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      I was their queen, and my subjects knew me well enough to clear my path through the labyrinthine corridors, though their whispers and stolen glances lingered like spider-silk.

      Let them talk. I moved past, my silvery skin catching the lantern light in molten ripples. The humans had a name for me, Cins, whispered in their legends like a curse. At the harvest season, particularly on All Hallows’s Eve, the barrier activated and revealed itself, separating our two worlds. During the season, goblins celebrated the bloodfest inviting humans into the Labyrinth for fun and sport. If a human showed superiority, they could become one of our servants, contingent upon their decision to abandon their own world. I hated the ritual, finding it cruel.

      I turned into a private corridor, and a parade of curious eyes followed, too loud to ignore. Rex, my trustworthy advisor, appeared beside me wearing a crooked smile and up to his trickster ways.

      “The festival won't bite,” Rex teased, already on a roll.

      I rolled my eyes, amused despite myself.

      “Some of us have other obligations besides entertaining those of the court,” I said.

      He grinned wider, matching my pace with unnerving ease.

      “Such as avoiding your own harvest celebration?” His melodic voice could have charmed the walls into crumbling.

      We moved through the heart of the maze, the air thick with excitement. Goblins scurried in every direction, arms laden with lanterns, streamers, and curious objects the humans called pumpkins. Despite my supposed absence, the Renewal festival was three weeks away, and the preparations were nearly complete, a testament to their dedication or possibly their desire to impress me.

      With his massive amber eyes, Rex studied me, and his gaze seemed to possess a level of awareness that was unsettling.

      “Perhaps I could find you a suitable disguise. A masked woman is a less obvious queen.”

      “Less obvious than my recent declarations to be left alone?” My voice carried an edge of humor, even as I resisted the pull of his teasing. “I’ll not risk any incident.” I watched as an unfortunate goblin entangled in decorations tumbled to the floor.

      Rex snickered at the goblin’s misfortune. “What harm could there be in a little chaos or a wager?”

      I gave him a sideways glance, knowing all too well the answer to that question. He thrived on challenges, perhaps more than any other advisor I'd known.

      We moved past ancient stone walls, now bright with color. My subjects poured their essence into this celebration, yet here I stood, aloof as ever. Rex's persistence nudged at me, wearing down my resolve to hide from my failures.

      “The labyrinth looks lively,” I admitted, a concession that only encouraged him.

      “It’s more entertaining with your rebellious presence.” He glanced at a nearby cluster of young goblins. “The shadows whisper that you’re an inspiration to them to break free from the past queens blasphemy.”

      Despite his undeniable charm, which was irresistible, his innate honesty always shone through. “I will consider enjoying the fest of my renewal as queen this year just to thwart my mother on one condition.”

      He rubbed his chin in thought. “What is your demand?”

      “Labyrinth will release me from my duties as queen if I cannot claim a consort during the renewal of the harvest bloodfest.”

      “A decree?”

      “Let’s play a game of chess with the council and the labyrinth. Are you willing to up the stakes?” A glint of sparkle touched his eyes as he challenged me to agree.

      I allowed myself a crinkle of a smile. Positive he’d hold me to any promises regarding the one person he despised, my mother. “Yes.”
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      An hour later we entered the lower realm of the Labyrinth, where humans and goblins unfolded in dazzling pandemonium. Tables lined the corridors, laden with delicacies and strange human treats. A riot of vibrant, fantastical goblin costumes exploded across the scene, a kaleidoscope of joyous chaos. Masks, colorful and absurd, found their places among the more traditional ornaments, weaving a peculiar harmony.

      “Such energy.” Rex marveled, and I could sense Rex’s delight at the spectacle.

      “It appears they don’t need me after all,” I mused, half hoping he would contradict me.

      “Ah, but need is such a strong word.” He picked up a nearby mask. “Desire? Now that’s more like it.”

      “Desire can be a dangerous thing,” I cautioned, glancing at the surrounding activity.

      “Is that so?” He lifted an eyebrow, his grin never wavering. “Then we must be careful not to have too much fun.”

      Rex’s laughter followed me as I navigated the escalating clamor of visitors; his playful jabs, despite his denials, contained an element of truth. Perhaps I had grown too distant, too entangled in my own careful defenses. I felt it in their stolen glances, in the way their whispers hung in the air.

      The weeks ahead promised unpredictability during the fest of blood, something even I could not plan away. The thought grew as I paused at the edge of the spectacle, watching my kingdom transform under moonlit skies. This Hallows Eve would be unlike any other, and perhaps Rex was right that, as queen, I should attend this year’s renewal and show my court that I was determined to take my destiny out of the hands of the oracle council.

      “Maybe I will appear after all,” I murmured to myself, the thrill of possibility igniting in my chest. The taste of excitement was bittersweet, and my steps slowed as I thought of the plundering within the maze. “Humans, treasure-seekers, puzzle-solvers, glory-thieves,” I snapped. “They want only what they can take, never what this realm truly offers during the harvesting month.” I watched his smile fade to seriousness.

      “Or perhaps they're just too dazzled by you, my queen.”

      “Your flattery is tedious,” I replied, though I feigned annoyance.

      “The humans cannot see the heart within your labyrinth, but can you blame them for coming to search for the legend that promises them everlasting love?”

      “Need I remind you how many of them have failed to win my hand during the bloodfest events?” My thoughts darkened like storm clouds, remembering the names, the faces, the lives of many who’d lost their way in the land of forgetfulness after returning to their human lives.

      “And yet, you still hope one will stay and become your consort.”

      I said nothing. The truth was a burden only Rex understood, perhaps more than I wanted. Our steps echoed through the ancient corridors, a reminder of what this goblin kingdom demanded.

      Rex’s laughter faded, replaced with something softer. He stepped closer, so close the heat from his body competed with the cold radiating from my skin. I braced myself for another joke, but found only sincerity in his gaze. “The oracle sages have left you waiting too long. You will rise above the past curse and rule the labyrinth as the rightful queen, not just an heir who inherited the throne,” his voice robbed of its usual mischief. “You deserve more than what the labyrinth has offered.”

      All at once, the air shifted between us. It was as though the labyrinth itself hesitated, listening. My mind darted past the words, focusing instead on the ache they revealed. I had spent years, decades, an indeterminate eternity, hoping for a champion worthy of the realm’s secrets. Each time, I watched the humans fail—not for lack of cleverness or courage, but because no one wanted the truth at its heart. They saw only riddles and riches, never the longing behind the mask.

      Rex knew this. He knew it too well. He wore his own masks, lighter and more numerous than mine, but beneath them lived a kindred absence. For all his bravado, he was as much a prisoner of the old ways as I. He watched me with a kind of reverence reserved for legends and artifacts. It made me want to laugh, or to break something. “I have waited so long.”

      He reached out, hesitant, then rested a hand on my arm. His fingers were warm, grounding me. The walls tightened around us, a comfort and a cage. How many seekers, I wondered, had followed these paths, leaving only footsteps and my growing sense of isolation?

      I turned my gaze to Rex. “Am I so predictable?”

      “People who know you will understand your need to find love.” His smile faded to something more sincere.

      “You should realize by now that I will not give up searching for my mate.”

      “More tenacious than the most stubborn goblin,” he teased. “A trait I've always admired.”

      A warmth spread through me, a silent sunshine breaking through the clouds, a feeling I carefully guarded. His hand rested lightly on my shoulder, a comfort that couldn’t quite ease the crushing loneliness settling in my heart. Yet a part of me understood my hopes were dreams without substance, fantasies more elusive than the maze itself.

      “Each bloodfest leaves me more alone.”

      Rex watched, waiting for words I could not yet say. “Even your magic cannot make the humans stay.”

      “A wound you’re all too eager to exploit.” I managed a wry smile.

      His crooked grin returned, but there was warmth in it.

      “I can't resist.” For a moment, we were not queen and advisor but two beings sharing secrets only we could understand.

      “Make a wager with the labyrinth?”

      “What?”

      “Allow the heart of the maze to choose your consort.”

      “Are you insane?”

      “Demand that if you succeed, you will be free of the council’s control over the royal family.”

      We moved through the living corridors, our path winding like the uncertainties ahead. Rex's presence was a comfort, his teasing an anchor. A hollow ache echoed where my dreams of connection should have blossomed, wilting in the suffocating shadow of my creation.

      The labyrinth shifted like a waking dream, its bones bending and flowing to the rhythm of our steps. Its walls pulsed with familiar magic, alive in ways only goblins could comprehend. Rex's voice broke through my reverie, pointing to a gathering of youngsters nearby. Their laughter rang as they shifted shapes, tangled in bright illusions. A pang of memory softened me. I knew their struggles, knew what it meant to walk between worlds. A sense of purpose filled me, a warm embrace against the pull of freedom. Elder Mira’s approach felt like a chilling wind, her gaze heavy with unspoken judgment. The responsibilities of the crown felt like a thrilling song, each note a promise of power and purpose.

      “Such talent in the young,” Rex’s eyes beamed with pride. “Reminds me of another precocious goblin I once knew.”

      “The one who nearly toppled my throne?” I raised an eyebrow, though my voice was warm.

      “Merely an illusion,” he said. “Some queens are hard to topple.”

      I watched as a small goblin took on the shape of a wild beast, only to burst into laughter and lose the illusion entirely. Their exuberance, their daring attempts to balance between forms.

      “They learn quickly.” I saw their skill developing; it was more than children playing.

      “Should I expect more troublemakers at court?” Rex feigned worry.

      “Perhaps,” I replied. “Or more opponents to test my patience.”

      He chuckled, and the sound mingled with the young goblins' laughter. It drew me in, a reminder of who I had been, who I still was beneath the crown. My duties hung over me like a shroud, a somber reminder of all that I had lost and had yet to achieve.

      “Looks like one of those responsibilities has found us,” Rex glanced at Elder Mira.

      “I’ll make the wager.” My words rushed out as my gaze followed one of the senior council members, settling on her diminutive form. The markings on her skin shimmered softly, matching her luminescent hair. A record keeper, a voice of tradition, a mentor. She would have words for me, no doubt.

      “Queen Cins,” the elder’s voice carried the authority of ages. “I've been looking for you.”

      She approached, her expression equal parts wisdom and reproach.

      “Is that concern I hear?”

      “You've been away from the council for too long,” she said, leaving the question unspoken.

      “Ah, but have you missed me?” A hint of playfulness in my tone.

      Elder Mira’s eyes narrowed, but there was a fondness behind her stern exterior. “We must discuss the final festival arrangements,” she insisted, ignoring my attempts at levity.

      Rex watched our exchange, his amusement poorly hidden.

      “Duty calls.” He gave me a knowing look.

      “And I must answer.” The role of queen settled back on my shoulders.

      Elder Mira nodded approvingly. It would be a long night of discussions, traditions, expectations. But not yet. For now, the festival’s energy still hummed in the air, and my promise to Rex lingered in my mind. We moved together through the vibrant corridors, the heartbeat of the kingdom alive around us. Mira's presence, Rex's laughter, and the young goblins' wild attempts at transformation followed me, weaving a tapestry of hope. The Goblin Queen would find her way, I told myself, even if the path was as tangled as the labyrinth itself.

      We reached the tower, and I left them climbing the last steps alone. A chill met me at the top, a wind tasting of faraway places. I gazed out, my realm a living map of all I'd sacrificed. Of all I'd hoped for.

      The view stretched wide. The kingdom was alive with buzzing lights. My heart, the labyrinth's heart. It was all so beautiful. So empty.

      I watched as goblins moved below, unaware of my gaze, a rhythm of life that spun on without me. The ache of it pierced deeper than I cared to admit. Everything I’d built lay before me, a testament to centuries of reign. But also a prison.

      The festival, the council, the balance I sought but never found, would be demanding my attention at the end of the month. I wrapped my arms around myself, a fragile comfort. All this, yet what did it matter if I stood apart, a queen without a consort of her own. The labyrinth was a maze, but so was I, twisting and turning until it was all I knew.

      I turned from the breathtaking view, letting the old dreams of finding my mate slip away. I decided that this time I would not stand apart, even if I stood alone. The festival, the council, the humans. I would face them all, heart unguarded, unashamed.

      Light flooded my vision as I bounded down, the labyrinth’s cheerful hum a joyful song celebrating my acceptance. A thrilling, vibrant voice, full of laughter and light, called my name, promising adventure and excitement.
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      I paced my apartment like a rat in an electrified maze. My footprints tracked paint dust and graphite across the warped wood floor, from the bedroom-cum-studio to the kitchen and back again. Dawn was a rumor, nowhere to be seen. Shadows yawned and multiplied in the corners, crowding out the weak pulse from my desk lamp.

      I’d never hung curtains over my windows. Didn’t trust privacy. I needed the world to see me, or at least the wreckage of failure I left scattered across the room. My art glared from every surface. Gouache nightmares, ink hallucinations, anatomical studies torn from old biology textbooks and reimagined with the wrong number of limbs. A self-portrait in charcoal hung above the radiator, half of my face erased and redrawn a dozen times, eyes never quite matching, mouth permanently askew.

      “Dear Mr. Price, thank you for your submission. At this time, we regret to inform you…” I crumpled the letter tighter, added it to the drift piling in the corner.

      I stared at the clutter of cold black coffee in three separate mugs. My sketchbook lay open to a page of monsters I’d invented in a trance, scribbled in the thin blue hours before the sun. Each creature was familiar, a variant on a thousand I’d seen online, in books, in other people’s work. All mimicry. Nothing true, a graveyard of paint tubes and bitten pencils.

      You’re shit. Derivative. Art-school brat. The thought replayed like a broken record. I ground the heel of my palm into my eyes, pressing until color spots exploded behind the lids. Maybe if I pressed hard enough, I’d shatter the surface and let the real vision emerge.

      But the only thing that surfaced was a headache.

      I grabbed a pencil, a Staedtler Mars HB down to the nub, and drew on the back of an envelope. Anything to keep my hands moving to exorcise the static in my chest. I sketched blindly, letting the graphite wander. At first it was just motion, circles and lines, but then it started taking shape, something insectile, bipedal, with a human skull where the thorax should be. I hated it instantly. I flipped to a new page.

      From the bed, my sketchbook watched. I reached for it, flipping through. The oldest pages smelled of mildew and old ambition. The monsters there were better, raw and angry. Recent sketches felt like parodies, prettier, but lacking the bite. I stopped at a page where I’d drawn the labyrinth from last year’s Halloween. The maze I drew wasn’t the hay-bale one outside the mall, but the ancient, condemned building near the interstate that everyone said was haunted or radioactive. I’d snuck in at midnight and sketched. They were electric, jittery with a kind of hunger.

      I ran my finger over the lines, tracing the memory. I wanted that feeling back. Not the art-school ennui or the influencer envy, but the rush of the unknown, the moment right before you turned the corner and saw something you’d regret forever.

      I set the sketchbook down, staring at the wall. My collection of reference books crowded the shelves, almanacs, cryptozoology guides, color theory manuals, old zines from artists I idolized. None of them felt useful. I fumbled for the remote and clicked on the overhead bulb, flooding the room with surgical light. Now every flaw in my work was visible.

      My gaze snagged on my pencil case, which was covered in stickers and paint smears. I opened it and fanned the contents: HBs, 2Bs, a single 9H I’d never dared to use. I pulled them out one by one, lining them up like surgical instruments. My breath slowed. It was a comforting ritual.

      The tools lay side-by-side on the desk. I separated the charcoal and the pencils. With the X-Acto, I uncapped it and trimmed the pencil to a fresh angle. The sharpener was full of shavings, evidence of how many times I’d tried and failed tonight. I emptied it compulsively into the trash.

      My fingers trembled as I picked up the 9H. It was pale and nearly useless for dark lines, but perfect for ghost sketches. The first lines I’d erase later. I touched it to the paper and waited. For a second, nothing happened. Then the lines came angular, furious, not monsters this time but faces. My own, split and refracted, overlaying other faces I’d seen on the street, in dreams, in the smeared bathroom mirror at the bar. I kept drawing until my hand cramped.

      “You need to get out and find something real,” I said aloud.

      I stood, legs unsteady, and grabbed my jacket. The sleeves were stiff with dried acrylics and gesso, the pockets full of crumpled receipts and lost lighters. I yanked my boots from beneath the desk and kicked aside a pile of old canvases to reach the door. A draft crept in from the hallway, smelling of cigarette smoke and wet dog. I almost felt better thinking of a cold beer.

      But I wasn’t going to the bar. Not this time.

      I paused at the mirror in the foyer. The bags under my eyes were spectacular three-day bruises. My hair looked like a failed cosplay wig. I grinned at the reflection, teeth uneven.

      You’re going to find what you’re searching for or die trying.

      I glanced out the window and stared at the harsh urban landscape that surrounded me—graffiti, chain-link, and the glare of sodium lamps. My hands itched for something I couldn’t name.

      My faux-leather messenger bag, permanently stained with coffee and linseed oil, waited in the heap by the door. I picked it up and dumped it on the table, shook out the gum wrappers and bottle caps.

      I selected my current sketchbook first. Next, I rolled my graphite pencils in a felt pouch, each slot labeled with a Sharpie: 6B, 2B, HB, F. For a second I debated including the 9H. It was fragile, but it was my talisman now. I tucked it into the narrow elastic on the side, just in case.

      Charcoal came next, in a battered tin once meant for Altoids. I tested each stick on the back of my hand. The softest ones left streaks like soot. I smiled, imagining the mess I’d make if I found what I was looking for.

      I added a penlight. A new one I’d never used. The plastic was stiff; the click satisfying. I tested it on the ceiling, scattering the shadows into temporary compliance. The light stung my eyes but promised clarity. I dropped it into a side pocket.

      Last, I needed supplies for survival. I refilled a water bottle from the tap despite the weird metallic taste. Two granola bars, one expired, one probably safe. My phone charger cord looped around it like a noose. I added a lighter, even though I hadn’t smoked in years, and a roll of duct tape because it solved everything.

      The bag was heavy, comforting. Like armor.

      I sat at the edge of my bed, breath ragged. My phone screen glowed with unread notifications. I ignored them for now. Instead, I stared at the desk, where the rejection letter glared in defiance. I picked it up, uncrumpled it, and read the words again. The wording sounded regretful, but it felt surgical, clinical. They had measured me and found me unspectacular.

      I tore the letter down the middle, then again, until it was confetti. I scattered the pieces over the trash and watched them drift. Gravity’s last insult.

      The ritual complete, I unlocked my phone.

      No new messages, not from anyone I cared about. I opened the local forum, the one where rumors started and conspiracy theorists nested. Threads about upcoming Halloween events clogged the feed, most of them jokes or urban legend remixes. I scrolled until my thumb ached.

      I found an unexpected post. “The Labyrinth Appears Again,” Ghost hound posted three hours ago. The post was a mess, half-caps, half coherent, but the gist was clear. Something weird was happening in the woods outside town. I continued to read. The user claimed to have seen shifting walls and things with faces.

      A wave of trolling followed the comments. But a few replies stood out. One said, “It’s real. Saw it last year. Didn’t go in.” Another said, “Don’t try it if you’re prone to getting lost.” I grinned, my pulse speeding up. Getting lost was my specialty.

      I screenshot the thread, just in case it vanished.

      I checked the time. 2:00 a.m. One hour until the witching hour where the veil was thin. I was positive I could connect with the supernatural realm if I went to the old farm and walked through the labyrinth.

      I stood up, rolling my shoulders. They ached from last night’s drawing marathon. I ignored the pain. Instead, I focused on the new itch, the one in my chest that meant adventure, or madness, or maybe both.

      I strapped the messenger bag across my body. It settled into place, a familiar burden. I zipped my jacket, pulled up the hood, and checked the penlight one more time. Still working. Good.

      As I reached for the door, I paused, hand on the knob. I could still stay, doom scroll, sleep, and wake up tomorrow with nothing but the ache.

      Yet, selecting that option would always leave me with the regret of having chosen the commonplace. I couldn’t tolerate that.

      I opened the door, letting the city chill in. “Tonight’s the night someone finally brings back proof.”

      I killed the lights and vanished into the stairwell, toward the rumor that might make all the failures worth it.

      I got into my faithful Volkswagen and drove to the edge of town. The map I’d printed was a joke, a spiral scribbled over a Google Earth screen cap, traced from the forum post with arrows and x’s in blue ballpoint. According to the legend, the labyrinth was between the old transmission tower and the creek, past the crossed pines. No one had posted coordinates, but there were enough landmarks for the desperate.

      I parked the car the old farm and entered the woods where a dense fog formed. I pulled out my flashlight and aimed it toward the sky. Branches knuckled together overhead, leafless and clawing at the moon. My light’s beam wasn’t strong enough to punch through the fog; it only painted shifting cones of white, the mist swirling like a wisp of smoke.

      At first, it was just a forest. Trails like the ones you remember from field trips, with faded blazes on the trees and beer cans stuffed in the hollows. The mud clung to my boots. Slick, wet, and layered leaves decomposed into black slime that grabbed at my soles. My breath steamed, joining the fog, then vanished.

      I checked the map under my light. The transmission tower was ahead, a skeleton of iron cutting into the sky. I snapped a quick photo, but it didn’t look as menacing on the phone. I sketched it anyway, fast and ugly, the way it felt instead of the way it looked. My hands numbed, but the habit soothed me.

      Things were looking different as I went deeper into the woods. Trees grew closer together, trunks bent in impossible arches, some twisted like licorice, others fused at the roots. I stopped and stared, tried to photograph them, but the flash only made everything look flat. Instead, I drew pencils scraping over the paper, lines sharp and frantic.

      As I walked, the sounds of the animals vanished. The only noise was the slick of mud and my breathing, quick and shallow. My phone’s compass spun uselessly. I used the map, but the trails dissolved behind me, swallowed by the dark.

      I found the crossed pines by accident, two trunks toppled and frozen in an X, branches interlocked. Beneath them, the ground dipped, forming a shallow bowl. At the bottom, water glistened, reflecting the flashlight’s beam in tiny fragments. I crouched, sketching the fallen trees, the way their needles bristled like a porcupine’s last warning. A crow’s feather caught in the bark, black as motor oil. I added it to the drawing.

      I kept moving. The map said to head down from the pines, but the woods sloped in every direction. I trusted gravity and instinct. My boots slipped, but I rode the momentum, letting the ground decide.

      The world narrowed to what the flashlight showed me, slime-bright fungus growing in ropes on the trees, leaves gone transparent with rot. Once, I found a ring of mushrooms so white it glowed. I sketched that too, hands shaking. I touched one with my pencil, and it bruised blue.

      Further on, the air thickened. Fog clung to me, dampening my hair and coating my face with cold. I stopped and zipped my jacket tighter, wishing for gloves. My fingers ached, but I needed them nimble.

      Up ahead, something rustled, then all went still. I killed the light and listened. Silence. Then, a soft thump, like something large hopping. Probably a deer, maybe a raccoon. My mind wanted it to be more.

      I powered the flashlight on again and kept going.

      The creek was more like a ditch, but its water ran fast, black and silent. I followed it upstream, past the twisted willow roots that clawed at the banks. The further I went, the more the woods refused logic. Trees grew in spirals. Fungus pulsing faint green. Shadows with no source. I caught the whispers of laughter, high, childish, then gone. My heart sped, then I laughed too.

      I stopped to draw a tree with a hole the size of my torso, imagining what could crawl out of it. My drawing was ugly, feverish, but the act calmed me. If I could capture it, I could control it. That’s what art school had taught me.

      The woods sloped upward. At the crest, I looked back. The way behind was gone, mist and blackness. Only forward existed.

      New shapes appeared. Two massive oaks, standing so close their roots tangled together. Between them, the fog shimmered like wet glass. Lines and symbols, deep and jagged, some old and some freshly scored, carved the trunks. I reached out and touched one with the tip of my pencil. The wood was warm, almost pulsing.

      I should have been afraid, but all I felt was the itch, the need to see, to know, to break through.

      Meticulously, I opened my sketchbook and began a detailed drawing. My hands stopped shaking. The light behind the trunks grew brighter, not from my flashlight, but from the thing itself. It glowed, iridescent, colors sliding over its surface like gasoline on water.

      I stepped closer, unable to stop. I reached out with my hand, fingertips trembling as they brushed the air between the trees.

      A cold, electric tingle shot up my arm. My hair stood up. The forest fell away, leaving only the shimmer, the light, the promise of something new.

      I took a breath. Then I stepped through.
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      The air behind the oaks yanked me through like a vacuum. My feet lost the ground. I flailed, tumbling. My body was weightless, as if gravity was being invented from scratch for my benefit alone. For a second, all I sensed was cold. A sterile, biting clarity that sheared every molecule from my skin. My eyes watered, vision smeared into neon streaks.

      Then the world let go.

      I landed on my knees, skidding through a soft loam that wasn’t dirt but something stranger, as if a mushroom’s flesh had replaced the ground. I gasped, filling my lungs with air that tasted like burned sugar and wild mint. The forest had disappeared. Bands of green and blue aurora stitched the velvet bruise of a sky above. Unlike sunlight, the light didn’t move. It pooled and shifted, always sideways, never from above.

      My brain tried to process the shapes ahead, failed, then tried again with new parameters. Trees grew in impossible geometries. Branches knotting into cubes and hexagons. Leaves the size of dinner plates. All in shades that didn’t exist in the Crayon box. Blue so deep it made black look childish. Red with a shimmer like blood seen through oil.

      In the near distance, something glowed with clusters of floating lanterns. Each one tethered by a thread of liquid gold. The lanterns bobbed and wheeled, forming spirals in the air. Their light warping the surrounding space. Beneath them, a structure hunched, part palace, part living organism. Its walls bulged and contracted, like a lung or a heartbeat. The windows shifted places as I stared.

      I tried to stand and nearly toppled, knees buckling under the sensory onslaught. My hands found the sketchbook, still miraculously intact. I clutched it to my chest like a parachute. I fumbled for my pen, and drew, not to record, but to steady my pulse.

      The first lines were chaos, just panic. But slowly, the forms on the page coalesced. The floating lights, the snaking staircases, the archways bent into Mobius loops. My hands calmed as they sketched, turning fear into something manageable. I drew the colors as best I could, inventing names for them in the margins: bruise violet, hive yellow, ghost blue. The smell had a sharp, sweet tang, almost tasting it.

      I heard sounds. A hum, constant and just on the edge of pitch, like a chorus of tuning forks vibrating in harmony. Somewhere far off, bells chimed, but the intervals were all wrong, intervals of five, seven, eleven, never two or four. My ear rejected it, but my heart wanted more.

      Shapes moved in the distance. Not people, not animals, but both at once. Tall, loping shadows. Two-legged creatures mingled with four-legged ones; some trailed their tails behind them, while others moved with an upright and arrogant gait. Their eyes reflected every color at once. They didn’t see me, or if they did, they didn’t care.

      I stepped forward, testing the ground. It flexed under my boots, as if alive. Each step released a faint spore cloud, iridescent and fading fast. I crouched, touched the surface. It was warm, not like dirt, but like the inside of a mouth. I wiped my fingers on my jeans, smearing a residue that didn’t come off.

      I stared up at the structure ahead, the palace, or whatever it was. The walls had a sheathing of scales, or perhaps tiles, though not quite glass or ceramic. They shifted colors as I moved, reflecting and amplifying the lanterns overhead. Stairs led to doorways that opened and closed at random. I saw something watching me from a tall window, glittering, many-eyed, and then gone.

      I took another step, and the air shimmered, distorting my view. For a moment, I saw the world as if through rippling water. Then it snapped back. I scribbled notes in the margins, words tumbling over each other.

      Impossible geometry, check

      Living walls? Breathing?

      Lights—real or hallucination?

      Where is the sky?

      A shadow passed overhead. I looked up. A swarm of winged things, part moth or bird, each the size of my fist. They circled the lanterns, never quite touching. Their wings left behind trails of gold dust, which drifted down, settling on my hair.

      I kept moving, unable to stop, sketchbook open and filling fast. Every corner revealed a new impossibility. A staircase that doubled back into itself. A fountain flowing upward. Roots hanging from the ceiling of an open-air corridor. I drew until my fingers cramped, then switched hands. The hunger to record, to understand, ate at me from the inside. I had to see more, or die from not knowing.

      In the center of a clearing, a figure stood. At first I thought it was a statue, but then it moved, slow, graceful, and regal. Its silhouette was humanoid, but the proportions were wrong. Too tall, too narrow. The head crowned with branching horns strung with silver chains. The skin shone with a dull metallic sheen, shifting from silver to deep charcoal as it turned. Its eyes caught the lantern light and flashed emerald, then gold.

      I crouched behind the gnarled pillar, my heart pounding. Breathless, I watched the figure scan the clearing before turning and striding towards the palace, vanishing into a previously unseen archway.

      I exhaled.

      My mind waited for me to catch up, to make sense, to become more than just a terrified, awestruck observer.

      I made a promise. Right then, I’d draw every damn inch of this place. If I made it back, I’d show everyone. If not, maybe the sketchbook would survive. Proof.

      I opened to a new page, hands steady now. I drew the palace, the lanterns, the figure with the silver chains. I gave them names, because if you could name a thing, maybe it couldn’t hurt you as much.

      I’d thought from stories that slipping into another world would have meant thunder, trumpets, or at least a bodily shudder. It didn’t. Despite the battering, my limbs were still mine. The weight of my backpack continued to dig into my shoulder. Only the geometry shifted, colors leaked from every crevice, and the universe waited for my next line.

      The strange experience captivated me. Every path curved back on itself, and a tree seemed to plead for a drawing. My hands moved before I consciously commanded them. My sketchbook became an outlet for my anxieties.

      After a while, I found myself in a clearing that, if one squinted, might have passed for a city park. A bench of shiny root and knotted bone sat beside a walkway of crushed glass that glittered under a manic sky. Kids played nearby.

      I sat on the bench and tried to blend in, but the surface felt too smooth, the air too keen, and I carried the wrong body for that realm. My sketchbook trembled in my lap as I opened it to a fresh page.

      At first I sketched what I saw. Flowering vines coiled like fists around a lamppost. Children with teeth too big for their mouths. A crow-faced woman stalking through the hedge. The lines flowed easily, morphing before my eyes. A flower’s petals turned into a cluster of eyes. A child’s laugh grew into a swarm of needles on the page. I let it happen.

      As I drew the page and the images reflected on each other. Then an elderly man shuffled by. He wore a newspaper-stitched suit and a hat so wide it blotted out the sky. His skin looked like old carrots, his nose long enough to touch his chin. He leaned on a staff and, as he passed, glanced at my sketchbook.

      “Careful, boy,” he rasped, voice like paper cuts. “You keep drawing, and the universe might just believe you.”
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