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“IT'S ONLY A GAME”

When Lydia began to scream, Tansy Parker finally decided it was time to call it a night. “That's enough!” she said, slamming down her pencil. “Travis, stop the game.”

Travis Wyman, Tansy's boyfriend, ran a long-fingered hand through his black hair. He opened his mouth to protest, but Tansy had already turned to Lydia. She took the girl by the shoulders and shook her. “Lydia. Lydia, stop it!”

Lydia stopped screaming. She blinked at the others, a dazed expression on her face.

“Tansy! What â€¦ what happened?”

Tansy smiled uncertainly. “I'm not sure. I think you got too involved with the game.”

Lydia put a hand to her brow. “I don't feel well,” she said weakly. “I'd like to go home.”

Lydia's boyfriend had been watching her with a stunned expression on his face. Jumping to his feet, he said, “That's a good idea!” After wrapping Lydia's sweater and then his own arm around her shoulders, he guided her to the door.

Tansy went with them as far as the porch, where she stood to watch them disappear into the cool October night.

“That was weird,” she said when she returned to what was left of the group. Her large hazel eyes, usually clear, were troubled.

“
Lydia's
weird,” said Derek. “She always acts dumb.”

Tansy scowled at him. Derek Clarke was so good-looking he often got away with saying unpleasant things. While Tansy enjoyed his sense of humor, his total lack of sympathy for others often made her angry.

“This whole game is weird,” said Jenny. Tansy shifted her gaze to Jenny Erickson, Derek's girlfriend. Tansy had always been jealous of Jenny's beauty. Her long blond hair and clear complexion made Tansy resent her own short red curls and freckle-spattered cheeks.

Fortunately, Travis claimed to love freckles.

“The game really
is
weird, isn't it?” said Travis now. His voice was ecstatic; he was hugely satisfied with his discovery, despite Lydia's reaction. “Too bad we didn't have a chance to finish it. But we will next time. I think this may be the greatest game ever.”

Tansy sighed. Most of the girls she knew hung around with guys who liked to play football. Somehow she had managed to get interested in a gaming freak. Now while most of her friends were jumping up and down in the bleachers, she was rolling dice and learning about the powers of third-level characters.

Even worse, she was starting to enjoy it! But this new oneâ€”Spirits and Spellsâ€”was decidedly creepy.

“Where did you find this thing anyway, Travis?” asked Derek.

“At the gaming convention in Pittsfield last weekend. The place was crammed and the table I really wanted to get to had a mob four deep around it. I was trying to decide whether to wait my turn or come back later when I noticed this old guy sitting at a table all by himself. He motioned me over. I didn't go at firstâ€”didn't want to lose my place. But finally I got bored and decided to come back to the main table later. So I figured I might as well talk to the old guy. He told me this game was his own inventionâ€”that it had come to him in a dream. He was really fierce about that: he called it â€˜an inspiration from the beyond.'”

Travis laughed. “To tell you the truth, I think he was a little nuts. Anyway, he was trying it out at the convention, to see if it would sell. And nuts or not, I think he's got a real winner. Just think, you guysâ€”if this thing takes off, we'll have been just about the first people in the world to play it. It'll be like being the first to have played Dungeons and Dragons, or Magic.”

Suddenly his eyes widened. Grinning broadly, he said, “And I've just thought of the best way to play it!”

“How?” asked Derek, who was always ready for something new.

“Well, the action takes place in a haunted house, right?”

Derek shrugged. “Every game has a setting; a forest, a castle, an island. What's the bigâ€”” His eyes widened as he realized what Travis was suggesting. “The Gulbrandsen place!”

Travis nodded smugly.

Jenny shook her head, causing her blond hair to swing over her shoulders. “I don't know, you guys. That place is kind of spooky.”

“That's the idea!” said Derek. “This game is
supposed
to be spooky. Oh, manâ€”it'll be a riot.” He turned back to Travis. “But how are we going to get into the place?”

“That part is easy. I can get a key from my dad's office. His company is supposed to be selling the property. But there's some kind of fight between the heirs, and until they settle it, no one can buy the place. To tell you the truth, I don't think anyone will ever buy it even if they do settle. No one's even asked to look at it for the last eight months.”

Tansy glanced down at the game book. The words
Spirits and Spells
blazed across the top of it in large red letters. Beneath the lettering was a picture of a witch and a warlock with bolts of power flashing out of their hands.

“I don't know,” she said slowly. “There's something about this that gives me the creeps.”

Travis frowned. “Come on, Tansy. After all â€¦ it's only a game.”

The mocking words earned him a glare. Tansy had used those very words herself countless times during the last year. But that was different. Travis was so wrapped up in fantasy gaming, he sometimes seemed to think it was more real than real life. He could get furiously upset if he thought someone was not playing fairly. Tansy always felt obliged to try to calm him down at those times, and “It's only a game” were the words she usually used to do it.

He smiled, and after a moment she shrugged and grinned, laughing at herself for being afraid. Who could tell? This might be fun after all.

“Okay,” she said. “Let's plan on Friday night. But we'll need two more players. Why don't we ask Matt and Denise?”

A dark look flickered across Travis's face. Tansy rolled her eyes in response. It was true that Matt McMasters had been her first boyfriend. But that had been way back in eighth grade. As far as she was concerned, Travis's ongoing jealousy in regard to Matt was just plain stupid.

“Good idea,” said Derek, in his usual clueless fashion. “You should have invited them to begin with, Travis.”

“I have to call Denise tonight,” said Jenny. “I'll ask her then.”

Travis sighed, but said nothing.

Jenny winked at Tansy.

Since it was a school night, it wasn't long before the rest of the group decided to leave as well, Travis lingering behind for a good-night kiss.

Tansy was heading for her bedroom when the phone rang.

It was Lydia.

“I just wanted to apologize for tonight,” she said. “For breaking things up.”

“It's all right,” said Tansy, letting her fondness for Lydia overcome her annoyance. “But are
you
? All right, I mean. What happened, anyway?”

Lydia was so silent that for a moment Tansy thought they had been cut off. When she finally spoke, her voice was little more than a whisper. “I felt â€¦
fingers.
Icy fingers, probing at my mind. Tansy, tell Travis to get rid of that game. It's dangerous. No, it's not just dangerous. It's evil.”

Then she did hang up, leaving Tansy to stare at the receiver and wonder if Lydia was losing her mind after all. She shivered and put the receiver back in its cradle. Lydia was living proof that it really was possible to be too imaginative for your own good.

Even so â€¦

Well, it was too late to back out now. Travis would never let her hear the end of it if she did.

Besides, Lydia was just being foolish.

How could a mere game be evil?

2

THE GULBRANDSEN PLACE

Tansy and Travis stood on the sidewalk in front of the Gulbrandsen house. Its huge turrets loomed out from a sky dark with massing clouds. A low rumble of thunder indicated that the storm which had been brewing all day would break soon.

“What do you mean, â€˜This place really is haunted?'” asked Tansy scornfully. She was already disturbed enough by her conversation with Lydia; she didn't intend to let Travis rattle her with a bunch of nonsense. “All I ever heard was that old Mr. Gulbrandsen died without a will, so the authorities closed the house until the estate could get settled.”

“Which won't be for years,” said Travis. “With all those greedy second and third cousins squabbling to get their slice, this place will probably fall down before anyone gets a penny out of it. But don't tell me you never heard about the murder?”

His know-it-all attitude was starting to annoy Tansy. “What murder?” she asked sharply.

“The murder of Charity Jones. She was a servant girl who was killed here, way back in the 1800s. No one knows who did it. But it was very violent, very brutal. Her spirit still haunts the place.”

“Stop it, Travis.”

He shrugged. “Do you want to go in?”

“Why ask me? Even bribing you with a pepperoni pizza couldn't stop you at this point. So I doubt that any second thoughts on my part would slow you down.”

He gasped. “Tansy, you cut me to the soul!”

“You'll heal. Now are we going to stand here talking all night or are we going to go in?”

Travis put his hand on the metal gate. “In!”

“Well, lead on, MacDuff.”

He grinned at her nervously, then pushed the gate open. The hinges creaked mournfully.

Tansy followed Travis up the walk, which was edged with overgrown shrubs. A sudden gust of cold wind swept dead leaves about their feet, and the steps of the old porch groaned as they climbed them.

Unlike the gate, the doorâ€”made of dark wood and ornately carvedâ€”swung open without a sound.

“Wow,” said Tansy as they stepped through. “This is even better than I imagined!”

Gazing up at the high ceiling and the cobwebbed chandelier, she reached behind her to close the door.

A cold, wet hand closed over hers.

With a scream she snatched her hand away and darted forward. She hadn't gone more than three steps when she heard a familiar burst of hysterical laughter.

“Derek!” she cried angrily.

Derek Clarke was almost helpless with mirth. “Tansy, you â€¦ are â€¦ so much
fun
! I can always count on you for a good reaction.”

Tansy was not laughing. She found herself wonderingâ€”not for the first timeâ€”why she put up with Travis's crazy friends.

Travis didn't seem to be amused, either. “Knock it off, Derek. You'll spoil the atmosphere.”

As Derek tried to stifle his laughter, Jenny stepped from the shadows. Tansy saw that she was holding a plastic bag with some ice cubes inside. Well, at least that explained how Derek had made his hand so cold.

“Sorry, Tansy,” said Jenny softly. “I told him not to, but â€¦” Her voice trailed off.
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