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"Joy to the world, the Lord is scum!" Brian sang-shouted gleefully. He stole a glance at his mother. She glared angrily, but he knew she wouldn't make a scene here, in front of the entire congregation. And certainly not with Grandma present, Grandma who was convinced that her beloved grandson could do no wrong. It was the perfect crime. Well, not perfect, exactly. He'd undoubtedly pay the piper after Grandma left for the evening. But maybe not. Maybe after all the distractions afforded in getting home through the blizzard that had dumped nearly a foot of snow on the ground before they even left for midnight mass, his blasphemous indiscretions would be forgotten. It was his only chance. But why worry about that now? Unlike mass, the future was vague, and ever-changing. Always best to misbehave when the opportunity presented itself. The consequences would sort themselves out later.

"Joy to the world...!"

An extended creaking, as of strained timber, sounded above their heads. Scattered members of the congregation stopped singing to look curiously to the ceiling. It had never done that before. But then, the roof of St. Joseph, long in need of repair, had never had over ten inches of snow dumped on it in the space of a few hours. Outside, most of the city was shut down, roads all but impassable, cleanup hindered by holiday absences. The sparse attendance at tonight's midnight mass reflected this.

Another extended creak, culminating in several loud pops, like gunfire. Then a horrific, inorganic groan.

No one was singing now.

Father Authensen scampered back to the pulpit and raised his hands to get everyone's attention.

"Perhaps we ought to..." he began, too late.

Later, survivors described it as sounding like a train smashing into a building, or a tornado tearing through a lumberyard. An extended instant of chaos followed by freezing darkness. Twenty-seven men, women, and children buried alive in timber and shingle and snow.

Twenty died.

It was subsequently described as the worst disaster in Dannville's history.

But Brian knew that it was more than that.

He knew that it was the uncompromising wrath of God.
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"Look at this."

Chase looked. It was a rectangular cardboard box, black, a bit larger than a regular book, but not quite as big as a coffee table book.

"What is it?" he asked. He hoped she'd get to the point. He was trying to grade papers.

"You're into role-playing, right?"

"I'm into the kind where Amy's the naughty schoolgirl and I'm the teacher who has to punish her," he grinned.

Isabelle made a face and plopped down next to him on the student union couch. As usual, she was bubbling with energy.

"Check it," she said, lifting the lid.

"Holy shit," Chase said. He carefully lifted the thin black manual out of the box. There was a second manual beneath it, plus a banded deck of cards and five polyhedral black dice.

"Two of the dice are missing, but other than that it's complete. Even the character cards."

Chase was already leafing through the book.

"Where did you get this?" he asked breathlessly.

"This little junk shop in Briarkirche. And get this – the guy only charged me a dollar for it."

Chase whistled.

"So we're gonna play it, right?" Isabelle was literally bouncing up and down with excitement.

"I think we have to. Just to say we did."

"Think Amy'll play?"

"We'll gang up on her. I don't see why she wouldn't."

He turned the book over, but the back was plain black, like the box.

"Whatcha looking for?"

"Recommended number of players..."

"Five to seven. It says so inside."

"So we'll need at least two more."

"I'm on it," she said, scampering off.
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"Jessica, your new foster brother is here."

"Barf," responded Jessica.

Her mother opened the basement bedroom door without knocking.

"Seriously, Gladys?" The thirteen-year-old girl on the bed scowled. Bobbed hair, dyed jet black. Short black skirt. White hose with black polka dots. Tight grey t-shirt emphasizing all but nonexistent breasts. Cute gradually seguing into pretty, she was still too young to be shapely. Discordant music oozed out of her stereo.

"I'm your mother don't call me Gladys," the older woman said mechanically.

"Sue me."

"You two get acquainted," Gladys said, and vanished.

Jessica looked Brian over. He wasn't a preppy, at least. Not quite. But then, there was nothing to really distinguish him as much of anything. He wasn't ugly, which was too bad because at least ugly was interesting. Your basic tool.

"How old are you?" she asked.

"Sixteen," he said.

"So you can drive?" This held some promise.

"Not yet. I just turned last month."

Jessica snorted disdainfully.

"What's this music you're listening to?" he tried.

"The Rats. You wouldn't know them. They're from Italy."

"So you're, what, 'punk' or something?"

"I think your room is upstairs. This interview is over."

Brian opened his mouth to say something more, then thought better of it. Instead, he turned and trudged up the stairs.

"And my boyfriend's twenty-one," the girl called after him, "so don't get any ideas or he will kick your ass!"
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"Are you fucking kidding me?" Dope said, right into the microphone. "Oh, shit! Sorry folks! Don't tell the FCC! Here's the The 1975 on WEMO, your only choice – literally – for college radio!" He turned his attention back to Isabelle as the music started.

"You need an assistant," she grinned.

"I need to see that game. Where is it?"

"I left it with Chase. He's more responsible than I am."

Dope shook his head in awe. He kept running his fingers nervously through his beard.

"Where did you get it?" he asked.

"Some junk shop. The guy sold it to me for a dollar. He didn't even know what it was."

"The Black Game, Jesus fucking Omar." His long-suffering office chair protested meekly as he settled back into it. Dope clocked in at nearly 350 pounds.

"It's banned, you know," he said. "I mean totally banned. You put one up on eBay or Amazon, they pull the listing immediately."

"Some kids died, right? Back in the eighties?" Isabelle's chestnut eyes sparkled at the thought. Not because she liked the idea of people dying, but because it made the game that much more exciting and verboten.

"That's just an urban legend." Dope waved a hand dismissively. "It was actually a legal thing. The scenario, the rules, they were all legit – groundbreaking, really – but they lifted all their artwork from other gamebooks: Advanced Dungeons & Dragons, Hobgoblin, RuneQuest, Spirits & Spells, Call of Cthulhu, Caves & Conquerors... they infringed everybody. Like twelve different companies sued them all at once, and won. All copies were ordered destroyed. There are still creditors after them."

"You suck all the fun out of everything," Isabelle said with a theatrical pout. Dope smiled.

"That's why you want me to referee the game, isn't it?"
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Brian's room was sparse but serviceable. They were always sparse but serviceable. Sighing, he tossed his bag onto the bed.

"Knock knock."

Mrs. Stabinski hovered in the doorway.

"Jess can take some getting used to," she said apologetically.

"It's okay," Brian said.

"Dinner's at six. If you need anything, let me know."

"Yeah. I mean, okay. Mrs. Stabinski."

"You can call me Gladys," she smiled.

"Okay."

She left him alone.

Alone.

Dinner was some sort of beef, with instant mashed potatoes and canned peas. Somehow, it fit the setting. The Stabinski home was a modest single story, tidy but cramped. Two bedrooms, supplemented by the one Jessica had set up in the basement. Brian had Jessica's old room, and Mrs. Stabinski, of course, was in the master bedroom. There was no Mr. Stabinski.

"He ran off three years ago," Gladys explained. "Just up and disappeared one day. He was never one for too much responsibility, but we were pretty established here and I can't deny it took me by surprise."

"He was an asshole," Jessica said through a mouthful of potatoes.

"Language," Gladys admonished. "He's still your father."

Jessica addressed Brian directly.

"You know what he used to do? When I was little, he'd put empty boxes underneath the Christmas tree, all wrapped up like real presents. Every time I was bad, he'd make a big show of selecting one and tossing it into the wood chipper out back. 'That's one!' he'd say.

"Fucking asshole."

"Jessica! Language!"

They ate
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