realized she’d been screaming until Father Isaac slapped her smartly across the face, making her teeth clack together painfully. Her hand instinctively went to her stinging cheek, while her rounded eyes flew back to Elliot, who was once more seated at the table, casually chewing on his imaginary peanut-butter-and-banana sandwich, swinging his feet back and forth as he impatiently waited for the lunch bell to sound. 

· · ·

“Tell me again what you both believe you saw,” Father Isaac said, rubbing his temples with his fingertips, “and this time, one at a time, please.”

Maggie and Constance simultaneously broke into shrill, overlapping explanations, forcing him to once again clamp his hands against his ears. 

“Enough!” he shouted. 

The nuns’ mouths snapped shut in unison.

Isaac rose from his chair, still massaging the growing ache in his temples as he made his way toward the large wooden cross beside the window. After brushing a moth from the corpus’ thorny crown, he gazed out the window at the Whitman boy, who was listlessly sitting on the playground’s single good swing, scuffing his heels in the dirt. Like a school of fish circumnavigating a shark, the other children had formed a wide circle around the rusted swing set and the strange little boy that occupied it, as though their instincts had warned them of what their conscious minds had yet to understand.

“Father,” Maggie said, rising to her feet. 

“Speak, my child,” Isaac sighed, though he didn’t turn to look at her.

“Father, you must send him away,” she urged, wringing her hands. “Something dark lurks in that boy – something I fear not even the Lord himself can cleanse.”

“Watch your tongue, Sister Maggie,” Isaac chided. “Hysteria is no excuse for blasphemy.” He ran a hand through his thinning white hair, disquiet pitting in his stomach, before retrieving a mint-flavored Rolaid from his pocket and popping it in his mouth.

“But, Father, she’s right,” Constance implored. 

Isaac arched an eyebrow at her uncharacteristic impudence.

“He is the son of perdition, I am sure of it! The signs are all there: deception, illusions, denouncing the word of God—”

“It’s true!” Maggie nodded fervently. “Why, just the other day he openly refused to thank the Lord before the evening meal!”

“You must cast him away, and quickly, before he can harm anyone else!”

“Anyone else?” Isaac interjected, turning around to face them. “As far as I know, Elliot Whitman has not harmed anyone at all. When I arrived at the boys’ dormitory, all I found was a lone child plugging his ears against the screams of two hysterical women wailing about ghosts and evil spirits!”

“But Father—” Constance started.

He held up a hand. “This is what happens when worldly books are allowed into the convent. Just yesterday, I found Sister Jeanette reading from a...a...” the priest lowered his voice to a disparaging whisper, as though he were speaking an obscenity in polite company, “...a fiction book instead of bible verses.” Isaac shook his head, muttering to himself, “The woman was deceived and thus became a sinner...” He cleared his throat. “I want you both to go meditate on the Pauline epistles, and when you feel you have fully regained your composure, we can examine the negative influences that have led you both astray, starting with those poisonous fiction books that I told you to dispose of weeks ago.”

Maggie opened her mouth to argue – after all, she hadn’t been concealing worn paperbacks of long-haired, shirtless men in the Lord’s Book during Sunday Mass – but Constance put a firm hand on her elbow, silencing her. 

“Of course, Father,” the older woman cut in, shooting the novice a sharp look. “We will meditate on this and ensure those iniquitous books are properly disposed of.”

“Very good.” Isaac nodded, returning to his desk to jot a note in his leather bound journal of sermon ideas. He waved his free hand toward the door. “You may go.”

Constance grabbed Maggie by the sleeve, tugging her into the hallway as the headmaster’s door clicked shut behind them. Before Maggie could get a single word out, Constance clapped a wrinkled hand over her mouth. “While Satan has clouded Father Isaac’s judgment, the Holy Spirit has filled me with clear vision on this matter.”

The younger woman let out a long, muffled sigh against Constance’s palm. “Oh, thank Heavens,” she mumbled, the words partially smothered.

After wiping her hand on her robes with an appalled grimace, Constance quickly made the sign of the cross, kissing the crucifix dangling from her neck once she had finished. “Come. There is only one thing to be done at a time like this.” She gripped Maggie by her slender wrist, leading her down the hallway and back toward the boys’ dormitories.

“And wh-what’s that?”

“In dire moments, the Lord may permit evil in order to draw forth some greater good.”

“I don’t understand,” Maggie fretted, jogging to keep up with the surprisingly spry old woman.

Constance stopped abruptly, her expression darkening into a fearsome glower as she met Maggie’s wide-eyed expression. “Sometimes, the only way to vanquish evil is by means of a greater evil.”
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​​Case Closed
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Lilah glanced at her watch, groaning inwardly, then withdrew another sour gummy worm from the crumpled baggie in her pocket to tame her growling stomach. She should have been back home scarfing down leftover pizza with her father over an hour ago, but Virginia Dobson, her last witness of the day, appeared to be as talkative as she was easily distracted. Lilah took a deep breath of lilac-infused air to take the edge off her impatience, grateful for the warm spring weather despite the darkening creep of evening.

The middle-aged woman sitting across from her frowned, and not for the first time that afternoon. “I’m sorry, Detective, but how old did you say you were?”

“Uh...” Lilah faltered as she dusted the residual sugar from her fingers and onto her jeans. “Nineteen?”

“Are you asking me or telling me?”

“...Telling?”

The woman’s frown deepened. “That’s a little young to be a detective, isn’t it? And a lady detective at that!”

“I’m sort of a special case,” Lilah explained – or rather, deflected. This wouldn’t be the first or last time she would be grilled on her age or appearance by one of her case subjects. “Anyway, Mrs. Dobson, if we could just get back to last Tuesday, the night of April twelfth... Now, you mentioned seeing a woman in a yellow jacket standing on the corner of Eighth Street and Pine – do you remember what you were doing and what time that was?”

“I remember exactly what we were doing – trying to get out of the crazy weather! Snow and thunder all at once, can you imagine? And I remember the time, too, because I turned to Mr. Dobson and said, ‘No respectable young lady should be standing alone, in the freezing rain, at ten o’clock at night!’”

“Elizabeth was a grown woman – not exactly a ‘young lady,’” Lilah interjected mildly.

The wrinkles in Mrs. Dobson’s forehead deepened. “To an old lady, everyone under the age of fifty is young, which makes you practically a baby! Now where was I...? Oh, yes. I had just started marching over there to tell her how unseemly she looked when a man in a white Miata pulled up to talk to her.”

Lilah jotted that down in her notebook excitedly. “You’re absolutely certain it was a Miata?”

“I am, because Mr. Dobson sighed and said, ‘If only the Postal Service paid me enough to afford that new Mazda MX-5 Miata,’ and I elbowed him in the ribs and reminded him that even if they did, I was still waiting on the diamond tennis bracelet he promised me on our honeymoon thirty-nine years ago!”

“A Mazda MX-5 Miata?” Relief washed over Lilah like a warm fleece blanket. This was the big break in the case she had been waiting for. “Oh, Mrs. Dobson, I could kiss you right now!”

The woman let out a harrumph. “Well, I’m not sure what exactly I did to deserve that, but I’m happy I could help. Anyway, after she got in, the car peeled away so fast, she’d forgotten her jacket on the sidewalk.”

“I wonder why?” Lilah frowned. “Did you happen to grab it?”

“Of course not. It was freezing cold outside and my dress was already soaking wet! Now if there’s nothing else, I’ve got a pot roast in the oven and Mr. Dobson gets cranky if I let the edges get too crispy.” She rose to her feet, turning to go, then stopped. “Is she alright? The girl in the yellow jacket, that is?”

Lilah hesitated, then smiled. “I’m sure she is.”

Mrs. Dobson nodded once, looking thoughtful, then turned to walk away. As she did, her tailored blazer and matching pastel skirt dissolved into ashes, along with the rest of her. Lilah watched as her witness returned to her resting place beneath the soil, finally letting go of the breath she felt like she’d been holding for the past week. It immediately condensed into a swirl of icy crystals that rose into the darkening sky.  

A red-winged blackbird landed on a nearby gravestone, cocking its head in her direction.

Sighing, Lilah reached into her pocket, retrieving a pink-and-green gummy worm, then tossed it to the bird. It deftly caught it in its beak, then flew away without so much as a grateful trill.

“You’re welcome!” Lilah sarcastically called after it.

After zipping up her jacket against the returning chill of November, she rose to her feet, lacing her fingers high above her head to stretch out her lower back. Far more than the living, the dead loved to talk – even when they had long forgotten they were dead.

Sighing, she walked over to a pile of crunchy leaves where she’d propped the fancy gold watch she’d discovered while searching for her biological mother three years before. It had a shiny, royal blue dial with four smaller sub-dials embedded within, which gauged everything from the time of day, to the month, to the lunar cycle, to the calendar day – a true perpetual calendar watch. Because objects that touched her skin were immune to temporal distortions, Lilah would always remove the watch when combing through time to make sure she was exactly “when” she needed to be – down to the precise second, if necessary. Once the watch had properly re-synced with the current day and time, she replaced it on her wrist, beside the old analog watch her father had given her for her sixteenth birthday. Combined, she could always figure out what day and time it was, both inside and outside of her “chrono-bubbles” – as her father had dubbed them.

Brittle leaves and frozen dirt crunched beneath her Converse sneakers as she made the short trek back to the forest-green station wagon Sheriff Reid had generously gifted her after its previous owner failed to pick it up from the impound lot. After sinking into the driver’s seat and slamming the door behind her, she took a moment to admire the last vestiges of the crimson sunset dipping below the grove of willow trees that lined the cemetery. Having just lost their leaves to the frost, the slender branches looked ghostly and pale – like icy phantoms lying in wait. Lilah loved the sight of them, because they reminded her of her two mothers: Marie, the woman who had adopted her out of the love and kindness of her own heart, and now rested beneath them, and Willow, the teenage girl who gave birth to her, then disappeared shortly after. 

There was a time when Lilah blamed herself for her biological mother’s abrupt disappearance, believing she – or rather, her time-altering seizures – had been the cause. It wasn’t until Lilah stumbled upon Willow’s missing bones in the middle of the forest that she had learned the truth, simultaneously solving a sixteen-year-old cold case. Because of Willow’s own testimony, Lilah was able to help Sheriff Reid track down the killer that had murdered her young mother, thereby cutting short his growing list of victims. Fortunately, she and Reid had been able to scrape together enough physical evidence for the case to be successfully reopened and sent to trial. 

This case, on the other hand...

Lilah sighed as she started the car, rubbing at the wrinkle that had appeared between her furrowed brows. For this case, all she had was the testimony of a dead woman, and that wouldn’t be enough to bring Elizabeth Simmons’ murderer to justice. Security cameras hadn’t yet been installed in the outskirts of Butte, Montana in 1990, so Lilah would have no way of digging up footage of the Mazda MX-5 Miata Mrs. Dobson had spoken of. But Sheriff Reid would have access to vehicle registrations for the State of Montana and would almost certainly be able to pull up the name of its registrant. And once she had the owner’s name, all Lilah would have to do was go chrono-digging around the address on record, looking for the remains of Elizabeth Simmons that had yet to be found.

You are a veritable genius, she commended herself as she turned out of the long cemetery dirt drive and onto paved asphalt. This has got to be one of your best ideas yet!

· · ·

“This has got to be one of your stupidest ideas yet!” Lilah’s father snarled, slamming an empty pot on the stovetop.

The self-satisfied smile that was tugging at the corners of Lilah’s mouth abruptly went lax. “What do you mean, stupid? It’s brilliant!”

“Brilliant?!” Stanley Quinn rolled his eyes as he stabbed the can-opener into the family-sized can of Chef Boyardee he was clutching as though he had a personal vendetta against canned ravioli. “‘Don’t mind me, Dad,’” he sang in a high-pitched voice as he violently cranked the knob of the rusty can-opener, “‘I might be just the teensiest bit late for dinner tomorrow night after I go poking around some serial killer’s house looking for skeletons in his backyard!’ ‘Oh, sure, Li!’” he answered himself in a deep, fatherly tone. “‘That’s no problem at all, and if you happen to get yourself murdered in the process, I’ll give Reid a courtesy call so he knows you’ll be out Monday morning!’” He dumped the contents of the opened can into the pot, oblivious to the tomato sauce he’d splattered across his plaid shirt.

Lilah rolled her eyes as she gathered a handful of paper towels from beside the sink and started blotting at the stain on his shirt. “It is my job to solve crimes!”

“No, it is your job to talk to dead people so Reid can solve crimes!” Stanley barked, snatching the paper towels from her so he could belligerently scrub at the worsening stains. “And he will readily echo those sentiments!”

“But I’m a detective!”

“No, you are an honorary detective who has yet to complete actual detective training!” Lilah opened her mouth to offer a snappish retort but Stanley steamrolled right past her. “You don’t even carry a gun! What are you gonna do – sweet talk a murderous psychopath into submission?”

At that, Lilah crossed her arms and gave him a pointed look.

Stanley stared back at her, dumbly, before mumbling, “Oh...right.”

“I seriously doubt a baby or a pile of bones could do much damage to me.” Lilah directed her attention to the bowl of crisp, red apples resting on the counter, which immediately turned into a pile of stinking slop. 

Stanley tried and failed to suppress a shudder. “You know I hate it when you do that.”

The festering mound of rot transformed back into six waxy apples, one of which Lilah took a zealous bite from. “And I hate it when you treat me like a kid!” she retorted between angry chomps of apple. “I’m not some toddler with seizures anymore, Dad! I’m an adult and I can look after myself!”

The vein in Stan’s forehead bulged.

Lilah braced herself for the forthcoming explosion, only to find a manic grin unfurling across Stan’s face instead.

Her eyebrow arched. “Uh, Dad...? Do I need to call Dr. Kreuter?”

“Oh no, I’m fine, just fine...” Stan’s voice was cheerful as he wiped his hands on a towel, then strode across the kitchen to where the phone was hanging on the wall. “But I do wonder what Jace will say when I tell him the love of his life is planning to break into yet another cold-blooded murderer’s house...”

Lilah’s face blanched of all color. “You wouldn’t.”

“Oh, wouldn’t I?” Stan’s grin was teetering on vicious as he started casually punching in Jace’s number, which he knew by heart.

“Dad, don’t you dare!” 

“Don’t I dare what?” he asked, the question sopping with innocence. “I’m just calling my dear buddy, Jace, whom I’ve missed terribly since he left for UW—”

“Dad,” Lilah growled, “if you rat me out to my own boyfriend, I’ll...I’ll...”

Stan’s finger paused over the last digit. “You’ll what?”

“I’ll—ugh!” she groaned, knowing full-well she’d been beaten. “Fine! I’ll let Sheriff Reid know what I found out and let him decide next steps. Happy?”

“Good girl.” Stanley nodded, then punched in the last digit of Jace’s number.

“Dad!” Lilah shrieked, lunging for the phone.

“I’m not ratting you out!” he shouted, spinning out of her grasp. “I’m just—oh hey, Jace!”

“Dad, give me the phone!” Lilah hissed. 

Stanley ignored her. “Nope, she hasn’t done anything stupid—yet.” He gave his daughter a pointed look. “I was just calling to see how the game went! Uh-huh... No kidding!” He grinned widely, then clasped a hand over the receiver. “He hit a homer against the Beavers! A pitcher, hitting a home run! It’s almost unheard of, unless you’re Mike Hampton! And because of that, they won, four-zip!”

“I know!” Lilah snapped. “Will you please give me the phone?”

He held up a finger. “So, who are you playing next week? ...The Ducks? Oh man, you guys are gonna cream those suckers!” Cradling the phone between his chin and shoulder, Stanley went back to stirring his canned ravioli, grinning from ear to ear. “I know! I can’t believe how spotty their pitching has been this season! They really need to bring back Martinez. ...Wait, he got in trouble for what? No kidding!” He let out a low whistle. “I didn’t even know you could smoke that!”

Lilah sank into the nearest kitchen chair, groaning into her palms. Still, the tiniest hint of a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. Three years ago, Stanley had searched for any and every possible excuse not to like Jace, the boy Lilah had secretly loved since elementary school, and who had secretly loved her back. Most of the time, he’d found himself grasping at straws as Jace proved, again and again, that he was a truly decent young man despite the hardships he’d endured at the hands of his checked-out mother and alcoholic stepfather.

Last fall, when Jace went off to college at the University of Washington, Lilah wasn’t sure which of them had been more distraught – her or her father. With no love to be found at his own house, Jace had found a home at the Quinn residence. Even though she’d never admit it out loud, especially when her father was hogging her boyfriend to himself, Lilah couldn’t be happier that Jace and Stanley had forged their own special relationship over the years.

After all, as far as Lilah was concerned, there was nothing sadder than a child raised without love.
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​​Red Cross, Through Shield
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The minute and hour hands on the clock were both pointing straight up when Elliot was shaken awake in the middle of the night, a firm hand pressed against his mouth to stifle a yelp.

“We’re going to go on an adventure,” Maggie whispered, hushing him. “But you have to be very quiet or you’ll spoil it. Can you do that for me?” 

Wide-eyed, Elliot nodded. 

“Good boy.” She withdrew her hand and ushered him out of bed. “Don’t worry about changing into your day clothes – you won’t need them where we’re going.”

Half-lidded and yawning, Elliot followed the nun out of the boys’ dormitory, his bare feet plodding against the cold tile. He cast a quick glance over his shoulder at Kimmy and Mari, who were once again seated at the play table, their make-believe tea cold and untouched. A striped column of moonlight shone through the barred windows, illuminating their crestfallen faces as they waved goodbye.

“Bye,” Elliot whispered.

Hand clamped over her mouth to suppress a burgeoning scream, the nun hastened her step, making the sign of the cross as she did.

Constance was waiting for them outside the rusted front doors of the orphanage, clutching the keys to Father Isaac’s Ford station wagon in one hand while fingering her rosary with the other. “Get in,” she urged Elliot, quietly opening and closing the car door for him. 

He climbed inside, rubbing his eyes tiredly as he lay down across the back seat to go back to sleep.

Maggie hurried over to the passenger side, holding her breath as she shut the door behind her as gently as possible. “The demons were back,” she muttered to the old woman under her breath. “Both of them. Just sitting and... watching.” She hugged herself, shuddering. “As soon as he stepped through the doorway, they disappeared, just like before. Oh, Constance, what if he summons them right here, inside the car?” 

The old woman made a sharp gesture for Maggie to lower her voice, stealing a glance at the sleeping boy in the rearview mirror before turning over the engine. Both women winced at the noise, but the orphanage windows remained dark; miraculously, no one else had awoken. After slowly backing out of the long dirt drive, which was surrounded by shadowy evergreens, Constance turned the car onto the main road, steadily picking up speed. The dark silhouettes of soybean fields, silos, and cattle fencing went whizzing by like a hastening blur, while the street lights that illuminated them became fewer and farther between.

“His parents – both young and healthy – died in their sleep,” Constance murmured to Maggie. “They never were able to figure out the cause.”

Her younger accomplice clenched her trembling hands in her lap, muttering the Prayer Against Every Evil under her breath.

“Where are we going?” Elliot mumbled from the back seat, his head cradled in the crook of his elbow.

“It’s a surprise.” Constance tightened her already-white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel. “You’ll see when we get there.”

When the car turned onto the highway twenty minutes later, following the signs for White Pine Hollow National Forest, Maggie darted an anxious look over her shoulder, half-expecting a squadron of police cars to be following them.

By the grace of God, the road was completely dark.

Her eyes fell on the little boy who had curled into a ball in the back seat, fast asleep. The passing streetlights cast him in intermittent stripes of light and shadow, his features vacillating between cherub and fiend.

Maggie suppressed another shudder as she turned back around in her seat. “We’re doing the right thing...aren’t we?” she asked, rubbing her thumb in small circles around the wooden cross she wore around her neck.

Constance gave her a curt nod as she turned onto the unmarked, seldom-used service road that led deep into miles and miles of untouched forest. “The Lord took no pity on the Prince of Darkness, and neither will we. Just as it was necessary to cast Satan from Heaven, we must defend this place from the dark one’s iniquitous agenda.” She nodded again, this time to herself, firming up her resolve. “The Lord redeems the life of his servants; none of those who take refuge in him will be condemned.”

“Amen,” Maggie whispered.

· · ·

Elliot jolted awake an hour or so after he’d fallen asleep, rubbing the fresh ache in his head as he yawned. A loud noise had started him awake, but there was no sound now – not even from the car engine, which had been switched off. Outside the car, the world was almost completely black, the faint outline of trees just barely illuminated by the setting moon. 

“Where are we?” Elliot half-asked, half-yawned.

Both nuns were looking around in confusion, as though trying to remember. Finally, Sister Maggie cleared her throat and answered, “I...I think we’re in a forest.” She turned to Sister Constance, who was knuckling the deep ache in her wrinkled forehead. “But...how did we get here? Did Father Isaac—”

“I don’t know,” Constance interrupted with more than a touch of irritation. She turned the key in the ignition, but the engine didn’t so much as sputter. “Open up the glove box and see if there’s a map inside.”

“What good will a map do if we don’t know where we are?”

“Just see if there’s one in there!”

While the two nuns bickered about maps, Elliot, who suddenly felt very tired and sore, turned the handle of the back door and stepped outside. A blast of hot air and smoke hit him in the face, making his eyes water, while the caustic smell of burning oil made him dizzy. He staggered away from the car, wincing as twigs and sharp pine needles poked at his bare feet. When the stench of smoke and burning rubber had finally dissipated, he cast a glance over his shoulder, where the car he’d been taking a nap inside had crashed head-first into a tree, immediately killing two out of three of its inhabitants. He watched as the fire and smoke rising from the crushed front end of the station wagon rose higher and higher, painting the surrounding forest in flickering stripes of crimson and orange.

Hugging himself tightly, he stumbled away from the smoldering wreckage and the nuns’ flame-wreathed bodies, the ground pitching beneath his feet while towering trees spun all around him. Eventually, the soles of Elliot’s feet found cold, smooth asphalt, which they followed until the plume of smoke was far behind them, and the first traces of dawn appeared above the jagged line of trees as a faint purple glow. When a car rolled to a stop beside him, he almost didn’t notice.

“Excuse me – young man!” a voice called. “Are you all by yourself?”

Elliot turned around to find a middle-aged man in a tan business suit slamming his car door and jogging over to him. 

“Son, are you alright?” the man asked, crouching in front of him. “Where are your parents?”

“Dead,” Elliot answered.

The man muttered a sharp word Elliot had never heard before, then carefully scooped the little boy into his arms. “We need to get you to a hospital,” the man said, gently placing Elliot in the front passenger-side seat. After taking off his suit jacket and tucking it around the boy like a blanket, he sank into the driver’s seat, wrenched the transmission to “D,” then hit the gas so hard the tires squealed in protest.

It was hard for Elliot to keep his eyes open, and as the movements of the car lulled him back into a heavy sleep, the man, the road, and the forest feathered in and out of existence. In their place, his mother’s arms, his father’s quiet sobs, and the nuns’ screams appeared as flashbulb memories, each one brighter and more distressing than the last.

His eyes briefly fluttered open when the nice man scooped him out of the car and helped lay him atop a rolling stretcher while three men in ties and white jackets were asking him a rushed litany of questions.

“What’s the boy’s name?”

“How old is he?”

“Where did you say you found him?”

“Are you his father?”

“No, the boy says his parents are dead,” the man replied. He was jogging behind the three white-jacketed people, who were wheeling Elliot into the garish lighting of the emergency room. “I don’t know anything else about him. I found him wandering by himself along IA-3, just outside of White Pine Hollow thirty minutes ago. I’d’ve stopped to look for his family, but when I saw he was injured—”

“The lacerations on his feet and hands appear to be shallow,” one of the three doctors said, pressing a cold stethoscope against Elliot’s exposed chest, while another shone a bright flashlight in his eyes. “But given his body temperature, I’d say you made the right call. Shirley!” he called the curly-haired woman sitting at the receptionist’s desk. “Dial up ISP and tell them to send a squad car over to IA-3”—he turned back to the good Samaritan—“you don’t happen to know the mile marker do you?”

“About a quarter mile west of White Pine Lane.”

Elliot began to whimper.

“Libby!” the flashlight-wielding doctor barked. “Damnit, Shirley, where’s she gone this time?”

“Right here!” A frazzled young woman in a white physician’s jacket jogged over to where the four men had clustered around Elliot. “I’m sorry, I was just—”

“What a luxury it must be, being able to take your third coffee break of the day! Now, if it’s not too much trouble, perhaps you could go and clean this boy’s wounds? After that, you can call in myself or Steve to take a better look at him.”

The female doctor kept her gaze carefully schooled. “As I’ve reminded you before, Dr. Jacobs, I’m not a nurse. And I don’t—”

“If you don’t like the way my E.R. is run, Miss Shermann, take it up with the Chief of Medicine. Until then, either do your job or go home.”

Biting back a retort, the woman blew a strand of blonde hair from her eyes, then turned to Elliot, her features softening. “Hey there, little friend.” She smiled down at him as she wheeled him away from the bedlam and into a tiny room with a blue curtain instead of a door. “Can you tell me your name?”

“Elliot.” He squinted his eyes against the bright light. 

“It’s very nice to meet you, Elliot. My name is Dr. Shermann, but you can call me Libby.” She dimmed the lights, then gently removed his nightshirt. After performing a quick inspection – no bruises or signs of trauma, other than a small lump on his forehead – she wrapped a warmed blanket around his body. “What were you doing out in the woods all by yourself?”

“What’s that for?” Elliot asked, crossing his eyes to look at the steaming washcloth she was pressing against his forehead.

“This is to help your body warm up, because you got a little too cold while you were walking around outside.” She wrapped more warm towels around his legs, eliciting a contented sigh from her tiny patient, then withdrew a pocket-sized flashlight from her jacket, which she shone in his left eye, and then his right, before switching it off. “So Elliot, can you tell me why you were walking around all by yourself in the middle of the night?”

“Sister Maggie told me that we were goin’ on an adventure so we got in the car with Sister Constance. But I had to be very quiet or else I would spoil the surprise.”

Libby reached for a bottle of antiseptic on the counter, which she upended into a cloth. “And how old are your sisters?” 

Elliot scrunched up his face in thought. “Well, Sister Maggie is kind of old, but also kind of young, like you. She just has one big wrinkle between her eyebrows, like this”—he pulled his eyebrows together in a stern expression—“and Sister Constance is really, really old, like trees, ‘cause her face is wrinkly and she smells like old milk.”

“Oh, Maggie and Constance are nuns?” Libby gently began blotting the bottom of Elliot’s feet, making him wince. “Sorry, sweetie – I have to clean out these scratches so they don’t become infected. So, what happened after you got in the car with Sister Maggie and Sister Constance?” When he didn’t answer right away, she glanced up at him, frowning at his paling cheeks. “You doing okay, Elliot?”

He shook his head.

“Do you still feel cold?”

He nodded.

“Would you like me to get you some hot chocolate?”

He nodded again.

“Okay.” After cleaning out the worst of the lacerations, Dr. Shermann set the pink-tinged cloth and plastic tub aside, peeled off her gloves, and rose to her feet. “I’ll go ask one of the nurses to bring you some hot chocolate, okay? Don’t worry, I’ll be right back.”

Elliot watched her leave, then looked around the room, clutching the warm blanket against his trembling body. There were so many whirring machines with blinking screens and glowing buttons, reminding him of the last time he was in the hospital, after his parents had gone to sleep and never woke up. Remembering that, Elliot’s heart began to thud loudly in his ears and the edges of his vision blurred.

A different woman appeared in the room, her face almost as wrinkled as Sister Constance’s, though she thankfully didn’t smell like sour milk. “What brings you in here today, young man?” she asked, taking a seat beside his bed.

“I hurt my feet and my body got too cold so Doctor Libby is making me hot chocolate.”

“Oh, Dr. Shermann is a very nice lady. I like her.”

“Why are you here?” Elliot asked shyly, half-hiding beneath his blankets. “Are you a doctor too?”

“Oh, heavens no – Dr. Shermann is one of the few ladies in this world tough enough to handle a job like that. My name is Carol, and I’m a patient here, just like you. And if you can believe it, I’m so old, my kidneys – that’s these two organs right here”—she pointed to the left and right sides of her back—“have stopped working. So, I have to come in here three times a week and get my blood cleaned.”
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