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[image: QR code that links to AROUND the video game]










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        AROUND – The Game
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  



Innocence is dead.











  
  






[image: AROUND title image - the word around in bold black eerie letters]















  
  
1



Wrought iron skewered the pale sky. The spear-tipped finials dug into the calmness of the day. Nate studied their pointed thrust with undue admiration. Had his friends known what he was hiding—what they all were hiding—they’d have thought twice about coming here. 

Even with the oppressive humidity, no day had been better than this to find what they were searching for. They stood before the tall, black gate with necks arched and eyes squinting at the fervent sun, its sharp rays dousing them in the safety of daylight.

“Everyone remember the rules?” said Ruth, who was tying back her dense, blonde hair in a knot. Her flaxen mane glowed like bars of gold and was practically as heavy. Underneath the bars, her sapphire eyes shone just as excitedly.

“It’s hard to forget something you’ve been told a dozen times,” said Amir. He loved to challenge Ruth’s self-proclaimed authority, or any authority, for that matter.

“Rule Number 1: The house does not like visitors. Once you find the house, you can only go back to it within that same day. Once that day ends, if you so much as look at the house, you’ll die. So, you better take this in because it’s the last time you’ll ever see it.” She was referring to the gate and the haunting splendor that lay beyond.

“Too bad,” said Olivia, looking like she was going to be sick. The nervous sarcasm in her voice wasn’t an unusual device in her coping arsenal, but here, her frown was practically sewn on as she surveyed the malevolent iron spires.

“It’s really something,” said Daphne evenly. Her efforts to hide her excitement for the experience only made her more conspicuous. As if to confirm this, she jerked to scratch her arm and gnashed her bottom lip.

The house was visible about three hundred feet past the gate. It was massive and stone—a fortress of craftsmanship. The home’s ornate architecture contrasted with its decay, which, if the theories about its age were true, was nowhere near as prevalent as it should’ve been. Gilded beauty still teased from under viny overgrowth.

“Rule Number 2,” Ruth continued, “If you find the dark, you can never find it again. Rule Number 3: If you are in the dark after the sun sets, you can never—EVER—leave it.”

“Ever,” Amir repeated with a mocking smile.

“And finally, Rule Number 4: If you are still inside the house after the sun sets, not only will you never find your way out, but the demon will be let out of the dark.”

“I’m just going in to know if I’ll make it out.” Amir’s classic smirk persisted, as though the edges of his mouth were stapled to his upper cheeks.

“With your track record, Amir, we won’t be counting on it. Sunset’s at 8:43. Which means we’re out of there by 8:15 at the latest. Got it?”

They all “got it,” but none were exactly sure what there was to get. It was somewhat of a joke, especially to Nate, who could hardly even remember agreeing to come all the way out here. He supposed it was his passive nature, merely taking charge without his permission, the same way a madman kills and then moseys on down to a coffee shop to enjoy a latte or iced matcha, having no recollection of his heinous crime.

Their early start had given them an opportunity for maximum daylight at the house and the dark, if they could find it, but they’d wasted hours in the woods going in circles before finally winding upon the great gate.

They were there for one reason only: to find the dark. No one knew if it actually existed. It was one of those down-the-line rumors. Ruth heard about it from someone who heard about it from someone else and so on. It was different than a legend or a myth. It wasn’t like everyone in town knew about it, and your grandparents had been when they were kids. No, it wasn’t that. It was a rumor that never quite gained mainstream traction but always managed to hang around.

The dark was some sort of space beyond time and consciousness. It was a place to access the deeper parts of the mind, or so everyone said. Apparently, once inside, one could speak to a dark entity, some kind of demon. This demon was a digger who could shovel through the thick of your thoughts and determine if any jewels lay hidden in the mire. Nate, though he still couldn’t remember how he’d wound up here, couldn’t forget that part, which Ruth had mentioned the other day. He couldn’t fathom why on earth anyone would want to converse with such evil forces, himself being a person of faith. However, underneath all that suppression was something he couldn’t quite pinpoint, and wasn’t sure he wanted to, but it possessed the slightest taste of curiosity. If anything, he supposed he wanted to know who he was going to be, to know his higher purpose, and seeing as God had yet to show him, perhaps this demon or whatever it was could instead. But there was something else inside Nate. Something the others didn’t see. And the way he studied those sharp finials and their hostile shape, there was a twistedness in his gaze, revealing that he knew exactly why he’d come here.

The gate swung inward with surprising ease. Its dry iron eeeeeeked on the hinges. The sound was piercing and skin-crawling, like the sound of a rat caught in a grate slowly becoming further wedged with each squirm for release. All five kids shuddered and clenched at the noise. Olivia nearly smacked her glasses into the gravel. Nonetheless, were it not for the awful creak, she probably would’ve found a way to do that anyway. She had a clumsiness to her that was almost charming. It was a paradox. Her failure to recognize that she had any sort of pretty quality, let alone her terrible awkwardness, made her that much more endearing.

Making their way into the courtyard, the house sneered down at them. Was it four stories? Was it five? Six? It was hard to tell. The unevenness of the architecture was intimidating and appeared to lean forward as if held up by wires, like it could fall on them at any moment.

Wicked-faced gargoyles and steepled chimneys stabbed into the swollen air. The home had an energy to it, a dark energy. In the same way that a confident person exudes charisma, the house emitted hate. You couldn’t see it like you could the pollen coating the limestone exterior, but you could feel it.

Olivia ran her hand along the degraded curvature of the fountain. The weathered marble had hardly grayed or etched with time, like it should have. The stone was unexpectedly smooth under her soft skin. She pushed the pollen back into golden clumps and sneezed, her glasses nearly flying off again. Readjusting the wire rims, she took a closer look. To her surprise, under the yellow dust, the marble retained its shine.

“It should be matte,” Olivia said, more to herself.

What was stranger was that the home had no clear main entrance, only some elongated windows that wouldn’t budge despite Ruth’s persistence.

“Nobody said we wouldn’t be able to get in,” said Amir.

“Nobody said we’d get this far, either,” Ruth scoffed. “Nobody would know about the dark if they’d never gotten in.”

“So…,” Daphne murmured with an impatient flutter of her fingers.

“So, let’s swing around the side.”

As they did just that, something caught Nate’s attention. It was a dormer perched on the roof, jutting out from the main slope—an attic window, maybe. Iron casing formed a cross on the outside of the pane, perfectly square and roughly four feet by four feet, sitting alone on that section of the roof. It beckoned to Nate, and the curiosity that he was relentlessly suppressing became a little less opaque.

There was nothing on the side of the home but eight feet of limestone below windows that didn’t seem to open or close.

Statues of the Baroque and Neoclassical vein littered the home’s larger, rear courtyard with its maze of symmetrical walking paths. The statues similarly seemed to have avoided corrosion. Other than the pollen robes that dressed them, the sculptures appeared pristine and purified.

Nate looked at Ruth. “Who lived here?”

“Nobody.”

“No one would build something like this just to forget about it.”

“I thought you had met my parents,” Amir said with his patented grin.

Ruth rolled her eyes. “The house isn’t a home, though it may look like one. It’s just a structure. It wasn’t built. It just exists. No one lives here. No one ever has. No one ever will.”

“Is that just because they couldn’t get in?” said Olivia. She could be funny when she wanted to, and she wanted to, usually, more than her friends would like.

Nate ignored her. “So, it just appeared then? From nothing?”

“You don’t trust me. Do you, Nate?”

“It’s not like you’ve given me any reasons not to.”

Ruth laughed and bit her bottom lip in such a manner that she hoped only Nate would see, but Nate had a special way of being oblivious. Olivia, however, had a special way of noticing things she wished she didn’t. At the sight of Ruth’s provocative gesture, Olivia’s cheeks pressed up into the edges of her eyes, and her head pitched downward. Olivia wasn’t the jealous type, but when it came to Nate, she was.

Foliage ran deep and thick around the back of the house. Knotweed, ragweed, and dogfennel stood lanky, linked into a kind of looming, parasitic shrubbery. Though formidable, its height paled in comparison to the rear wall of the house, which, from where they stood, appeared more like a grand château with the veranda some fifty feet up, the columns of the veranda extending up further.

The opulence of the low country’s form—the oaks with their moss curtains, the quilts of yellow powder, the clap of the cicadas—was unparalleled in its terrific splendor. It left you with an unfamiliar peace that was both sublime and terrifying. The South had that uncanny ability of making almost any day look like summer, and on this blistering spring morning, it was especially true. The rich landscape didn’t contrast with the eerie visage of the house but rather, somehow illuminated it. It was as though, in some peculiar way, the two complemented one another. Beauty was friend to the vile.

Finding the entrance was still their overarching objective, but, remained unforeseeable. Daphne had gone to check the other side of the mansion and returned with only a shake of her head in her typical jerky fashion.

“There looks to be some differentiation in the stones,” Nate said, examining the back wall.

Amir looked to his friends. “Did everyone bring their climbing shoes?”

“I didn’t, actually,” Olivia joked, hiding her sneakered feet in the grass.

Nate pointed to the base of the wall where, hidden under the knotweed, was a bed of boulders that would split a skull if given the chance. “Don’t slip.”
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Finger strength was the name of the game as the crew muscled up the wall. The indentations in the stacked stone provided just an inch of foothold, maybe two. Gaping down at the mouth of rocks ready to swallow any who faltered, the friends realized that the jagged crags seemed much meaner from above. 

Grip and breath quickly dissolved among the kids. Though they were all sixteen and headed toward the height of life’s physical durability, reaching the peak of the veranda and rolling over the stone railing, was utterly exhausting. But their fatigue slowly morphed to satisfaction as they saw what lay before them. At the other end of the extensive deck—a door that led inside the home. It was not inviting. Black iron ornamentation slithered around its frame, giving it an aura of disdain for all who passed through it.

On either side of the door sat two small cherubim on waist-high obelisks.  Whether it was their dying composure or crooked expressions, the little angelic statues told the teenagers this was a place of greatness, of nobility, and of death. The hesitation in the faces of each of the five friends almost began to mirror that of either cherub. Even Ruth looked partially frazzled.

“Well, come on then,” she mustered.

Come on then, they did. One after the other into the house, through the glass door with its witch-like embellishment.

Once inside, the air was wet and warm and clotted. It stuck to their skin and lungs, the same as some foul aroma that hooked into their nostrils, both forces shortening their breath. The thick, stone walls trapped the humidity inside them like a vault, and they compounded its weight so that movement in the house was slow and daze-like, and the heat of the day was magnified.

The many elongated windows offered the house more light from the outside than it appeared to possess on the inside. It was as though an invisible filter rested behind each window, stifling the sun.

Amir plucked a decorative box off a table. The casing of the box was chipped and crusted, and suddenly, Amir hurled it at a window. It flew into the double-paned barrier, screeched across the glass, and plummeted back down to the floor. Nate flinched at the sound as Amir wore his typical smirk. No one said anything, either because they were too preoccupied with the oddities of the rest of the place or because they were used to Amir’s sudden outbursts.

Tarnished silver bathed in a buttery grime threw back the form of a faded, golden figure. Ruth’s wipe smeared the grime away, revealing her as the translucent image in the reflection. Smut collected under her palms and between her fingers. Under the dust, the finely decorated frame was not as lusterless as it had previously seemed. Retaining a considerable shine, the mirror was elegant, and in the reflection, Ruth posed to appear just as refined. She approved of her likeness with a practiced smile.

They were in the living area, which was infested with an orange, radioactive gloom. Strange and sharp light reflections lurked in from other parts of the house. The light appeared to be further streaks of daylight, yet unmotivated and nonsensical in its pathways. The crumbled walls and furniture made the place look like the inside of a corroded battery. Once again, the contradiction arose that something wasn’t right about this place. How could the exterior—regardless of the roping ivy and overgrown vegetation—look so vivid, so well-maintained, and the inside look like this?

Nate thought hard about this, but unlike his counterparts, who were becoming increasingly uneasy, he became increasingly intrigued.

“At least there’s no pollen,” said Daphne with a scratch.

No one laughed.

“It smells like someone ate rotting flesh and then threw it up,” said Ruth.

“Oh, sorry. That was me,” said Amir with a smirk.

Ruth rolled her eyes, and Nate smiled a little.

As the group stirred on, the shadows stood heavier, and it was all Olivia could notice. “Anyone else up for keeping their life?”

“You just want to leave because it was my idea to come here,” said Ruth.

“I want to leave because in the last room, the fireplace looked like it was designed by the devil. Who carves a mantle in black marble?”

“I think we should keep going,” said Daphne, turning to Ruth for validation.

“Nate, you don’t want to stay here. Do you?” asked Olivia, grabbing his arm.

He shrugged. “It’s an old house. Were you expecting something different when you walked nine miles to get here?”

“Do you not have a weird feeling?”

Nate lied and shook his head.

“She’s got a weird feeling all right,” said Ruth, her eyes locked on Olivia’s grip.

Olivia ejected Nate’s arm from her grasp. Her cheeks flushed red as she crossed her arms and pressed her lips together, refraining from opening them with all her strength.

“Olive, you’re a cake that hasn’t been cut into yet, but once a few slices are missing, you’ll be a little less sweet,” said Ruth.

“Why don’t you shut up for once, Ruth?” Olivia snapped.

“There goes the first slice.”

“Okay, let’s just everybody cool it. I know that’s hard given this house is a kiln, but just try. We all agreed to come here, and here we are. Now, we’re going to find this dark. We’re going to talk to this demon. We’re going to worship it a little, give it some words of affirmation, whatever it wants. We’re going to learn a little more about ourselves. And then we’re getting out. Capiche?” said Amir.

“You still haven’t been listening. We are here. That’s a feat. But you don’t find the dark. It finds you,” said Ruth.

They continued on through the house. The rooms were large, too large. Each one seemed bigger than the last.

“We were just in the library,” said Amir as he emerged from the previous room.

“Is that what that was? I thought it was a dungeon,” said Olivia.

“I thought it was a coliseum,” said Daphne.

“That’s not the library behind us,” Amir motioned with his thumb.

Ruth looked around him. “What is it?”

“It’s a kitchen.”

“You mean the room changed?”

“If it didn’t change, then we weren’t just in the library.”
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