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Prologue

     A fragment of an anonymous text….  

     To cross over to earth one of the Lords of Hell must be summoned.  Minions plant traps for the unwary.  Wizards and alchemists, great men and lesser men, those seeking the ultimate truth or ultimate power….  These are their prey.      

    For those who study such things there is a warning, a child’s rhyme from Mother Goose’s darker nursery.                  

   Thirteen to summon the beast, and thirteen to bind it                

   Thirteen  will seek the beast, but only one will find it.

     For the ignorant?  Well, there are fates worse than death.
Chapter 1

     The house glowered out at the street with its Victorian facade, the ironwork bordering its slate roof a crenellated helmet out of step with a neighborhood in its second decade of urban renewal.  Yellow brick, browned with age and half-clothed in gowns of Euonymus clung to its gloom amongst the sandblasted newness that surrounded it.  Dark shadows beneath fir trees bathed the front yard in a perpetual twilight that failed to fade even in the brightest sunshine.  Amidst its unkempt garden the mangled shapes of unattended roses and ornamental bushes lurked in the darkness, casting lurid shadows on the cracked concrete remains of the walk.       

     Sirens strobed in the darkness, splashing crimson onto the night shrouded street, and washing everything in bloodied hues.  Police and emergency vehicles sat parked outside the house.  Night lent a brooding stillness.  Nothing touched that quiet, not even the young girl who sat on a couch on the porch of the house across the street, serenading the witnesses to tonight’s tragedy with the soulful notes of a saxophone.      

     Empty stretchers rolled in through the door.  Patrolmen in dark uniforms stood behind yellow barriers, eyeing the curious mob that gathered in their pyjamas and ratty housecoats.  Detective Sergeant Michaels stood in the door of his car, listening to the sounds of the saxophone.  The same stuttering notes of a jazz rift played over and over again became the backdrop against which he collected his first impressions of the scene.  The hum and click of cameras from the reporters and forensic teams marked time for the flashes that lit the scene.  The hostile iron bars guarding the windows... The twisted form of a dying bush.... The glint of a broken beer bottle... The bones of an ancient newspaper fluttering in a bush.      

    Michaels knew this house.  His first murder investigation had taken place here ten years ago.  There had been a series of drug busts and noise complaints, and recently he and his partner had come here to question its occupants in connection with several break-ins.   Nothing unusual for a frat house, or the neighbourhood.  But something about this house, about this particular group of kids had struck the detective as eerie.     Maybe it was just the house.     

    “You want to do this, Michaels, or what?”    

      “No,” Michaels said, “do you?”     

     “Not really,” Richards admitted, “but it’s why we collect the big bucks.”      

     “Where are the first officers?  I want to talk to them.”     
Michaels found the two officers just inside the door.  One short, the other abnormally tall and stoop shouldered, they were leaning against the wall in the foyer, arguing about something written in their notepads.     

    “And that makes thirteen,” Walters insisted, tapping his notepad he now held in Michaels’ direction by way of greeting.  “I clearly took down thirteen names when we were here earlier.”     
    “I am not disputing that,” Bumstead insisted, “but if that‘s human blood up there where did the bodies go?”      

     “How long between calls?” Michaels asked, quickly scanning Walters’s notes.    

    “Three hours.”     

     “Long enough.” Bumstead retorted.  “You haven’t been upstairs yet?”     
     Michaels nodded and made his way towards his partner.  He paused, looking back at Bumstead and Walters, puzzled by their reaction.  He found Richards at the head of the second story stairs, waiting to climb the last flight to the attic and the crime scene.  If there was a crime.  There were no bodies.  Only one kid deep in catatonic shock, and the blood.  Michaels met his partner with a hesitant grin.  Stranger things had happened.  Both veteran detectives were convinced of that as they approached the attic door like novice knights approaching their personal Chapel Perilous, neither able to recall a single incident.   

    The smell hit Michaels as his foot landed on the first step, the metallic odour of iron and rot that accompanied the scene of every violent death.  It was a smell etched into the visceral clutch of his soul, so pungent it called up every nightmare he had ever dreamed, every scene that ate at his courage.  He steeled himself in a moment, clinging to his professional detachment he knew would not survive beyond the night.  Something brutal and vicious had happened at the top of these stairs and he dreaded the moment that would bring him face to face with it.        

  The band was a local gig calling themselves Shattered Skulls.   Goth metal, their five minutes of fame was a composition entitled Hell’s Gate.  The primal thrum of the guitar vibrated through the van as it pulled out of the driveway for the last time.  The five friends were leaving small town life behind for university, hauling their goods in a U-Haul trailer hitched to the back of the black van.  The van was a beater, old when they were all still in diapers.  Todd Weinham had scrimped and saved for it and now babied it as if it were a Maserati.  His four passengers were as quick to tease him about this as they were to seek him out for a ride.  It had been, and remained, their only source of transportation and independence, and it had never let them down.      

    In the passenger seat sat Zeke Hudson, his best friend.  Directly behind Trav and Matt melted into their seats.  Alone in the back, stretched out on the rug, Alex bobbed her head in time with the music.  For as long as this five had been a crew, she had been the only girl.  Even in a small town where girls were tight she had never had anything but guy friends – just these four and her books.    

    Long black bangs falling into his eyes, Todd rolled out towards the highway.  His brown eyes followed the road from a pale, narrow face studded with earrings.  When he had first pierced his ear, his dad had called him a freak, and so he added two more to his left eyebrow, three in his left ear, and a large skull in his right ear.  And because he hated his father so much his rebellion had become his religion, and all things Goth were sacred to him.  His skin was caked with white heat, his eyes wore a raccoon mask of mascara, and his lips were painted black with lipstick.  His hair was dyed blue-black, and he wore a black tee shirt, black hoodie, and black jeans held up by a wide belt of silver studs.     

     At one time Zeke had looked much like him.  That had all ended with the discovery of lacrosse.   Jocks didn’t wear piercings and white cake, and team colours tended to be bright.  He was skilled and earned reward for his hard work – all things that did not fit the drab Goth sub-culture.  He had let the black dye fade from his blond hair.  He wore only a single earring, and no makeup surrounding his blue eyes.  He stood out, surrounded by others in full costume of spikes, make-up and facial hardware.  He wasn’t truly Goth anymore, not hardcore like his friends.  Besides, his father was cool, often driving him hundreds of miles to play in tournaments and league games to help him win the scholarship that was paying for his education.  

     “Man,” Zeke sighed, “I’ll miss my Pops.  He can be so cool sometimes.”
     “Yeah,” Todd said.  “Your father is cool.  Not like mine.  The douche.”
     His friends shook their heads as another rant began.

     “At least you have a father,” Alex pointed out.  “You’re not an orphan like Trav.  Nor were you raised by your grandparents like me.  Hell, Todd, I don’t even know who my father is!”  
     “There’s nothing cool about leaving your family,” Todd snorted, “to chase a fortune and a slut.  I’ll never forgive the bastard.”          
     The last member of their clique was Mad Matt Meyers.  They had been friends forever.  Together in every class since kindergarten, they lived on the same street, played in the same park, shopped at the same stores, and hung out in the same downtown strip.  And now they were all bound to the same university.  Even Matt, who had had a doubtful finish to his high school career.  But with the power of the Game, maybe that wasn’t so surprising.     

     “Whoooooooooot!”  Matt hooted from the back seat.  “Man, this is the life.”     
     “Give it a rest,” Alex complained, “I’m not putting up with six hours of your mouth.”       

     “That’s not what you said when you were fourteen and I was busting your cherry,” Matt crowed.     

    “Like I’d ever let you touch me.”  Alex muttered.      

    “She’s bitchy because she’s not with Mad Matt anymore,” Matt confided to no one in particular.  “Sucks to be her.  Whoooooooooo Haaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”       
     They all had another thing in common.  The Game.  They spent their last weekend at  Todd’s drinking, smoking herb and playing a cross between a board game and a drunken scavenger hunt.  It didn’t even have a name.  All that mattered was it was the bomb, an adventure with real kicks that couldn’t get any sweeter.  Ever since Zeke had found it in a Goth Bible six years ago, they had burnt up almost every weekend playing or researching the Game.   It had led to at least one night in jail, waiting for their guardian to come bail them out, and each had been grounded at least a dozen times for running in the streets in the small hours of the night.  It was a shared history that created a  bond that they believed would last for the rest or their lives.      

    A siren interrupted their naps.  Todd glanced at his speedometer and saw he was a couple of clicks above the speed limit, definitely not enough to attract the attention of the OPP.  But the van was the only vehicle for miles around.      

     “Shit!”  

     “Matt if you have a joint lit, get rid of it now!” Zeke ordered.  

     “What the fuck did we do now?”       

     “Bloody Popo!”  Alex cursed.      

     Todd pulled over to the side of the highway, coming to a stop on the shoulder.  The police car rolled up behind.  They waited anxiously, opening the windows to air out the van before the officer made his way to the driver side door.    

     As the officer approached, Todd rolled down his window.      

     “Would you mind stepping out of the vehicle, sir?”  The officer asked.       

     “Is there a problem officer?”  Zeke called as stepped out of the car.       

     “Please remain in the vehicle,” the officer said as he motioned for Todd to follow.  “Are you aware the brake light on the trailer is out?”     
    “No officer,” Todd stammered, “we rented the trailer yesterday night.”      

     “There’s a service station three kilometres down the highway,” the officer directed.  “Make sure you pull in there and have it looked at.”      
     “I will officer,” Todd replied, wondering where they would find the money to repair the trailer.     

    The officer took Todd’s drivers license and registration and walked back to his car, where he found no wants or warrants for the driver or the vehicle.  Satisfied, he returned his identification and wished them good luck.  Todd remained standing outside the van until the police car had rolled out of sight.    

     “What was it?”      

     “What happened?”    

      “What did the pig want?”     

    Todd sat back, slamming his hands against both sides of the steering wheel.    “Whore of a brake light is out on the trail!  The cop wants us to fix it at the next service centre.  Does anyone have any money?”      
     “I got about thirty bucks on me,” Zeke offered.      

    “I’m broke as a joke,” Matt admitted.         

     Everyone was quiet until Alex offered.  “I got the Visa Granddad gave me.  I can use it if you all promise to pay me back.”       
   “Don’t worry Alex,” Trav reassured her, “I’ll make sure everyone coughs up the coin.”   And he jabbed Matt in the ribs with an elbow.       

     At the service centre the mechanic greeted them with the bad news, three hours and three hundred dollars.  The delay meant they would not hit London until seven or eight at night, well after dark in a strange city where landmarks and street names were only vaguely remembered.  With the Game you had to take the bad with the good, and their last session had ended with a dark twist.  They all believed they had some bad luck brewing in their futures.  You played, and you took your chances.  At least there was a restaurant where they could catch an early lunch, and there were a few video games scattered about when swilling caffeine had lost its thrill.  They could do three hours standing on their heads.     

     In the restaurant they took a booth.  Todd was wedged between Alex and Trav, the smallest facing the largest.  Ordering lunch was a challenge when everyone was trying to save a buck or two for Matt – after all, they were all smoking the pot he had brought along for the trip.  They were celebrating their first day of freedom from small town life and what they hoped would be the greatest adventure of their lives.  And struggling over the bill at some cheesy restaurant was so their thing, how could they leave for university and not fight over their scanty fiscal resources?  It would be like skipping Frosh week.     

    “Why so much to change a bulb?”  Matt complained.     

     “It’s the wiring and ninety minutes labour,” Todd explained between sips of coffee.          

     “Shouldn’t U-Haul pay for it?”  Trav demanded.     

    “We didn’t take the insurance, remember,” Alex retorted.  “You said it was something for old fogies and brain-dead losers.”     
    “And we signed a sheet saying the trailer was in working order when we left the lot,” Zeke confessed.    

     “What is that supposed to mean?”  Matt demanded, too stoned to follow a conversation he had started.     

     “It means anything goes wrong with it between now and when we return it,” Todd explained, “and we’re burnt.”     

     “Man,” Matt muttered, “that’s so lame.”    

      A waitress served their orders, interrupting Matt before he could go off on how the system was designed to screw the little guy.  Alex took advantage and changed the subject.     “Have any of you got your book list yet?”    
     Zeke snatched the paper from her hands.  “Holy shit, girl!  There’s like over a hundred books here.  What the hell are you taking?”     
     “An English/Science major.”     

     “Fiction and reality,” Todd teased.  “Schizophrenic or what?”    
     It got a small laugh.     

     “Yeah,” Matt taunted, “What are you taking, brain?”     

     “Philosophy,” Todd returned.  “Like Nietzsche.”     
      “So reality is fiction,” Zeke teased, “or fiction is reality.  Defend in one hundred thousand words or less.”      
     “How about ten pictures, scribbled on a used napkin?”  Todd countered.  “A picture is worth ten thousand words.”     
     The laughter died as their hunger kicked in.  They polished off their meals and lingered over their coffee.     

    “So,” Todd hinted, breaking the silence.  “Anyone up for a Grand Game this weekend?”      
     “Ha!” Zeke countered.  “You need thirteen players and there’s only five of us.  So it sucks to be you.”    
     “Yeah, but its Frosh week,” Todd pressed.  “Isn’t that what we’ve always talked about?  Leaving those small town hicks behind and finding enough players for a Grand Game.”       
     “We need to find players first.  And there’s no way you can play a Grand Game in one weekend.”  Trav pointed out.      

     “But it’s meant to be played in forty-eight hours, so it must be possible,” Alex countered.

     “I don’t know,” Zeke hedged.  He wasn’t into the game anymore.   “We’ll have to see.”      
    Three hours was too long to sit drinking coffee.  Soon they drifted off in ones and twos, and when Todd went to find Alex he found that she had already paired off with Trav.  Always on the prowl, with his smooth patter and good looks Trav had laid claim to the only woman in their group.  Todd sighed and wandered over to one of those video games where you built a tower of light to win a prize.   

     As trite as it sounded, Todd had fallen in love with Alex on the first day in kindergarten.  With her missing tooth, braided blonde hair and blue jean overalls, she was a five-year old Todd’s ideal of womanhood.  He had never outgrown his feelings for Alex.  Staring at her now, her hair dyed black and streaked with emerald, skin painted with white heat, eyes highlighted with a thick splash of black and emerald mascara, and those perfect lips, he felt as if nothing could ever touch her beauty.  He could spend the rest of his life talking to her if he could find the words to start that conversation.  If only they could play the Grand Game and unlock the promised power within everything would change.    

     Daydreaming as he watched the red flash pulse across the lines of his growing tower, he left his reflexes on automatic pilot.  He would win, finally show his father that he could not be replaced like his mother, or worse, like one of the luxury cars he bought and dumped every year.  Even thinking about the Game brought him luck as his stack rose past the smallest prize and continued to grow.  What he could do, what he would do with unlimited power…..       

     “Hey dude!” Zeke exclaimed, interrupting his reverie.  “Sweet, you won the iPod!”        
     “It’s just a mini,” Todd shrugged.  “I’ll probably give it to Alex – her MP3 player is broken.”      
    “Bummer that, eh?”  Zeke returned, thinking back to their weekend, “getting caught in the window.  Didn’t think the thing would break so easily.”    
   “Or fly so far,” Todd joked.  “It was a piece of shit, anyway.  You know what they say, you get what you pay for, and Alex never-.”     
    “What is?”  Alex asked as she and Trav joined them.    

   “Your MP3 player,” Zeke supplied, glossing things over.  “Todd won an iPod mini for you.”     
     “Sweet!”  Alex exclaimed, setting aside the anger at Todd.  Not everyone could be as rich as his father.     

     Opening the iPod she discovered that it was green, her favourite colour.  Todd was sweet, and a close friend – not that she would date any of these four.  Except maybe Zeke.  He was the only one without issues, and she had enough baggage of her own for any three people.  And he did have those kissable lips…      
     She followed his sweet ass with her eyes as he led them to the garage to pay for the repairs.  Todd might think her family was poor, but it was her Grandfather’s credit card that paid for the repairs and the mechanic.  And as soon as she thought it, she knew she wasn’t being fair.  She knew he refused to take a penny from his father.  And even that, she knew, wasn’t fair on Todd’s part, because it was his mother who had left his father just before he started the motivational speaking company that had brought him his wealth.  So she could afford to be a little uncharitable towards Todd as she signed her name to the bottom of the charge slip.     

      In the van, Zeke slipped in a CD and cranked the volume.  As the opening riffs shook the van, he leaned back and stared up at the sky.  He hated leaving home right now, when he and his father were getting along so well, putting three years of battling behind them.  And although his friends did not understand, leaving his lacrosse teammates was hard.  Especially, since becoming team captain.  Mostly, it was difficult for a big fish in a small pond  to move into a lake with far larger fish.     He was full of doubts.  His university career rested on his lacrosse scholarship, and if he failed to make the team his father could not afford to keep him in school.  Zeke had attended a training camp in the summer and knew he had done fairly well.  The final roster, however, would not be posted until the end of the week.  It kept him up most nights, and whenever he ate, he felt the acid burning a hole in his stomach.  Exhaustion lulled him towards sleep….      

     It was well after dark when they arrived in London.  Todd and Zeke were the only ones who had visited the city, but in the dark they didn’t recognize any landmarks.  Finally, Todd pulled into a service station to consult a map.  The combination of the van rolling to a stop and the light coming on roused his friends.     

     “What time is it?”  Alex yawned, her hair plastered to the side of her face. 

     Looking up, Todd thought she looked more beautiful at that moment than ever before, even with the patterns of a seat cushion imprinted on her cheek.  “8:43.”     
     “Where are we?”  Trav asked, sliding the door open.     

     “Somewhere deep in the underbelly of London,” Zeke teased.    

      “London’s too conservative to have an underbelly.  We’re here, but lost,” Todd said.       

     “Oh great” Matt bitched.     

     “Shit Matt,” Alex retorted, “it’s not like we can’t ask for directions.”    

     Holding up a map that looked like an accordion painted by Salvador Dali, Todd laughed ruefully.  “Might as well.  I can’t make heads or tails out of this rat’s nest.”    
     “Here, let me fold it,” Zeke offered. “You go ask for directions.”     
     “And I’ll come to make sure he gets them right,” Alex suggested, adding, “you boys are useless.”      

      Inside, a clerk flipped through a magazine, whiling away a shift that ended at eleven.  Waiting in line behind two other customers, Alex and Todd browsed through racks filled with chips, oil and maps.  

     Coming up to the till, Alex elbowed Todd out of the way, “ouch!”     

     Ignoring him, she continued. “Could you tell us how to get to King Street from here?”        
     “King Street, eh?”  The clerk said, checking out Alex.  “No problem.  Take a right at these lights onto Commissioners; follow that all the way down to Wellington; take a left onto Wellington until you reach King Street.  Look for a Metro and that’s Wellington.”     
     “Thank you.”     

     They climbed into the van, ready to roll.  As Alex crawled past, Trav commented, “the view’s suddenly improved back here.”     
     “Keep your eyes and your hands to yourself,” Alex blushed, “or you won’t need makeup to blacken your eyes.”      

     “What’s the point of having a girl for a best friend if you can’t tell her she has a cute ass?”  Trav asked innocently.  “That’s like having a sister and not teasing her - a crime against humanity.”     
     And Trav meant what he said.  That was the problem with Trav, he always meant whatever he said to a girl.   You had to realize that if he told you he loved you he had most likely said the same thing to ten other girls, and probably within the hour.  It came naturally to him, raised by someone who could only be described as a ‘player’.  He had no parents, but more ‘aunts’ than anyone else she knew.   Alex had been down that road with him a long time ago – or at least thirteen felt like ancient history at nineteen.  It had taught her a valuable lesson about dating close friends.  

     “Okay,” Todd announced.  “Keep an eye out for a street called Wellington.”   
     It was a short drive along Commissioners to Wellington, made longer by the need to slow down at every major intersection.  Even with the street lights it was hard to read signs in the dark, and at the speed maintained by traffic on the four lane avenue even harder.          

    “This is messed,” Todd complained.  “I wish we had arrived earlier.  It’s hard to keep slowing down while towing this trailer.”    
     “Shit happens,” Zeke said.  “This looks a little familiar, eh?”     
     Further down the road they spotted the Metro, and turned left.  Traffic on the six-lane road was much faster than on the first road, and there was no chance to slow down to check street signs.  Not unless the traffic lights were with them.  Everyone leaned forward as cross streets flashed by, seeing little in the darkness.  Soon, however, as the residential buildings gave way to commercial, and stretches of high rises appeared in the distance, they knew they were approaching downtown.  

     “Almost there,” Todd breathed, pulling into the turning lane.     

      “Hey!”  Matt cried.  “There’s a Timmies.  Let's go get a coffee.”     
     “We’re not turning down that street,” Todd said.     

     “Circle the block,” Alex pleaded, “please!!!”    

      “Okay,” Todd sighed, as if he could ever say no to Alex.     

     Parking a van and a trailer in the lot was an insolvable puzzle.  Everyone bailed out while Todd was still struggling to fit a square van into a round parking lot, drifting off to find bathrooms and coffees.  Finally, setting the van and trailer awkwardly across three parking spaces, Todd stormed out of the van and stalked into the coffee house to join his friends.    

     “What took you so long?” Zeke asked, innocently.     

     “I had to park the trailer, didn’t I?”  Todd snapped     

     “Meow!”  Matt teased.  “You don’t have to get so pissy.”     
     “Yeah,” Todd shot back, “why don’t you get off your ass and get your license,”    

     “A little harsh, don’t you think?” Alex scolded.     

     Todd stalked up to the counter to order a coffee.  He continued walking out to the van, ignoring his friends.  While he was sitting there brooding an employee tapped on his window.     

     “You need to move this vehicle,” he insisted.  “You’re blocking the drive-thru and our other customers have no place to park.”     
      “I’m just waiting for my friends to come out.”     

     “I’m sorry,” the assistant manager insisted.  “You’ll have to move it now or I’ll call the police.  You’re blocking the drive-thru.”     
     “Whatever,” Todd muttered darkly.     

     He started the engine.  When he couldn’t delay any longer he stood on the horn.  Still nothing, and the officious toad stood with his arms crossed, glaring his assistant-manager-I’m-watching-you glare at him.  Todd threw the van in gear and crept slowly into the drive-thru lane that would bring him around the building and out onto the street.  And still his brain-dead friends did not get the hint.  Finally, an impatient driver honked his horn and Todd to turn out of the lot.    

     Half a block up Todd pulled the van over into a no parking zone, idling his engine as he waited on his friends.  He had been sitting there for five minutes when a police car pulled up in front of him.    

     “Can you step out of the vehicle please,” the officer asked as he stepped up to the window.     

    “Sorry,” Todd apologized as he got out of the van.  “I was in the Tim Horton’s and they asked me to move my van, but my friends are still inside.”     
     “Unfortunately,” the officer replied, “you can’t stop at the side of this street.  Please remain here.”     
     The officer went back to his car and ran the plate, filling out an illegal parking ticket as he waited.  When it came back no wants or warrants, he rejoined Todd.  “I’m issuing you a citation because parking here is causing a hazard,” the officer explained.  “You can pay at this address just down the road from the Police Station; if you wish to dispute the ticket you need to sign here and bring it to the same address.  Signing the ticket is not an admission of guilt.”     
     Miserably, Todd climbed back into the van, slamming the parking ticket onto the dashboard.  Another seventy-eight bucks!  This trip kept getting sweeter and now he had no way to let his friends know where he was.   Out of options, he decided to circle the block until he saw them.  Low on gas, he only could make one or two passes before continuing on to find a place to park on King Street.  A legal one.    

    Meanwhile, Trav looked out the window.  “Hey!  Where’s the van?”     
    “Shit!  Did the creep skip out on us?”  Matt demanded.     

    “Shit!” Alex echoed.     

     “You shouldn’t have teased him,” Zeke sighed in resignation.  “He’s been driving all day.  One of us could have offered to drive.”     
     “Still,” Alex retorted, feeling a little guilty, “he didn’t have to ditch us.”     

     “Don’t worry,” Zeke replied, putting an arm around her shoulder.  “I know how to get to the house from here, and it’s not a long walk.”     
     “How long?” Alex asked suspiciously, her voice getting a little whiny.     

     “Fifteen minutes.  I know a shortcut, promise.”     
     Unfortunately, the shortcut took them a block further up the street, where they were lost in the darkness.  They continued on their way, enjoying the warm September night despite their exhaustion.  Along the way they looked for restaurants, shops or coffee houses that might interest them in the future.  This stretch of the street was mostly residential, businesses few and far between.   The only real building of colour was a sprawling old mansion, a rooming house for a local strip joint, a large billboard cut out into the silhouette of a naked woman drawing their eyes.   Matt and the boys made lurid comments for another block and a half, trying to make Alex blush.  She was too exhausted to care and long since inured to their juvenile hormone storms.      

     Another half block carried them to their new house, silent and forbidding in the darkness.  Its unkempt garden and turn-of-the-century architecture left them standing on the sidewalk a block up from the deserted fair grounds.  They stood eyeing the house, working up the courage to enter.      

     “He’s not here,” Alex observed, worried.  “He should have beat us here by a long stretch – where do you think he is?”      
     “Probably cruising around down by the Tim Horton’s looking for us.”  Zeke sighed.  “He’s gonna be pissed.     

     “Serves him right,” Matt muttered darkly.  “He shouldn’t have ditched us.”     
     “Should we go back and look for him?” Alex asked, hoping the answer would be no.       

     “Nah,” Zeke confirmed.  “Let’s go inside and turn on as many lights as we can.  That way he’ll know we made it.”      
     Down the street Todd had had enough.  Guiltily, he circled the block one more time, his gauge on empty and even the fumes running thin.  He should have gassed up at the service station when they stopped for directions, but he had hit his weekly student limit on his ATM card.  As a result the cash in his pocket was now as scarce as the fumes in his gas tank.     He actually ran out of gas a half a block from the house and only just managed to coast the van to a stop against the curb.  At least parking was allowed here, if only overnight.  He would have to get up early and hike to the nearest bank and then to a gas station with a gas can.  He had one of those, a lesson learned living up north where gas stations could be few and far between – if only he had taken the time to fill it.  

     “Where the hell have you been?”  Alex demanded, relieved, but still too pissed to be civil.          

    “And why did you drive off without us?”  Matt accused.     

     Zeke and Trav drifted into the front room, attracted by the loud voices and the sound of the door opening.     

     “I was blocking the drive-thru and had to move,” Todd defended himself.  “And there was no place to park.  You would have known that if you all hadn’t ditched me.  I even got a parking ticket waiting for you assholes to clue in and meet me on the street.”     
      “Bull shit!”  Matt challenged aggressively.     

     “Bull shit yourself!”  Todd stomped off towards the stairs and his room, pausing three steps up to detach the keys to the trailer and throw them onto the floor.      

    The next morning Todd woke up, no longer as angry with his friends as he had been last night.   He rummaged for his keys and headed down to the van to collect the gas can he kept in the back.   Walking with his head down, he did not immediately notice that something was wrong with the trailer.   One of the door panels creaked gently as it came to rest against the side of the trailer.  A paper drifted out and slowly settled onto the tarmac.   At first he did realize what he was seeing, and then he recognized his name on the sheet of paper, a bill from a purchase made on E-Bay.  Still walking slowly down the length of the van he turned the corner and stared into the trailer, where his belonging lay strewn across its length, boxes split open and upended, their contents leaking into the tangled mess like the guts of road kill.     

     “Those bastards!  My shit is ruined!”  Todd screamed at the top of his lungs.      

     Hearing him, Matt stepped out of the house wearing only pajama bottoms, skipping across the uneven walkway in front of their house in his bare feet.   “What the hell are you screaming about, cry baby?”      
     “You trashed my stuff!”  Todd accused.     

     “No, we didn’t,” Matt snapped back.    

     “Then you left the trailer unlocked,” Todd seethed. “If there’s anything missing you better replace it.”     
     Kicking the trailer door closed, he found the padlock and keys.  Angry, he slammed the lock in place.  He fetched the gas can from the van and stalked off, leaving Matt standing in the street.  Around the corner Todd stopped to get his bearings, seeing the traffic courthouse a block up, where he needed to pay the parking ticket.  Searching his pockets, he realized the ticket was still back on the dashboard of his van.  Too angry to bother with it, he decided to take the money out of the bank today and go pay it later.   

     He also remembered the sixty dollars he still owed Alex, his share of the repairs to the trailer, and although he was not feeling charitable towards her at the moment, he knew her family needed the money too much for him to be an asshole about it.  A Toronto Dominion Bank lay several blocks east, and the nearest gas station was a dozen or so blocks to the west –he would have to backtrack.     

     Todd returned to the house to find his roommates had gone out for breakfast.  The house was empty and silent.  Returning to the van, he emptied the trailer, carrying the remains of his belongings up into his room.  Too upset to sort it out, he left it in piles about his room, scattering his clothes and books on his bed, dresser and desk.  He worked quickly, deciding to finish the rest of his errands and return the trailer to the U-Haul lot before he bothering to find out just what was missing.  Once he got started with that mess he would do nothing else for several hours.    

    He topped off the gas tank and hopped into the van.  His first stop, the gas station, was in a direct line with the U-Haul lot that lay in North London.  Map Quest showed him that his best route was straight north, and luckily the gas station exit gave him easy access to northbound traffic.   With only main streets to follow he did not think he could get lost, even in a strange city.  And between this and the printed directions he soon found his way there, where he left the trailer behind with a sense of relief.  Good riddance to bad trash.     His errands finally finished, Todd returned home to find it still empty.   He crept up to his room and locked himself inside with the wreckage of his life.  Starting with his collection of horror books, he filed them alphabetically by author onto the shelves built into the wall above his desk, wanting to cry every time he tossed one into the trash.  Todd was obsessive compulsive, and the ruin of his belongings drove him to alternate fits of anger and depression.  

     Order was how he controlled his environment – and controlling his environment was how he coped.  If only he and his friends could play the Grand Game and in a pattern described in the book – if only he could unlock the secrets it promised, he would never lose control of his life again.     When he found the wooden box he used to store the Game pieces, its lid cracked and hanging askew, Todd lost it.  He sat there staring at the pieces, many of the pewter figures broken or missing, knowing it would be a long time before he forgave his friends this sacrilege.  The box had been a legacy from his grandmother, a grandmother whose death had cut off his last ties to a past when he and his father had meant everything to each other.  Back when they had spent hours together in Beavers and Cub Scouts, tee-ball, and hockey.  The figures, each one lovingly hand-painted, were symbols of the activity that had now come to replace the time he had once spent with his father.
     Long after the sounds of his roommates returning home echoed in the background, long after of music and banter created a background hum, he sat staring at the shattered game pieces.  Finally, he set the box aside and got up to finish unpacking.  It would take weeks to replace the pieces and no one else had a complete set.  It was like someone had kicked him in the gut.  But he had a second set sitting in the closet back home.  Maybe his mother could ship it out to him – if he could only remember if he still had the half-gram of marijuana tucked into the same shoebox, and if he sent her the money to pay for it.  His mother was not wealthy like his dad, and shipping a box that weighed about six or seven pounds would cost a small fortune.     

     Alex knocked on his door.     

     “What?”     

     “We’re all going to check out that bar down the street,” she invited.  “Do you want to come?”    
     “I’m sorry Alex,” Todd replied through the door, “I don’t feel like going out, and I still need to clean up my shit.”     

     “Okay,” Alex said, “ we’ll be back later.”      

   Two hours later, Todd suddenly felt restless.  He realized that he had yet to explore their new home and decided to check out the place while his roommates were gone.   Each of the five bedrooms on this floor had locks, and, as he expected, he found them secured.  He already knew who had chosen which room without having to go inside, because the five had spoken of little else the whole summer.  Not since Zeke and he had found the house for only nine hundred inclusive.  An entire house.  There were two other doors up here, one he knew led to the bathroom with its ancient cast iron tub and modern toilet and taps.   He did not remember the last door, was sure it had not been part of the original tour with the landlord, and was curious.     

     The door was locked.  Not really a problem for someone who had learned to pick locks, and it was even one of those locks with a simple mechanism.  He could defeat it with a bobby pin and a nail file, he decided.  Despite his confidence, it took almost an hour to open and he immediately locked himself in when the door slammed shut, leaving him standing in a dark stairway.  Like a blind man he searched the walls with his fingers, feeling for a light switch in a house that still sported knob and tube wiring.  He glided over it three times before he realized the round object with a button was it, and suddenly he found himself standing on the bottom step of a stairwell that led into the attic.    

     The oak floor that ran throughout the house continued up the stairs and into the room above.  A single bulb hung in its centre, so dust coated the light it shed was muddied.  Cobwebs hung from every surface, petrified boxes and trunks littered the corners and dust bunnies the size of mountain lions lurked in the shadows.  Feeling trapped, Todd searched the room for something to jimmy the lock, his eyes sweeping wildly back and forth, slightly panicked.  Until his eyes fell into a pattern on the floor that disappeared under a pile of boxes and dust.  ‘No way,’ he thought, ‘that would be too sweet!’     
    Feverishly, Todd began to clear away the junk, the odd box breaking and spilling its contents across the room.  An old desk set and a collection of paper clips spilled at his feet.  Letter opener and paper clip in hand, he decided to unlock the door and go fetch cleaning supplies.  At the bottom of the stairs he quickly jimmied the lock again, using the letter opener to prop open the door and keep it unlocked as he searched for a screwdriver to remove it altogether.   He had a lamp in his room, and he remembered there was a broom and other cleaning supplies in a hall closet down on the main floor.         

     In the kitchen, he rifled the drawers and cupboards, rooting through a collection of junk left behind by previous tenants.  In a drawer he found a cheap dollar store screwdriver set with the bits in the handle, and in the cupboard under the sink he found a box of garbage bags.   He brought this up to the door and dismantling the lock before returning back downstairs to gather a broom, bucket and a mop from the closet.  Finally, he made one last trip to his room for the lamp, bringing everything up into the attic.    Once upstairs Todd worked systematically, not so much to clear away the junk as to clean out the entire room.  Working one box at a time, he sorted its contents into two piles- one for the garbage, and a second to be repacked and relocated into the basement.  He replaced the old boxes with the packing cartons from their move that had not yet been recycled.  Garbage bags came down, boxes came up and slowly the attic emptied.
     He was still working when his roommates staggered in from the bar, clattering and clanging down in the kitchen as they satisfied their post drunk munchies.  Still not talking to them, Todd did not pause to say hello or good night. He turned to the centre of the room, where the design on the floor lay fully revealed.     Etched in silver the ancient pentacle of the Zodiac lay at the centre of the room, the twelve symbols inlaid with metals and rare woods.  Ebony and teak and others he had no name for defined the twelve houses, their associated humours- choleric, sanguine, phlegmic and melancholic- detailed in ceramics.  It was beyond beautiful.  It was a real Game board as described in the tome of the occult he and his friends had taken to calling the Gothic bible.  Now they could truly play the Grand Game – but not just yet…     
     Many games sprang up in the salons of Paris in the seventeen and eighteen hundreds, some familiar, like Euchre and Baccarat, others long forgotten.  All were said to hold the power to bring wisdom….
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