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Introduction

There is a park in Bucks County, Pennsylvania called the Ringing Rocks County Park. Visitors will discover fields filled with hundreds of stones, most as small as a volleyball, others large enough to climb on. Some of these stones hide a strange and unique secret: if struck with something hard, like a hammer, they will ring like bells!

The first mention of the Legend of the Ringing Rocks was in 1899, in an article written in a local Bucks County newspaper. In that article, the reporter theorized the legend’s origin with the Lenape tribe that had lived there for nearly a thousand years. This article contained the first mention of the strange bell sounds from the ringing rocks as “the Ghost Notes.”

The legend itself says this: if you strike five particular rocks, five out of the hundreds of rocks in the fields, and you strike them in a certain order to create a unique five-note melody of rings—the Ghost Notes—you can summon the spirit of someone from the past. But for the summoning to work you have to concentrate, focusing on that person, while you ring those particular rocks in that particular order. The legend says this spirit you summon only appears for about a minute before they disappear. And, according to the legend, these spirits can only be summoned once.

Did I mention that you can summon a spirit of someone? What if you make the terrible, horrible mistake of summoning something instead…?


Chapter 1

A nighttime wind, blustery and cold, sent falling leaves careening through the air. Dark clouds, limned in moonlight, scudded across the sky. Allison Wakefield, wearing only her pajamas, and holding her father’s hammer in her right hand, made her way across the field. She picked her path carefully because, though the frosted grass was cold, the rocks scattered all about, both big and small, were colder and harder. There was no way she wanted to stub her toe on one of them.

She stopped at last before five of the rocks. They were similar to all the others in the field—about soccer-ball sized, and mostly smooth—but she knew these five rocks were special. She knew their magic, and the danger, that slept within them. She was afraid, but she was also determined. She knelt without hesitation, raised the hammer and struck each of the five rocks in turn. The rocks rang like bells, each one a different note, creating a unique five-note riff, vibrating clearly, beautifully, into the cold night air.

A shadow formed, darker than all the other shadows, hanging silently before her. She held her breath as the shadow took on a shape, resolving itself from something formless to something sharp and distinct: something human, a young woman in a long, nineteenth-century dress, but a dress that appeared…odd, somehow. It looked stained, mottled, and ripped. A trick of the moonlight, perhaps? The woman had her back turned. Allison could only see her long dark hair flowing halfway down her back, silvered by the moonlight. The racing clouds made the moon blink, casting the woman first in light, then in shadow, then light again, then shadow…

When she finally turned, a cloud obscured the moon, and the woman’s face was too dark to make out. But then the cloud moved on and the moon reemerged, bathing Allison, the field, the rocks, and the figure standing before her, in its cold blue light.

And Allison saw not a young woman, but a withered, rotting corpse, its eye sockets dark, its hair flying about in the wind like greasy, writhing worms. It grinned at her with chipped and yellowed teeth, opening its maggoty mouth to speak as it reached for her with skeletal fingers outstretched—

Allison screamed, and screamed again, and awoke from the nightmare in a tangle of blankets and sheets. She blinked into the darkness of her bedroom, gasping, shivering. She looked about, disoriented. I’m not in the field of ringing rocks; I’m in my bedroom; I’m safe…

Her door burst open then, the hallway light framing her mother as she rushed to Allie and took her up in her arms in a long, reassuring hug. “It’s okay, Allie,” she said, gently. “It’s just a bad dream. It’s okay.”

Allie hugged her mother back. It was only a bad dream, after all. It could never happen for real…

Or could it?

Allie slid into her homeroom seat seconds before the second bell. As it rang, her best friend Elsie, in the seat beside her, slipped her a note:

Kandy Kitchen after skool?

—with a drawing of an ice cream cone, with three dripping scoops. Allie scribbled a reply under the drawing:

Kant! Working on my kostume!

—and slipped it back before the homeroom teacher noticed.

Their homeroom teacher, Mrs. Kinsey, one of three math teachers at Benjamin Franklin Middle School, took attendance perfunctorily. “Everyone present and accounted for, and on a Friday, yet. No three-day weekends for us, right? Okay. School news. Jenny?”

Allie only shared one class with Jennifer Mangold. but all Jenny ever talked about was becoming a news broadcaster on TV, so she was a natural for this job. She came to the front of the room, paper in hand, and pushed her glasses up her nose. “Friday, October 20. Tryouts for the holiday play are ongoing. All the parts are still up for grabs, but Mr. Norris says a good singing voice would be a plus, and he will be assigning parts by the end of next week. The sign-up sheet is in his class if you’re interested. Turning to sports, the algae problem at the high school pool has been solved, and everyone on the Swim Team will be able to continue practice by Monday. Our Raiders football team plays the Quakertown Middle School Wildcats tomorrow on the home field. Kickoff is at ten. Come on out and root our team to victory, okay?” She pushed her glasses up again. “In other news, our Founder’s Day program will be next week on Friday the 27th. Sixth period for the fifth and sixth grades, and seventh period for the seventh and eighth. So there’s still time to get those costumes ready if you’re participating.”

A hand shot up. “What about Halloween? Is there gonna be a Halloween costume contest too?”

Mrs. Kinsey signaled Jenny that she would take the question. “As you all are already aware, the school board has decided to follow the lead of the Mayor this year. Since the Town Halloween Parade has been replaced with the Founder’s Day Parade, Franklin will be having a Founder’s Day Costume Contest in place of one for Halloween.”

“But they can’t cancel Halloween!”

“No one is canceling Halloween. We’re only talking about the town parade and the school costume contest. For those of you who plan on trick-or-treating, I’m sure there will be plenty of candy.”

Allie chose to ignore the grumbling she heard around her. She and her mom had been working on Allie’s Founder’s Day dress for weeks now. They would be done in plenty of time. She couldn’t wait to enter the Founder’s Day costume contest.

Mrs. Kinsey ignored the grumbling as well. She turned to Jennifer. “Any more news? No? You can resume your seat then.” She turned back to the class. “One final thing: For any of you in Mrs. Witmer’s History class, she is taking an early maternity leave. Her classes will be taken over by a permanent substitute teacher.”

This was real news! Mrs. Witmer was Allie’s history teacher. She shared a wide-eyed look with Elsie. A permanent sub? How good could that be?

Mrs. Kinsey let the buzz die down, then continued, “In the near term, until the permanent substitute teacher is hired, Mrs. Witmer’s History classes will be taught by Mr. Cavanaugh, the assistant principal.”

There was shocked silence. Allie felt dizzy, like her seat had fallen out from under her. “Colonel” Cavanaugh teaching classes? Yikes! Hands shot up, as the bell sounded for first period, but Mrs. Kinsey waved them down. “Saved by the bell!” she said, with a smile. As everyone got up, Elsie whispered to Allie, “You have Witmer for History, don’t you?” Gabe Sanchez, who sat behind Allie and also had Witmer for History, shook his head sadly: “It’s been nice knowing you, Wakefield.”
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Second period for Allie was the now dreaded History class. She arrived to find “MR. CAVANAUGH” written on the white-board, but no “Colonel” in sight. They all sat, talking among themselves about how unlucky they were to get The Colonel as a sub, and wondering how Mrs. Witmer was. Resting at home? In the hospital? Then Mr. Cavanaugh breezed in, all business, and the class quieted. “Sorry I’m late, but as you can see I am now wearing two hats.”

Allie figured this was his version of a joke, but no one laughed. “At least two weeks, depending on how soon we can hire a permanent substitute, though we fully expect Mrs. Witmer to be back in the Spring, with lots of baby pictures to share. So. Down to business. I see we have a new student at Franklin, Mr.…” he consulted a piece of paper on the desk, “Nate Minewski.” He looked up, locating Nate in the back row. “I won’t embarrass you any more than to say welcome to Benjamin Franklin Middle School. Class?”

Everyone turned in Nate’s direction and said, “Welcome to Franklin” in a ragged chorus.

Nate ducked his head, his dark hair falling across his eyes. “Thanks,” he mumbled.

“And where are you coming from, Mr. Minewski?” the assistant principal asked.

Seated behind Allie, Gabe Sanchez whispered just loud enough for her to hear, “I thought he wasn’t gonna embarrass him.”

“New York,” Nate answered. “New York City. Brooklyn.”

“And what was your History class up to, back in the Big Apple, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Um, post–Civil War? Reconstruction?”

“As are we! Excellent. You should have little trouble getting up to speed, then.”

This was Allie’s first chance to look at the newcomer: He was thin, a little taller than her, wearing black jeans and a black hoodie, and he had…was that black polish on his fingernails? My first goth!

Mr. Cavanaugh cleared his throat. “All right, then. As I said, down to business.” He looked at the paper on his desk again. “According to Mrs. Witmer, we are about halfway through our oral reports. I’m sure you are all well prepared. First up today is…Allison Wakefield.”

Unlike future TV reporter Jenny Mangold, Allie hated public speaking. Not that she wasn’t prepared; she practically had her report memorized. But that didn’t fix the sudden, aching knot in the pit of her stomach.

Mr. Cavanaugh curled his finger in her direction. “Front and center, please?”

Wait. In front of the whole class? Was he kidding? She somehow found the courage to blurt out, “But Mrs. Witmer lets us do it from our desks!”

Mr. Cavanaugh looked at her over his glasses, and curled his finger one more time. “Ms. Wakefield,” he said, with finality.

Allie got up, and with her report clutched in her hand, made her way to the front of the classroom.

Mr. Cavanaugh positioned a music stand front and center. Allie put her report notes on it. She looked at him. “Now?”

Mr. Cavanaugh had taken position sitting on the corner of his desk. “We await with bated breath, Ms. Wakefield,” he said.

Allie looked around. Okay. Everyone was looking at her. Let’s do this. “My report is on the Legend of the Ringing Rocks. First, a little history.” Got that word “history” in there up front and on purpose; good. “The land where the ringing rocks are located was originally populated by the Lenape Indians. The rocks themselves were carried south by the last major Ice Age glacier, called the Wisconsin Glacier. They were left behind when the climate warmed, the glacial period ended, and the glaciers retreated, about eleven thousand years ago.

“When our town Rappleville was founded in 1747, the field of ringing rocks was part of the Rapple family farm. Lucky for us, moving so many heavy rocks out of the way to make room for tilling the soil to grow stuff was so hard, the original Rapples just left the field alone. When it was discovered that the rocks actually rang like bells when you hit them with something metal, like a shovel or a pick-axe, everyone was glad the field had not been cleared.

“In 1927, the Rapple family donated the ringing rocks field and several surrounding acres of land to the county, so the county could create a public park, known today as Ringing Rocks County Park, located on Ringing Rocks Road in Upper Black Eddy, just west of Rappleville. It’s open to the public.”

She took a deep breath; this was the fun part. “The origins of the Legend of the Ringing Rocks is unclear. Its first official mention was in 1899, in an article written by Arthur Hammond in the Bucks County Gazette newspaper. In that article, Mr. Hammond theorized its origin with the Lenape tribe that used to live here. As far as I could tell in my research, this article was the first to mention the special bell sounds some of the rocks made. Hitting five special ringing rocks made “the Ghost Notes.”

“The legend itself says if you hit the five right rocks, five out of the hundreds of rocks in the field, hit them in a particular order to create a unique melody of rings, you can summon the spirit of someone from the past. But you have to think really hard, focusing on that person, while you ring those particular rocks in that particular order. The only other part of the legend says this spirit you summon only appears for about a minute before it disappears. And they can only appear once.

“I live right next to the Ringing Rocks County Park. As far as I know, no one has ever found those five rocks, or successfully summoned a spirit there. But that’s the legend.” Allie paused. “Um, thank you.”

Mr. Cavanaugh slid off his desk and clapped his hands together. “Well done, Ms. Wakefield.” He turned to the class. “Questions?”

A few hands came up. Mr. Cavanaugh pointed to the closest one. “Ms.…Miller?”

“Yes sir. Allie, what if you can’t get a good picture in your head, or you just can’t focus hard enough? Does something happen anyway?”

“According to the legend, no. Your thoughts must be pure. That’s the word that the reporter used in his article. Pure.”

Mr. Cavanaugh pointed to the next student. “Mr. Sturm.”

“Have
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