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Liam Westwood couldn’t remember the exact moment that he’d fallen asleep. One moment, he’d been sitting on his apartment floor in the dark, staring at the bright square of light as his phone rang. Liam made no move to answer it; he let it go to voicemail. The next minute, Liam was lying on the cold, stone floor. His cheek was pressed against dust so fine that it felt like ash.

Liam kept his eyes closed at first. As he lay there, he could hear a strange sound – slow, rhythmic breaths that were not his own. But it wasn’t coming from another person. No. The deep, measured breaths were coming from beneath the floor, the continual inhales and exhales were subterranean. 

It was only when he pushed himself upright that he realized the “floor” was actually a corridor of pale marble, stretching in two impossible directions. The walls were marked up with thousands of faint scratches – layered over each other, the marble gouged and marred. 

Liam’s heart leapt in his throat, as he reached out to touch the scratch marks. They were fresh. He wondered what had made them. Human, or . . . something else? As Liam stood there, he heard footsteps behind him. The hairs on the back of his head raised, and Liam whipped around. He didn’t want to be caught unawares. But to his surprise, the corridor was empty. He was met with silence. The footsteps had stopped abruptly as soon as he’d turned around. 

“H–Hello?” Liam tentatively called out. “Who’s there?” 

But Liam never got a response. The corridor was empty, and silent. He frowned, doubting himself. Maybe he hadn’t actually heard footsteps, maybe it’d been all in his head. Or an echo. There was an uneasiness that had settled over him, that Liam just couldn’t shake no matter how hard he tried. 

And though the corridor appeared empty, that was far from the truth. Liam was not alone. And the unseen entity shrewdly watched, as Liam turned and began walking down the long corridor. 

The corridor shifted as he walked – not physically, but perceptually. Angles felt wrong. Shadows stretched in directions that didn't match the light. Liam frowned, feeling faint vibrations humming through the floor, like muted music carried through walls. 

He still didn’t know where he was, or how he’d got there. Liam thought that he might be dreaming. But if it was a dream, it was a highly vivid one – because everything felt hyper realistic under his fingertips. His feet had begun to ache as he walked on the hard floor, his stomach growled incessantly. 

When he went around the corner, Liam stopped in his tracks. He stared at the words carved into the marble. His name, in large letters. 

LIAM WESTWOOD

The letters were etched deep, like they had been carved into the wall centuries before his birth. Liam took a step forward, gently tracing the letters with his fingertips. They were smoothed over from age, the tiny crevices filled with dust and dirt over time. As he studied his carved name, he saw that just beneath it, in much smaller text, was another message: 

YOU WERE ALWAYS COMING BACK

Liam’s mouth fell open in surprise. He reread the message, bemused by its meaning. Coming back? To this strange, and unfamiliar place? He staggered backward, colliding with the opposite wall. His breath hitched, his heart pounding in his chest. 

“I’m dreaming,” he whispered. “I have to be. This is all just a crazy dream.” 

Liam flinched when he heard the wall answer in a voice like cracking stone: No, you’re not dreaming. Not tonight.

Liam couldn’t understand how the voice seemed to be following him through the stone itself. He took a step back, uncertain what to do. There was nowhere to run; this entire place was made up of marble corridors as far as the eye could see. He heard the voice again, whispering his name in cracking syllables.

“Liam . . . Liam . . .” 

The stone began to laugh, as Liam turned and ran. He ran as fast as he could, away from the terrifying voice emanating from the stone wall, and his name etched into the marble. His mind raced, as he struggled to understand what he had seen, and heard. There was something so wrong about this place. Liam ran, sneakers slapping against the floor, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. Down the long corridor, turning left, then right down eerily similar hallways that never seemed to lead anywhere but to more long stretches of corridor. 

But eventually, Liam ran out of steam. He was forced to slow to a stop, one hand pressed against the wall to support himself as he struggled to suck in a deep breath. Liam’s lungs burned from exertion, and he coughed deeply, face red. This was all too much. 

Once he had managed to get his breathing under control, Liam started walking again. He went over everything in his mind, trying to figure out what this place was. His name carved into the wall, along with the other message. He had no memory of being here before. And he was fairly certain that this wasn’t a dream. None of this made sense. It just didn’t. 

Liam found the first chamber by accident. Hours had gone by, and there didn’t seem to be any end to the long corridors. Sometimes, he would reach a junction, and Liam would pick a direction at random, hoping that he’d end up someplace different. And on one such occasion, Liam turned down a short corridor – and he’d found the chamber. 

Liam stood in the center of the room, taking it all in. A single torch burned in the center, though its flame gave off no heat. The chamber was circular, and every wall held shelves carved directly from the stone. There were hundreds of scrolls on those shelves. Liam took a step forward. The parchment was brittle, fragile. The scrolls were filled with line after line of faded ink, the  handwriting jagged as if written in fear. He unrolled it slowly.

It read:

Subject: Westwood, L.
Cycle: 190
Status: Incomplete
Beneath it, a list of notes:

Subject shows signs of remembering prior cycles earlier than expected.

Emotional isolation makes him highly resonant with the Maze.

The Whisperer favors him.

Westwood is a potential candidate for Convergence.

Liam yelped in surprise, as the scroll burned to ash in his hands. Behind him, a voice spoke. It was genderless, several tones layered, as if it were multiple people speaking at once.

“Do not read the old cycles, Liam. They burden the mind.”

Liam turned, seeing a tall figure standing at the chamber entrance. They wore hooded robes the color of wet stone. Their face was concealed by a mask of carved white marble with fissures across it like lightning.

“Who are you?” Liam whispered, his voice barely audible. His hands shook, as he watched the figure bow slightly. “Please, tell me who you are.” 

“I am the Archivist. I record the names of those who awaken here.”

“I never came here.” Liam stared at the unusual figure, fear coursing through his veins. 

“You always say that.” The Archivist tilted its head. “You say that every time we meet here.” 
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The Archivist held out its hand to Liam, beckoning him closer. They waited a few seconds, but Liam stayed put. He didn’t want to go with the Archivist, feared the unknown entity. 

“Walk with me,” The Archivist said. “The walls grow impatient.”

Liam turned and looked behind him. The corridor had become so dark, that it felt thick, like something was crouched inside it, breathing without lungs. A shiver ran down his spine, and he knew that he couldn’t stay there any longer. He didn’t have a choice, but to go with the Archivist. Liam jogged forward, trying to catch up to him. 

The Archivist moved with a strange grace, their feet gliding across the cool marble rather than stepping. As they walked side–by–side, the floor had begun to slope downward. Liam realized that the air had become a few degrees warmer. The corridor had begun widening, and it opened up to a colossal hall.

Liam stopped cold. Oh. The labyrinth wasn't a maze. It was a city – a sprawling metropolis carved from ancient stone. High arches soared into blackness, columns thicker than redwoods. Liam’s mouth fell open, as he stared upwards, taking it all in. Everything was so beautiful. The circular staircases curved, gracefully twisting upwards like thick vines around the stone pillars. Everything was so intricately designed, a thing of true beauty. In the distance, Liam saw figures moving through the shadows. They were tall and thin, their bodies flickering like mirages.

“So, uh . . . what is this place?” Liam asked, looking over to the Archivist for answers. 

The Archivist spread their arms wide. “This is the Labyrinth of First Echoes. It is the oldest structure in this realm.”

“I don’t understand.” Liam frowned. 

The Archivist turned their mask toward him, the cracks glowing faintly. “You will. Once the Whisperer finishes taking what you brought with you.”

Liam didn’t like the sound of that. He took a slight step back from the Archivist. He swallowed. “And uh, what did I bring?”

The Archivist stared at Liam for a second, without saying anything. Then, they slowly reached out, and touched the center of Liam’s forehead with one gloved finger. Memories.

Liam jerked away, giving the Archivist an appalled look. He didn’t want anyone accessing his memories, or stealing them from him. They were his, and his alone. “No. I – “ 

A soft chuckle drifted through the hall, that didn’t come from the Archivist. Liam turned, tracking the sound. It had come from the shadows along the walls. It was the laughter of something hungry, something that had been waiting for him.

The Archivist stiffened, visibly tense at the sound. They slowly turned towards the source of the laughter, listening intently. Liam felt a shift in the air – a pressure that wasn’t physical, not sound, not temperature, but something deeper. It was a gravitational pull on the mind itself.

Something stepped out from behind a pillar. It was the same
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