The Maze of Echoes

by Johannes Ronaldsson



The Realm of Echoes

Johannes had forgotten how long he had been there.
Not a day, not a year, not a century—just there, drifting
in a pale expanse where the air hummed like a whisper
caught between breaths. The place had no sky, no
ground, only a horizon that folded in on itself like a
closed eye. Sometimes, voices broke the silence.
Sometimes, faces—half-formed,
half-remembered—flickered before him, sneering,
laughing, accusing.

They were not strangers.
They were his own ghosts.

His mother’s weary sigh. His father’s silence that cut
sharper than words. A lover’s cry, filled with
disappointment. Friends who had drifted away, their
shadows mocking him for being the one who pushed
them.

Johannes pressed his hands against his ears, but the

voices seeped through his skin. There was no escape.
Eternity, it seemed, was not fire or brimstone—it was
repetition. It was being forced to live with yourself.

One day—or perhaps it was the thousandth repetition of
the same day—the silence changed.

A breeze.
He had never felt movement here, never air that



touched him. Yet now it curled around him like a
question. He opened his eyes and saw her.

At first, he thought she was a tree—branches woven into
her hair, bark etched into her skin, eyes green with a
depth that made his chest ache. She glowed faintly, as
though carrying sunlight trapped from a forgotten
summer.

The Spirit of the Forest.

“You have been here too long,” she said, her voice
carrying the calm weight of rivers. “Do you wish to
remain?”

Johannes laughed, but it was hollow, bitter. “As if I have
a choice.”

“You do,” she replied. “But choice is not given. It is
taken.”

Her gaze pierced him, not unkind, but unyielding.
“There is a maze,” she said. “A vast place woven of your
own memories, your fears, your imaginings. Find its
end, and you will find your freedom. Fail, and remain
here, bound to echoes, until the last star burns out.”

Johannes felt the weight of her words sink deep. The
thought of walking willingly into more torment seemed
absurd. Yet something stirred in him—a fragment of the
boy he once was, who believed in quests and in meaning.



He swallowed. “And if I find the end?”
“Redemption,” she said simply.

Her hand lifted, and before him, the horizon cracked. A
seam of light stretched wide, and beyond it lay walls of
stone, twisting, towering, alive. A labyrinth.

Johannes trembled, but for the first time in eternity, he
stepped forward.

The Spirit’s eyes softened.
“I will walk with you,” she whispered.

And the maze swallowed him whole.



The Task Given

The first step into the labyrinth was unlike any step
Johannes had ever taken. The ground beneath his feet
shifted as though it had been waiting for him all this
time—smooth stone, pulsing faintly, veins of light
running through cracks like blood vessels in a living
thing.

The walls stretched upward, impossibly tall, carved from
stone yet twisting like roots. They leaned toward him,
then away, as if breathing. Overhead, there was no
sky—only a shifting dome of mist, glowing faintly with
hidden stars.

Johannes felt small, swallowed.

The Spirit of the Forest appeared beside him, not
walking but simply being. One moment absent, the next
present, like the way memory surfaces without
permission. She did not touch the ground, and yet the
walls leaned toward her as if in reverence.

“This maze,” she said, her voice carrying no echo despite
the endless corridors, “is not built of stone. It is built of
you. Every twist, every dead end, every monster... they
are yours.”

He clenched his fists. “Then why can’t I simply walk
through it? If it’s me, shouldn’t I already know the way?”



She looked at him with something between pity and
amusement. “You have lived your life running from
yourself, Johannes. You know the map, yes—but you
have chosen not to look at it.”

Her words stung.

They walked in silence, though Johannes was not sure if
the silence belonged to them or to the maze itself. For
every step, the path shifted. Sometimes the stones
glimmered with half-formed images—his childhood
bedroom, the street where he once kissed someone for
the first time, the office where he wasted years staring at
clocks and screens. The maze drew them in and let them
go, twisting memory into architecture.

At last, they reached a great archway. Its frame was
carved with symbols Johannes didn’t recognize—spirals,
faces, eyes that seemed to watch him. He hesitated.

The Spirit tilted her head. “This is the first gate. Beyond
it, you will face what you have always avoided.”

Johannes forced a bitter smile. “And what’s that?”
Her gaze didn’t waver. “Your beginning.”

Before he could question her, the archway shuddered
and opened. Darkness spilled out like liquid. The Spirit
touched his shoulder, light brushing through him like
warmth.



“Remember,” she said, “I cannot walk for you. Only with

»

you.

And with that, Johannes stepped through.



The First Gate

Darkness at first.
Then—the sound of laughter.

It started faint, like a memory at the edge of waking.
Then it grew louder, harsher, echoing against unseen
walls. Johannes staggered forward, his hands brushing
against stone, until he found himself in a vast chamber.

Children stood before him. Dozens of them.
But he knew them all.

His classmates, from years long gone. Some were frozen
at the age he remembered them—freckled faces, messy
hair, teeth missing from wide grins. Others were warped,
their features shifting as though refusing to settle into
one age.

They circled him.
And they laughed.

“You were always the strange one,” one said, her voice a
cruel mimicry of a girl he once admired.

“You thought you were smart, but you were just scared,”
another sneered.

“Do you remember when you cried in front of everyone?
We do.”



Their words struck like stones. Each accusation carried
the sharp sting of memory—moments he had buried,
moments he had told himself never mattered. But here,
they were alive, flesh and voice, cornering him.

Johannes pressed his back against the wall. “You’re not
real,” he muttered.

The children laughed louder. “We are you.”

Their faces blurred, shifting into grotesque parodies of
himself—his own younger face twisted into a sneer, his
teenage self pointing and mocking, his twenty-year-old
self shaking his head in disappointment. A crowd of
Johannes, all reminding him of every failure, every
humiliation.

The Spirit’s voice whispered in his mind—not spoken
aloud, but clear:
They are only as strong as the power you give them.

He closed his eyes. The laughter swelled, drilling into
him, threatening to shatter him. But then—he
remembered. The small victories. The courage he had
shown, even when trembling. The times he had chosen
to stand, even when mocked.

He opened his eyes.
The figures wavered.

“You’re echoes,” he said, his voice steadier. “You don’t
decide who I am.”



The crowd hissed, their faces melting, dissolving back
into shadow. One by one, they vanished, until the
chamber was empty.

At the far end, a door of light appeared.

Johannes exhaled, his knees weak. The Spirit appeared
beside him, her eyes warm with approval.

“You faced them,” she said.

He swallowed, still trembling. “That was only the
beginning, wasn’t it?”

She nodded. “The maze has many faces.”

Together, they stepped through the door.



The Labyrinth of Faces

The corridor beyond was lined with mirrors.

At first, Johannes thought them ordinary glass, but as he
walked, the reflections did not match his steps. Some
versions of him lagged behind; others rushed ahead.
Some scowled, some smirked, some wept openly.

He paused before one. The mirror showed him older,
broken, hunched beneath a weight that wasn’t there. The
man in the glass stared at him with hollow eyes.

Another mirror showed him younger, arrogant, drunk
with self-importance. The reflection sneered, mouthing
words Johannes didn’t want to hear.

“You are all of these,” the Spirit said gently, her voice
echoing faintly in the hall. “But you are not only these.”

He wanted to smash the mirrors, to shatter them into
silence. But he could not. The glass pulsed with his
heartbeat, alive.

As he walked further, the reflections grew darker. Some
showed him as a monster—fangs, claws, eyes burning
with rage. Others showed him bleeding, broken,
reaching out for help that never came.

He tried to look away, but the mirrors curved inward,
forcing him to see.



At last, he reached the final mirror.
It showed him as he was now.

Not monstrous, not perfect—just Johannes. Tired,
uncertain, but still standing.

He stared at himself for a long time.
Then he whispered: “I will walk.”

The mirror softened, rippling like water. He stepped
through it, leaving the hall of faces behind.



The Beast of Regret

The maze opened into a cavernous hall. The ceiling
arched high above, lost in darkness, and the air smelled
of rust and wet stone. Johannes felt a weight in his chest
before he even saw it—the kind of heaviness that comes
from knowing something is waiting for you.

A growl rolled through the chamber, low and guttural.
From the shadows, it emerged.

The Beast of Regret.

It was vast, a lumbering shape stitched together from
broken fragments of his past. Its skin was
patchwork—pages of old letters, shattered photographs,
torn clothing, and scraps of memory, all fused into a
monstrous body. Its eyes burned red, but when
Johannes looked closer, he saw faces flickering in them:
people he had hurt, choices he had abandoned, words he
had left unsaid.

The Beast roared, and the sound shook him to his bones.

The Spirit’s voice whispered inside him again: You
cannot run. Regret cannot be outrun.

The creature lunged, and Johannes barely threw himself
aside. Its claws ripped gouges into the stone. The maze
trembled, as though mourning the impact.



He stumbled to his feet. “I can’t fight that,” he gasped.
Not with fists, the Spirit said. With truth.

The Beast turned, its breath hot and rancid, and
bellowed: “You failed them. You wasted your life. You
abandoned what mattered.”

Johannes froze. The words cut deeper than claws. He
wanted to collapse, to cover his ears—but he forced
himself to stand. His voice shook, but he spoke anyway:

“Yes,” he said. “I failed. I wasted time. I hurt people. I
regret it all.”

The Beast snarled, as if feeding on his confession.

“But—" Johannes’s voice grew steadier. “I am more than
that. Regret is not all I am.”

The Beast paused.

“I carry it,” Johannes said, tears welling in his eyes. “But
I am still walking.”

The Beast roared again, but this time the sound cracked,
faltering. Its body began to crumble, the fragments of
memory peeling away like ash in the wind. The letters
burned, the photographs dissolved, the scraps of cloth
vanished. Soon, nothing remained but silence.

Johannes collapsed to his knees, trembling, tears
streaking his face.



The Spirit appeared beside him, her presence soft as
moss. “You did not defeat it,” she said gently. “You
accepted it. That is the only way.”

He nodded weakly. He felt hollow, but lighter. For the
first time in eternity, lighter.



The Chamber of Silence

The next passage led to silence. Not the kind Johannes
had known in the void, but a deeper, heavier
silence—the silence of a place where sound itself refused
to exist.

He stepped into a circular room. The walls were smooth,
polished stone. No doors, no windows. Just stillness.

The Spirit did not enter with him. She stopped at the
threshold, her eyes solemn. “This, you must endure
alone.”

The door closed behind him.
Johannes sat. There was nothing else to do.

At first, the silence was peaceful. Then it grew
oppressive, pressing in on him like weight on his chest.
His thoughts grew louder, his memories sharper. Every
mistake, every cruelty, every failure played in his mind
like a chorus. He tried to shake them off, but they
returned stronger, relentless.

He screamed, but no sound came out. He clawed at his
throat, at the air, desperate for release. But the silence
swallowed everything.

Time ceased to exist. He could have been there for
minutes, hours, years.



At last, exhaustion took him. He sank to the floor,
trembling. And in the stillness, he let go. He stopped
fighting the silence. He let it hold him, let it bury him, let
it strip him down to nothing.

And in that nothing, he found something.
Peace.

The silence was not punishment. It was rest. It was a
reminder that beneath all noise—pain, regret,
memory—there was stillness. A core untouched.

When he opened his eyes, the wall in front of him had
dissolved into a doorway of light.

The Spirit waited there, her expression soft. “You
survived yourself,” she said.

Johannes rose, weak but steadier than before. He
walked through the doorway.



The Web of Multitudes

The corridor twisted and widened until Johannes
stepped into a forest—yet it was not a forest of trees. It
was a forest of threads.

Thousands upon thousands of silver strands stretched in
every direction, tangled together into an immense web.
Faces were caught in the threads, half-formed, floating
like trapped moths. Some were people Johannes knew.
Others were strangers who had brushed past him in
life—brief encounters, forgotten moments.

The web vibrated with their voices.
“You ignored me.”
“You betrayed me.”
“You loved me.”
“You forgot me.”

Johannes staggered beneath the weight of it all. The
multitudes were endless—every connection, every
relationship, every consequence of his existence.

The Spirit’s voice echoed faintly: The self is not alone.
You are woven into all you have touched.

The web shuddered. A figure stepped forward, woven
from threads—his mother. Her face stern, her eyes tired.
She whispered: “Why wasn’t I enough?”



He reached for her, but she dissolved. Another
appeared—his father, silent, distant. Then a friend he
had abandoned. Then a lover whose heart he had
broken. Then faces, faces, faces—dozens at once, pulling
at him, demanding answers, demanding apologies.

He screamed. “I can’t fix it all! I can’t carry you all!”
The web trembled violently, threatening to collapse.
Then he remembered the Spirit’s words. Not alone.

Johannes took a breath. His voice was soft, but steady:
“I cannot undo the past. But I carry you. All of you. And
I will not forget.”

The web shimmered. The faces softened, no longer
accusing—simply watching. Then, slowly, the strands
began to fall away, drifting into the air like silver dust.

When the last thread dissolved, Johannes stood alone.
But he did not feel alone.

The Spirit appeared, her eyes luminous. “You are
beginning to understand,” she said.



The Forest Within

This time, the maze opened into something beautiful.

A forest stretched before him, alive with light. Trees rose
high, their leaves glowing like lanterns. The air smelled
of pine and rain. Birds sang, and the ground was soft
with moss.

Johannes blinked, disbelieving. “Is this... mine?”

The Spirit nodded. “Not all within you is sorrow. This,
too, is you.”

He walked among the trees, his hand brushing their
bark. Each one pulsed faintly, as though alive with
memory. When he pressed his palm to one, he saw
flashes: moments of joy, of laughter, of kindness he had
forgotten. Times when he had loved and been loved.

Tears filled his eyes. He had believed his life nothing but
failure, but here was proof otherwise.

The Spirit walked beside him. “The maze is not only
pain. To walk it is to remember the whole.”

For the first time, Johannes felt hope. The trees
whispered around him, leaves brushing together like
voices. He felt lighter, as though the path forward no
longer crushed him.



But the Spirit’s expression was still solemn.
“Do not linger. The final passage awaits.”



The Final Passage

The forest thinned until the trees bent inward, their
branches twisting into walls. The path grew narrower,
winding like a vein through the heart of something vast.
Johannes walked slowly, his breath loud in the silence.

The Spirit followed, her light dimmer now, as though the
maze itself resisted her presence. “This is where the
journey ends,” she said. “But not without cost.”

Johannes swallowed. “What do I have to give?”

She looked at him with sorrow in her eyes. “Your
resistance.”

The path opened into a long, straight corridor of stone.
The walls pulsed with light, veins glowing red like fire
trapped in rock. At the far end, a doorway shimmered,
impossibly bright. The exit.

But between him and the light, figures waited.
Dozens of them. Hundreds.

Every failure, every cruelty, every mistake he had ever
committed stood in his path—given form, given flesh.
Some were small and pitiful. Others loomed tall,
monstrous. All stared at him with eyes that burned with
memory.



Johannes froze. His chest tightened.

The Spirit whispered: “Do not fight. Do not flee. Walk.”
He shook his head. “I can’t.”

“You can.”

He stepped forward. The first figure snarled—a friend he
had betrayed. He flinched, but kept walking. The figure
lunged, passed through him, and dissolved.

Another appeared—a lover he had abandoned. Her eyes
filled with pain. He whispered, “I'm sorry,” and she too
vanished.

He kept walking. Each step was agony, each face a
wound reopened. His body shook, his tears blurred his
sight. Yet with every step, the crowd grew thinner. The
more he accepted them, the more they dissolved.

Finally, only one figure remained.
Himself.

But not as he was now—this was Johannes at his worst.
Hollow-eyed, bitter, a man who had given up long before
death. The figure sneered. “You’'ll never change. You’'ll
never be free. You are me.”

Johannes trembled. Then he stepped closer.
“No,” he said softly. “I was you. But I'm walking now.”



The figure’s sneer faltered. He reached out, touched
Johannes’ chest, and dissolved into light.

The corridor brightened. The exit lay open before him.

The Spirit placed her hand over his heart. “You are
ready.”



The Exit of Light

Johannes stepped through.

The light was blinding at first—warm, golden, alive. He
staggered, shielding his eyes. Slowly, the brightness
softened, shaping itself into a vast meadow. The sky
stretched endlessly above, blue and free. The air was
sweet, carrying the scent of wildflowers and rain.

For the first time in eternity, Johannes felt the sun on
his skin.

He fell to his knees. Not in defeat, but in release. He
wept openly, his tears soaking the earth. Not with
sorrow this time, but with gratitude. The weight he had
carried for so long—the regrets, the failures, the
ghosts—was gone. Not forgotten, not erased, but
accepted, integrated, carried without crushing him.

The Spirit stood before him, radiant. The forest that
lived within her seemed brighter now, her eyes
shimmering with pride.

“You have walked the maze,” she said. “You have faced
yourself, and in doing so, freed yourself.”

Johannes looked up at her, trembling. “What happens
now?”



She smiled gently. “Now, you live. Not in eternity, not in
echoes, but in wholeness.”

Her body began to dissolve, breaking into motes of green
light that drifted into the air. Johannes panicked.
“Wait—don’t leave me!”

Her voice whispered all around him, soft as wind in
leaves:

“I am not leaving. I was always within you. Now you
remember.”

The lights sank into his skin, filling him with warmth,
with peace. For the first time, Johannes did not feel
alone.

He stood. The meadow stretched endlessly, inviting. The
horizon no longer closed on itself—it opened. He
breathed deeply, filling his lungs with the promise of
new beginnings.

And Johannes walked forward, not into a maze, but into
the world.

Free.
Redeemed.

Whole.



	 
	 
	 
	The Maze of Echoes 
	The Realm of Echoes 
	 
	The Task Given 
	 
	The First Gate 
	 
	The Chamber of Silence 
	 
	The Web of Multitudes 
	 
	The Forest Within 
	 
	The Final Passage 
	 
	The Exit of Light 


