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  Prologue




  Spain – 1975




  The older boy laid a gentle hand on the younger one’s shoulder. “Ready, Paquito?”




  The younger boy choked back his tears and nodded, determined not to let his brother see how sad he was. Avoiding his brother’s gaze, he instead kept his eyes fastened on the box in his

  hands, the cardboard box he was clutching so hard its sides were starting to give way.




  “Okay, then. Let’s go.” The older boy was armed with a rusty shovel from the old potting shed behind what used to be a stable, but was now a small apartment his parents rented

  out to vacationing Americanos. He led the way across the overgrown courtyard to a space between three palm trees, which hadn’t yet been choked by the foliage that always seemed to grow

  back faster than even both brothers could cut it. “Here, okay?”




  The smaller boy eyed the spot carefully, but then his gaze shifted to the small grotto that was almost invisible in the deep shadows of the farthest corner of the courtyard. “No,” he

  said, his voice soft but certain. “Over there. Next to the Blessed Virgin.”




  The elder brother sighed, but headed toward the tall statue of Santa Maria. Glancing back at the house, he saw their mother standing in the doorway, her wild hair done up in a red cloth, a

  cleaning rag in her hand. For a moment he thought she was going to call out to them, but instead she merely shrugged, returning to her work even before he sank the shovel into the soil and lifted

  out the first clod of earth. “Good,” he said. “The Virgin will look after Pepe.”




  “Do you think I should have made a sudario?” the smaller boy asked, his voice suddenly anxious.




  “You only need a shroud for a person,” his brother told him.




  Barely hearing his brother, the younger boy opened the box and looked inside at the large, lifeless body of the iguana that had been his pet for more than three years. Practically as long as he

  could remember.




  His finger trembled as he stroked the smooth skin of the lizard’s leg, but now that he was dead, Pepe felt completely different than he had only yesterday.




  He felt—dead.




  But it was all right. Jesus would take care of him, just like the nuns said Jesus would take care of everybody. Except maybe not, because the nuns also said Jesus only took care of Catholics and

  everybody else went to—




  Infierno.




  He could barely bring himself to say the word, even to himself, and suddenly he felt himself burning with a heat even more intense than that of the Spanish summer afternoon.




  Then, just as he was putting the lid back on the old shoe box that was his pet’s coffin, his brother’s shovel hit something.




  Something hard.




  But not a rock. Something different.




  Something metal.




  The older boy dropped to his knees.




  The younger boy set the iguana in the protective shade of the courtyard wall and watched as his brother dug with his fingers, then lifted out a tarnished box with what looked like the outline of

  a cross on its lid.




  “It’s for me,” the younger boy breathed. “A gift from the Virgin for giving her the body of Pepe.”




  The older boy smiled at his little brother. “You know what?” he asked, seeing that the boy’s tears seemed finally to have dried. “I think you just might be right!”

  Brushing the dirt from the box, he glanced back at the house once more, just to make sure their mother wasn’t watching, then carefully set the object he’d unearthed aside. “Take

  Pepe out of the box.”




  “Out of the box?” the smaller boy echoed.




  “Yes, hurry, before Mama comes.”




  His brow furrowed, the small boy lifted the body of his pet out of the shoe box and laid him in the dirt hole his brother had dug. At the same time the other boy placed the object he’d

  taken from the earth into the shoe box and replaced its lid.




  The older boy put his hands together and bowed his head. “Santa Maria,” he whispered, “look after our friend.” Both boys crossed themselves, and a moment later,

  the hole was once again filled with soil and tamped down so the grave was nearly invisible.




  “Do not tell anyone what we found in the garden,” the older boy said as they stood up.




  “Why not?”




  “Because it’s our secret, at least until we find out what’s inside. Come on. You go in the kitchen door, and I’ll take the box and put the shovel away, then meet you

  upstairs. In your room. Okay?”




  Some of his grief assuaged by the excitement of this conspiracy with his brother, the boy nodded eagerly, and set off toward the house.




  Their mother, humming along with the radio, stopped her youngest child at the door. She hugged him close, kissed the top of his head, then stroked his hair away from his forehead. “Mi

  pequeño,” she murmured. “You know he’s gone to be with Jesus and the Holy Mother.”




  “Si, Mama,” the boy said, though he wasn’t really sure she was right, at least not if what the nuns had said was true.




  When she finally released him, he ran up the stone stairs to the floor above and went to his room, where his brother was already waiting for him, the object they’d dug up sitting on his

  bed. Where the shovel had struck the box, the boy could see a glint of silver.




  Carefully, his brother worked the cover loose until he was able to lift it from the box. Inside, a wooden dowel protruded from the top of a disintegrating cloth bag.




  “Be very gentle,” the older boy said as his brother reached for the object, nodding, but even as his trembling fingers touched the bag, it began to fall apart.




  “You do it,” the little boy said, jerking his hand away.




  His brother picked away the rotting threads of fabric to reveal what looked like some kind of yellowish paper wrapped around the wooden dowel.




  Then, when he picked the object up, the wood crumbled to dust just as had the fabric that wrapped it.




  But the scroll was of a hardier material—though it looked thin and fragile, it remained intact.




  “Piel curtido,” he whispered. Sheepskin. He picked up the scroll and unrolled it just far enough so they could both see that it was inscribed with an ornate design.




  “A treasure map,” the younger boy breathed. “I bet that’s what it is.”




  His brother opened the scroll a little farther, revealing words inside the parchment’s border. “I can’t read it,” he said. “It’s written in some other

  language. A different alphabet.” He rolled it back up and put it back in the box. “I think it’s very old.”




  “It’s mine,” the younger boy declared.




  “It’s ours,” the older boy corrected, replacing the worn and tarnished lid on the box. “But you can keep it hidden in your closet.”




  Late that night, alone in his room but still awake, the younger of the brothers lay in bed, wondering at the meaning of the box and the scroll. It was certainly a gift from the

  Holy Mother—of that he was sure. After all, hadn’t she directed him to bury Pepe where the object lay, when his brother had wanted to dig the grave in the midst of the palm trees?




  The box and its mystery was his reward for listening to the Holy Mother and following her instructions.




  He slipped out of bed and soundlessly opened his closet door. He retrieved the box and scurried with it back to his bed. By the light of his bedside lamp he worked the top free as he had seen

  his brother do.




  Inside, the golden sheepskin scroll seemed almost to glow with a light from within. He carefully wiped his perspiring fingers on his pajamas and then ever so carefully lifted the scroll and

  unrolled it.




  Symbols he didn’t understand covered it in neat rows, and though some of the ancient parchment was stained, none of the ink had faded at all.




  As he gazed at the indecipherable words, he realized that whatever they were, they were meant for him.




  Only him.




  They had been buried for a very long time—he couldn’t even imagine how long—and they had been waiting for him. And when the Holy Mother had seen that he was ready, she had

  guided him to the place and given him this gift.




  The boy replaced the scroll and the lid.




  His finger traced the crucifix on the lid. Except that it wasn’t really a crucifix at all—it looked more like the place where a crucifix had once been, but had been pried away, like

  a stone removed from its setting. He held the box closer to the light and examined it more carefully. Yes, there had once been a cross attached to the lid, but it was gone.




  But where was it? Perhaps if he prayed very hard, the Holy Mother would lead him to the crucifix, too, and then he could put it back in the lid of the box, where it belonged.




  “Ave Maria,” he whispered. Then, cradling the box, he moved to the window and gazed out at the statue in the grotto at the far end of the courtyard. The moon was full, and the

  face of the Holy Mother was bathed in a light as silvery as the box he held. Above her, millions of stars filled the night sky.




  “I will learn to read this, Holy Mother,” the boy whispered. “I will learn to read this and do whatever it is you wish me to do.”




  Kuwait – 1991




  Yellow.




  Everything was yellow. Not just the desert; not just the sun. Everything.




  The sky.




  The heat itself.




  All of it—yellow.




  It had been bearable until a few moments ago. Until then the sky, at least, had been blue—a pale blue, not the brilliant blue of the sky at home, but at least the right color. Then, only a

  few moments ago, it had changed. The wind had picked up, a stain had spread across the sky, a stain the color of camel urine.




  As the sandstorm raced across the desert the convoy ground to a halt, the transport trucks themselves seeming to hunker low to the ground against the howling force that swept toward them. It

  came at a terrifying speed. The men who couldn’t see it—the ones deep at the front of the truck, where at least there was a layer of canvas to protect them from the pale yellow

  nightmare—even they looked as if they were trying to shrink within themselves, to withdraw their extremities as might a turtle, were it so foolish to be caught in a gathering maelstrom.




  But as the yellow wall surrounded the convoy, then caved in upon it, there was a strange beauty to the storm—a beauty so rare that the man in the very back of the truck rose from his

  defensive crouch, his hands gripping his camera. Swinging his legs over the back of the truck, he dropped to the ground, then scuttled into its lee. The wind was blocked just enough by the truck

  for him to straighten up, but its force was still strong enough to tear at his face.




  He ignored the pain, pressed the shutter release.




  He could feel the camera vibrate slightly in his hands as the film advanced.




  Twisting first one way then another, he kept his finger on the release, catching one yellow image after another. Then, in the corner of the viewfinder, he thought he saw a shape.




  A man?




  He turned toward it, trying to center it in his lens, but even as the image began to shift, he realized his mistake.




  Realized it, and tried to rectify it.




  Too late.




  The force slammed into his chest as he dropped to the ground.




  The camera fell from his hands, bounced, and skidded under the truck.




  Peering down at his chest—which somehow didn’t seem to hurt at all, despite the force of the blow—he wondered what it was that had struck him. A moment later, as a dark red

  stain blossomed on his khaki shirt, he knew.




  He tried to speak, but his words sank in the blood that filled his mouth, and when he tried to spit, the howling wind slashed back at him, adding dust, grit, and sand to the mix of blood and

  saliva.




  As he tried to swallow the whole grotesque mixture, fast enough at least to catch his breath, the truth of what was happening slowly sank in.




  He was dying.




  Dying here in the desert with the wind and sand howling around him. He cried out for help, but knew it was already far too late.




  A sense of calm began to overtake him, as if the eternal tranquility of death was already embracing him.




  He choked, coughed again, and struggled for the next breath.




  A breath that seemed hours—an eternity—away.




  Make peace.




  The thought came softly to him amid the twin storms that were now raging around him, one as his organs struggled to survive, the other bent only on grinding him down into the sand that

  surrounded him.




  Make peace.




  There was no pain at all, but now his mind refused to focus. Too much of his attention was being demanded by his failing body, when already his spirit knew there were more important things at

  hand. His body suddenly seemed to be nothing more than an inconvenience, interfering with all that was truly important.




  He had things to do.




  He needed to pray.




  He needed to make peace.




  Yet this was not the way he was supposed to die.




  Not so young, not with so much left to do.




  But it was happening again.




  He was dying like his father had died.




  Like his grandfather had died.




  The roar of the storm faded from his ears as his mind began turning away from his body until he finally knew that his ruined body and its discomfort were no longer of any concern to him at all.

  He felt a softness, a lightness of being.




  Make peace.




  Though almost beyond his control, his fingers made their way to his chest, to the crucifix that had been worn by all the generations of his family.




  The crucifix that was supposed to have protected them.




  But it had never protected any of them.




  Never helped any of them to survive, to see a child grow up, a grandchild born.




  With the last of his physical energy, he tore the thing from around his neck.




  Then he felt hands on him, and a soldier’s face was close to his, shouting over the howling wind.




  But it was too late.




  Far too late.




  He pressed the crucifix into the soldier’s hand, and felt eternal peace begin spreading through his soul.




  “Protect. . . ,” he whispered. “. . . son . . .”




  He closed his eyes and gave himself to death.




  







  ONE




  2007




  Ryan McIntyre picked up his cereal bowl, held it to his lips, drank down the last of the sweetened milk exactly the way he had for at least the last fourteen of his

  sixteen years, and pretended he didn’t notice his mother’s disapproving look. With a glance at the clock, he stuffed the last half of his third slice of buttered toast into his mouth

  then stood up and picked up his empty bowl and plate. He had just enough time to grab his books and get to the bus stop.




  “Do you have any plans for after school today?” his mother asked.




  Her tone instantly put Ryan on his guard. “Why?” he countered, as he put the dishes in the sink.




  “Because we’re going out to dinner tonight, and I’d like you to be home by five-thirty”




  Ryan’s eyes narrowed, and he felt his day cloud over. But maybe he was wrong. “Out to dinner?” he echoed, turning to face his mother. “Just us?”




  Teri McIntyre turned to meet her son’s eyes. “With Tom,” she said. “He’s taking us both out to dinner, and I’d like you to be home by five-thirty Okay?”

  There was a tone to her final word that betrayed the knowledge that she knew it was not okay with Ryan at all. His next words confirmed that knowledge.




  “I don’t want to go to dinner with Tom Kelly,” Ryan said, instantly hating the whiny quality he heard in his own voice. He took a deep breath and started over. “I

  don’t like that he’s always around. It’s like he’s trying to move in on you.”




  “He’s not moving in on me,” Teri said, her eyes pleading with her son as much as her voice. “He’s just helping us through what is a very difficult time.”




  “He’s helping you through your difficult time,” Ryan shot back in a tone that made his mother flinch.




  “He’d like to help you, too,” Teri said, her eyes glistening.




  “I don’t need his help.” Ryan moved toward the stairs. “And I don’t need anybody trying to replace Dad, either.”




  “He’s not trying to replace your father, Ryan,” Teri said, her voice quivering. “Nobody could.”




  His mother’s words burning in his head, Ryan ran up the stairs to his room. Damn right no one could replace his father, and especially not Tom Kelly, who seemed to be at their house all

  the time now, trying to be nice.




  As Ryan scooped his books off his desk and dumped them in his backpack, his eyes caught on the picture of his father that always sat right next to the desk lamp, and he paused.




  Something in his father’s gaze seemed almost to be speaking to him. Grow up, his father seemed to be saying. You’re sixteen years old and you’re still sucking your

  milk from your bowl like a two-year-old. It’s time to be a man.




  His backpack clutched in his right hand, Ryan stood perfectly still, feeling his father’s eyes boring into him.




  Grow up. And be fair.




  Be fair. The words his father had spoken more than any others. Ryan sighed, giving in to his father’s silent command. If he was going to be totally fair, Tom Kelly wasn’t really all

  that bad. In fact, he’d been a lot of help to his mother over the past six months. When the car had broken down, Tom had fixed it. When the roof had leaked, Tom had known who to call and made

  sure his mother didn’t get cheated. And when the basement had flooded, Tom had helped move things upstairs then helped clean the place up again, and never said a word about the fact that Ryan

  had managed to avoid speaking to him through the whole long day.




  Still, nobody could replace his dad.




  It had been two years since his father’s deployment and less than two years since an Iraqi roadside bomb had taken out the Humvee his father had been in. When he wasn’t actually

  looking at his father’s image, Ryan was finding it increasingly hard to remember exactly what his father’s face looked like. But right now he was staring at that image, and he

  could see very clearly exactly what Captain William James McIntyre was expecting from his son.




  He sank down on his bed and thought about going to dinner with his mom and Tom Kelly.




  His mom kept saying that her liking Tom Kelly had nothing to do with her love for his father, but Ryan was very certain that wasn’t quite true. And despite his own determination to keep

  his father’s place open in this house—in this family—his mother might just try to fill that place with someone else.




  But what if it all turned out to be a horrible mistake? What if one of these days his father walked through the front door yelling, “Honey, I’m home!”




  But then, as Ryan gazed at the portrait again, he remembered what his dad said to him the day he left for Iraq. “You’re the man of the house now, Ryan, so take good care of your

  mother. I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone, but I know this is going to be harder on her than it is for me. So you be there for her, okay?”




  Ryan had nodded. They’d hugged. Then his father was gone.




  But his words were still there in Ryan’s mind, as fresh as the day he’d spoken them. You be there for her.




  His eyes shifting from his father’s image to the mirror over his bureau, Ryan stared at his own sullen reflection.




  Not good enough, he told himself. Then he repeated his father’s words one more time. Be there for her. And be fair.




  Grabbing his backpack, he ran down the stairs. His mother was still sitting at the kitchen table, cradling her coffee in both hands.




  “I’ll be home by five-thirty,” Ryan said, and kissed her on the cheek.




  The smile that came over her face told him that whatever he himself thought, he’d done exactly what his father would have wanted him to do. Kissing her one more time, just for good

  measure, he dashed out the front door just as the bus was pulling up to the stop at the corner. Okay, Dad, he thought. I did the right thing. Now make the bus driver wait for me!




  But even as he broke into a run, he saw the bus doors close and watched helplessly as it pulled away.




  The peeling walls of the second-floor classroom of Dickinson High School’s main building felt like they were closing in on Ryan, and directly behind him he could almost

  feel Frankie Alito trying to get a peek over his shoulder at the history test the class was working on. Ryan stiffened, knowing Alito was expecting him to slump just low enough at his desk to give

  the other boy a clear view of his answers, and as he thought about what Alito and his friends might do to him after school if he refused to let Frankie cheat, he felt himself starting to ease his

  body downward. But just before Alito could get a clear look, Ryan heard his father’s voice echoing in his head:




  It’s time to be a man.




  Instantly, Ryan sat straight up, determined that for once Alito could pass or fail on his own.




  Then he felt the poke in his back. He ignored it, not shifting even a fraction of an inch in his seat.




  Another poke with what felt like Alito’s pen, harder this time. Ryan kept his eyes focused on the test in front of him, but shrugged his shoulder away from Alito’s pen point.




  “Gimme a look, geek,” Frankie whispered, punctuating the last word with another, harder jab.




  “No way,” Ryan muttered, straightening even further in his chair and hunching over his paper, trying to stay out of Frankie’s reach. He glanced up at the teacher, but Mr.

  Thomas was busy at his desk, a stack of papers in front of him.




  “Last chance,” Alito said, and Ryan felt another poke. But this time it was down low, just above his belt.




  This time it wasn’t a pen point.




  And this time his body reacted reflexively. Ryan twisted around just in time to see the flash of a blade.




  The kind and size of blade that meant business.




  “Now!” Alito hissed, jabbing the point of the knife hard enough to make Ryan jump.




  Ryan yelped as the point dug into him and the teacher’s head snapped up.




  “Something wrong, McIntyre?” Mr. Thomas asked from the front of the room.




  Suddenly every eye in the classroom was on Ryan.




  “No, sir,” Ryan said. “Sorry.”




  Mr. Thomas stood up and came around his desk.




  “Really,” Ryan said. “It wasn’t anything.”




  The teacher advanced down the aisle, his eyes never leaving Frankie Alito, and came to a stop next to Ryan.




  “Really, it was nothing, Mr. Thomas,” Ryan said, praying that Alito had at least been smart enough to slip the knife back in his pocket.




  “Both hands on your desk, Alito,” Thomas commanded. Ryan kept facing directly forward, not wanting to see what was going to happen next.




  “What’s that?” he heard Mr. Thomas ask.




  “Nuthin,” Alito answered.




  “Hand it over,” the teacher said.




  Ryan could almost see Frankie Alito glowering, but then the teacher spoke one more word, snapping it out with enough force that Ryan jumped.




  “Now!”




  The tension in the classroom grew as Alito hesitated, but when Mr. Thomas’s gaze never wavered, he finally broke and passed the switchblade to him.




  “Thank you,” Thomas said softly. “And now you will go down to the office, where you will wait for me. I’ll be there at the end of the period, and you will be out of

  school for the rest of the year, even if we decide not to press charges, which I can assure you we won’t. You’re through, Alito.”




  His face twisted with fury, Frankie Alito got to his feet, jabbing an elbow hard into Ryan’s shoulder.




  “I saw that, too,” Mr. Thomas said. “You’re only making it worse.”




  Alito shrugged and walked to the door, then paused before opening it. He turned his eyes, boring into Ryan, and then he smiled.




  It was a smile that sank like a dart into Ryan’s belly.




  “Okay. Show’s over,” Mr. Thomas said, breaking the uneasy silence that had fallen over the room. “Back to your tests. You have only ten minutes left.”




  But for Ryan, the test was already over. He stared at the questions that still remained, reading them over and over again, but no matter how many times he read the words, he couldn’t make

  sense of them.




  It wasn’t enough that he had to worry about his mother and Tom Kelly. Now he had to face Frankie Alito and his friends, who would no doubt jump him when he was on the way home after

  school.




  He turned his head and looked out the window. In the distance, he could see the skyline of Boston, and though he was pretty sure it wasn’t really possible, he thought he could even pick

  out the spire on top of St. Isaac’s School.




  The school his mother had talked about the last time he’d come home with a black eye after a run-in with Frankie Alito.




  Except he was pretty sure it hadn’t been his mother’s idea at all. In fact, he’d have been willing to bet it had been Tom Kelly’s idea.




  But now, as he stared at his unfinished test, and knew all he had to look forward to for the rest of the day was Frankie Alito’s fury, he began to wonder.




  Surely St. Isaac’s couldn’t be any worse than where he was.




  “Time’s up,” said Mr. Thomas.




  







  TWO




  Brother Francis stood in the doorway of the vast dining room at St. Isaac’s Preparatory Academy, scanning the tables of students, searching for Kip Adamson. At least half

  the school’s two hundred students were sitting at the long tables eating, talking, and laughing, yet despite the noise they were generating, the chamber was still far quieter than had been

  the much smaller cafeteria at the school Brother Francis had left only last fall. Indeed, it seemed to him as if the old stone building housing the dining hall was somehow offended by the noise,

  and, rather than tolerate such frivolity within its walls, had somehow found a way to absorb the noise the school’s students made, muting it almost as quickly as the students generated

  it.




  Though he was new to St. Isaac’s, Brother Francis had a knack for attaching names to faces, and now he was able to greet nearly every one of the students by name as he walked between

  tables in search of one particular face. Kip Adamson, though, was nowhere to be seen; he’d already missed his senior math class, and Sister Mary David had sent Brother Francis to find out

  why. Sister Mary David’s wrath was legendary; not only would nobody willingly miss her class without an ironclad excuse, but she wouldn’t hesitate to vent her fury upon Brother Francis,

  should he prove unable to explain young Adamson’s absence.




  Kip must have had a good reason—at least, he’d better have had a good reason.




  In the far corner of the dining hall, Brother Francis spotted Clay Matthews, Kip’s roommate, sitting with his usual group of friends. As Brother Francis approached, he caught a glimpse of

  playing cards, and suddenly knew why they were all knotted up in the corner together.




  “Hey, Brother Francis,” Tim Kennedy said loudly enough that the young cleric was sure it was meant as a warning to Tim’s friends rather than a greeting to himself. Sure enough,

  the other boys’ heads snapped up the instant Tim spoke.




  Brother Francis put on his sternest face. “I believe you’re all aware that gambling is against the rules,” he said. The boys glanced at each other uneasily. “Think what

  would have happened if it had been Sister Mary David who caught you instead of me.”




  As the rest of the boys paled slightly, José Alvarez did his best to look utterly innocent. “Gambling?” he asked, as if Brother Francis had spoken in some exotic language he

  didn’t quite understand.




  “We’re just playing Crazy Eights,” Darren Bender said.




  “I see.” Brother Francis held his hand out for the cards. Clay Matthews groaned, squared the cards into a deck and surrendered them to Brother Francis, who slipped them into one of

  the deep pockets in his cassock. “Have any of you seen Kip?” he went on. “He missed his math class.”




  The boys shook their heads. “He might still be in bed,” Clay said. “I don’t think he’s been feeling good.”




  Brother Francis frowned, his lips pursing. “Oh? Did he go to the infirmary?”




  Clay shrugged. “It wasn’t like he was sick with the flu or anything. He’s just been acting kind of strange for a while.”




  “Strange how?” Brother Francis asked, though he was fairly sure that whatever answer he got wouldn’t be particularly enlightening. Sure enough, Clay only shrugged again.

  “Okay,” Brother Francis sighed. “I’ll check around. Meanwhile, if you see him, have him come to my office.”




  Leaving the dining hall, Brother Francis began making his way through the maze of hallways and short flights of steps that connected all the various buildings into which the school had spread

  over the century it had been on Beacon Hill. Even after eight months, Brother Francis was still finding areas he couldn’t remember ever seeing before. There were offices and classrooms spread

  through dozens of buildings, not to mention the dormitories for the students and the residences of the staff. The students all seemed to know the sprawling old buildings better than he did, and had

  found shortcuts he knew nothing about. Still, now he was at least able to find his way from the dining room to the boys’ dorm without getting lost.




  At least not too lost.




  He knocked on the door of room 231, but there was no answer. “Kip?” he asked, then knocked again before turning the knob and entering.




  The room was kept as neatly as the school demanded, with both beds made. The items on the desks were orderly, the closet doors were closed, and the dresser top clear.




  But no sign of Kip; no clue at all as to his whereabouts.




  Brother Francis used his cell phone to call the infirmary, rather than walking all the way over to the other side of the school, but the nun on duty told him that Kip hadn’t been there,

  either.




  As he pocketed the phone, worry began to gnaw at his gut.




  He moved to the window, looking down over Beacon Hill. From where he stood the view was unobstructed all the way to the Charles River, and Cambridge beyond. Idly, he wondered what the Puritan

  founders of the city would think about a Catholic school sitting atop their finest hill, the gothic architecture and spires of the school’s original building towering over the lower

  structures that some of those Puritans had built themselves.




  Turning away from the view beyond the school, Brother Francis glanced once more around the room, but nothing had changed.




  Kip had not miraculously reappeared.




  Not that Brother Francis had really expected him to, given that the student population of the school had a disproportionate number of high-risk kids, one of whom was none other than Kip

  Adamson.




  The odds were that Kip had just taken off. Brother Francis had been warned that it happened; indeed it had happened once before this very school year.




  But it still bothered him. Silently he offered up a prayer to Saint Aloysius Gonzaga, on the chance the patron saint of teenagers might have a spare moment for Kip Adamson, wherever he was. The

  prayer sent heavenward, Brother Francis started back through the narrow, winding hallways. His heavy crucifix swung from the belt on his cassock, and despite the constant chill that the cold stone

  walls seemed to cast over the school, perspiration began to bead on his forehead.




  Wherever he was, Brother Francis’s intuition was telling him, Kip Adamson wasn’t anywhere within the complex of buildings that made up the school.




  But worse, Brother Francis’s intuition was also telling him that there was going to be an ugly outcome to this whole situation.




  A very ugly outcome.




  







  THREE




  Ryan McIntyre checked over his test one last time, put his pen away, and glanced up at the clock above Mr. Thomas’s desk: two minutes to four. He’d finished the

  test with time to spare, and he was all but certain he’d aced it. Slinging his backpack over his shoulders, he picked up the finished test and laid it in front of the teacher. “Thanks

  for letting me do this,” he said. “I know I should have been able to—”




  “Forget it,” Mr. Thomas cut in, picking up a red pencil as he began scanning Ryan’s test. “Nobody needs a knife poking them in the back while they’re taking a

  test.” He glanced up from the pages in front of him. “How’re you getting home?”




  “Same way as always,” Ryan sighed. “The bus.” He saw a flicker of uncertainty in the teacher’s eyes, and knew exactly what he was thinking about. The same thing

  Ryan had been thinking about all day, or at least since lunch time.




  Frankie Alito coming after him as soon as he left school.




  It had started at noon, when a hush had fallen over the cafeteria the moment he’d walked in. It had taken him a minute or so to realize that nearly every eye in the room was on him, but

  he’d done his best to ignore it while he filled his tray with food and found a seat next to Josh Singer. “What’s going on?” he asked. “How come everyone’s

  staring at me?”




  “Frankie Alito got expelled, just like Mr. Thomas said he would,” Josh told him. “And everybody thinks you’re either a hero or the dumbest guy on the planet.”




  Ryan had kept his eyes focused on his food, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to eat.




  “I’ll be okay,” he now said to Mr. Thomas. “See you Monday.” Turning away, he left the room before the teacher could say anything else.




  The halls were quiet and empty of students and the only sound other than his own footsteps echoing down the long corridor was the shouting coming from the gym, where the cheerleading team was

  practicing.




  Maybe he should just stay here, where at least he was safe. After all, they’d probably grab him when he got off the bus near his house.




  But then, as he realized it was an hour later than the usual time he left school, he had an idea. Maybe there was a way not to get beaten up, at least not today.




  Ryan stopped at his locker on the second floor long enough to leave his history book and pick up his jacket, then pulled out his cell phone as he started once more down the corridor. He pressed

  the speed dial key to ask his mother to pick him up.




  But all he got was her voice mail.




  “Hi, Mom,” he said to the machine. “I stayed after school to make up a test. I was hoping you could pick me up, but I guess you’re doing something. See you when I get

  there.”




  He snapped the phone shut and was about to drop it back in his pack when the boys’ restroom door suddenly slammed open and two of Frankie Alito’s best buddies—Bennie Locke and

  Stan Wojniak—burst out and grabbed him, jerking him off balance and shoving him through the restroom door before he even had time to react. His cell phone flew out of his hand and shattered

  on the hard tile floor, then the door slammed shut and Ryan himself followed the ruined cell phone, his elbow smashing on the filthy floor beneath the sinks.




  As pain from his elbow shot through Ryan’s body, Bennie Locke grabbed him by the leg and jerked him out from under the sinks. Ryan grabbed onto one of the drainpipes and lashed out at him

  with his left foot, but the kick went wild as Wojniak’s own shoe crashed into Ryan’s jaw.




  Ryan felt his hands go slack and blackness swirled around him.




  “Maybe this’ll teach you to do what you’re told,” Wojniak snarled, drawing his boot back to kick Ryan in the side.




  Ryan felt his ribs crack—thought he could hear them pop. White-hot pain erupted on his left side, and for a second he thought he might pass out. “Don’t,” he whispered,

  instinctively curling up to protect himself from whatever might come next.




  “Listen to him,” Bennie mocked. “Beggin like a little girl.” His lips twisted into a vicious sneer. “Freakin loser!”




  Another kick landed squarely, this time on Ryan’s hamstring, and another kind of agony shot through his body.




  He tried to scream, but his cracked ribs prevented him from drawing a deep breath, and all that emerged from his throat was a faint whimper.




  The kicks came faster after that, and all Ryan could do was close his eyes, wrap his arms around his head, and wait for it to be over. Again and again he felt the hard toes of their shoes crash

  into him. But then the pain began to fade, as did their taunting voices, and when the darkness surrounded him again, Ryan didn’t fight it.




  He embraced it.




  And finally the kicks ended.




  







  FOUR




  With a flashlight in one hand and the big key ring Sister Margaret had given him in his other, Brother Francis pushed open the stairwell door behind the dining room and

  searched the wall for the light switch.




  Nothing.




  No switch. Not even an overhead bulb with a string. Not that Sister Margaret hadn’t warned him. “The Holy Grail itself could be down there, and no one would ever find it,”

  she’d said when she handed him the heavy key ring and flashlight. “And if you should run across Sister Agnes Leopold, tell her she’s twenty-seven years too late for her final

  vows.” Rolling her eyes at the blank look on Brother Francis’s face, she told him she was only kidding, then abruptly left him to begin his search of the basement.




  Now, faced with the impenetrable blackness below, Brother Francis was suddenly transported back to the day years ago when his own brother had locked him in the basement and turned out the

  lights. He’d been five then, and terrified. But I’m an adult now, he reminded himself, and there’s nothing to be frightened of. Swallowing hard, he turned on the

  flashlight and started down the darkened steps, telling himself that even if he didn’t find Kip Adamson, it was time he familiarized himself with the interconnecting labyrinth of tunnels that

  connected all the buildings that St. Isaac’s had spread through over the last century. The students, he was already well aware, used basements and sub-basements like their own private freeway

  system, even starting to call it the Big Dig, after the decades long project that had finally buried Boston’s freeway system underground. Though he knew the subterranean maze let the students

  maneuver around campus quickly—and undetected—this was the first time he had ventured below the ground floor, and even as he came to the bottom of the stairs he was wondering if maybe

  he shouldn’t just turn around and go back up into the late afternoon light. Still, before he sounded the alarm about Kip Adamson’s disappearance, he needed to search the whole campus,

  and that certainly included the tunnels.




  At the bottom of the stairs there was a large and empty chamber, with three passageways leading in as many directions. Brother Francis took the one to the left, and almost missed another short

  flight of stairs, stumbling before catching himself against the clammy concrete wall. He moved slowly, trying every door he came to, but all of them were locked. Then he came to another

  intersection, and slowly the enormity of the underground campus began to dawn on him.




  There must be miles of tunnels under these buildings.




  The beam of his flashlight caught a glint of brass, and a moment later he found himself looking at an ancient accordion-doored elevator, barely large enough to hold two people.




  Behind another door was a storeroom where his flashlight played over two ornately carved wooden confessionals, both of them covered with cobwebs. Something glowed inside one of them, and a

  moment later a large rat darted out and disappeared into the shadows beyond the reach of the flashlight’s beam.




  He moved on through the tunnels, feeling the musty darkness closing in around him, trying to keep track of every turn he made, but knowing deep in his heart that he had no idea where he was.




  The beam of his flashlight grew weaker.




  Then, from down a corridor to his right, a faint glow of light!




  He shined his flashlight toward it and saw a single door, heavily carved, with a small panel of stained glass set into it.




  A panel in the shape of a heart.




  He moved closer to the door and flicked off his light.




  The heart embedded in the door seemed to throb.




  He reached out to the door, tentatively at first, and as his fingers touched the wood something inside him told him to turn away.




  Instead, he pushed the door open.




  Beyond the door was a tiny chapel that held a confessional, two short pews, and an altar.




  A single candle stood burning on the altar.




  Above the altar hung an enormous crucifix—large enough to dominate a chamber ten times this size.




  A bloodied Christ hung from the cross, seeming to stare Brother Francis squarely in the eye.




  His own heart throbbing now, Brother Francis backed out of the chapel, reflexively crossing himself as he pulled the door closed.




  Turning away, he hurried back down the corridor.




  But a dozen steps later, he was no longer certain he was going in the right direction. He shone the flashlight both ways, but its rapidly yellowing beam quickly faded into darkness.




  Then the flashlight faltered and faded away.




  He slapped it on his palm, and for a brief moment the light flickered back on, but then went out for good.




  The throbbing of his heart grew into an audible pounding and the familiar heaviness of panic began to grip his chest.




  His skin began to crawl as, unbidden, his mind began to conjure what might be lurking in the corridor, creeping toward him.




  The chapel! If he could find his way back to the chapel, he could take the candle from the altar!




  But as quickly as the thought came, he knew it was hopeless—he had no idea which way the chapel was, and he could wander in the dark for hours without finding it.




  His heart began to race, and the panic that had begun in his chest spread through his body. Despite the stale chill of the air around him, a trickle of perspiration oozed down the side of his

  face.




  Then, from out of the darkness, a sound.




  Faint, barely audible, but a sound.




  “H-Hello?” Brother Francis said, his voice echoing oddly. Steeling himself, he spoke again: “Who is it? Is someone there?”




  No answer.




  He took a single step farther down the tunnel, but froze when the keys in his left hand jangled loudly.




  You’re not a child any longer, he told himself, but the words did nothing to assuage the fear of the surrounding darkness that his brother had inculcated in his mind so many years

  ago.




  His rising panic suddenly threatening to overwhelm him, he instinctively reached for one of the walls to steady himself, and his fingers closed on a large padlock.




  Again he froze, listening.




  Silence.




  His fingers explored the lock, finding an enormous keyhole that felt like it would need an old skeleton key. Releasing the lock, he fumbled with the key ring until he found the largest of the

  keys, then tried to fit it to the lock.




  Too big.




  He tried a second key, then a third.




  The fourth one slid into the slot, turned, and the lock fell open. Brother Francis slipped the lock from its hasp, pushed the door open and groped the wall inside, silently uttering a prayer to

  whatever saint might watch out for things like light switches.




  A moment later his prayer was answered: he found a switch, flipped it, and a dim yellow bulb illuminated a small storeroom filled with slumping cardboard boxes.




  But no sign of Kip Adamson.




  He stood in the doorway to the storeroom, looking both ways into the endless darkness of the tunnel. Though his heart was no longer pounding as it had been a moment ago, Brother Francis was

  still loath to turn off the light. He had no real idea of where he was, and just the thought of trying to find his way out in pitch darkness made him shudder.




  Yet what choice was there? If he left the single dim bulb in the storeroom burning, its light would carry no farther than the end of the corridor in which he stood, and that was no more than

  twenty feet—thirty at the most.




  Then, from somewhere off to the right, he heard a sound.




  Voices.




  Distinct voices.




  The tendrils of panic falling away from him like leaves from a tree in the last days of fall, he reminded himself to tell Sister Margaret to have every burned-out bulb in the basements replaced,

  then called out into the darkness. “Hello? Who is that?”




  “Brother Francis?” a familiar voice replied. “What are you doing down here?”




  A moment later Clay Matthews and Darren Bender emerged out of the darkness into the faint glow spilling from the open storeroom door.




  “I might ask you the same question,” Brother Francis replied, hoping they couldn’t read the relief in his voice.




  “We’re looking for Kip,” Clay said.




  “Shouldn’t you be studying?” Brother Francis countered, glancing at his watch. “It’s still an hour until dinner.”




  “We couldn’t study,” Clay told him. “We kept thinking about Kip, and I remembered him saying he’d come down here to make his confession in some kind of chapel

  I’d never heard of before and . . .”




  As his voice trailed off, Darren Bender shook his head. “I keep telling Clay he’s gone, but he wants to keep looking.”




  “How many of the basements have you searched?”




  Darren shrugged. “Most of them. We started under the library, and went around the long way under the gym and the rectory. We figured we’d go under the auditorium on our way back to

  the dorm and check the rest on the way to dinner.”




  “He’s not under the dining room,” Brother Francis sighed. “I already looked there. We might as well head back to the dorm.”




  Fifteen minutes later, Brother Francis brushed dust and cobwebs from the shoulders of his cassock, then rapped quietly on Father Laughlin’s door.




  The old priest looked up from the book he was reading, and when he saw Brother Francis, a smile spread across his soft, wrinkled face. “Come in, Francis,” he said. “Sit

  down.”




  Brother Francis entered the office and closed the door behind him. “Bad news, I’m afraid,” he said, then perched nervously on the edge of one of a pair of carved wooden chairs

  with a worn velvet seat.




  The old headmaster’s brows rose. “Oh?”




  “One of our boys—Kip Adamson—is missing. He doesn’t seem to be anywhere in the school at all, and I’m afraid—” He hesitated, then decided there was no

  easy way of putting it. “I’m afraid he’s run away.”




  “Kip Adamson,” Father Laughlin repeated.




  Brother Francis nodded. “He’s one of our at-risk students. Nothing too bad—a little shoplifting—that sort of thing. But the odd thing is that he’s been here two and

  a half years, and according to the records he’s been one of our best successes. No disciplinary problems, and better than average grades. Far better, actually.”




  “And he’s missing, you say?” Father Laughlin asked, taking off his wire-rimmed glasses and rubbing the bridge of his nose.




  Something in the old priest’s tone made Brother Francis wonder if Laughlin was truly grasping what he was saying, and he found himself wondering, not for the first time, if perhaps Father

  Laughlin was a little too old and a little too out of touch with today’s youth to be running a school like St. Isaac’s. The old priest seemed like a relic from a kinder and far gentler

  era. “He’s the second one this year,” Brother Francis sighed. “And I have to say, I’m feeling like I must be responsible. I feel like I must have failed these boys in

  some way.” He paused, then finished his thought. “I’m wondering if you made a mistake bringing me here. Perhaps I’m just not cut out for this kind of school.”




  Father Laughlin shook his head. “This isn’t your fault, Francis. It’s just—”




  “No child has gone missing from this school in the last five years,” Brother Francis cut in. “Then I arrive, and lose two in my first year.” Brother Francis sighed

  heavily again. “And I’m having a very hard time trying to figure out what I’m going to say to Kip’s parents.”




  Father Laughlin didn’t respond right away, but finally put his glasses back on and looked up at the young cleric. “There’s more than one reason the Cardinal sent us Father

  Sebastian Sloane at the same time he sent you,” Laughlin said. “And one of those reasons is that Father Sebastian not only has a great deal of experience with troubled students, but

  with their parents as well. Let’s wait until after dinner, and if the Adamson boy still hasn’t turned up, you can explain the situation to Father Sebastian. Then—if it becomes

  necessary to talk to the boy’s family, he can do it. I’m sure Father Sebastian will know exactly what to say.” Laughlin reached out and gave Brother Francis’s arm a

  reassuring squeeze. “And in the meantime, we’ll all pray for Kip’s safe return.”




  As he left the headmaster’s office a few moments later, Brother Francis tried to tell himself that everything was going to turn out all right, that Kip Adamson was going to turn up. But no

  matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make himself believe his own words.




  No, something was wrong.




  Something was very wrong.




  







  FIVE




  Teri McIntyre adjusted the belt on her skirt and checked her watch again. 5:50. She’d been annoyed when Ryan hadn’t shown up as promised by 5:30, but already

  annoyance was dissolving into worry. Ryan, even when he was small, had been the kind of boy every mother dreams of. When he said he’d do something, he did it, even if he didn’t want to,

  and Teri knew that even though Ryan didn’t particularly want to go to dinner tonight, he had said he would. And according to his message, he’d left the school around four. So what had

  happened?




  Why wasn’t he home?




  She picked up the phone and dialed Ryan’s cell one more time, but clicked off when she heard his voice mail; she’d already left him two messages to call home, and a third

  wasn’t going to accomplish a thing. She went downstairs to wait for him.




  Beyond the front window the street was empty, and a bus was just pulling away from the stop at the corner. Teri perched on the arm of the sofa where she had a view of the driveway and front

  walk, and gnawed at a cuticle as she thought about what to do.




  And what might have happened.




  As if to escape her own thoughts, she left the sofa and went to the kitchen, where she dug the address book out of the catch-all drawer. Less than a minute later she dialed the school, but

  everyone in the office had gone home for the day, and all she got was a recorded message. She clicked off, then dialed Josh Singer’s house. Maybe Ryan had stopped over there on his way home,

  got involved in a video game or something, and simply lost track of time.




  “Hi, Melinda,” she said when Josh’s mother answered. “It’s Teri McIntyre. Is Ryan there by any chance?”




  “Hey, Teri. No, I haven’t seen him. Hold on a minute. I’ll get Josh.”




  Teri unconsciously tapped her fingernails on the Formica countertop while she waited.




  “Mrs. McIntyre?”




  “Hi, Josh. I’m looking for Ryan.”




  “He was going to make up a history test after school. He—”




  “I know about the test,” Teri cut in. “I thought he’d be home by now. If you see him, have him call me right away, okay?”




  “Sure.”




  Teri hung up just as she heard a car door slam outside. Phone in hand, she hurried to the front door, thinking maybe someone had given Ryan a lift, but instead of Ryan, it was Tom Kelly coming

  up the walk. She glanced at the clock even though she already knew exactly what time it was. Sure enough: 6:00 on the dot.




  Tom Kelly was nothing if not punctual.




  She opened the door to be greeted with a smile and a kiss, but instead of returning his hug, she pulled away, her eyes going to the bus stop at the corner where two people were getting off the

  last bus of the afternoon.




  Neither of them was Ryan.




  Tom, feeling the tension in Teri’s body, dropped his arms to his sides. “Something’s wrong,” he said.




  Teri nodded. “Ryan promised to be home a half hour ago and he’s not here yet.”




  Tom visibly relaxed and pulled her close again. “So he’s late—he’s sixteen. He’ll get here.”




  “But he was going to go to dinner with us, and we’ll be late for the reservation.”




  “Then leave him a note and some money for a pizza. He’ll go with us another time.” He was already reaching for his wallet.




  Teri shook her head and moved back into the house. “This isn’t like him. Call the restaurant and see if you can push the reservation back fifteen minutes. I’m going to call

  some more of his friends.”




  Tom smiled wryly. “Why don’t you call the police department and all the hospitals while you’re at it?” When Teri glared at him, he took her hand, sat on the sofa, and

  pulled her down next to him. “He’s sixteen, Teri,” he repeated. “Almost seventeen. He’s allowed to assert his independence.”




  “No, you don’t understand—”




  Tom put a gentle finger to her lips, silencing her objections. “His father died barely two years ago, and you’ve been seeing me for almost six months. He’s got to be thinking

  I’m trying to replace his father. You’ve got to give him some slack.”




  Suddenly this morning’s fight came flooding back to her, and she realized Tom was right. Ryan had tried to act like an adult when he agreed to go to dinner, but he hadn’t really

  wanted to.




  “You’ve got to give him some time, Teri. He has to deal with things on his own timetable, not yours.”




  Teri looked beseechingly into his eyes. “Then where could he be?”




  Tom shrugged. “It’s Friday night. He and a couple of friends could have gone out for pizza and a movie.”




  “He promised he’d be home,” she insisted, shaking her head. “He left school a few minutes after four—he should be here by now.”




  Tom squeezed her hand reassuringly. “You can’t make him be what you want him to be. Somewhere along the line he just decided he didn’t want to go out to dinner with me. And

  that’s okay. You can’t freak out every time he’s an hour late, or you’ll go insane by the time he’s off to college.” He kissed her cheek, then stood up, drawing

  her to her feet. “C’mon. Let’s go have a nice dinner, and you can have a chat with him when we get home. And just a chat,” he added with mock severity. “Not a tirade.

  Okay?”




  Teri shook her head. “I just don’t think I can go. I’ll be worried every minute and—”




  “Sorry, not going is not an option,” Tom interrupted. “If you stay home, you’d miss a terrific meal, and you’ll just sit here ruining your manicure.”




  Teri tried to scowl, but couldn’t quite pull it off. “But I won’t be able to enjoy the meal, or you, or anything else,” she sighed.




  “You’ll enjoy it more than you’ll enjoy just sitting here. So maybe you won’t be scintillating. Who cares? Just leave him a note and have him call you on your cell when

  he gets home. And I promise if he’s not home by the time we get back, I’ll not only help you track him down, but do half the worrying, too. Okay?”




  He was right—of course he was right. And if it hadn’t been for the dinner date—a date Ryan hadn’t really wanted to go on at all—she wouldn’t even be worried.

  Probably all that had happened was that he’d changed his mind about having dinner with them, and hadn’t called because he didn’t want to let himself get talked back into it. She

  took the phone back to the kitchen and scribbled a note to Ryan, leaving it on the refrigerator where he couldn’t miss it. Then she checked her cell phone for messages one last time, made

  sure it had enough charge and dropped it into her purse.




  “Okay,” she sighed as she returned to the living room. “I guess I’m ready.” But as she slid into the car a minute later, she knew she wasn’t ready at all.

  Despite Tom’s words about enjoying the evening, she was certain that all she would do would be to worry about Ryan.




  Something, she just knew, had happened to him.




  She couldn’t explain it, but she knew.




  She knew, the way a mother always knows.




  Caleb Stark filled his mop bucket with hot, soapy water from the big sink in the custodial closet, then pulled the rolling bucket behind him down the long hallway that ran the

  entire length of the second floor of Dickinson High.




  There was new graffiti on some of the lockers in the west wing, and someone had spilled something slimy down the stairs from the second-floor landing. The goo was important—Caleb

  remembered that clearly—anything on the floor had to be cleaned up, especially if someone could slip and fall on it. Then, if he had time, he could work on cleaning the graffiti off the

  lockers.




  But even before going after the slimy stuff, he had to tend to all the things he was supposed to do every day, because if he didn’t tend to them in the same order every day, he’d

  lose track, and some things might not get done. And if that happened, his counselor might decide he wasn’t smart enough to live on his own after all, and send him back to the halfway

  house.




  And then his mother would be disappointed, and she might cry, and Caleb hated it when his mother cried.




  Telling himself not to forget about the slimy stuff, Caleb pushed his cart down the corridor, found the big, wooden doorstop, and opened the boys’ bathroom door. It was while he was

  sticking the doorstop under the heavy door to prop it open that he saw the dark red footprint on the linoleum. At first Caleb thought it might be some kind of mud, or maybe even paint from the art

  classroom down the hall, but as he followed the tracks farther into the restroom, he saw that the stuff wasn’t mud or paint at all.




  It was blood.




  And a boy was lying in the middle of the bathroom floor, with a big puddle of blood around his head, which had oozed along the grout joints between the tiles.




  “Holy Jesus,” he whispered softly, his mind suddenly spinning as he tried to remember what he was supposed to do if something like this ever happened.




  He stepped a little closer, trying to get a better look at the boy’s face, but he was pretty sure he wouldn’t recognize him even if it was someone he knew because his face was all

  covered with blood.




  And he looked dead, too.




  But as Caleb stood staring at the boy, still trying to remember what he was supposed to do, the boy suddenly took a ragged breath and moaned.
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