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THE NEXUS
Prologue

No breezes stirred the wheat in the deserted Kansas field. A silver cat with dark gray spots
stalking a field mouse through the grain made the only ripple. Moments later the mouse made its
escape unnoticed. No one else was present to see the clouds gather and swirl in dark masses
overhead. If anyone had been there they would have supposed a tornado was forming. Long
experience with such things would have sent them running for cover. Certainly no one would
have stayed long enough to see the bizarre ring that formed in the wheat, the stalks bending
smoothly to the ground in a perfect clockwise circle. The faint red glow, like a pair of evil eyes,
appeared a few feet above the center without witnesses. No one heard the whisper on the breeze.
“Sssoooon.”
No one saw or heard...except the cat.

THE NEXUS
Chapter 1

“Wake up!”
“Wha...?” Tanner’s brain felt as mushy as his oatmeal. He jerked his head up off the table,
right into the wall. “Ow!”
Tanner rubbed his head and shot a menacing look at ten-year-old Dani. Her impish blue eyes
twinkled as light from the kitchen window gleamed off her braces.
“You were doing it again.” She didn’t try to hide her amusement.
“So what? There’s no law against daydreaming, is there?”
“No, but there ought to be a law against drooling while you’re at it.”
Giggling obnoxiously, Dani dodged the biscuit Tanner threw at her. Not for the first time, he
longed to yank the short red ponytail right off his sister’s head. She’d probably look better bald
anyway. He waited until she flounced out the door then took a shaky drink of his orange juice.
This was the worst one yet. Why do I keep having these sudden dreams? I wish that stupid
brat would quit making fun of me about them. That’s all I need with this stuff happening to me.
Tanner tried to calm his shaking hands. The tornado he had seen developing in his dream had
been so vivid, like being in the real thing again. He attempted to go back to his breakfast, but his
knotted stomach had other ideas. Scooping up his dishes, he made his way to the kitchen and
rinsed them halfheartedly.
“Tanner, are you all right?” his mother called from the den. “You hardly touched your
breakfast.” She put down the sweepstakes entry on which she was working and joined Tanner,
brushing his hair off his forehead. Her hands felt cool.
“Mom, I’m okay.” He pulled out of her grasp. “I just need to hurry and get to school. I’m
running late.” There’s no way I can tell Mom and Dad about this, he thought. They would
probably freak! I’d end up seeing all kinds of doctors and therapists and stuff. Besides, it’s
probably nothing. I’ll bet there are lots of people who have daydreams like mine.
“Are you sure? You look a little pale.”
“I always look pale, remember?” Tanner, like his father and sister, was one of those redheads
who couldn’t get a tan if his life depended on it.
“All right, if you say so. But if you start to feel bad at school, be sure to go see the nurse.”
“Sure, Mom.”
Tanner grabbed his backpack and headed for his car. Why couldn’t I have inherited Mom’s
looks instead of Dad’s? Guys who are blonde and tan like she is always get all the girls. I look
like I’ve spent my life in a storm cellar.
He threw his stuff into the passenger seat and turned the key. The engine of the elderly Ford
Escort whimpered to life. This thing is an embarrassment. I wish I had a better car. But who am
I kidding? Losers who live in the Wagon Wheel Mobile Home Park don’t have cool stuff.
Minutes later, Tanner pulled into the parking lot of Madison High School. He sourly regarded
the dismal heap of red brick. Another day of geekdom to look forward to, he thought. He
brightened when he spotted Markus Kemp. Markus and his father had only moved to Madison,
Kansas a few weeks ago, but he was already Tanner’s best friend. For one thing, he was the only
guy in Tanner’s class who wasn’t either a jock or a cowboy. Besides, Markus was easy to talk to
and seemed genuinely interested in him. Tanner couldn’t imagine why. It wasn’t like anything
interesting ever happened to him.

“Hey, Bud!” Markus waved at him. Tanner headed for his tall dark friend, enviously noticing
the sidelong looks Markus received from all the girls. Tanner got looks from girls, too. They
were the same looks usually reserved for garden slugs.
“Hey, Markus, what’s up?”
“Nothin’ man. Did you get your essay finished, yet?”
“Oh, shoot! I forgot about it! When’s it due?”
“Thursday. Boy, where has your head been?” Markus strode toward the building. Tanner
hurried to keep up.
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Really? Try me.”
“I just can’t concentrate. I keep having these weird daydreams or something.”
“Like what?”
“Oh, nothing. C’mon, the bell’s about to ring.”
“Okay. Hey, why don’t you come over for dinner tonight and I can help you catch up on your
writing?”
“Sounds good. Maybe your dad’ll order pizza or something.”
Markus laughed. “Are you trying to say you don’t like Dad’s cooking?”
“No, I love your dad’s cooking. It really makes for an...interesting experience.”
“Yeah, whatever.” Markus snickered. “See ya’ after school.”
Tanner went on to his first-period class: math with Mr. Wilcox. The one bright spot about Mr.
Wilcox’s class was that it only lasted half of eternity. When it finally lurched to a halt it enabled
him to get on to second period. This one was entitled American History, but Tanner thought of it
as Girl Watching 101. Monica Ruiz was the topic of the day.
She is so hot! Tanner’s eyes wandered over to Monica for about the thirtieth time in the last
minute. Long, black hair cascaded over her olive-skinned shoulders. Her dark almond-shaped
eyes had an almost unearthly quality to them, with lashes that seemed to tease him with the
delights hidden just out of sight. Tanner forgot where he was every time he looked into those
eyes. The trouble was that they never looked back. If anything, they looked right through him.
If I have to have all these stupid daydreams, why can’t any of them ever be about her? That’s
one dream I wouldn’t want to wake up fr...
Silent. Follow the scent. Sight the prey. Muscles tense. Tail twitching. Wait...wait...pounce!
“Tanner, I’m waiting.”
“Huh?” Tanner snapped to attention.
“I said I’m waiting for your answer.” Mrs. Penrod glared at him through her gigantic pinktinted glasses.
“Um...” Tanner licked his lips as snickers bubbled up around the room. “Could you repeat the
question?” His heart sank. He was doomed.
“Never mind. It’s obvious you weren’t paying attention. Please bring me your discipline
card.”
Tanner climbed numbly to his feet. That last dream had unnerved him. He had felt himself
attacking some small animal. The taste of blood was in his mouth. Now, to make matters worse,
he was in trouble because of the stupid thing. He swayed a bit as he trudged to the front and
handed his card to Mrs. Penrod so she could mark him down on it.
“I’m disappointed in you, Tanner. You know this material is going to be on the test.”
“But Mrs. Penrod, it wasn’t my fault. I’ve been having some kind of spells lately; kind of like
dreams...”

“Yes, I can see that.” Mrs. Penrod’s voice could wake the dead in the next county. “And I
have a pretty good idea what you’ve been dreaming about. If you would concentrate half as hard
on history as you do on Monica, you’d be an A+ student.”
“No, it wasn’t that!” Tanner blushed as laughter erupted behind him.
“Hey, Massey! You’d better not be dreaming about my girl!”
“Shut up, Derek!” Tanner’s ears were hot. He saw Monica bury her face in her arms.
Derek Earley regarded him coolly. “Why don’t you come make me?” He rose leisurely out of
his seat and smirked down at the much-shorter Tanner. “Or are you going to hide behind the
teacher like a little cream puff?”
That did it! Tanner launched himself at Derek and shoved him hard. Derek took a step back,
but he kept the sneer on his face.
“That’s enough!” Mrs. Penrod was at full steam by now. “I will not stand for fighting here,
and you two know it. Report to Mr. Cribbs’s office right now.”
Great! Now I’m really in for it. Fighting in school! I can’t believe I let that big goon get to
me. Now I have to go see Colonel Cribbs. Dad’s gonna kill me! Why do I have to be so stupid?
He wanted to pound his head against the wall.
The two antagonists walked to the office. Derek kept up a running commentary on what a
loser Tanner was, but Tanner tuned him out this time. When they entered the outer office, the
secretary told them to wait. Tanner knew Mrs. Penrod would be talking to Mr. Cribbs on the
school phone. Finally the intercom buzzed, and the secretary sent them into the lion’s den.
Bruce Cribbs, the Vice-Principal Over Discipline, was a former army colonel who had a
reputation for being exceedingly tough and rarely fair. He seemed to go out of his way to live up
to that reputation. Already resigned to his fate, Tanner faced his executioner. Mr. Cribbs sat
behind his monstrous desk with his fingers steepled in front of him. The harsh light over his desk
reflected off his bald head. His facial expression suggested that he smelled something
unpleasant. Behind him on the wall hung a poster that said, “The Principal is Your Pal.”
“Sit down.” It wasn’t an invitation. The two boys sat silently. It was one of the few times
Tanner could remember Derek doing anything silently. “I understand you’ve been fighting. Mr.
Earley, explain yourself.”
“I don’t know what happened, Sir. I was just sitting in class and Tanner got in trouble for not
paying attention and staring at Monica. I think Monica is scared he’s stalking her or something.
Mrs. Penrod told him to quit staring at her, and I said to leave her alone, then he just ran over
there and attacked me.”
Tanner almost choked. What a bunch of bull! I can’t believe this guy.
“I see. Mr. Massey, what do you have to say for yourself? And it had better be good. I take a
dim view of young men who stalk innocent girls.”
“What? What are you talking about? I didn’t stalk anybody! I was just sitting in class and my
mind wandered, that’s all. I don’t know why Mrs. Penrod said I was daydreaming about Monica,
but it’s not true! And then this jerk mouths off, and so I told him to be quiet. Everyone was
laughing at me, then he got up and got in my face, so I pushed him. I confess. I pushed the great
Derek Earley, hero of the football team who can do no wrong! Well, I’ve had it with him, and
I’ve had it with you and everyone else who never believes what I say!” As soon as the words
were out of his mouth, Tanner knew he’d blown it. He cringed as Mr. Cribbs’ whole head turned
purple.
“Mr. Massey,” he spat, “your father is a fine teacher in this school, and for his sake I’ve tried
to give you the benefit of every doubt. But you obviously think you are above the rules. You are

rude, disrespectful, and uncooperative. Now, not only do you attack another student without
cause, and force your unwanted attentions on an innocent girl, but you have the gall to talk back
to me and tell me you’ve had it?” By now the veins in his temples were throbbing. Tanner
thought they were going to explode. “Well let me tell you something, young man. You don’t
know what ‘I’ve had it’ means! Your father will be hearing of this. In the meantime, you are
suspended for one day, and will be on probation for one week. Any further behavior of this kind
will result in your expulsion. Do I make myself clear?”
Tanner bit back the reply he wanted to make. He bit back the next two, as well. Finally, he
said, “Yes, Sir...I understand.”
“Then get your things and get out. I’ll be talking to your father this afternoon.”
Tanner rose to leave. The triumphant smirk on Derek’s face galled him. He slunk, defeated,
out of the office and went to collect his stuff. How could this day have gone downhill so fast?
What’s wrong with me? Why do I keep having these stupid dr...?
The prey’s struggles have ended. The game is over. Time to feed...
He woke with a start. Sweat drenched his body as his knees collapsed. It happened again! I’ve
never had two spells so close together before. What’s happening to me? He struggled to his feet.
Tears began to sting his eyes, so he rushed to his locker and hurried out before anyone could see.
Once in his car he took some deep breaths and tried to calm down.
“Okay, Tanner, think,” he said to himself. Talking out loud helped him organize his thoughts.
“I keep having dreams, but they only happen when I’m awake. They always look like they’re
happening in the country or something, and I see things from really close to the ground. Why?
Because I’ve lost my mind, that’s why! And the really weird part is that I felt so...excited this
time. And why do I feel so full? It’s almost lunchtime. I should be starving. I was starving when
I left Mr. Cribbs’ office.”
Mr. Cribbs! Tanner groaned and put his head on the steering wheel. The events of the past
half hour came crashing back in on him. What am I going to tell Dad? Mr. Cribbs will have him
believing I’m the Boston Strangler before long. I don’t want to see him tonight until after he’s
had a chance to calm down.
Tanner drove home and wrote a note telling his parents he was going to Markus’s house for
dinner. He took some aspirin for his colossal headache then went over to wait at Markus’s house.
No one was home yet, so he turned on the radio. It was just the news: a report about
“unexplained crop circles” in some farmer’s wheat field. Tanner wasn’t interested in crop-art, so
he switched the channel. Brad Paisley. That was more like it. He rolled down the windows and
reclined his seat for a nap. He dreamed of chasing Monica Ruiz in a circle through a wheat field
while a mouse flew by in a tornado.
Honk!
Tanner jumped at the sound of his car horn. Markus stood there laughing at him. He rubbed
his eyes and sat up.
“Where were you, Bud? I waited for you after school, but you never showed up. So I checked
the parking lot and saw that your car was gone. How long have you been here?”
“Too long. Now I’ve got a stiff neck.”
“Why weren’t you at school?”
“It’s a long story. Come on, let’s go inside and I’ll tell you about it.”
They retrieved a couple of sodas from the kitchen then stepped down the hall to Markus’s
bedroom. Compared with the rest of the house, all of Markus’ furniture had a run-down look
about it, as if he’d gotten it all at a garage sale. Markus maintained it was more comfortable. To

each his own, thought Tanner. Oddly, for such a messy room, there was never any smell.
Tanner’s own room usually smelled like a locker room. The boys flung themselves into the pair
of patched beanbags on the floor, and Tanner began to tell Markus all about the events of the
morning. Markus listened intently. Tanner marveled at the way Markus was able to give him his
full attention like that. Most people he knew tuned him out after a while. That’s why he didn’t
bother to talk much to anyone. They seemed bored by his life. Heck, even he was bored by his
life most of the time. Not today, though. Right now, boring sounded pretty good to him.
Markus interrupted him to ask, “You mean you weren’t daydreaming about Monica? Are you
sick? I daydream about her myself.”
“Well, I guess I might have been. But that’s not what was happening when Mrs. Penrod called
on me. It was...something else.” Tanner hesitated. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to tell Markus
about all the dreams or not. He didn’t want his best friend to think he was strange.
“What was it? Was it those weird dreams you mentioned this morning?”
Wow! How did he remember that? “Man, you’re a good listener. I’d forgotten I even
mentioned it. But yeah, it was one of those. I haven’t told anybody else about this, but I’ve got to
tell somebody. Promise you won’t tell anyone else, especially my parents, okay?”
“Sure, Bud, you know you can trust me.”
Tanner did know. He knew beyond any doubt that he could trust Markus, even if he couldn’t
trust anyone else. He took a deep breath.
“Okay, here goes. Sometimes, when I’m just doing normal stuff, wide-awake, I have a weird
dream. It just hits me suddenly. Dani’s the only one who’s seen me do it. She thinks it’s funny
because I just freeze right in the middle of what I’m doing. She says my eyes just stare into space
and I look like a zombie. Of course, who knows if she’s telling the truth? You know Dani.”
“Oh yeah, I know: Dani Massey, Queen of the Pests. But I don’t understand, yet. What are the
dreams like?”
“What dreams?”
Both of the boys jumped. Markus’ dad Laszlo Kemp stood in the doorway. As an insurance
salesman Mr. Kemp made his own hours; you never knew when he would be in or out of the
house. He was a skinny, rat-faced man with a pencil-thin mustache. A receding hairline made his
face seem too long. Tanner often thought it was odd that such a homely man would have a son as
good-looking as Markus.
“Hi, Dad. I hope you don’t mind that I invited Tanner over for dinner. We have to do some
work on a research project.”
“Of course not. Tanner, you’re always welcome here. Now, don’t let me interrupt. What was
this about dreams?”
“Oh, I was just...um...”
Markus stepped in. “Hey, Dad. How about ordering us some pizza?” Tanner nodded thanks at
his friend.
“Pizza? Sure, if that’s what you guys want. Or I could whip up something.”
“No! That is...don’t go to any trouble, Mr. Kemp. Pizza will do fine.” Markus winked at him.
“Okay, won’t be a minute.” Mr. Kemp went into the kitchen to call the pizza place. Both boys
exhaled with relief.
“Sorry about that. Sometimes Dad can be a little nosy. He doesn’t mean anything by it.”
“That’s okay. I’m used to nosiness. I live with Dani, remember? Anyway, maybe I should
wait and tell you about the dreams later.”
“Sure. I guess we could start on your essay, since that’s the reason you came over.”

Forty-five minutes later Mr. Kemp called them to the table. They sat down and stuffed
themselves full of supreme pizza with double cheese. Tanner had finally gotten his appetite back
and realized he had hardly eaten anything all day.
“Now, weren’t you about to tell us about some unusual dreams you’ve been having, Tanner?”
Mr. Kemp asked abruptly. Tanner nearly choked on his pizza.
“No, not really, Mr. Kemp. I mean…nothing all that unusual. Just regular old dreams.”
Tanner scrambled to regain his mental balance. Why is Mr. Kemp so interested in my dreams all
of a sudden?
“But surely it must have been something pretty strange, the way you were talking so seriously
about it. You sounded rather upset. Why don’t you tell me about it? Maybe I can help you
understand it better. I majored in psychology in college.” Mr. Kemp’s eyes were boring into
Tanner’s. Sweat beaded up on his forehead.
“Seriously, Mr. Kemp. I just had a funny dream about being in a wheat field during a
tornado.” Tanner tried to sound casual. “Nothing unusual about that.”
Mr. Kemp looked like he had just discovered gold. His nose was practically twitching. “A
wheat field in a tornado, you say? You’re sure it was a tornado?”
Tanner was starting to get nervous. Mr. Kemp was acting very peculiar. Markus had
obviously noticed it, too.
“Dad, can I talk to you in the living room for a minute?”
Mr. Kemp looked at Markus’ face and seemed to deflate a bit. Licking his lips, he said,
“Oh...sure, Son. Will you excuse us, Tanner?”
“No problem, take your time.” Tanner was just relieved to get Mr. Kemp to quit giving him
the third degree about his dreams.
Markus and his father stepped down the hall and began talking in low voices. Tanner strained
to hear what they were saying.
“I want you to stop asking my friend so many questions. You’re making him nervous.”
“I’m sorry. I was only trying to help.”
“Well, you weren’t. Please don’t do it anymore.”
“If that’s what you want, then I won’t do it again.”
“Thank you, I appreciate that. Now come on, let’s go back before we upset him even more.”
Tanner heard their footsteps returning. Wow, what a pal! He even stands up to his own father for
me.
Just as Mr. Kemp was about to speak to Tanner, the phone rang. He hesitated a moment, then
went to answer it. Markus looked apologetically at Tanner.
“I’m awfully sorry about Dad. I know he was a little, um...intense just then. He really means
well. It’s just that sometimes his people skills are kind of lousy.”
“Don’t sweat it, Bro’. I appreciate your standing up to him for me. That was taking a chance.”
“Aw, Dad’s bark is worse than his bite. I can handle him.”
Mr. Kemp came back into the kitchen. “That was your father, Tanner. He wants you to come
home.”
Oh boy, here it comes. “Okay. Thanks for the pizza, Mr. Kemp. I’ll see you later, Markus.”
Then, under his breath he added, “Wish me luck.”
“Good luck,” Markus whispered back, walking him to the door. “I wouldn’t want to be in
your shoes tonight.”
“Thanks a lot.” He trudged to his car and headed for home. The Escort crunched to a halt in
the gravel of the driveway, and he plodded up the rickety steps of the mobile home. When he

opened the door, his parents were waiting for him on the couch with grim faces. Dani sat
grinning at the dining table behind them. When she caught Tanner’s eye, she made a gesture with
her finger across her throat. Tanner got the message.
Dead meat.
“Sit down, Tanner.” Dad’s voice carried a hint of firing squads and electric chairs.
Boy, it’s going to be a long night, Tanner thought as he closed the door.
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