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CHAPTER 1

Jenny glanced back over her shoulder. They were still behind her, on the other side of the street but definitely following. They matched their pace to hers; when she slowed to pretend to look in a store window, they slowed, too.

There were two of them, one dressed in a black T-shirt and leather vest, with a black bandanna on his head, the other in a long flannel shirt, black-and-blue plaid, unbuttoned. Also unwashed. They both looked like trouble.

The game store was a few blocks ahead. Jenny quickened her pace a little. This wasn’t the best neighborhood in town, and she’d come here specifically because she didn’t want any of her friends to see her. She hadn’t realized, though, that Eastman Avenue had gotten quite so rough. After the last riots the police had cleared things up, but many of the vandalized stores still had boarded windows, which gave Jenny a creeping feeling between her shoulder blades. They were like bandaged eyes turned toward her.

Not at all the place to be at dusk—but it wasn’t dusk yet, Jenny told herself fiercely. If only those two guys would turn off onto another street. Her heart was beating unpleasantly hard. Maybe they had turned. . . .

She slowed again, her feet in their lace-up canvas Tretorns making no sound on the dirty sidewalk. From behind and to the left she heard the flat smack of running shoes and the clack of bootheels. The footsteps slowed.

They were still there.

Don’t look back, she told herself. Think. You have to cross over at Joshua Street to get to the store—but that means crossing left, to their side of the street. Bad idea, Jenny. While you’re crossing they can catch up to you.

All right, then, she’d turn off before that, she’d go right on this next street up here—what was it? Montevideo. She’d go right on Montevideo, and then she’d find a store to duck into, a place to hide until the two guys had passed by.

The Tower Records on the corner of Eastman and Montevideo was no longer in business. Too bad. Back straight, stubbornly pretending she was perfectly calm, Jenny walked by the darkened windows. She caught a glimpse of herself in one of them: a slender girl with hair that Michael had once said was the color of honey in sunlight. Her eyebrows were straight, like two decisive brush strokes, and her forest-green eyes were dark as pine needles and even more serious than usual. She looked worried.

She turned right at the cross street. As soon as she was out of sight of Eastman Avenue, she stopped and stood as still as a deer, backpack swinging from her hand, eyes desperately scanning Montevideo for cover.

Directly opposite her was a vacant lot and beside that a Thai restaurant, closed. Behind her the looming bulk of the record store presented a blank wall to the street all the way down to the park. No cover. Nowhere to hide.

Jenny’s neck prickled and her little fingers began to tingle.

She turned toward Eastman and hugged the wall, tossing back her hair to listen.

Were those footsteps or just the sick thudding of her own heart?

She wished that Tom were with her.

But of course that was the whole point. Tom couldn’t be with her, since it was his party she was shopping for.

It was supposed to have been a pool party. Jenny Thornton was known for her pool parties, and here in southern California late April was a perfectly reasonable time to have one. The temperature often hovered in the mid-seventies at night, and the Thornton pool glowed like a huge blue-green jewel in the backyard, giving off little wisps of steam from its surface. The perfect setting for an outdoor barbecue.

Then three days ago the cold snap had come . . . and Jenny’s plans were ruined. Nobody except polar bears swam in this kind of weather.

She’d meant to rethink things, to come up with some other brilliant idea, but it had been one of those weeks. Summer’s fourteen-year-old schnauzer had finally had to be put to sleep, and Summer had needed Jenny for moral support. Dee had taken a kung fu exam, and Jenny had gone to cheer her on. Audrey and Michael had had a fight, and Zach had had the flu. . . .

And then suddenly it had been Friday afternoon, with just hours to go before the party and everyone expecting something special—and nothing set up.

Fortunately an idea had come to her in the middle of computer applications class. A game. People gave murder mystery parties and Pictionary parties and things like that. Why not a game tonight? It would have to be a very special game, of course. Something chic enough for Audrey, sexy enough for Tom, and even scary, if possible, to keep Dee’s interest. Something seven people could play at once.

Vague notions had run through Jenny’s head of the only really exciting games she’d ever played as a child. Not the ones the adults arranged, but the kind you devised on your own once they were safely out of the house. Truth or dare and spin the bottle. Some combination of those two—only more sophisticated, of course, more suited to juniors in high school—would be ideal.

That was what had brought her to Eastman Avenue. She’d known perfectly well it wasn’t the best neighborhood, but she’d figured that at least none of her friends would see her and find out about this last-minute scramble for entertainment. Jenny had gotten herself into this mess; she would get herself out of it.

Only now the mess was getting bigger than she’d bargained for.

She could definitely hear footsteps now. They sounded very close and were approaching quickly.

Jenny looked down Montevideo again, her mind taking in irrelevant details with obsessive precision. The record store wall was not truly blank after all. There was a mural on it, a mural of a street that looked much like Eastman Avenue before the riots. Strange—parts of the mural looked real. Like that storefront painted in the middle, the one with the sign Jenny couldn’t quite make out. It had a door that looked real: The handle seemed three dimensional. In fact . . .

Startled, Jenny took a step toward it. The knob appeared to change shape as she moved, like any three-dimensional object. She looked more closely and found she could see the difference in texture between the wooden door and the painted concrete wall.

The door was real.

It couldn’t be—but it was. There was a door stuck in the middle of the mural.

Why, Jenny didn’t know. There wasn’t time to wonder about it. Jenny needed to get off the street, and if this door was unlocked . . .

Impulsively she took hold of the knob.

It was cool as china and it turned in her hand. The door swung inward. Jenny could see a dimly lit room.

One instant of hesitation, then she stepped inside.

Just as she did, she consciously took in the sign above the door. It read: “More Games.”



CHAPTER 2

There was a push-button lock on the inside doorknob, and Jenny depressed it. There were no windows looking out on Montevideo, of course, so she couldn’t see whether the two guys had followed her. Still, she had a tremendous feeling of relief. No one was going to find her in here.

Then she thought, More Games? She had often seen signs reading “More Books” in the arty, shabby used bookstores around here, signs with an arrow pointing up a narrow staircase to another floor. But how could there be More Games when there hadn’t been any games at all yet?

Just the fact that it happened to be a game store she’d stumbled onto was strange, but very convenient. She could do her shopping while she waited for the tough guys to go away. The owner would probably be glad to have her, with that mural camouflaging the door they couldn’t do much business here.

As she looked around she saw just how strange the store really was. Even stranger than the usual odd shops around Eastman Avenue.

The room was lit by one small window and several old-fashioned lamps with stained-glass shades. There were shelves and tables and racks like any other store, but the objects on them were so exotic that Jenny felt as if she’d stepped into another world. Were they all games? They couldn’t be. Jenny’s mind filled suddenly with wild images from The Arabian Nights, images of foreign bazaars where anything—anything—might be sold. She stared around at the shelves in amazement.

God, what a weird chessboard. Triangular. Could anybody really play on a board like that? And there was another one, with strange, squat chessmen carved of rock crystal. It looked more than antique—it looked positively ancient.

So did a metalwork box covered with arabesques and inscriptions. It was made of brass or maybe bronze, decorated with gold and silver and Arabic writing. Whatever was in that box, Jenny knew she couldn’t afford it.

Some of the games she could identify, like the mahogany mah-jongg table with ivory tiles spilled carelessly on the green felt top. Others, like a narrow enameled case crawling with hieroglyphics, and a red box embossed with a gold Star of David in a circle, she had never seen before. There were dice of every size and description: some twelve-sided, some shaped like pyramids, and some ordinary cubical ones made of odd materials. There were card decks fantastically colored like illuminated manuscripts.

Strangest of all, the weird antique things were intermixed with weird ultramodern things. A cork bulletin board on the back wall sported signs reading: “Flame.” “Rant.” “Rave.” “Surf the Edge.” “Cheap Thrills.” Cyberpunk, Jenny thought, vaguely recognizing the terms. Maybe they sold computer games here, too. From a boom box on the counter came 120-beat-a-minute acid house music.

This, thought Jenny, is a very peculiar place.

It felt so—cut off—from everything outside. As if time didn’t exist here, or ran differently somehow. Even the dusty sunlight slanting in that one window seemed wrong. Jenny would have sworn the light should have been coming from the other direction. A chill went through her.

You’re mixed up, she told herself. Disoriented. And no wonder, after the day you’ve had—after the week you’ve had. Just concentrate on finding a game, if there’s anything here that you can actually play.

There was another sign on the board, a sort of square:



	W 	E 	L 	C



	O 	M 	E 	T



	O 	M 	Y 	W



	O 	R 	L 	D




Jenny tilted her head, examining it. What did the letters say? Oh, of course, she had it now. Welcome . . .

“Can I help you?”

The voice spoke from right behind her. Jenny turned—and lost her breath.

Eyes. Blue eyes. Except that they weren’t just blue, they were a shade Jenny couldn’t describe. The only place she’d seen a blue like that was once when she’d happened to wake up at the precise instant of dawn. Then, between the window curtains, she’d glimpsed an unbelievable, luminous color, which had lasted only a second before fading to the ordinary blue of the sky.

No boy should have eyes as blue as that, and especially not surrounded by lashes so heavy they seemed to weigh his eyelids down. This boy had the most startling coloring she’d ever seen. His eyelashes were black, but his hair was white—true white, the color of frost or tendrils of mist. He was . . . well, beautiful. But in the most exotic, uncanny way imaginable, as if he’d just stepped in from another world. Jenny’s reaction was instant, total, and absolutely terrifying. She forgot Tom’s existence.

I didn’t know people could look like that. Real people, I mean. Maybe he’s not real. God, I’ve got to stop staring—

But she couldn’t. She couldn’t help herself. Those eyes were like the blue at the core of a flame. No—like a mile-deep lake set in a glacier. No . . .

The guy turned and went to the counter. The boom box clicked off. Silence roared in Jenny’s ears.

“Can I help you?” he repeated, politely and indifferently.

Heat rose to Jenny’s cheeks.

Ohmigod, what he must think of me.

The moment those eyes had turned away from her, she had come out of it, and now that he was farther away, she could look at him objectively. Not something from another world. Just a guy about her own age: lean, elegant, and with an unmistakable air of danger about him. His hair was white-blond, cropped close at the sides, long in back and so long over the forehead that it fell into his eyes. He was dressed all in black in a weird combination of cyberpunk and Byronic poet.

And he’s still gorgeous, Jenny thought, but who cares? Honestly, you’d think I’d never seen a guy before. On Tom’s birthday, too—

A flash of shame went through her. She’d better start her shopping or get out of here. The two alternatives seemed equally attractive—except that the tough guys might still be outside.

“I want to buy a game,” she said, too loudly. “For a party—for my boyfriend.”

He didn’t even blink at the word boyfriend ; in fact, he looked more laconic than ever. “Be my guest,” he said. Then he seemed to rouse himself to make a sale. “Anything in particular?”

“Well . . .”

“How about Senet, the Egyptian Game of the Dead?” he said, nodding at the enameled case with the hieroglyphics. “Or the I-ching? Or maybe you’d like to cast the runes.” He picked up a leather cup and shook it suggestively. There was a sound like rattling bones.

“No, nothing like that.” Jenny was feeling distinctly unnerved. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something about this guy sent whispers of alarm through her blood. Maybe it was time to go.

“Well—there’s always the ancient Tibetan game of goats and tigers.” He gestured at a curiously carved bronze board with tiny figurines on it. “The fierce tigers, see, stalk the innocent little goats, and the innocent little goats try to run from the tigers. For two players.”

“I—no.” Was he making fun of her? There was something to the twist of his mouth that made Jenny think yes. With dignity she said, “I was looking for—just a game that a lot of people can play at once. Like Pictionary or Outburst,” she added defiantly. “But since you don’t seem to have anything like that in the store—”

“I see,” he said. “That kind of game.” Suddenly, looking at her sideways, he smiled. The smile unnerved Jenny more than anything yet.

Definitely time to go, she thought. She didn’t care whether the tough guys were still outside. “Thank you,” she said with automatic politeness, and she turned to the door.

“Mystery,” he said. His voice caught Jenny halfway across the room. She hesitated in spite of herself. What on earth did he mean?

“Danger. Seduction. Fear.” Jenny turned back to face him, staring. There was something almost mesmerizing about his voice—it was full of elemental music, like water running over rock. “Secrets revealed. Desires unveiled.” He smiled at her and pronounced the last word distinctly: “Temptation.”

“What are you talking about?” she said, tensed to hit him or run if he took one step toward her.

He didn’t. His eyes were as innocently blue as Nordic fjords. “The Game, of course. That’s what you want, isn’t it? Something . . . very special.”

Something very special.

Exactly what she’d thought herself.

“I think,” she said slowly, “that I’d better—”

“We do have something like that in stock,” he said.

Now’s your chance, she told herself when he disappeared through a door into the back room. You can just walk out of here. And she was going to leave, she was just about to go, when he appeared again.

“I think,” he said, “that this is what you’ve been looking for.”

She looked at what he was holding, then up at his face.

“You’ve got to be joking,” she said.

The box was about the size and shape of a Monopoly game. It was white and glossy and there wasn’t a single word, line, or figure printed on it.

A blank white box.

Jenny waited for the punch line.

There was something about it, though. The more she looked at that box, the more she felt . . .

“Could I see it?” she said. Touch it, was what she meant. For some reason she wanted to feel the weight of it in her hands, the sharpness of its corners in her palms. It was silly, but she did want to. She really wanted to.

The guy leaned back, tilting the box between his own hands, gazing at its glossy top. Jenny noticed that there wasn’t a single fingerprint on the shiny finish, not so much as a smudge. She also noticed that his fingers were long and slender. And that he had a snake tattooed on his right wrist.

“Well . . .” he said. “I don’t know. On second thought, I’m not sure I can sell it to you after all.”

“Why not ?”

“Because it really is special. Un-mundane. I can’t let it go to just anybody, or for just any reason. Maybe if you explained what it was for. . . .”

Why, he’s a tease, Jenny thought. Without in the least stopping being scared, or disturbed, or any of the other things she’d been since she’d come into this store, she started being amused as well. Wildly, inexplicably amused.

Maybe if I looked like him, was that gorgeous, I’d be a tease, too, she thought. She said seriously, “It’s for a party tonight, for my boyfriend, Tom. He’s seventeen today. Tomorrow night we’ll have the big party—you know, with everybody invited, but tonight it’s just our group. Our crowd.”

He tilted his head to one side. Light flashed off the earring he was wearing—a dagger or a snake, Jenny couldn’t tell which. “So?”

“So I need something for us to do. You can’t just get seven people in a room, throw Doritos at them, and expect them to have a good time. I’ve screwed up massively by not getting organized until now—no real food, no decorations. And Tom—”

The guy tilted the box again. Jenny watched its surface turn milky, then bright, then milky again. It was almost hypnotic. “And Tom will care?” he said, as if not believing it.

Jenny felt defensive. “I don’t know—he might be disappointed. He deserves better, you see,” she added quickly. “He’s—” Oh, how to explain Tom Locke? “He’s—well, he’s incredibly handsome, and by the end of this year he’ll have lettered in three sports—”

“I get it.”

“No, you don’t,” Jenny said, horrified. “He’s not like that at all. Tom is wonderful. He’s just—so wonderful that sometimes it takes a little keeping up with him. And we’ve been together forever, and I love him, and I have since second grade. Okay?” Anger gave her courage, and she advanced a step toward the guy. “He is absolutely the best boyfriend in the world, and anybody who says he isn’t—”

She stopped. The boy was holding out the box to her. Jenny hesitated, nonplussed.

“You can hold it if you want,” he said gently.

“Okay,” Jenny said, embarrassed, her vehemence fading. She took the glossy box gingerly between her palms—and forgot everything else. It was cool and just weighty enough to be intriguing. Something inside rattled slightly, mysteriously. There was a quality about it that Jenny couldn’t describe, a sort of electric current that ran up her fingers as she held it.

“We’re closing,” the boy said briskly, with another of his arbitrary mood swings. “You gonna buy it?”

She was. She knew perfectly well anybody crazy enough to buy a box without looking inside it deserved whatever they got, but she didn’t care. She wanted it, and she felt a strange reluctance to take the lid off and peek in. No matter what, this would make a great story to tell Tom and the others tonight. “The craziest thing happened to me today. . . .”

“How much?” she asked.

He went to the counter and hit a key on an antique-looking brass cash register. “Call it twenty.”

Jenny paid. She noticed the cash drawer was full of odd-looking money all jumbled together: square coins, coins with holes in the center, crumpled bills in pastel colors. The wrongness of that cut into her pleasure in the box a little, and she felt another chill, like spiders walking on gooseflesh.

When she looked up, the boy was smiling at her.

“Enjoy,” he said, and then his heavy lashes drooped as if at a private joke.

From somewhere a clock chimed the little unfinished tune that meant half past some hour. Jenny glanced down at her watch and stiffened in horror.

Seven-thirty—it couldn’t be! There was no way she could have been in this store for over an hour, but it was true.

“Thank you; I have to go,” she gasped distractedly, heading for the door. “Uh—see you later.”

It was just a politeness, not meant to be answered, but he did answer. He murmured what sounded like “at nine” but undoubtedly was “that’s fine” or something like that.

When she looked back, he was standing half in shadow, with the stained glass of a lamp throwing blue and purple stripes on his hair. For just a second she caught something in his eyes—a hungry look. A look completely at odds with the indifferent manner he’d worn while speaking to her. Like—a starving tiger about to go hunting. It shocked Jenny so much that her “goodbye” froze in her throat.

Then it was gone. The boy in black reached over and turned the acid house music on.

Terrific soundproofing, Jenny thought as the door closed behind her and the music was cut off. She gave herself a mental shake, throwing off the lingering image of those blue eyes. Now if she ran all the way home, she might just have time to throw some Cheez Whiz in the microwave and shove a handful of CDs in the player. Oh, God, what a day!

That was when she noticed the tough guys.

They were waiting for her across the street, hidden in the blue-gray shadows of dusk. Jenny saw them coming and felt a jolt to her stomach. Swiftly and automatically she stepped backward, reaching behind her for the doorknob. Where was it? And why was she so stupid today? She should have asked the guy in black if she could use the phone; she should have called Tom—or Dee— Where was the knob?

They were close enough that she could see that the one in the flannel shirt had bad skin. The one with the bandanna was grinning in a very creepy way. They were both coming toward her and where was the freaking doorknob? All she could feel behind her was cool, painted concrete.

Where is it where is it—

Throw the box at them, she thought, suddenly calm and clear. Throw it and run. Maybe they’ll stop to investigate it. Her mind, utterly practical, ordered her hand to stop searching for a doorknob that wasn’t there. Waste of time.

With both hands she lifted the white box to throw it. She wasn’t sure exactly what happened next. Both guys stared at her and then—they turned around and started running.

Running. Flannels was in the lead, and Bandanna just a length behind him, and they were running like deer, with an animal grace and economy of motion. Fast.

And Jenny hadn’t thrown the box after all.

My fingers . . . I didn’t throw the box because I couldn’t let go because my fingers . . .

Shut up, her mind told her. If you’re dumb enough to care more about a box than about your own life, okay, but at least we don’t have to dwell on the subject.

Walking quickly, sweatered arms cradling the box to her chest, she started for home.

She didn’t turn around to see how she’d missed the doorknob with all her behind-the-back fumbling. At the time she simply forgot.

It was ten to eight when Jenny finally neared her street. The lighted living rooms in the houses she passed looked cozy. She was out in the chill dark.

Somewhere on the way home she’d started to have misgivings about the game. Her mother always said she was too impulsive. Now she’d bought this—thing—without even knowing exactly what was inside. Even as she thought it, the box seemed to thrum slightly in her arms as if charged with hidden power.

Don’t be silly. It’s a box.

But those guys ran, something whispered in the back of her mind. Those guys were spooked.

As soon as she got home, she was going to check this game out. Examine it thoroughly.

A wind had sprung up and was moving the trees on Mariposa Street. Jenny lived in a sprawling ranch-style house set among those trees. As she approached it, something slunk furtively by the front doorway. A shadow—a small one.

Jenny felt a prickling at the back of her neck.

Then the shadow moved under the porch light and turned into the ugliest cat in America. Its fur was mottled gray and cream (like a case of mange, Michael said), and its left eye had a permanent squint. Jenny had taken it in a year ago, and it was still wild.

“Hey, Cosette,” Jenny said, darting forward and petting the cat as relief swept through her. I’m really getting jumpy, she thought, scared by every little shadow.

Cosette put her ears back and growled like the possessed girl in The Exorcist. She didn’t bite, though. Animals never bit Jenny.

Once in the front hallway Jenny sniffed suspiciously. Sesame oil? Her parents were supposed to be leaving for the weekend. If they’d changed their minds . . .

Alarmed, she dumped her backpack—and the white box—on the living room coffee table as she galloped to the kitchen.

“At last! We were beginning to think you weren’t coming.”

Jenny stared. The girl who’d spoken was wearing an army fatigue jacket and sitting on the counter, one incredibly long leg braced on Jenny’s mother’s blondwood kitchen table, the other dangling. Her hair was cropped so close to her head it looked like little nubs of black velvet on her skull. She was as beautiful as an African priestess, and she was grinning wickedly.

“Dee . . .” Jenny began.

The other inhabitant of the kitchen was wearing a black-and-white houndstooth-check jacket and Chanel earrings. Around her was spread a sea of utensils and ingredients: metal cleavers and ladles, eggs, a can of bamboo shoots, a bottle of rice wine. A wok was sizzling on the stove.

“. . . and Audrey!” Jenny said. “What are you doing here?”

“Saving your butt,” Audrey answered calmly.

“But—you’re cooking!”

“Of course. Why shouldn’t I cook? When Daddy was assigned to Hong Kong we had a chef who was like part of the family; he used to talk Cantonese to me while Daddy was working and Mother was at the beauty parlor. I loved him. Naturally I can cook.”

While this speech was going on, Jenny was looking back and forth from one girl to the other. When it was over she burst into laughter, shaking her head. Of course. She should have known she couldn’t fool these two. They must have seen that under her facade of self-confidence about the party she was frantic. They knew her far too well—and they’d come to rescue her. Impulsively Jenny hugged each of them in turn.

“Since Tom loves Chinese, I decided to take care of the food,” Audrey went on, dropping something dumpling-like into the wok. “But where have you been, hmm? Run into some kind of trouble?”

“Oh—no,” Jenny said. If she explained what had happened, she’d just get yelled at for going into a bad neighborhood. Not by Dee, of course—Deirdre Eliade’s recklessness was matched only by her somewhat skewed sense of humor—but by the ever-practical Audrey Myers. “I was just buying a game for tonight—but I don’t know if we’re going to need it after all.”

“Why not?”

“Well . . .” Jenny didn’t want to explain that, either. She didn’t know how to explain it. She only knew she needed to look at that box before anyone else arrived. “It might be boring. So what are you making?” She peered into the wok to change the subject.

“Oh, just some Mu shu rou and a few Hei jiao niu liu.” Audrey was moving around the kitchen with her usual mannered grace, her tailored clothes unmarred by a single spot of grease. “That’s stir-fried pork and spring rolls to you provincial types. Also fried rice and the trimmings.”

“Pork,” said Dee, taking a leisurely sip of Carbo Force, her favorite energy drink, “is death on wheels. You have to lift at the gym for a week to work off one pork chop.”

“Tom loves it,” Audrey said shortly. “And he looks all right.”

Dee gave a maddening laugh, and hostility flashed across the room like lightning.

Jenny sighed. “Oh, get over it. Can’t you call a truce for just one day in the year?”

“I don’t think so,” Audrey hummed, expertly fishing a spring roll out of the wok with chopsticks.

Dee’s teeth flashed white in her night-dark face. “And ruin a perfect record?” she said.

“Look, I am not going to have Tom’s party ruined—not even by my two best friends. Understand?”

“Oh, go to your room and become beautiful,” Audrey said indulgently and picked up a cleaver.

The box, thought Jenny—but she did have to change her clothes. She’d better make it fast.



CHAPTER 3

In her room Jenny exchanged her crewneck sweater and jeans for a flowing cream-colored skirt, a tissue-linen blouse, and a beaded batik vest that glowed with hundreds of tiny golden threads.

Her eyes were drawn to a stuffed white rabbit on the dresser. The rabbit was holding a daisy with the words I love you emblazoned across its center. An Easter gift from Tom, a ridiculous thing, but one she knew she would keep forever. The fact that he wouldn’t say the words in public just made this secret confession all the sweeter.

For as long as she could remember, she had been terribly in love with Tom. Whenever she thought of him, it was like a sudden quick ache, a sweetness almost too much to bear. She felt it in various places in her body, but it was an emotional thing, mainly, and centered in her chest. It had been that way since second grade. Stuck around the frame of the mirror were pictures of them together—at the sixth-grade Halloween Hop (in costume), at the ninth-grade graduation dance, at the junior prom two weeks ago, at the beach. They had been a couple for so long that everyone thought of them as Tom-and-Jenny, a single unit.

As always, the very image of Tom seemed to wrap a thin blanket of comfort over her. This time, though, Jenny felt something nagging at her underneath the comfort. Something tugging at her to think about it.

The box again.

Okay, go look at it. Then think party.

She was dragging a brush through her hair when there was a perfunctory tap at the door and Audrey came in.

“The spring rolls are finished and the stir-fry has to wait till the last minute.” Audrey’s own hair, which she always wore up, was glossy auburn, almost copper. Her eyes were chestnut and just now narrowed in disapproval. “New skirt, I see,” she added. “A long one.”

Jenny winced. Tom liked her in long skirts, especially the soft and flowing kind. Audrey knew it and Jenny knew she knew it. “So?” she said dangerously.

Audrey sighed. “Can’t you see? You’re letting him get too sure of you.”

“Audrey, please—”

“There’s such a thing as being too good,” Audrey said firmly. “Listen to me, because I know. Guys are weird, n’est-ce pas ? You never want one to be that sure of you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Jenny began, then stopped. For some reason, for just a second, she thought of the guy at the game store. Eyes as blue as the core of a flame.

“I’m serious,” Audrey was saying, her head tilted back to look at Jenny through spiky jet-black eyelashes that touched equally spiky copper bangs. “If a guy feels too secure, you lose his attention, he takes you for granted. Starts looking at other girls. You want to keep him off balance, never knowing what you’ll do next.”

“Like you do with Michael,” Jenny said absently.

“Oh, Michael.” Audrey made a dismissive gesture with exquisitely polished nails. “He’s just keeping the seat warm until I decide who’s next. He’s a—a bookmark. But do you see what I’m saying? Even Dee thinks you give in to Tom too much.”

“Dee?” Jenny raised her eyebrows ironically. “Dee thinks all guys are lying hounds. As boyfriends, anyway.”

“True,” said Audrey. “It’s strange,” she added thoughtfully, “how she can be so right about that and so wrong about everything else.”

Jenny just made a wry face at her. Then she said, “You know, Audrey, maybe if you tried being nice first—”

“Hmm, maybe . . . when the devil goes ice-skating,” Audrey said.

Jenny sighed. Audrey was the newcomer to their group; she’d moved to Vista Grande last year. All the others had known each other since elementary school, and Dee had known Jenny longest of all. When Audrey arrived, Dee had gotten—well, jealous. They’d been fighting ever since.

“Just try not to kill each other during the party,” Jenny said. Deliberately she pulled her hair back—the way Tom liked it—and anchored its silkiness with an elastic band.

Then she smiled at Audrey and said, “Let’s go back to the kitchen.”

When they did they found that Michael and Zach had arrived—looking, as usual, as different as night and day.

Michael Cohen was shaped like a teddy bear, with dark hair as rumpled as his gray sweats and the eyes of a sarcastic spaniel. Zach Taylor had light hair pulled back in a casual ponytail, an intense beaky-nosed face, and eyes as gray as the winter sky.

“How’s the flu?” Jenny said, kissing Zachary’s cheek. She could do this safely because she’d been exposed to his germs all week, and besides, he was her cousin. Zach’s gray eyes softened for just an instant, then went cool again. Jenny was never quite sure if Zach liked her or merely tolerated her the way he did everyone else.

“Hello, Michael,” she said, giving him a pat instead of a kiss. The liquid spaniel eyes turned toward her.

“You know,” Michael said, “sometimes I worry about us, about our whole generation. Do we know what we’re doing? Are we any better than the Me Generation? What do we have to look forward to, except driving better cars than our parents? I mean, what is the point ?”

“Hello, Michael,” said Audrey.

“Hello, O light of my life. Is this an egg roll I see before me?” Michael said, reaching.

“Don’t eat that. Put it back on the plate with the others and take it out to the living room.”

“I live to serve,” Michael said and departed.

God—the box, Jenny thought. Michael was the sort who would potter around the room reading your mail and opening your drawers in an absentminded way. Insatiably curious. She followed him.

Her stomach knotted at the sight of it, pristine and rectangular and gleaming on her mother’s solid ponderosa pine coffee table. Jenny’s mother had worked very hard with a very expensive decorator to make sure the living room looked “natural and inevitable and not at all arty.” There were Navajo weavings and Hopi baskets on the walls, Zuni pots on the floor, and a Chimayo rug above the fireplace. Jenny wasn’t allowed to touch any of them.

Calm down, she told herself. But even approaching the white box was strangely difficult. She picked it up and realized that her palms were sweaty enough to stick to it.

Thrummm. The current tingled through her fingers. The feeling of something wrong increased.

Oh, hell! I’ll just throw the thing away, Jenny thought, surprised at the relief the idea brought. We’ll play canasta.

Michael, munching spring rolls, was eyeing her with interest.

“What’s that? A present?”

“No—just a game I bought, but I’m going to get rid of it. Michael, do you know how to play canasta?”

“Nope. So where’s the sun bunny?”

“Not here yet—oh, that’s probably her. Would you get the door?”

Michael just looked vaguely at the plate in his one hand and the roll in his other. Jenny ran to the hallway, still holding the box.

Summer Parker-Pearson was tiny, with thistledown hair and dimples you wanted to poke your fingers into. She was wearing a china blue shirtdress and shivering.

“It’s freezing out here. How’re we going to go swimming, Jenny?”

“We’re not,” Jenny said gently.

“Oh. Then why did I bring my bathing suit? Here’s my present.” She piled a shirt box wrapped in maroon paper on top of the white box Jenny was holding, added a small tote bag to the stack, and headed for the living room.

Jenny followed, put all the things on the coffee table, then pulled the white box from beneath them. Thrum. Summer was saying hello to Mike and Zach and Dee.

“Look,” Jenny said, “if you guys will excuse me for a second—” She was cut off by the doorbell. This time she didn’t want anybody else to answer it. “I’ll get it.”

Tom was on the doorstep.

He looked good. Of course, he always looked good to Jenny, but tonight he was especially handsome, really devilishly good-looking, with his dark brown hair neat and short and his smile faintly mocking. Tom wore simple clothes like other guys, but somehow he wore them differently. He could make a pair of Basic Jeans look as if they’d been tailored for him. Tonight he was wearing a teal T-shirt under a button-down shirt that was simply a beautiful blue, an intense color that reminded Jenny of something.

“Hi,” Jenny said.

He grinned rakishly and held out an arm to her.

Jenny went willingly, as always, but she hung on to the box. “Tom, there’s something I want to talk to you about, alone. It’s hard to explain—”

“Oh, no, I’m getting ‘Dear Johnned’ on my birthday,” he said loudly, arm still around her, leading her down the hallway to the living room.

“Quit it,” Jenny said, exasperated. “Can you please be serious for a minute?”

Tom was clearly in no mood to be serious. He waltzed her into the living room, where everyone but Audrey was sitting around laughing and talking. He ignored her protests, which were growing fainter anyway. Tom always made Jenny feel better, and it was hard to stay worried with him around. All her fears of shadows and thrumming boxes seemed faraway and childish.

Still, she felt a prickle of unease as he took the box from her, asking, “What’s this? For me?”

“It’s a game,” Michael said, “about which Jenny’s being very mysterious. She can’t let go of it, apparently.”

“I understand why,” Tom said as he shook the box to hear the rattle. Jenny looked at him sharply. He didn’t seem to be joking, or at least no more than usual, but how could you say that about a blank white box? Why should Tom look so deeply intrigued by it, shifting it in his hands eagerly?

There is something about it, Jenny thought, opening her mouth to speak. But just then her mother came in from the back of the house, fastening an earring and wafting perfume. Jenny shut her mouth again.

Mrs. Thornton had been blond like Jenny when she was young, but over the years her hair had darkened to a golden brown, honey-in-shadow tone. She smiled at everyone and said happy birthday to Tom. “Now, let me see,” she said to Jenny, “Joey’s out of the way at the Stensons’, and we’ll be back late Sunday, so everything should be ready for you.”

Then, as Jenny’s father appeared behind her with a small suitcase, she added earnestly, “Dear one, I know you’re going to break something. Just don’t let it be the R. C. Gorman vase, all right? It cost fifteen hundred dollars, and your father is deeply attached to it. Otherwise, clean up whatever you destroy and try to keep the roof on.”

“If it comes off, we’ll nail it back,” Jenny promised, then kissed her mother’s smooth Shalimar-scented cheek without embarrassment.

“Krazy Glue in the kitchen drawer,” Jenny’s father muttered in her ear as she kissed him in turn. “But watch out for the R. C. Gorman vase. Your mother would die.”

“We won’t go near it,” Jenny said.

“And no . . .” Her father made a vague fiddling gesture with one hand. He was looking at Tom in a way that Jenny thought was what people meant when they said askance. He’d taken to looking like that at Tom lately.

“Daddy!”

“You know what I mean. Only the girls are staying the night, right?”

“Of course.”

“Right.” Her father pushed his wire-framed glasses higher on his nose, squared his shoulders, and looked at her mother. They both glanced around the living room one last time—as if to remember it—and then, like a pair of fatalistic soldiers, they turned and marched out the door.

“Don’t have much faith in us, do they?” Michael said, looking after them.

“It’s the first time I’ve had a party while they’ve been away for the weekend,” said Jenny. “That they know about,” she added thoughtfully.

When she looked back, Tom had the box open.

“Oh—” Jenny said. And that was all she said. Because Tom was lifting out sheets of thick, glossy tagboard, printed in colors so vibrant they glowed. Jenny saw doors and windows, a porch, a turret. Shingles.

“It’s a dollhouse,” said Summer. “No, I mean one of those paper thingies, like you get in the big flat books and cut out. A paper house.”

Not a game, Jenny thought. And not dangerous. Just a kids’ toy. She felt a wave of relaxation soften her, and when Audrey called from the kitchen that the food was ready, she went almost dreamily.

Tom was suitably surprised and impressed at the Chinese dinner, and the fact that Audrey was responsible for it.

“You can cook!”

“Of course I can cook. Why is it that everyone assumes I’m a mere social ornament?” She looked at him from under spiky lashes and smiled.

Tom smiled back, maintaining eye contact. Audrey kept flirting as she served him, smiling up at him, allowing her fingers to touch his as she handed him a plate. But when he moved away, she slanted a grim, significant glance at Jenny. You see? that glance said.

Jenny returned the look benevolently. Tom was always nice to other girls, and it didn’t bother her. It didn’t mean anything. She was feeling very pleased with the world as they all filled their plates and went back to the living room.

There was no formal dining. They all sat around the coffee table, some on leather footstools, some directly on the Mexican paver tiles. Jenny was surprised that the white box with the sheets of tagboard wasn’t already put aside.

“You got some scissors?” asked Zach. “Actually, an X-Acto knife would be better. And a metal ruler, and glue.”

Jenny stared at him. “You’re going to make it?”

“Sure, why not? It looks like a good model.”

“It’s cute,” Summer said and giggled.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Jenny said. “A paper house . . .” She looked around for support.

“It’s a game,” Dee said. “See, there are instructions on the back of the lid. Scary instructions.” She shot a barbaric smile around the room. “I like them.”

Michael, with bits of spring roll hanging out of his mouth, looked alarmed.

“But how can you play a game with a paper house?” Jenny felt her voice going weak again as she saw the way Tom was looking at her. The way only Tom could look—charming, persuasive, and tragic. It was all a put-on, but Jenny could never resist. “Oh, all right, you big baby,” she said. “If you really want it. I should have gotten you a rattle and a pacifier, too.” Shaking her head, she went off to fetch the scissors.

They put the model together as they ate, occasionally getting grease on the tagboard, gesturing with chopsticks. Tom supervised, naturally. Zach did a lot of the cutting; he’d had practice matting the photographs he took. Jenny watched his careful, clever fingers transform the flat sheets of paper into a three-foot-high Victorian house and was forced into admiration.

It had three floors and a turret and was open in front like a dollhouse. The roof was removable. Sheet after sheet had to be cut out to make all the chimneys and cornices and balconies and eaves, but no one got tired of working, and only Michael complained. Tom seemed delighted with the whole thing. Even Audrey, whom Jenny would have thought far too sophisticated to enjoy this, lent an experienced hand.

“Look, here’s some furniture to put inside—are you done with the first floor, Zach? You see, this is the parlor, and here’s a little parlor table. Gothic Revival, I think. Mother has one. I’ll put it . . . here.”

“Here’s a sort of Oriental screen thing,” Summer said. “I’ll put it by the table for the dolls to look at.”

“There aren’t any dolls,” said Jenny.

“Yes, there are,” Dee said and grinned. She’d curled her long legs up and was reading the instructions to herself. “And they’re us. It says we each get a paper doll for a playing piece, and we draw our own face on it, and then we move the pieces through the house, trying to get to the turret at the top. That’s the game.”

“You said it was scary,” Tom objected.

“I didn’t finish. It’s a haunted house. You run into a different nightmare in every room while you’re trying to get to the top. And you have to watch out for the Shadow Man.”

“The what ?” Jenny said.

“The Shadow Man. He’s like the Sandman, only he brings you nightmares. He’s lurking around inside, and if he catches you, he’ll—well, listen. He’ll ‘bring to life your darkest fantasies and make you confess your most secret fears,’” she read with obvious enjoyment.

“All right!” said Tom.

“Oh, geez,” said Michael.

“What kind of darkest fantasies?” said Summer.

Mystery, thought Jenny. Danger. Seduction. Fear. Secrets revealed. Desires unveiled.

Temptation.

“What’s wrong with you, Thorny?” Tom said affectionately. “You’re so nervous.”

“It’s just—I don’t know if I like this game.” Jenny looked up at him. “But you do, don’t you?”

“Sure.” His hazel eyes, brown flecked with green, were sparkling. “It’s good for a laugh.” Then he added, “Don’t be scared. I’ll protect you.”

Jenny gave him a mock glare and leaned against him. When she was away from Tom, the skin of her forearm missed him, and so did her shoulder and her side and her hip. The right side because she always sat on Tom’s left.

“Go get some of Joey’s crayons,” Dee was ordering Summer. “We’re going to need to draw a lot. Not just the paper dolls that are us; we’re also supposed to draw our worst nightmare.”

“Why?” said Michael unhappily.

“I told you. We have to face a different nightmare in every room. So we each draw one on a slip of paper and shuffle the papers and put them facedown on the floor of different rooms. Then when you get to a room, you can look at the slip and see what that person’s nightmare is.”

Tom wiped his fingers on his jeans and went to sit by Dee on the couch, bending his head over the instructions. Summer jumped up to get crayons from Jenny’s little brother’s room. Zach, ignoring the rest of them, was working silently. Zach didn’t say anything unless he had something to say.

“I think I’m going to like this,” Audrey said, judiciously placing furniture in the different rooms. She was humming a little, her polished nails gleaming, her hair shining copper under the track lighting.

“Here are the crayons, and I found some colored pencils, too,” Summer said, returning with a Tupperware container. “Now we can all draw.” She rummaged through the sheets of glossy tagboard left in the box, finally producing one printed with human outlines. The paper dolls.

They were all enjoying themselves. The game was a hit, the party a success. Jenny still felt cold inside.

She had to admit, though, that there was a certain satisfaction in cutting neatly along dotted lines. It brought back long-ago memories. Coloring the paper dolls was fun, too, the Crayola wax sliding richly onto the stiff matte tagboard.

But when it came to drawing on the rectangle of paper Summer gave her next, she stopped helplessly.

Draw a nightmare? Her worst nightmare? She couldn’t.

Because the truth was that Jenny had a nightmare. Her own, personal, particular nightmare, based on something that had happened long ago . . . and she couldn’t remember it. She could never remember it when she was awake.

The bad feeling was coming on, the one she sometimes got late at night. The scared feeling. Was she the only person in the world who woke up in the middle of the night sure that she’d discovered some awful secret—only, once she’d awakened, she couldn’t remember what it was? Who felt sick with fear over something she couldn’t remember?

A picture flickered through her mind. Her grandfather. Her mother’s father. Thinning white hair, a kind face, tired, twinkling dark eyes. He had entertained her when she was five years old with souvenirs from far-off places and magic tricks that had seemed real to a child. His basement had been full of the most wonderful things. Until the day something had happened. . . .

That last horrible day . . .

The flicker died, and Jenny was glad. The only thing worse than not remembering was remembering. It was better to just leave the whole thing buried. The therapists had said differently at the time, but what did they know?

Anyway, she certainly couldn’t draw it.

The others were all sketching assiduously. Tom and Dee were snickering together, using the lid of the game box as a desk. Summer was laughing, shaking back her soft light curls, drawing something with a lot of different colors. Zach was frowning over his nightmare, his face even more intense than usual; Audrey’s eyebrows were arched in amusement.

“Where’s green? I need lots of green,” said Michael, hunting among the crayons.

“What for?” asked Audrey, eyes narrowed.

“Can’t tell you. It’s a secret.”

Audrey turned her back on him, shielding her own paper.

“That’s right, they’re secrets,” Dee agreed. “You don’t get to see them until you reach the room they’re in.”

Nobody here could possibly have a secret from me, Jenny thought. Except Audrey, I’ve known them all forever. I know when they lost their first tooth and got their first bra. None of them could have a real secret—like mine.

If she had one, why not the others?

Jenny looked at Tom. Handsome Tom, headstrong and a little arrogant, as even Jenny had to admit, if only to herself. What was he drawing now?

“Mine needs green, too. And yellow,” he said.

“Mine needs black,” said Dee and chuckled.

“All right, done,” Audrey said.

“Come on, Jenny,” Tom said. “Aren’t you finished yet?”

Jenny looked down at her paper. She had made a formless doodle around the edges; the middle was blank. After an embarrassed moment with everyone’s eyes on her, she turned the paper over and gave it to Dee. She would just have to explain later.

Dee shuffled all the slips and put them facedown in various rooms on the upper floors. “Now we put our paper dolls in the parlor downstairs,” she said. “That’s where we all start. And there should be a pile of game cards in the box, Summer, to tell us what to do and where to move. Put them in a stack on the table.”

Summer did while Audrey fixed the paper dolls on their little plastic anchors and set them up in the parlor.

“We need just one more thing,” Dee said. She paused dramatically and then said, “The Shadow Man.”

“Here he is,” Summer said, picking up the last sheet of stiff tagboard from the box. “I’ll cut out his friends first—the Creeper and the Lurker.” She did, then handed the figures to Audrey. The Creeper was a giant snake, the Lurker a bristling wolf. Their names were printed in blood-red calligraphy.

“Charming,” Audrey said, snapping anchors on. “Anywhere in particular I’m supposed to put them, Dee?”

“No, the cards will tell us when we meet them.”

“Here’s the Shadow Man. He can shadow me if he wants; I think he’s cute,” Summer said. Audrey took the paper doll from her, but as she did Jenny grabbed her wrist. Jenny couldn’t speak. She couldn’t breathe, actually.

It couldn’t be—but it was. There was no question about it. The printed face that stared up at her was unmistakable.

It was the boy in black, the boy from the game store. The boy with the shocking blue eyes.



CHAPTER 4

Jenny felt as if a black riptide was trying to suck her underwater. It was him. The boy from the game store. Every detail of his face was reproduced perfectly, but it wasn’t a photograph. It was a drawing, like the snake and the wolf. The boy’s hair was colored silvery-white with blue shadows. The artist had even captured his dark eyelashes. The portrait was so lifelike it looked as if those eyes might blink at any minute, as if the tips might speak.

And it radiated menace. Danger.

“What’s the matter?” Audrey was saying. Her face swam in and out of focus as Jenny looked up. Jenny’s eyes fixed on the beauty mark just above Audrey’s upper lip. Audrey’s lips were moving, but it was a minute before Jenny could make sense of the words. “What’s wrong, Jenny?”

What could Jenny say?

I know this guy. I saw him at the store. He’s a real person, not some made-up character in a game. So . . .

So what? That’s what they would ask her. What difference did it make? So the game must have been invented by somebody who knew the guy, and the guy had modeled for the picture. That would explain why the box was blank: Maybe it wasn’t even a real, mass-produced game at all.

Or maybe the guy was crazy, had a fixation with this particular game, and had bleached his hair and dressed up to look like the game character. Dungeons and Dragons, Jenny thought suddenly—people were supposed to get heavily into that, sometimes even go overboard. That’s the answer.

At least, it was the answer somebody here tonight would give. Tom, maybe, because Jenny could tell he wanted to play, and once Tom made up his mind on anything, he was immovable. Dee, because danger always kicked her. Zach, because the game involved art; or Summer, because she thought it was “cute.” They all wanted to play.

A good hostess didn’t get hysterical and ruin a party because she had shadows on the brain.

Jenny forced a smile.

“Nothing,” she said, letting go of Audrey’s wrist. “Sorry. I thought I recognized that picture. Silly, huh?”

“You been drinking the cough syrup again?” Michael inquired from the other side of the table.

“Are you all right, Thorny? Really?” Tom asked seriously. His green-flecked eyes searched hers, and Jenny felt her smile become more stable. She nodded. “Fine,” she said firmly.

Tom got up and dimmed the track lighting.

“Hey,” said Michael.

“We need it dark,” Dee told them, “for this next part. The reading of the oath.” She cut a glance at them, the whites of her eyes shining like smoky pearls.

“What oath?” Michael said warily.

“The Oath of the Game,” Tom said. His voice was sinister. “It says here that we each have to swear that we’re playing this game of our own free will, and that the game is real.” Tom turned the lid of the box around for them to see. On the inside cover, above the printed instructions, was a large symbol. It was like a squared-off and inverted U, the two uneven horns of the letter pointing downward. It was deeply impressed in the cover and colored—as well as Jenny could tell in the dim light—rusty red.

I will not ruin this party, I will not ruin this party, Jenny thought. I will not.

Tom was reading from the instructions: “‘There is a Shadow World, like our own but different, existing alongside ours but never touching. Some people call it the world of dreams, but it is as real as anything else’ . . . and then it says that entering the Shadow World can be dangerous, so you play at your own risk.” He grinned around the group. “Actually, it says that the game can be hazardous to your life. You have to swear you understand that.”

“I don’t know if I like this anymore,” Summer said.

“Come on,” said Dee. “Live dangerously. Make it happen.”

“Well . . .” Summer was taking this seriously. She pushed soft light curls off her forehead and frowned. “Is it getting warm in here?”

“Oh, swear, already,” said Michael. “Let’s get this thing over with. I swear I understand that this game may kill me before I’m old enough to get a McJob like my brother Dave.”

“Now you.” Dee stretched out a black-spandex-covered leg to nudge Zachary. “Swear.”

“I swear,” Zach said in bored tones, his thin face unreadable, his gray eyes cool as ever.

Summer sighed, capitulating. “Me, too, then.”

Audrey adjusted her houndstooth jacket. “Me, three,” she said. “And what about you, Deirdre?”

“I was just about to, Aud. I swear to have a great time and kick the Shadow Dude’s ass.”

Tom had gotten up and was lurking over Jenny. “How about it, devil woman? I swear—do you?”

Normally Jenny would have jabbed an elbow upward into his ribs. At the moment all she could manage was a colorless smile. They all wanted to do it. She was the hostess. They were her guests.

Tom wanted it.

“I swear,” she said and was embarrassed when her voice cracked.

Tom cheered and tossed the box lid in the air. Dee’s foot flashed out, kicking it back toward him. It fell on the floor by Jenny.

You jerk, if you really cared about me, you’d care about how I felt, Jenny thought in a rare moment of anger toward Tom. Then she squelched the thought. It was his birthday. He deserved to be indulged.

Something about the box lid caught her eye. For just an instant the upside-down U looked as if it were printed in red foil. It had—flashed—Jenny thought. But of course it couldn’t have.

Everyone was kneeling around the table.

“Okay,” said Dee. “All the little dollies in the parlor? Then somebody’s got to turn a card. Who wants to be first?”

Jenny, feeling that if she was going to do this she might as well do it thoroughly, reached out and took the top card. It was glossy white like the game box and felt slick between her fingers. She turned it over and read: “‘You have gathered with your friends in this room to begin the Game.’”

There was a pause. Then Summer giggled.

“Sort of an anticlimax,” Audrey murmured. “Who’s next?”

“Me,” said Tom. He leaned over Jenny and took a card. He read, “‘Each of you has a secret you would rather die than reveal.’”

Jenny stirred uneasily. It was just coincidence, because these were preprinted cards. But it did sound almost as if someone were answering the question she’d thought of earlier.

“My turn,” Summer said eagerly. She read, “‘You hear the sound of footsteps from one of the rooms above.’” She frowned. “But there aren’t any rooms above. This is a one-story house.”

Tom chuckled. “You’re forgetting yourself. We’re not in this house. We’re in that house.”

Summer blinked, her large blue eyes traveling over the pastel, basket-adorned walls of the Thornton living room. Then she looked at the Victorian paper house, with the seven paper dolls neatly arranged in the parlor like a group of guests too polite to go home. “Oh!”

She was just putting the card back when they all heard the noise from above.

Footsteps.

A quick light patter, like a child running on a wooden floor.

Summer shrieked and looked in terror at the ceiling.

Dee jumped up, her dark eyes blazing. Audrey stiffened. Michael grabbed at her, and she smacked his hand away. Zach’s face was turned up; even his ponytail seemed to be tense. But Tom burst into laughter.

“It’s squirrels,” he got out finally. “They run on the roof all the time, don’t they, Jenny?”

Jenny’s stomach was knotted. Her voice wavered slightly as she said, “Yes, but—”

“But nothing. Somebody else take a card,” Tom said. Nobody did. “All right, I’ll do it myself. This is for you, Mike.” He flipped a card.

“‘You go to the door to get some air, but it seems to be stuck,’” he read. He looked around at the group. “Oh, come on. It’s a game. Here, look.” He stood up in a fluid motion and went to the sliding glass door that looked out on Jenny’s backyard. Jenny saw his fingers moving, flipping the locks on the handle. A sense of dread overwhelmed her.

“Tom, don’t!” she said. Before she knew what she was doing, she jumped up and took his arm. If he didn’t try the door—if he didn’t try it—the card couldn’t come true.

Tom was jerking at the handle, ignoring her. “There’s something wrong with it—there must be another lock.”

“It’s stuck,” Michael said. He ran a hand through his rumpled dark hair, an oddly helpless gesture.

“Don’t be stupid,” Audrey snapped.

Dee’s sloe eyes were glittering. Her hand darted out and she took a card. “‘None of the doors or windows in this house will open,’” she read.

Tom went on yanking furiously at the door. It wouldn’t budge. Jenny caught his arm again. She was trembling all over with a sense of danger.

“Take another card,” Zach said softly. There was something strange about his thin face—it was almost trancelike. Zombied out.

“No!” Jenny said.

Zachary was taking the card himself.

“No,” said Jenny again. She had to stop this, but she couldn’t let go of Tom. “Zach, don’t read it.”

“‘You hear a clock strike nine,’” Zachary read softly.

“Jenny doesn’t have any clocks that strike,” Audrey said. She looked at Jenny sharply. “Do you? Do you? ”

Jenny shook her head, her throat clogged. Every inch of her skin seemed to be raw, waiting. Listening.

Clear and sweet, the chimes rang out. The chimes of the clock at the game store, the clock she couldn’t see. It seemed to be coming from far above. It began to strike the hour.

One. Two. Three. Four.

“Oh, God,” Audrey said.

Five. Six. Seven.

At nine, Jenny thought. See you later—at nine.

Eight . . .

“Tom,” Jenny whispered. The muscles in his arm were hard under her hand. Now, too late, he turned toward her.

Nine.

Then the wind came.

At first Jenny thought the riptide had gotten her. Then she thought it must be an earthquake. But all the time she had the sensation of air rushing by her, as if a hurricane had come in through the closed sliding glass door. A black, roaring hurricane that burned even as it froze. It hurt her like a physical thing, shaking her body and blinding her. She lost track of the room. The only thing real was the fistful of Tom’s shirt she held.

Finally she lost track of that, too. The pain stopped for a while, and she just drifted.

She woke up on the floor.

It was like the only other time she’d ever fainted, when she and Joey had both been home sick with the flu. She’d jumped out of bed suddenly to tell him to turn down that stupid cartoon—and the next thing she knew she was waking up with her head in a wastebasket. Lying on the carpeted floor of her room, then, she had known that time had passed, without being sure how she knew it. This was the same.

Painfully Jenny lifted her head and blinked to bring the far wall into focus.

It didn’t work. Something was wrong. The wall itself, which should have been pastel-colored and hung with weavings and baskets, was wrong. It was paneled with some dark wood, and an Oriental screen stood in front of it. Heavy velvet curtains obscured a window. A brass candlestick was attached to the wall. Jenny had never seen any of these things before.

Where am I?

The oldest question in the book, the biggest cliché. But she really didn’t know. She didn’t know where she was or how she had gotten there, but she knew that whatever was going on was all wrong. Was—beyond her experience.

Things like this didn’t happen.

It had happened anyway.

The two ideas jostled in her mind. She was already disoriented, on the verge of panic. Now she began to shake, and she felt a swelling in her throat.

No. Start screaming now and you’ll never stop, she told herself. Don’t think about it. You don’t have to deal with it. Just find Tom.

Tom. For the first time Jenny looked at the floor. They were all lying there, Zach with his blond ponytail streaming out behind him (on a moss-green carpet worked with cabbage roses, but don’t think about that, don’t think about that now), Summer with her light curls cradled protectively in her small arms, Audrey with her French twist coming loose. Dee’s long legs were sprawled near the window, and Michael’s stocky body was curled in a ball beside her. Tom was lying against the wall—where the sliding glass door should have been. As Jenny got up unsteadily and began moving toward him, he stirred.

“Tom? Are you okay?” She took his hand, and when his warm, strong fingers closed around hers, she felt better. He groaned and opened his eyes.

“Hell of a headache,” he muttered. “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” Jenny said in a small, precise voice. She was still close to having hysterics. She hung on to his hand hard enough to bruise. “We’re not in the living room anymore.”

It was just the truth, and she had to say it. She needed to share it with someone, the way Summer had needed to share about her dog being put to sleep. But Tom scowled.

“Don’t be stupid,” he said, and Jenny felt the little needle stab she always did when he snapped at her. “We can’t be anywhere else. Everything’s fine.”

All his good humor had vanished, along with the rakish charm of his smile. His neat brown hair was just slightly mussed, and his green-flecked eyes looked both dazed and angry.

He’s defensive, Jenny realized. Scared that it’s his fault. She tried to squeeze his hand, but he was getting up.

So were the others. Dee was rubbing the back of her neck, looking around with quick, alert movements. She reached down and pulled a groaning Michael to his feet. Audrey was standing, too, her hands automatically going to fix the combs in her auburn hair even as she stared at the room.

Summer was cowering by the spindly-legged table that had taken the place of Jenny’s mother’s coffee table. Only Zach didn’t seem frightened. He was standing and his clear gray eyes were open, but his lips moved soundlessly and he looked—entranced. As if he were moving in a dream.

Nobody said a word. They all looked around stupidly, trying to make sense of their surroundings.

They were standing in a Victorian parlor, lushly carpeted, furnished with Gothic Revival tables and chairs. A green lamp with a silk fringe hung from the ceiling. It looked like the perfect place for a seance.

Jenny recognized it.

She’d seen the pattern of the cabbage-rose carpet printed on tagboard. Zach had cut out the paneling with an X-Acto knife, and Audrey had put together that mahogany table.

They were in the paper house. It had come alive around them. They were inside it. . . .

Jenny’s hands came slowly up to cover her mouth. Her heart had begun a deep, sick pounding.

“Oh, my God,” Summer whispered. Then, with gathering force, “Oh, my God, oh, my God—”

Michael began to giggle hysterically.

“Shut up,” Audrey said, breathing hard. “Both of you, shut up!”

Dee went to the wall and touched a candlestick, fingers dark against the bright brass. Then she reached up and stuck her fingers in the candle flame.

“Dee!” Tom rapped out.

“It’s real,” Dee said, looking at her fingertips. “It burns.”

“Of course it’s not real!” Audrey said. “This is all—some kind of illusion. Like virtual reality—”

Dee’s eyes flashed. “It is not virtual reality. My mom’s a computer expert—she knows what real VR is. Not the Pac-Man kind you get with video games. Even they can’t do anything like this. Besides, where’s the computer? Where’s our helmets?” She smacked a flattened hand against the wall. “No, this is real.”

Michael was feeling a chair, still half giggling. “So maybe it was some of Audrey’s mushrooms. What were they called? Shiitake? Maybe it’s a judgment on us.”

“Take it easy, Mike,” Tom said. He looked angry, which Jenny knew meant he was feeling uncertain. She watched him, all the while stroking the smooth mahogany of a tabletop. She felt the same compulsion that Dee and Michael obviously did—to touch things here. She kept expecting them to feel like cardboard, but they were real.

“Okay,” Tom said, “we’re not in the living room. We’ve been—moved somehow. Somebody’s playing a joke on us. But we don’t have to just stand around like idiots and take it.”

“What do you suggest we do?” Audrey said acidly.

Tom strode over to the parlor doorway, which opened on a dim hall. “The guys can come with me and scout around; you girls stay here and keep your eyes open.”

Dee threw him a scornful look, then turned narrowed eyes on “the guys.” Michael was tapping on the walls, muttering, and Zach was just staring, the skin of his face drawn tight over bones. Jenny wanted to go to him, but she couldn’t move.

“Good luck,” Dee said to Tom. “Hurry back to protect us.”

“Don’t anybody leave,” Summer said, her blue eyes wet.

“You protect Jenny,” Tom snarled at Dee, thrusting his face close to hers. Jenny felt an instant of throbbing warmth, which was immediately swept away by coldness. How could anyone protect anyone here?

Dee crossed the room and put an arm, hard as a boy’s, around Jenny’s shoulders. “Right,” she said.

“I think we should stay together,” Michael said nervously.

“Oh, what’s the difference ?” Audrey said. “It’s not really happening anyway. We’re not here.”

“Then what is it?” Summer asked, on the verge of hysteria. “Where are we?”

“In the Game.”

The voice came from the corner of the room, from the shadow behind the Oriental screen. It was a voice that didn’t belong to any of the group, but one that was familiar to Jenny. She’d only heard it once before, but she couldn’t mistake it. Like water over rock, it was full of elemental music.

Every head turned.

The boy stepped out of the shadows.

He was just as beautiful as he had been in the store. But here, against the backdrop of this quaint and fussy room, he looked even more exotic. His hair shone in the dimness like white cat’s fur or mountain snow. He was wearing a black vest that showed the smooth, hard muscles of his bare arms, and pants that looked like snakeskin. His eyes were heavy-lidded, shielded by long lashes. He was smiling.

Summer gasped. “The picture. The paper doll in the box. It’s him —”

“The Shadow Man,” Michael said hoarsely.

“Don’t make me laugh,” Tom said. Lip curled, he looked the apparition up and down. “Who the hell are you? What do you want?”

The boy in black took another step forward. Jenny could see the impossible daylight color of his eyes now, though he wasn’t looking at her. His gaze swept over the others, and Jenny could see it affect them, like a wave of cold air that caused them to draw together. She could see each of them reacting as they looked into his face and saw—something there. Something that caused their eyes to go wide and suspicion to turn to fear.

“Why don’t you call me Julian?”

“Is that your name?” Tom said, much more quietly.

“It’s as good as anything else.”

“Whoever you are, we’re not scared of you,” Dee said suddenly, letting go of Jenny and stepping toward. It sounded like the truth, as if Dee, anyway, was not afraid, and it seemed to encourage the others.

“We want to know what’s going on,” Tom said, loudly again.

“We haven’t done anything to you. Please just let us go home,” Summer added.

“You can’t go home again,” Zach murmured. It was the first time he’d spoken. He was wearing a strange half smile.

“Bud, you’re in worse shape than I am,” Michael told him in a low voice. Zach didn’t answer.

Only Jenny stayed back, not moving, not speaking. Her sense of dread was getting stronger all the time. She was remembering a look like a starving tiger’s.

“At least tell us what we’re doing here,” Audrey said.

“Playing the Game.”

They all stared at him.

“You agreed to play. You read the rules.”

“But—playing? What playing? You mean—”

“Don’t talk to him about it, Mike,” Tom interrupted. “We’re not going to play his stupid game.”

He’s so scared, Jenny thought. He still thinks this is all his fault. But it isn’t, Tom, it isn’t. . . .

“I mean,” the boy in black said to Michael, “that you all swore you were playing of your own free will and that you knew the Game was real. You invoked the rune Uruz.” He sketched a shape in the air with his finger, an inverted U. Jenny noticed that the snake tattoo she’d seen on his wrist in the store had vanished. “You pierced the veil between the worlds.”

Audrey laughed, a sharp false sound like glass shattering.

Michael breathed, “This is nuts.”

Dee’s expression said that she agreed. “What’s a rune ?”

Audrey opened her mouth, then shut it again tightly, shaking her head. Julian’s lip quirked and he lowered his voice.

“It’s magic,” he said. “A mystical letter from an ancient alphabet. In this case designed to let you walk between the worlds. If you don’t understand it, you shouldn’t be messing with it.”

“We didn’t mean to mess with anything,” Summer whispered. “It’s all a mistake.”

The fear in the room had heightened. Jenny could sense it like a yellow aura enveloping them all.

“No mistake. You chose to play the Game,” the boy said again. “Now you play until you win—or I do.”

“But why ?” Summer said, almost sobbing. “What do you want from us?”

Julian smiled, then looked past her. Past all of them, to the one person who hadn’t said a word since he’d entered the room. To Jenny.

“Every game has a prize,” he said.

Jenny met the impossibly blue eyes and knew she’d been right.

They stood for a moment, looking at each other.

Julian’s smile deepened. Tom looked back and forth between them. Understanding slowly dawned on his face.

“No . . .” he whispered.

“Every game has a prize,” the boy repeated. “Winner take all.”

“No!” Tom said and launched himself across the room.



CHAPTER 5

Tom lunged at the boy in black—and drew up short. His eyes were fixed on something at his feet. Jenny couldn’t understand it—it was as if he saw something terrifying there on the carpet. He turned to get away from it and stopped. It was behind him, too. Slowly he backed up against the wall.

Jenny was staring at him in dismay. It was like watching one of the mimes out at Venice Beach. A very good mime—Jenny could tell that the things Tom was facing were small, that they were trying to climb up his legs, and that he was terribly afraid of them. But there was nothing on the carpet.

“Tom,” she said in a thin voice and took a step.

“Don’t come near me! They’ll get you, too!”

It was awful. Tom, who was never afraid of anything, was cornered by empty air. His lips were drawn back from his teeth, his chest was heaving.

“What is it?” Summer whimpered.

The others were all staring in silence. Jenny whirled on the boy in black, who was leaning against the parlor wall and watching in amusement.

“What are you doing to him?”

“In the Game you have to face your nightmares. This is just a free sample of Tom’s. No reason for the rest of you to be in on it.”

Jenny faced Tom, drawing a deep breath. She took a step toward him.

“Stay back!” Tom said, sharp and frightened.

“Doesn’t look like he’s conquered it yet,” Julian remarked.

Jenny stepped right into the midst of what Tom was staring at. She felt nothing but air around her bare ankles. She saw nothing. But Tom did—he yanked her to him, to the wall, falling down with her to his knees. He kicked out.

“Tom, don’t! There’s nothing there! Tom, look at me!”

His green-flecked eyes were wild. “Keep away from her. Keep back!” He was scuffing with his outstretched foot at the empty floor beside Jenny, trying to push something away. His mouth was quivering with disgust.

“Tom,” she sobbed, shaking him. He didn’t even glance at her. She buried her face in his shoulder, holding him with all her strength. Trying to will him sane again.

And then—her arms collapsed in on themselves. It was like one of those magician’s tricks where the beautiful girl is hidden beneath a sheet—and then the sheet caves in and falls to the floor. Tom was there—Tom wasn’t there. Like that. Jenny’s embracing arms were empty.

She screamed.

And looked helplessly, wildly down at her hands, at her lap. At the floor. Tom couldn’t be gone.

He was.

She looked behind her and saw that the others were, too.

Jenny’s eyes darted to the dim hallway. It was empty. The curtains over the window were flat and still. But Dee was gone, and Audrey was gone, and Zach and Michael and Summer were all gone from the parlor. All five of them, without a sound. The way things vanish in dreams.

Please let it be a dream, Jenny thought. I’ve had enough, now. Please, I’m sorry; let it be a dream.

She was clutching the carpet so tensely that her fingernails were bending back. It hurt, and the pain didn’t wake her up. Nothing changed. Her friends were still gone.

The boy in black was still there.

“Where did they go? What did you do with them?” she said. She was so dazed that it came out as a sort of insane calm.

Julian smiled whimsically. “They’re upstairs, scattered around the house, waiting to face their nightmares. Waiting for you. You’ll find them as you go through the Game.”

“As I go?” Jenny said stupidly. “Look, you don’t understand. I don’t know what’s—”

“You’re the main player here, you know,” he interrupted, gently chiding. “The door back to your world is at the top of the house, and it’s open. If you can get to it, you can go. Bring your friends and they can leave, too.”

Jenny’s mind was still stuck on one thing. “Where’s Tom? I want—”

“Your—Tom—is at the top.” He pronounced the name as if it were something not mentioned in polite society. “I’ll be giving him my special attention. You’ll see him when you get there—if you get there.”

“Look, please. I don’t want to play any game.” Jenny was still speaking as if this was all a mistake that would be cleared up somehow, as long as she stayed rational. As long as she avoided his eyes. “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but—”

He interrupted again. “And if you don’t get there, then I win. And you stay here, with me.”

“What do you mean—with you?” Jenny said sharply, jerked out of her courtesy.

He smiled. “I mean that you stay in this place, in my world. With me—as mine.”

Jenny stared at him—and then she was on her feet, her composure shattering. “You’re out of your mind!” she said. She would have lunged at him, herself, if she’d ever had any practice at violence.

“Careful, Jenny.”

She stopped, frightened by what she sensed in him. Looking into his eyes, she saw something so alien, so terrifying, that she couldn’t move. It was then, at last, that she believed what was happening. Full realization of what this boy had done, of everything that had happened tonight, crashed in on her. The young man standing before her, looking almost human, could do magic.

“Oh, God,” she whispered.

All her violence had drained away, replaced by a fear older and deeper than anything she’d ever experienced. An old, old recognition. Something inside her knew him from a time when girls took skin bags to the river to get water, a time when panthers walked in the darkness outside mud huts. From a time before electric lights, before candles, when darkness was fended off with stone lamps. When darkness was the greatest danger of all.

Jenny looked at the boy standing beside her with his hair shining like moonlight. If Darkness had taken on a face and a voice, if the powers of night had gathered themselves together and formed themselves into a human being, they would have made something like this.

“Who are you?” whispered Jenny.

“Don’t you know yet?”

Jenny shook her head.

“Never mind. You will, before the Game is over.”

Jenny tried to regain her calm. “Look—let’s just . . . You were at the game store.”

“I was waiting for you.”

“So this was all—set up? But why me ? Why are you doing this to me ?” Jenny could feel hysteria tugging at her again.

Then he said it. He was looking at her with eyes like the sky on a November morning, one corner of his mouth turned up. He spoke gravely and a little formally.

“Because,” he said, “I’ve fallen in love with you.”

Jenny stared at him.

“Surprised? You shouldn’t be. I first saw you a long time ago—you were such a pretty little girl. As if there was sunshine all around you. Do you know the story of Hades?”

“What?” She didn’t like this mercurial jumping from subject to subject.

“Hades,” he said encouragingly, like someone helping her cram for a final. “Greek god of the Underworld. Ruler there. He lived in the world of shadows—and he was lonely. And then one day he looked up to the earth’s surface and saw Persephone. Picking wildflowers, I think. Laughing. He fell in love with her on the spot. He wanted to make her his queen, but he knew perfectly well she wouldn’t go with him willingly. So . . .”

“So?” Jenny got out.

“So he hitched his black horses to his chariot. And the earth split open in front of Persephone’s feet. And her wildflowers fell to the ground.”

“That’s a story,” Jenny said, trying to keep her voice steady. “A myth. There’s no such person as Hades.”

“Are you sure?” After a moment Julian went on: “Anyway, you’re luckier than Persephone, Jenny. You have a chance to get away. I could just take you, but I’m giving you a chance.” He looked at Jenny with eyes like liquid sapphires, wild exotic eyes. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t look away.

“Who are you?” she whispered again.

“Who do you want me to be? I love you, Jenny—I came from the World of Shadows to get you. I’ll be anything you like, give you anything you want. Do you like jewels? Emeralds to match your eyes? Diamonds?” He reached outspread fingers toward her throat, not quite touching.

“What about clothes? A different outfit for every hour of the day, in colors you’ve never imagined. Pets? Have a marmoset, or a white tiger. Far-off places? You can lie in the sun at Cabo San Lucas or Côte d’Azur. Anything, Jenny. Just imagine.”

Jenny covered her face with her hands. “You’re crazy.”

“I can make your wildest dreams come true. Literally. Ask me for something, something you thought you could never have. Quick; I may not make the offer again.”

Jenny was almost sobbing. His voice, soft and insistent, made her feel as if she were falling. She had a terrifying desire to collapse in his arms.

“Now, Jenny, while we’re still friends. Later, things won’t be so pleasant. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if it’s necessary. Save yourself a lot of pain and bother and let me make you happy now. Give in, yield to me. It’s going to happen eventually, anyway.”

The sensation of falling vanished. Jenny’s head snapped up. “Oh, really?”

“I never lose.”

Something was waking up in Jenny. Usually she got angry quickly and got over it as quickly, like a summer cloudburst. Now she felt the slow kindling of something different, a deliberate, steady fury that would burn a long time.

“Careful, Jenny,” Julian said again softly.

“I will never give in to you,” Jenny told him, equally soft. “I’ll die first.”

“It won’t come to that, I hope. But other things might happen—once you start playing the Game, I can’t change the rules. Your friends might suffer.”

“What? How?”

He shook his head at her. “Jenny, Jenny. Don’t you understand anything that’s going on? They’re all playing the Game. They agreed to take the risks. Now they’ll have to take the consequences.” He turned.

“No—wait!”

“It’s too late, Jenny. I gave you a chance; you refused it. From now on we’ll be playing the Game.”

“But—”

“You can start with this riddle.” Turning back, head tilted slightly, he recited:

“I am just two and two. I am hot. I am cold.

I’m the parent of numbers that cannot be told.

I’m a gift beyond measure, a matter of course,

And I’m yielded with pleasure—when taken by force.”

Jenny shook her head. “That tells who you are?”

He laughed. “No, that tells what I want from you. Give me the answer, and I’ll let one of your friends go.

Jenny pushed the riddle to the back of her mind. It didn’t make any sense, and while Julian was in the room, it was impossible to concentrate on anything else but him.

In all this time he hadn’t lost his whimsical good cheer, his charm. He was obviously loving this game, having a wonderful time.

“That’s all,” he said. “Let the Game begin. By the way, if you get hurt in these nightmares, you get hurt for real. If you die, you die. And I can tell you right off that one of you probably won’t make it.”

Jenny’s head jerked up. “Who?”

“That would be telling. Let’s just say that one of you probably doesn’t have the strength to get through. Oh, and did I mention the time limit? The door in the turret—the door back to your own world—is going to close at dawn. Which tomorrow is at exactly six-eleven. If you can’t get to it by then, you’re stuck here—so don’t waste your time. Here’s something to remind you.”

Far away but clear, an unseen clock chimed. Jenny turned toward the sound, counting unconsciously as it struck. Ten.

When she turned back, Julian was gone.

Jenny held herself motionless. There was no sound. The fringe on the green velvet lamp rippled slightly; otherwise the room was still.

For an instant just being alone was enough to panic her. She was by herself in a house that didn’t exist.

No, don’t freak. Think. You can look around now. Maybe there’s a way out of here.

She went to the window, pulled the heavy peacock-blue curtain aside. Then she froze.

At first she simply stared, breath catching in her throat, feeling her eyes go wide like a deer’s. Then she whipped the curtain back in place, jerking it past the closing point, pressing it against the window with her hands. She could hardly make herself let go of the velvety material, but she did, and then she backed away quickly. She didn’t want to see outside again.

A landscape of elemental terror. Like something out of the Ice Age—as painted by a mad impressionist. A blizzard with huge ungainly shapes lumbering through it. Blue and green flashes like lightning giving glimpses of deformed creatures crawling over icy ground. Twisted pinnacles of rock corkscrewing up toward a blank white sky.

She wouldn’t survive a minute out there.

When the devil goes ice-skating, Jenny thought. So what if Hell’s already frozen?

Oh, how funny. Michael would appreciate that. She felt tears sting her nose, her eyes. She stood hunched and miserable, hugging her own elbows in the center of the empty room. She had never felt so alone—or so frightened.

She missed her friends desperately. Dee’s courage, Michael’s humor, Audrey’s practicality. Even Summer would give Jenny someone to protect, and as for Zach—she wanted to find out what was wrong with him. In all the years she’d known him, she’d never seen him act this way.

But most of all she wanted Tom.

Tom, she thought fiercely. He’s the one in trouble. Not you. He’s going through God knows what, getting Julian’s special attention. And you have no business standing here moaning while that’s happening.

The yelling at herself actually helped—it shut up the babbling little voices in the back of her mind telling her that she couldn’t deal.

Julian had said it depended on her.

All right. She was calmer now. She knew she had to start moving—but where ? Jenny tried to gather her scattered thoughts, to remember the configuration of the paper house. The parlor had been off a long central hallway on the first floor. At the end of that hallway there had been a staircase.

Upstairs, Julian had said.

Jenny found herself moving through the candle-lit hallway, past gold-framed portraits which looked down disapprovingly from the walls.

She looked up at the stairway.

It was wide, carpeted down the middle. There was absolutely nothing strange about it—and Jenny couldn’t force herself to put a foot on it.

I could turn around and run, she thought. It was impossible to realize— emotionally —that she couldn’t just go back into the parlor and find a way home.

But intellectually she knew there was nothing in the parlor to help her. And she didn’t want to think what she might see if she opened the front door of this house.

So you can stay here and hide, or you can go up. You have to choose.

She put a foot on the stairway. It was solid. Like any stairway. She started climbing toward the darkness at the top.

The hallway on the second floor seemed to stretch on forever in both directions, so dark that Jenny couldn’t see any end to it. There were candles in brass candle holders at intervals on the walls, but they were far apart and didn’t give much light. Jenny didn’t remember any hall in the paper house looking this way. In fact, what this place really looked like was the Haunted Mansion at Disneyland. Like every other kid in southern California, Jenny had been to Disneyland so often she knew it by heart, and she recognized the creepy wallpaper.

But that was ridiculous. Why should it look like that?

She walked with fingertips brushing the wall. A dozen steps down the hall she saw something far ahead in the dimness, moving under the flickering light of a candle.

Jenny didn’t know whether to run toward it or away. Then she noticed something familiar in the long legs and the greyhound build of the figure.

“Dee!”

Dee barely glanced up as Jenny reached her. She was wrestling with a door which bulged just like a door in the Haunted Mansion, the one that had always scared Jenny as a child. A lot of the things in the Haunted Mansion were simply silly, and a lot of others were mind-boggling—but only one thing there had ever really frightened Jenny when she was young . . . and that was a door.

A closed door, which bulged in the middle as if a great weight was leaning on it from the inside, deforming the wood, expanding, relaxing. While all the time guttural snarls, not the sort of sounds a human could make, came from behind it.

The door that Dee was wrestling with was doing exactly the same thing.

Only it was open a little. Dee had her lynxlike body braced against it, head down, knees bent, one long slender leg back so the toe of her sneaker dug into the black carpet of the hallway, but she couldn’t quite get the door shut.

Without a word Jenny went and helped her, leaning to press on the door above and below the handle which Dee was grasping. The keyhole had a large key in it.

“Push,” Dee gasped.

Jenny leaned harder, throwing her weight behind it, while Dee pushed right above her, body stretched taut beside Jenny’s. The door pushed back and bulged. The low, thick snarling rose in tone. Angrily. Jenny felt her muscles begin to tremble. She put her head down and shut her eyes, teeth locking.

“Push!”

The door yielded a crucial fraction of an inch, closing. Dee’s hand shot to the key and turned it. There was a click, the sound of a bolt shooting home.

The door wasn’t pushing anymore.

Jenny stumbled back, legs weak with the sudden release of strain, and looked at it. No bulging. No snarling now, either. It was just an ordinary six-paneled door, as quiet and innocent as a door could be.

There was utter silence in the hallway.

Jenny backed to the opposite wall, then slowly slid down it until she was resting on her heels. Her forehead was wet around her hair roots.


OEBPS/images/9781442407978.jpg
THE

FORBIDDEN
GAME

THE HUNTER * THE CHASE * THE KILL

L.J. SMITH

SIMON PULSE
New York London Toronto Sydney








OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
SIMON PULSE
N Youk Loadka: Throms






