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  MIDNIGHT BOY


  SECTION ONE


  PRELUDE TO A CERTAIN MIDNIGHT


  Chapter 1


  “Don’t make me do this, Sally,” the boy begged.


  Sally, his sister-in-law, hugged the shoebox against her stomach.


  “Why not? I just want to see if you can do it.”


  Her smile was playful and disarming; it rearranged the smattering of freckles on her cheeks and forehead, sharpening the contrast between her pale skin and her flaming red hair.


  “I don’t want to. I don’t like to … it hurts my head.”


  The boy toyed nervously with a half-filled glass of orange juice. Across the table from him, his older brother, Rick, sipping coffee, was lost in the morning sports page.


  “Just for the fun of it,” Sally coaxed. “Please. I saw someone do this on TV once, but I’ve never known anyone, been around anyone—let alone a relative—who could do something like this.”


  The warmth and innocent excitement in her voice eroded the edges of the boy’s resistance.


  “Please, Doug,” she continued. “And I’ll fix you anything your heart desires for breakfast.”


  The boy shook his head and took a long drink of orange juice. It tasted sour. His mouth roiled in protest. Seconds later, so did his stomach.


  “You’re making me feel like a freak, Sally.”


  “No, I don’t mean to do that,” she replied, her face tricking out odd lines of surprise and amused bewilderment. “It’s just a little test. Rick said you could do it. Lots of people in Town Creek feel you can, too.”


  Doug Younger shot a disgusted look at his brother.


  Sensing it, Rick put down his paper, lifted his coffee cup to his lips, and glanced at Doug.


  “Come on, midnight boy,” he said. “Better do it, because if I know this crazy redhead, she’s gonna stay on your case till you do.”


  Sally frowned, tightening her caress of the shoebox.


  “Midnight boy?”


  Her eyes sparkled with curiosity.


  “Why did you call him ‘midnight boy’? Is that some kind of nickname?” And the sparkle in her eyes volleyed from Rick to Doug and then back to Rick.


  He smiled. But Doug stared glumly at the top of the table.


  Rick set down his cup and gestured to his wife of four months to sit on his lap.


  “Babe, haven’t you ever heard the old Kansas expression about a midnight boy?”


  She thought a moment, then shook her head. A smile tugged at the corners of her lips as if she believed her husband were putting her on.


  Rick feigned seriousness.


  “It goes something like this: Every male baby born at the stroke of midnight or a few seconds afterward has the ability to see into the future. I think it has something to do with atmospheric pressure and the kid having his head squeezed too tightly in the birth canal,” he teased.


  Sally pulled away from him.


  “You’re making that up. I’ve never heard that expression.”


  She turned to Doug.


  “Is that true? It’s not, is it? Were you really born at midnight?”


  When the boy nodded, her mask of bemusement abruptly sagged. She continued to hold the shoebox, but her determination waned.


  Rick winked at Doug.


  And the boy gave in.


  “OK.”


  He motioned to her to place the shoebox on the table. Despite trying not to, he smiled as Sally, excited, her movements jerky and nervous, put the box before him. And, for an instant, it reminded the boy of his mother setting a birthday cake before him one distant day, back when his dad was still alive and his mother had not been confined to a nursing home.


  Sally fidgeted with her hands, wringing them together while she tried to find words to explain the box.


  “What I did—oh, I mean, here’s the test: I put three—three objects in the box. You haven’t seen these objects. Well, I mean, of course, you’ve seen them. But you didn’t see me put them into the box, right?”


  Doug smiled and cocked his head to one side.


  “So,” she continued, “this is like a test of your powers. There. So there it is.”


  She stood back from the table as if she half-expected the box to explode when Doug applied his wild talent.


  It was a mischievous grin that slid onto the boy’s face.


  “I see it already,” he exclaimed.


  “Do you really?” Sally whispered. She pushed a chair to the table and sat with her chin resting expectantly in the palm of her hand.


  “Yeah,” said Doug. He closed his eyes and flailed his arms, mocking the histrionics of a stage performer. “I see … it’s a … it’s a dead cat … black cat … maggots crawling in and out of its eyes … and it’s coming out of this box … coming back for revenge on Sally!”


  “Oh, gross,” she whimpered. “Quit it.” She swatted at him, embarrassed that she had been taken in so readily.


  Rick laughed, almost choking on a fresh sip of coffee. Doug joined him.


  “You two are awful,” Sally protested. “Is this what I’m going to have to put up with being married into this family?”


  Mostly her tone carried a certain harmless exasperation, but when she turned to the stove and began frying bacon, Doug knew that she was hurt. And he felt guilty. Rick knew it, too. Moments later, he said.


  “Babe, I’m sorry. Doug and I aren’t really laughing at you. We’re laughing at the situation.”


  The first hiss of the bacon was the only reply.


  Doug went to the refrigerator and poured himself a glass of milk, hoping it would go down easier than the orange juice. When he sat down again, he studied the fraying edges of the cardboard box, a box which had once housed “Larry Bird” style basketball sneakers.


  “All right,” he said, but Sally heard only the increasing sizzle of the bacon.


  “I’ll be serious and do it,” Doug continued, raising his voice a little. “Sally? Sally, I’ll do it.”


  She turned and shrugged.


  “You don’t have to. It’s—I thought it would be fun.”


  “Give me a few seconds to concentrate.”


  Doug scooted his chair closer to the table. Sally set the bacon off the burner, and Rick tried to look disinterested in the matter as his wife pulled her chair out to sit down.


  The room fell curiously silent.


  Blinking his eyes rapidly, the boy brushed his fingertips across the top of the box. Sally cleared her throat nervously, and then the boy calmly placed his hands palms down in front of him. He opened his eyes and appeared to focus on a spot a few inches above the box.


  “There’s a spoon,” he said. “Plastic Dairy Queen spoon—red.”


  In spite of herself, Sally squealed softly.


  The boy paused to regain his concentration.


  “And there’s something like … it’s shaped like a bullet … it may be a bullet. Gold case.”


  He didn’t see Sally frown.


  “No,” he corrected himself. “It’s a tube of lipstick.”


  Sally jerked at Rick’s arm excitedly, but he shushed her, not successfully enough, however, to keep her from spewing out a few tiny, nervous half-giggles.


  Doug looked up.


  “Please stop squirming and acting weird,” he said. “I can’t concentrate.”


  Sally nodded apologetically.


  Touching the top of the box again, Doug forced himself to relax and refocus. His head rang with an empty clamor.


  “Third thing is …”


  The long pause seemed like the moments of silent prayer ministers call for in church services.


  “I-I can’t make it out—except it’s yellow—and … that’s it.”


  There was finality in his tone.


  Sally stood up and shook her head.


  “Wow,” she exclaimed hoarsely, “how’d you do that?”


  Doug grinned weakly and shrugged; his head surrendered to a lazy swirl. He knew that he would need an aspirin before heading to school.


  “Rick, look at this. He got two out of the three, and he got the color right on the rubber glove. It’s amazing.”


  She rifled through the contents of the box as if certain she would not find the red plastic spoon, the tube of lipstick, and the yellow rubber glove.


  “It’s just amazing,” she continued. “Rick, couldn’t he go out and make a lot of money doing this?”


  “Guessing what’s in shoeboxes?” Rick smirked.


  “No! You know what I mean.”


  Then she searched Doug’s expression as if somewhere between his forehead and his chin some rational explanation for the feat had been written.


  Rick leaned forward to finish his coffee.


  “I’m more concerned about whether he hits his free throws in the game against Sherman tonight. With their full-court press, we ought to end up shooting a couple dozen free throws.”


  Doug nodded agreement to his brother’s assessment.


  Still impressed and puzzled by Doug’s psychic display, Sally finished preparing breakfast, catching only snatches of the conversation. Rick, head basketball coach of Town Creek Junior High, was mapping out the strategy the team would employ on their opponent’s home court.


  Doug noticed that, as Sally lifted the bacon and began frying eggs, she fumbled with something in the pocket of her apron. His attention remained partially on the pocket when Sally brought a platter of bacon and eggs to the table.


  Rick helped himself to the steaming food.


  “We’ll be in good shape,” he said, “if Kersh doesn’t flunk out most of my team. That guy may be a good teacher, but he’s going to end up being a kiss of death if our starting five is ineligible.”


  Chewing on a nearly burned piece of bacon, Doug listened.


  Sally broke the yolk of her fried egg and forked a sliver of the white and yellow mixture into her mouth.


  “Kersh is the new teacher, isn’t he?” she managed to ask. “I thought all the kids liked him. I saw him in Harmon’s Grocery last week. Good-looking guy.”


  She elbowed Rick and the two of them exchanged goofy, recently married looks of affection.


  “Cheers is an OK guy,” said Doug.


  Sally’s face registered a new level of puzzlement.


  “‘Cheers’? Is that what you call him? What kind of name is that?”


  She turned to direct her inquiry to Rick.


  “Hey, I’m not privy to student jargon these days. I just wonder what in the hell they call me behind my back.”


  Doug then caught the full force of Sally’s questioning glance.


  “We call Mr. Kersh ‘Cheers’ because he looks like that guy who plays the owner of the bar—you know, in the TV show Cheers.”


  Sally raised an eyebrow. “Yes, he does, doesn’t he? I knew he reminded me of someone. What’s he teach?”


  “English. That’s what I’ve got him for. I think he’s going to direct a play in the spring and help us put together a yearbook. You know, sponsor it. He’s an OK teacher, I guess. But he makes us read a lot of poems about death and stuff like that.”


  Rick rolled his eyes as if to commiserate, then sneaked a peek at his watch.


  “’Bout time to get truckin’. Got any more coffee over there, babe? One more for the road?”


  When Sally returned with the coffee, she slipped something out of her apron pocket and let it clink gently onto the table. Rick squinted at it.


  “Whose ring is that?”


  “Oh, it belongs to Hazel Pennyfeather,” she replied as if barely acknowledging its presence.


  “What are you doing with it?”


  Sally gave a noncommittal shrug of her shoulders and then extended a finger toward the ring. Doug watched her, mesmerized. Some unnamable fear was rising within him. He grasped his milk glass hard, pressing it into the tabletop. He felt strangely as if he were about to fall off the top of a tall tower.


  Sally puppeted her head from side to side.


  “Hazel … you see, Hazel really believes in astrology and horoscopes and that kind of thing—little signs or predictions about the future.”


  Rick noticed Doug’s agitation.


  “Sally, did you promise Hazel you’d have Doug tell her fortune for her?”


  His tone was tight and clipped and tinged with disgust.


  “Well, she practically begged me. Even offered to pay—”


  “No!” Doug exclaimed.


  The rising fear had peaked; the boy knew he must either respond or give over control to the increasing pull of the ring.


  “Rick,” he continued, “do I have to?”


  “Course not, if you don’t want to. I’m going to get my papers together, and then we’d better head for school.”


  Sally waited until Rick had left the room before nudging the ring closer to the boy.


  “Doug, she really believes in what you can do. You have such a talent. You really ought to share it with others. I mean, you can do something that brings comfort to people, gives them a kind of reassurance.”


  Doug’s eyes twitched nervously as he stared at the ring. It seemed to have a dark life of its own—a deadly serpent gliding toward him.


  “How can it help them?” he muttered. “What if it’s not what they want to see?”


  “But Hazel believes it’ll be something good. That’s what she told me. Don’t you even like to do this just for fun? I bet you use it to predict the scores of your games, don’t you?”


  The serpent was inching closer.


  Doug felt the pattern of his breathing changing, quickening its pace.


  “That doesn’t work.” He forced out the words. “I can’t do that. Predict a score. I’ve tried that and it doesn’t work.”


  Sally lifted the ring between her thumb and forefinger.


  The serpent had readied itself to strike.


  “This is a Mother’s Ring,” she explained. “See, it has four birthstones—one for each of her children. The pearl is for Lila, her oldest girl. The garnet is Russell, our own Sheriff Pennyfeather. Let’s see, the emerald is for Sara, the young one, and the chalcedony or bloodstone there is for Andy, the one that’s your age. Hazel’s curious, you know, concerned about their futures, too.”


  Then she lowered the ring and smiled at the boy. “Hazel wouldn’t want all of this to upset you, Doug.”


  She began carrying plates to the counter and scraping away stubborn bits of food.


  And the ring continued to tug at something deep within the boy.


  Silence, except for the rasp of dish against dish, reclaimed the room.


  The boy imagined Hazel Pennyfeather’s salt-of-the-earth face, the gray eyes that had seen four children grow and change, had witnessed the cruelty of a shiftless, no-good husband, and had shed more tears of sadness than joy.


  “This is the last one, Sally. I’m serious. I hate this. I hate doing this, but …”


  But he would. Because of guilt. Because of some fathomless sense of obligation, some intuitive demand not to deny the power of whatever curious mechanism ticked on somewhere inside.


  Sally wiped her hands on a dish towel and leaned against the kitchen counter, pleased that she would not have to return the ring to a disappointed woman.


  Setting his glass of milk to one side, Doug prepared himself. He began to breathe deeply, to clear his mind to absolute darkness—like pulling all the shades in a room—like being plunged into the almost palpable, blinding darkness of a cave.


  He shut his eyes and sent his fingers groping carefully toward the ring, his concentration so firmly established that he was unaware when Rick returned to the table.


  When he touched the metal loop of the ring, the images came quickly, fluttering like a slide projector slightly out of control. He saw Hazel Pennyfeather absently stroking a wreath of flowers. She was sitting alone, surrounded by what appeared to be a bubble, a clear fluid, but not something physical—a bubble of disbelief—a closed world to herself—a feeling of shock? The vision was fuzzy, out of focus. The emotion not quite graspable.


  Doug’s fingertips slid upward to the pearl.


  Nothing. A pleasant blankness. He was relieved. No picture of Lila.


  The red garnet—Russell’s stone—met him squarely on the first sensation of touch; images swirled; storm clouds gathered and dispersed, gathered and dispersed, and brilliantly colored stabs of light made the boy flinch. Anger, confusion, revenge? Then an instant of lucidity—and there was Sheriff Pennyfeather on the hunt, tracking something.


  Something he was deathly afraid of.


  Doug loosened his grip. The ring skittered against the tabletop.


  Concentration flagged. He heard Sally say, “Rick, what does that mean? Ask him what he sees?”


  And he heard Rick say, “Doug, you can stop this anytime you want to. I think you’ve done enough.”


  The boy steadied himself. The ring called. It was a piercing insistence. His fingers moved to it mechanically. And the darkness of concentration held sway.


  His fingertips avoided the garnet and the frightened specter of Russell Pennyfeather.


  The emerald was next. An emerald for Sara, Andy’s baby sister.


  A touch. Nothing at first.


  Then an almost imperceptible tingle of warmth. It threaded its way through his fingers up his left arm. He smiled at that bead, that miniature cord of innocence.


  But the pull of the next stone erased that smile.


  Bloodstone.


  Only a coincidence, he told himself as he cleared his mind once again—the gangling form of his friend and classmate, Andy Pennyfeather, ghosted up from memory. He opened his eyes momentarily to study the stone, which was green with red inclusions. His fingertips hovered over it.


  And he felt his throat begin to constrict.


  Good friend, Andy. Why is the stone pulling so hard?


  Skin met stone.


  The vision crackled into place, a sharp, vivid scene of the back of Andy as he walked up a long driveway through darkness and a swirl of falling snow toward a house.


  Doug was the camera, following, following, nearer, nearer, until he could hear Andy’s breathing—until he was inside Andy.


  A present-tense immediacy held Doug’s thoughts….


  Something else is near.


  Someone.


  Andy feels it.


  A sudden lunge. Predatory quickness.


  What is … ?


  Andy is throttled around the neck. By a beast.


  Something maniacal.


  Neak ta! Neak ta! Scarface!


  The harsh voice roars in Andy’s ear.


  And the sharp blade ricochets off bone, searching for Andy’s heart.


  And finds it.


  Doug Younger shuddered.


  “No-o-o,” he moaned.


  Rick and Sally could not break their sudden paralysis.


  Hot, watery fear coursed through Doug. Then ice.


  Then the camera swung back from the scene.


  The silence and eeriness of the falling snow, heavier now, covering the tracks of the killer as if an accomplice, commanded his attention.


  And the dark mound dusted lightly with whiteness.


  “Get back!” Doug screamed. “No closer!”


  He saw the blood.


  Bloodstone.


  Perspiration glazed his face; his eyes shone but were blank, unfocused. He shuddered violently one final time, dropped the ring, and threw his arms out to the side.


  A glass spilled.


  “Doug! Doug, wake up! Come out of this, Doug!”


  Rick’s hand held his wrist.


  Doug felt his brother’s fear.


  Bloodstone.


  Neak ta! Neak ta! Scarface!


  But with his brother’s touch, there was one more vision. The ghostly outline of a covered wagon pulled by oxen headed into the oblivion of the prairie. Then writing. An ugly scrawl of type with the letter “e” defectively above its companion letters.


  Dear Coach Younger:


  All of your boys must die. All the demons of Hell’s Mouth. One by one, demons of Lost Hearts, must die. All of them. All of them. The rose sings. The rose sings.


  A plunge into cold, white terror, and then Doug was conscious, trembling severely, but conscious. He heard Rick’s voice, but couldn’t make out the words; he heard Sally crying.


  Confusion reigned for the next several minutes.


  Rick’s voice remained loud, insistent, questioning, and ordering, never quite losing that thin membrane of fear that enveloped it.


  Backed against the kitchen counter, Sally repeated herself.


  “I’m sorry, Doug. I’m so, so sorry. Please believe me. Tell him, Rick. Please tell him I’m sorry.”


  Rick leaned close to the boy’s face.


  “You better ride to school with me. Have Doc Stoner take a look at you sometime this morning.”


  A modicum of calm had returned to Rick’s voice, but he continued to stare at his brother, hoping desperately for signs of normality, sanity.


  “I’m all right,” Doug replied weakly.


  Aftershocks of involuntary shuddering racked his body.


  A headache sirened within so intensely that his teeth hurt and his tongue felt numb.


  “I’m so sorry,” Sally echoed. “I didn’t know this would …”


  Rick sighed. He spoke very softly.


  “Do you feel you can make it out to my car?”


  Doug pushed himself away from the table.


  “I’m OK. I’ll be all right.”


  But he caught a glimpse of the ring.


  Bloodstone.


  And shuddered again before turning toward the back door to gather up his coat and books.


  “Doug, wait, let me give you a ride.”


  “No—no thanks. I’ll see you later. I’m walking to school with Johnny.”


  He had been gone for a short while during which Sally and Rick talked quietly, tentatively—Sally in a tone of guilt, Rick in a tone of exasperation and anger—before Sally reached out to the table, cleaned up the spilled milk, gingerly retrieved the ring, and put it in her apron pocket.


  And she wondered what on earth she would say to Hazel Pennyfeather.


  She decided she would say what she thought was best to say.


  She would say nothing.


  Chapter 2


  “Douglas, hey man, what’s stringin’ you out?”


  Johnny Marquez tight-roped along the top of the chain-link fence in the alley behind his home. Spumes of breath trailed behind him, but the cold, early-December air failed to slow him down, nor did the bulkiness of his clothing: a hooded sweatshirt under his red-and-white Town Creek letter jacket.


  He danced upon the fence, teetering one way, then the other, feigning that he was about to fall, flailing his arms, whirling, half-cartwheeling, spinning to backtrack, closing out his performance with a ceremonious leap calculated to land a few feet in front of Doug.


  To Johnny Marquez, life was one huge battery that re-energized him every day. Life was adventure and excitement—to be pursued rather than something to run away from. Life was risk. Life was a high-wire balancing act.


  With no net.


  And he preferred it that way.


  Doug Younger trudged along, pretending not to notice that Johnny was barely a yard in front of him, backpedaling atop the frost-burned grass and sand of the alley, determined to coax Doug out of his somber mood.


  We’re so different, Doug mused to himself. Me and Johnny. How can we be such good friends? Johnny tackled life, and I try not to get tackled by it.


  He thought of Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn. Tom, the romantic adventurer; Huck, the moody, warmth-questing loner. Johnny’s Tom; I’m Huck.


  Johnny sees light; I see darkness.


  “Douglas? Come on, man, you can tell me.”


  Johnny was the only person in the world who called him “Douglas”; to everyone else, he was just plain “Doug.” But that was Johnny’s way; his manner was always to make you feel that you were special to him.


  And friendship was one of life’s staples to Johnny Marquez.


  Not slowing his steps, Doug looked up. There was Johnny’s smiling, dark eyes, the thick lips, toothy, fun-loving grin, with teeth that flashed white against the brown of his Chicano skin and black, curly hair.


  Johnny played with a narrow, hypnotic stare.


  “You’re worried about the game tonight. That’s it, isn’t it? Hey, we’re gonna beat ’em. No sweat.”


  Doug said nothing at first. He fixed his glance beyond Johnny’s shoulder, and then he said, “It’s going to snow.”


  Johnny continued his backpedaling, embellishing it with some shadowboxing and imaginary rope skipping.


  “Geez, is that what’s buggin’ you? Snow?”


  “My head hurts. Feels like somebody’s hammered a nail into it.”


  “Shoulda said something back at the house. Grandma could’ve given you a Chicano aspirin.”


  “No such thing and you know it.”


  “Sure there is. Coated with hot sauce. Straight stuff, man.”


  Doug shook his head, fighting off a smile.


  “How’s it work?”


  “Well, it makes your mouth so hot you forget about the headache.”


  Doug punched hard at Johnny’s shoulder, but was too slow. They exchanged a round of exaggerated lefts and rights. Despite the lingering darkness of his psychic vision, Doug smiled, then quickly cringed at the thought of being thirteen years old without a friend like Johnny Marquez.


  Especially this morning.


  A block from the alley they crossed a quiet street into the town park, a typical Kansas town park replete with two tennis courts (sagging nets, winter grass encroaching in the cracks), a picnic pavilion, a swing set, a slippery slide, and a baseball field with wooden bleachers, but to Doug and Johnny, the park really only contained one item: a squeaky, raspy, sorrowful-looking merry-go-round where, as their friendship had developed, countless hours had been spent covering every issue known to growing boys.


  This was the talking place.


  It was sacred.


  And though, of course, it belonged to every citizen of Town Creek, Kansas, Doug and Johnny thought of it as theirs and theirs alone. One summer, in fact, when one of the seat planks had rotted through, they pooled their money, trekked off to the lumberyard, bought a new plank, and replaced the old one, carving their initials and the date on the underside.


  That sealed it.


  No one could challenge their claim to that magic circle.


  There they sought wholeness.


  And sometimes found it.


  “I feel like running,” Johnny exclaimed.


  Framed against a bank of feathery-gray snow clouds to the north, Doug’s companion raced toward the merry-go-round, leaped at full speed, and catapulted off the handrail to the pinnacle, nearly falling before gaining his balance, perching on the wood-and-iron relic like a giant bird.


  Where’s he get all his energy? Doug wondered.


  Why can’t I take on life the way he does?


  Then a darker thought:


  Why can’t he be the midnight boy instead of me?


  A bolt of pain jagged down from the top of his head to the lower part of his jaw. It staggered him. Bloodstone.


  He shut his eyes tightly. He gritted his teeth. And when he finally reached the merry-go-round, he rested his throbbing forehead against the icy metal of the handrail.


  The merry-go-round circled slowly, gently, creaking and clanging, bouncing and protesting as Johnny sprang from one slanted metal support bar to another. Doug winced at the sight of his friend defying unspeakable injuries and silently thanked the powers of goodness in the universe that at least Johnny was leaping from bar to bar with his eyes open. Sometimes he added some mustard to the act by keeping his eyes shut.


  “Come on, Johnny,” Doug eventually complained. “Damn it. I hate to watch you do that. It’s dangerous. You’re gonna fall and break your balls one of these days.”


  “I got iron balls,” Johnny returned. “And what the heck, what’s a little danger?”


  What’s a little danger? Doug mused. It occurred to him that that line summed up Johnny Marquez. “You’re crazy, you know that?”


  Panting, Johnny stopped long enough to sit, king-of-the-hill fashion at the top of the central pole.


  “So what’s bothering you, Douglas?”


  “Nothing. Just nothing. I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “I’m not comin’ down till you do.”


  “See what I care. My head’s about to explode. I’m gonna go on to school and find some aspirin. Do whatever crazy-ass thing you want to.”


  So Johnny did.


  He stood on his head, balanced ever so precariously atop the central pole.


  “Oh, Jesus,” Doug murmured. Then louder. “Hey, would you stop it! Damn it, you’re gonna fall and won’t be able to play tonight.”


  Doug swung his feet to the ground and added, “Let’s go. We’re gonna be late for school.”


  Johnny tumbled out of the headstand, slipped, caught one of the bars, and, monkey-style, trapezed to the handrail.


  “So?”


  “So, have you finished that book report for Cheers?”


  Breathing heavily, Johnny frowned. “What book report?”


  “Johnny, there’s a book report due tomorrow in English. Famous American writer.”


  “Cheers will let me hand it in late. Me and him are buddies.”


  “Horseshit he will.”


  “Horseshit he will,” Johnny echoed.


  Doug shook his head and watched the Town Creek traffic heat up.


  Bounding from the handrail, Johnny dropped down next to his friend.


  “So what’s making your head hurt?”


  The trembling, the involuntary shudders that had seized Doug earlier, returned without warning. He stared at the sandy dirt beneath the merry-go-round.


  “A ring,” he whispered.


  Johnny said nothing. He joined his companion in staring at the cold firmament.


  Bloodstone.


  And Doug felt himself let go, felt some kind of inner floodgate slide upward to release … “Oh, God, Johnny … man, I saw something awful. I touched one of the stones on that ring and … something real bad’s gonna happen. I mean, I think it might happen.”


  They didn’t look at one another.


  “A ring gave you one of your visions?”


  “Yeah.”


  The taste of sour orange juice filled Doug’s mouth. The gray, promise-of-snow sky seemed to lower itself. Johnny started to speak again, but Doug beat him to it.


  “Maybe it’s not real. This thing in my head—maybe it’s not real, like maybe it came from me being scared or something.”


  He hesitated, thoughts reeling, grappling with a mind-numbing mystery.


  “Johnny, it could be wrong. It might not happen. It’s been wrong before. Once. Once it was wrong. You remember when we were helping Harold Kroebl clean his barn and I had that vision about him hurting himself real bad? It didn’t happen. It just didn’t happen.”


  Doug swallowed hard, feeling a sudden wave of relief.


  He glanced at Johnny, expecting a show of agreement.


  “What about your dad?” Johnny muttered.


  And Doug jerked his head to one side as if avoiding the scorching heat of an invisible flame. For a minute or so, he lost himself, passing through the wide gates of memory.


  It had been his most vivid premonition.


  His father’s death.


  Only the dark charge from Hazel Pennyfeather’s ring had matched it. It had happened two winters ago. And in his thoughts, Doug Younger held the event in melancholy reverence, a flagless memorial day he couldn’t choose to ignore.


  His father, Colbert Younger, was a small, wiry man, knotted with muscles from years of fighting the Kansas weather and the Kansas soil to coax market wheat and alfalfa from a reluctant plot of land. Tanned a chestnut brown, Colbert Younger had no elaborate theory of farming, no philosophy of agribusiness to help him see into the future and avoid the hardest times.


  But he knew about hard work.


  And practiced it every day.


  In the always harsh world of farming, hard work—like love—is not enough. It didn’t save Colbert Younger. Nor did it allow him to embrace his dream of living out his days milking a sizable herd of dairy stock and harvesting golden fields of wheat.


  One day the bank said “No” to the dream.


  It was a sunny, but cold Saturday morning in November when the auctioneer began his weird chant, and implement by implement fell cheaply into someone else’s hands. Rick and Doug and their mother watched the sickening panoply of events unfold, accepting their neighbors’ words of condolence, pieces of themselves dying with each sale.


  It was a funereal atmosphere.


  That morning Doug went looking for his father and discovered him in the house, in his favorite overstuffed chair, comfortably clad in his overalls, staring blankly at the television.


  A Bugs Bunny cartoon.


  And it was the only time Doug had ever seen tears in his father’s eyes.


  All the large implements sold.


  The next morning Doug heard his father leave the house very early. A little later the boy shook off sleep and trailed after him, searching for him in the barn. He wasn’t there.


  Behind the tool shed, Doug lingered by his father’s tractor, an aging John Deere model, layered with seasons of Kansas dust, but solid and dependable and hard-working. Like its owner. Its former owner.


  Climbing into the tractor seat, Doug glanced at the metal ledge below the throttle and saw his father’s work gloves—Doug’s Christmas gift to him one year. He reached for them. And touched. And squeezed tightly.


  With the suddenness of a striking match, he saw it.


  The pond. And one thing more.


  He jumped down and began to run, sprinting toward their pasture across the road. At the front door to the house, his brother, Rick, called out, “Mama wants to know if you’ve seen daddy.”


  Seen daddy. Seen daddy. Seen daddy.


  Doug didn’t answer. He didn’t slow down.


  A quarter of a mile to the farm pond through frost-glazed Johnson grass he sped, a shout of denial rising within.


  No! Please, God, no!


  At the rim of the pond he slowed. The surface of the placid water glistened with a thin sheet of ice. And he thought about all the good times that pond had given them: hockey games in winter, fishing and swimming in summer.


  He tried not to look across the pond.


  But eventually he did.


  His father lay in a heap. The shiny revolver, a gift he had uncharacteristically purchased for himself one summer, was inches from one hand.


  Doug chose not to see the gun; instead, he saw his father lying on the couch in the living room, exhausted from a day of cutting wheat or plowing or baling hay—the picture of a man who had played a role in the harvest of life.


  Final harvest.


  “Douglas?”


  He felt Johnny’s hand, and the winter pond melted away.


  “What?”


  “What’d you see? You know, when you touched the ring. What’d you see?”


  The dark vision threatened to overflow his thoughts. He held onto the softness, the concern of Johnny’s tone.


  “A body.”


  He heard Johnny’s tongue click, a tiny gesture of shock and fear.


  “You mean like a dead body?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Could you see—you know. Do you know whose it is?”


  “Yeah, I think so. I’m pretty sure. No, I’m real sure.”


  The wind was beginning to gust. Doug got off the merry-go-round, plunged his hands into the pockets of his letter jacket, and cursed himself for not wearing his gloves.


  He walked at a fast pace toward school.


  Johnny caught up with him.


  “You gonna tell anybody?”


  “I told you.”


  “Yeah, I know, but I mean—well, you know, somebody at school or Sheriff Pennyfeather?”


  The name brought a fresh stab of guilt.


  Doug walked on, his eyes panning across the outfield grass.


  “Man, I don’t know what to do. I’d just like to … forget it, you know. God, Johnny, it was worse than when I saw my dad.”


  “Douglas?”


  The word hung in the air, then followed them like a balloon on a string.


  Doug knew what Johnny was going to ask. But he wanted to forestall the inevitable.


  Johnny grew impatient with his friend’s silence.


  “Douglas, who was it?”


  Increasing his pace, Doug drank in the scene of the sprawling, beige brick building, Town Creek Junior High and High School, its doors opening to arriving students and teachers.


  Near the entrance, Doug pulled Johnny aside.


  “For God’s sake, don’t tell anyone. OK?”


  “Hey, Douglas—it’s me.”


  There it was. That invisible thread of trust. He and Johnny had so many of those invisible threads connecting them.


  He looked into Johnny’s eyes, transmitting all of his fear at once.


  “It’s Andy Pennyfeather.”


  Chapter 3


  “Do not run from the dead.”


  But Raymond Kersh wanted to.


  On the floor of the long-abandoned farmhouse, he shaped a bed of dry twigs and mounded it with broken strips of lathing from the deteriorating walls. Previous fires, all of them his, had burned through a circle of the flooring so that a sunken area of dirt now served as an ash pit.


  The evening darkness felt good to Kersh. He needed it. In the darkness, Mr. Thmop’s voice was always clearer and more insistent and more assuring.


  “Do not run from the dead. For they have returned. As I predicted.”


  Listening to the soothing, chocolate voice of Thmop, Kersh flicked his cigarette lighter and lowered the dancing flame to the mound. A cold draft snuffed out the fire before it could get started. Unperturbed, Kersh relighted it, giving no resistance to the soft chains of reverie by which a flame of any kind bound him.


  Outside, the north wind blew restlessly and the savage cold filled the landscape. A light snow was falling. In the next room, flakes winnowed their way down from a gash in the roof; Kersh glanced that way once and was struck by the strangeness of the scene.


  Seconds, perhaps a minute, passed in which the only sounds were the rustling crackle of the fire and the whistling and soughing of the wind. Kersh cupped a hand behind his right ear.


  “Mr. Thmop?”


  He waited.


  “Mr. Thmop, I can’t hear you.”


  Chorus of moaning wind and eager fire.


  “Mr. Thmop, I need you in my hour of decision. I need you to bless the night jar.”


  A tiny bolt of panic surged through one arm.


  Kersh felt alone.


  “Mr. Thmop?”


  He scrambled into one corner of the empty room and from beneath a woven rush mat he gathered a small ceramic water pot.


  “Night jar,” he whispered.


  His sudden panic eased.


  He was determined to sit and wait for Mr. Thmop’s return.


  He looked at the flame.


  A fire burns because that is what it must do. It has no choice. Some men kill because that is what they must do. They have no choice.


  “My brother the fire,” he murmured.


  He sat comfortably in an Indian squat, his hands clutching the night jar protectively.


  He looked down at his clothing.


  And his voice generated a slight echo in the shadow-shrouded room.


  “I am here. Being here, I am no longer Mr. Kersh. I left him at school where he belongs. Here I am Corporal Raymond W. Kersh, Vietnam vet, ex-prisoner-of-war, and ghost hunter. Ghost killer. For the dead have returned.”


  He wore a long black robe, wrapped at the ankles and belted at the waist. On his feet, despite the bitter cold, he wore rubber-tire thongs and no socks.


  The clothing matched exactly the clothing issued to him as a POW years ago.


  He looked around the room.


  Aside from the fire pit and no bars in the door, the seven-foot-by-nine-foot room, with its woven rush mat, a toilet bucket, a cup, a towel, and a blanket, recreated precisely the cell he had occupied at Hell’s Mouth—the name he and his fellow prisoners had given to the nightmarish enemy camp in an area near the DMZ which the South Vietnamese referred to as “The Valley of Lost Hearts.”


  So appropriately named.


  Thmop’s voice broke into his thoughts.


  “Corporal K, the wicked dead—khmoc pray—have returned. One by one they must be killed. Kill or be killed. What is your decision?”


  It was a voice Kersh had heard hundreds of times in the months of imprisonment. Mr. Thmop, the aging Cambodian refugee and self-proclaimed sorcerer, or kru, had accompanied Kersh’s unit into the Valley of Lost Hearts and had also been captured. He had occupied the cell next to Kersh’s, and he knew how to project his voice through a wall to communicate … to warn … to scheme … to prepare … to fill his comrade with the promise of supernatural power … and escape.


  “I will kill or be killed,” said Kersh. “I know that the spirits of our captors have returned. I have seen them. The wicked dead. The khmoc pray. The demons of Hell’s Mouth are in Mr. Kersh’s class at school. All of them. They are waiting, plotting their moment of revenge.”


  He reached to one side and fingered the icy blade of a bayonet, a souvenir of the Korean War given him by his father.


  The auditory hallucination of Thmop’s voice ghosted with renewed force.


  “You have decided to kill, and for that the kru is pleased.”


  Kersh nodded, then said, “The one called ‘Scarface’ is first. I have planned it carefully. For tonight. But I need the smoke of the night jar and the neak ta powers it releases.”


  “The night jar waits, Corporal K. Call upon the neak ta with belief in your soul and they will not fail you.”


  The rage of memory dizzied Kersh as Thmop’s words continued to buzz in his ear. A dark shuffle of horrid events—capture, imprisonment, torture, and more torture, escape, the killing of the captors, the sweet taste of revenge.


  The return home.


  But now the final event, the final battle.


  He believed that the wicked dead, khmoc pray as the Cambodians called them, were back to perform their role in an endless drama of violence—the shadows of a war that had followed Raymond Kersh home.


  It was time to be bold. Time to be strong.


  He gently placed the night jar before him, removed the lid, and, with a strip of burning wood, ignited the papery, delicate contents.


  A ghostly white smoke writhed upward.


  I feel bold. I feel strong. The rose sings. The rose sings.


  Mr. Thmop had taught him that in the sacred smoke of the kru’s night jar, a true believer would see, would touch, would taste, would hear, would smell the powerful neak ta, the guardian spirits of Cambodian lore, spirits instinctively malevolent and vengeful.


  Kersh lowered his face into the smoke.


  And the neak ta entered his body, his mind, his soul.


  In a meditative trance, he focused upon the image of one of his captors, the one called “Scarface”—one of the wicked dead. And when he believed the neak ta had sufficiently emboldened him and had weakened the possible resistance of his enemy, Corporal K dressed for combat.


  From Army surplus stores over the past several months, he had reassembled a complete combat outfit—camouflage green shirt and trousers, helmet, black boots—and, as a finishing touch, he spread lampblack across his forehead and cheeks.


  Ready for night combat.


  He smothered the night jar and his small fire and paused to listen to the wind and to watch the now heavier fall of snow and to feel the cold, and yet the elements did not affect him.


  Protected by the neak ta, nothing could affect him. Nothing could harm him, he believed.


  He grasped the makeshift handle of the bayonet and thought of his father.


  Son, some tools help us build; some tools help us destroy.


  And then he waited for one final directive from Mr. Thmop.


  At last it came.


  “Stake them through the heart. The khmoc pray. The wicked dead. To destroy them, stake them through the heart.”


  Satisfied, afire with courage and boldness, Corporal K eagerly left the farmhouse to hunt down a ghost before it hunted him down.


  Out into the wind and the snow and the Kansas cold and the night.


  Darkness into darkness.


  Miles and miles away, the Town Creek Junior High Cardinals had solved Sherman’s full-court press. Johnny Marquez broke free at half court, snagged a long outlet pass from Andy Pennyfeather, and waltzed in untouched for an easy layup: Town Creek 54, Sherman 36, less than a quarter remaining.


  As Johnny’s layup dropped through the net, Doug Younger leaped from his spot on the bench, one fist slamming the air, a victory whoop on the way.


  “Way to go, Johnny!” he called out. “Great pass, Andy!”


  He stood and applauded as did the other “bench-riders” and the Town Creek cheerleaders and a handful of community supporters who had braved bad weather to follow their boys.


  Doug was proud of the team, proud to be a part of the team. He didn’t even mind sitting on the bench for much of the game because it was such a kick to watch the starting five in action: Eric Blaney, Clay Unruh, Jeremy Wiggers, Andy Pennyfeather, and Johnny Marquez. Each one a champion in Doug’s eyes.


  The team had needed a performance like this one, having lost their opening game in overtime, a game they should have won.


  Rick needs this, Doug thought to himself, glancing down the bench to where his brother was leaning forward in his most intense coaching pose. You would have thought his team was locked in a tight contest by the way his eyes drank in the action, his face strained, his knuckles white where they were pressed into the chair.


  The coach’s arms suddenly swung up in a gesture of elation as Town Creek scored two more on a jump shot by Clay Unruh. It was time to clear the bench—a twenty-point lead was safe.


  “Doug!”


  The boy sprang from his chair, unbuttoning his warm-up as quickly as he could. He moved to his brother’s side along with four other substitutes.


  “Listen to me, Doug,” Rick said, holding one commanding finger near the boy’s nose. “I want you to handle the ball against the press. Move it down-court and run the offense. They’ll foul. They’ve got to foul, so just step to the line and hit your free throws.”


  The horn for substitutions blared, and Doug and the rest of the “scrubs” bounced tentatively onto the floor like boys at their first dance undecided about their commitment to such a ritual.


  “Nice game, Johnny,” said Doug, exchanging a “high five” with his best friend.


  “Tear ’em up, Douglas.”


  Johnny grinned through the rivulets of sweat.


  “Way to play it, Andy,” Doug exclaimed.


  Andy Pennyfeather clapped his hands excitedly, and, as he headed toward the bench, he and Doug slapped palms … and Doug felt a sudden, yet mercifully brief, wave of anxiety, a dark confusion that settled in his stomach, a lump of nausea.


  Andy! Andy, my God! Andy!


  Bloodstone!


  The vision
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