
      This Sinking Feeling


      

      
      
         ‘You have one hour to navigate through this building. Be sure to note anything and everything, as it may save your life. You will be notified at the end of the given time of what will then happen.



You may escape through the five exits if you wish to leave at any point of your mission.



Good luck, _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _.’



It would’ve been nice if they gave me a clock or something to keep track of time. Even a bloody sundial would suffice if I was able to go outside.



I was jealous of whoever wrote this as they had nearly perfect cursive. I knew my name was to be in the blank space, my name being – ow! The note floated to the ground as I reached up to hold my head, trying to get rid of the nail-piercing headache. A couple minutes passed before I was able to see again. To see once again what was around me. It was about the size of a mansion’s living room, except without any color, furnishings, or decorations.



I leaned down and picked up the note again, my head still pulsing from the migraine. It was in cursive, and had little strokes at the end that gave it a professional cursive look. I slapped my hand on my face in realization of what was happening. And I read way too many stories of how well these experiments go. I gazed over myself, checking for anything different or odd. Both relieving and strange news that there was nothing of the sort. I was still in normal 21st century clothes, and to what I can tell, no experimental devices implanted just under my skin or cords sticking out.



There was a door to my left on the opposite wall, painted a few shades darker than the rest of the room. A non-stopping list of questions started to cross my mind. “Would the “exits” work?” was number one on said list. I sighed, as there was only one way of finding out. I just hoped I wouldn’t get shocked, poisoned… whatever happened when I tried thinking of my name.



After gazing around for any cameras, and luckily not finding any, I approached the mystery door. The doorknob was a dark silver and metallic, so was the center of the door of where a window would be. The door clicked as I turned the knob. I shielded my eyes from the light as the door opened all the way with little effort from me.



You know that feeling you get when you feel like you walked into the wrong room? That’s what struck me right as my eyes adjusted. There was an outside, like the building was a cottage in the quiet edge of an enchanted forest of sorts. Ahead of me was a dirt path that cut through much of the forest. Not much else was outside… which sort of disappointed my hopes that maybe this would be an adventure. I kept my ears alert as I reached over for the door. All I hit was air. A couple more reaches before I glanced behind me. The door wasn’t there. Neither was the building.



Something dark cast a large shadow as it soared over me. I ducked and shielded my head as it roared overhead. When I darted my eyes towards where it went, all I could make of it was a large, black sphere before it arced down into the ground in the distance. A loud poof sounded in sync with a shockwave that pushed me back a few feet. I felt my head hit the ground along with my back. Curiosity got the best of me as instincts told me to get up and back away from where my head was. If the shock wave pushed me one foot further, I would’ve fell presumingly to my death from a deep hole in the ground that had no bottom. Or… I would test if it was a bottomless pit if I had a stone to throw.



My mind juggled between the two mysteries and I thought them aloud to myself. “A deep, dark, dangerous cavern that could kill me on my landing. Or… going to investigate a possible UFO. That could also be dangerous… but it would be adventurous.” Both were tempting, as I always wanted to be in a story. Adventurer into the unknown, like all those heroes in books and movies. I slowly stood on my feet, shifting my weight so I wasn’t anywhere near the ghastly edge. “UFO it is!” I instructed my legs to run as fast as I could in the direction where the dark orb disappeared to.



I sprinted down the dirt path, actively keeping an ear out for any sounds other than my footsteps. Alien life forms, something not of this world. I couldn’t keep my grin off my face as I felt the ground decline through my sneakers. The dirt shifted underneath me, pushing me along with it down a slope that declined more as I continued. “W-whoa...” I stopped myself as a rock or something with quite a bit of weight fell over the edge. My feet stayed sideways as I studied how steep the drop went, my palms sweating as I felt my heart start to beat faster.



Ploop.



That was a definite no. Especially not when it echoes and it sounds like there’s water at the bottom. I lowered myself to sit on my heels, spreading my arms at my sides for balance as I tried to get a peek inside.



All I could see was darkness… wait a minute. I backed away and stood upright. Looking up, I  came face to face with a cliff. The same exact one. How… how was this possible? At least one question got an answer. The chasm in the ground was not one that I could, or would, access and investigate further. It didn’t look like there were any walls either, just a vertical drop. Maybe coming down here wasn't the brightest idea for right now. There has to be a way back to where I came. Was this supposed to happen? Have I gone insane and started hallucinating? I shook my head. Whoever was putting up futuristic 3D holograms was doing a fantastic job at it, that’s for sure. Then again, it could be just my paranoia trying to interrupt my potential adventure. I peered behind me, wondering if this happened, of somehow appearing back here, something changed back there.



With some steady footwork and a dash of luck, I got out of terrifying path and back to the building. Only this time, I nearly tripped over some rusted railroad tracks... odd, as that wasn't there before. I looked from my feet back up to the building The exterior was also painted white, with several wooden doors along the walls. I could only see two of the walls from my angle, but there was a problem. Which door did I go through again?



Time was running out. I had no idea if ten or fifty minutes have passed. Which door it was didn’t matter now. I tried the first door, locked. Second door was a success, and I was inside right as thunder echoed in the distance. Storm? This early in the day? I hoped it wasn’t anything major, just a thunderstorm. Or was this like those other stories, where thunderstorms were an ominous sign. I glanced up and saw a paper waving in an invisible breeze, again taped to the wall. I pulled out the first note from my pocket and took the other paper off the wall. Same writing.



‘You went outside. How unfortunate. You should know how it goes from here. The 35 minutes that remains is all yours. I expect to see some progress with your new challenge.



Oh, did I mention that there is someone after you? Good luck, _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _.’



Everything inside me fell, maybe even color if I could see my own reflection. First things first is not to panic… but to explore. Maybe the note meant I had 35 minutes until a serial killer would hunt me down. At least that would be a tiny-bit reliving, but definitely not enough to get rid of the supposed doom already. I switched to reading the second note.



‘PS – Right now you’re also wondering who is writing these and seemingly knowing your every action despite there being no cameras. Sadly, theses no detectives who can find the owner of this writing anywhere. So... I suppose you do need a little luck after all.’



I folded the papers and put them in my pocket, sat down with my back in a corner, and waited with steady breathing. Let’s hope luck is on my side this time.



Heavy rain pounded the roof as I began my search. There was nothing really spectacular worth seeing, besides more white with nothing inside, but there are some facts I can point out that is odd. There are sixteen doors that go between five different rooms. Two larger rectangular rooms in the back, three slightly smaller rooms in the front. Suspicions about my surroundings piled up.



Five minutes passed, nothing. Ten minutes turned to twenty. I leaned against the corner, rereading the more recent note once I found my way back to the leftmost room where I woke up. My heart jumped when the lights turned off. There was no sounds of doors opening or footsteps. Staying completely still, not that there was much of a choice otherwise.



There was light again. Dull at first, but gradually grew brighter as the seconds passed into a full minute. Power outage, maybe? Thumps outside proved me gravely wrong. How was I supposed to fight this person off, or was it even a person? There were no weapons… and I didn’t want to trust my fists and feet with this situation. Thump! Thump! Thump! Heavy footsteps echoed inside. Not that far from me either. I held my breath and got a brilliant idea seconds later. If I knew I would be in this danger, I would’ve grabbed a stick and sharpened it to a spear or dagger.



Keeping my weight on my toes, I kept my fingertips on the wall as I rose back to my feet. I have no idea how insane I’d appear to someone else if they saw what was going through my head right now. I waited a minute or two, those seconds filled with void silence. One step forward, another step, still nothing.



Scritch scritch scritch. The footsteps now were some sort of claws, a door opening and that familiar click. Letting myself take a few much-needed breaths, I attempted to crawl my way to the back left room, while the creature was in the room to the right. The cold stillness sent chills through me, expecting for it to leap out and attack at any point. Upon closing the doors, I finally reached temporary success. Inhuman, sandpaper screams made my whole body tremble. The lights went off again. Sharp claws hit the only door connecting the two rooms together, the lack of windows not letting me see what was on the other side. A battle between curiosity and caution ensued. Should I open the door to a potential creature that can either do one of two things. Be as scared as I am and be a gone-wrong science experiment, or a gone-wrong science experiment that wanted to kill me. I voted for neither to happen.



More scurrying alerted me of the being’s movement. One of the three doors that led outside opened and shut in quick succession. My gut was right to turn away from the door and watch the outside… or where I thought outside was in the dark.



The metal doorknob shook once. Twice. The third attempt made the door open, and instructed me to back up against the wall. I stared at the backlit creature. The door hit the wall and sizzled into an opaque liquid. The monster stared at me with hollow eyes. Its digitigrade legs stretched, its head almost touched the top of the doorway. Behind a thin layer of white hair showed a half-melted skull that. I wanted to try and speak, but words refused to form. My vision started to darken with every step the creature took.



Its arms and legs were the same as at a tarantula's. Every joint had rusted metal cuffs, including its neck. In desperation, I pushed it off me, blindly hoping it would work.. It stumbled back and squealed before it caught itself with its arms, collapsed on its side. The lights flickered, giving me enough light to see more than a silhouette. It was like a human, except for the scarlet stains that covered the beast. Bones protruded through skin, and three snake-like tails lined along its spine.



Growls told me that it was probably time to leave. I did not hesitate to follow through as I ran past the thing and rushed out the now permanently open door, to where I thought was the outside. It was not. It was back to where I was before, in the first room. The door was back in its place, and locked when I tried opening it. This time, it had a window. The lights never recovered, although I wish they would as I saw ‘it’ looking at me dead in the eyes. It bolted towards me and clawed at the door, peering through the window. On instinct, I put my shaking hand on the glass panel that I hoped was indestructible.Upon my fingertip's coming into contact with the smooth surface, the lights flickered, undetermined to stay on or off.



Another warped scream bellowed out through the door, louder this time that I had to cover my ears. The voice descended, slowly disappearing back to a shrill quiet. I mentally prepared myself for a jumpscare and peeked through the window. Although it wasn't a jumpscare, it made me jump and take a few steps away from the door. One moment there was a creature, now just a large, gaping pit where it once stood. A part of my chest felt heavy for letting it happen to another living creature, whether or not it was reanimated or something else... and it strangely doesn't feel like the first time this feeling has happened.








The lights were fully working again once I went back to the beginning. Once I was okay and breathing normally again, I didn’t believe what I saw. The creature was gone with no trace of where it went... besides being swallowed by that huge hole. Was that just an illusion? Was any of that real? None of this made sense… maybe there’s another note somewhere?



After scouring the building, I did find one more piece of paper taped to the wall, in the front left room.



“You’re needed somewhere else now. A train will pick you up and bring you there. Everything can then be explained.  Good luck - I believe you have all the luck you need, _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _.”



The handwriting was no longer neat, but it a rushed penned scrawl, with the words "Good luck" crossed out. Again, there was no name. I didn’t know how to respond… first I wake up here, finding notes around the place and being mentally tested. It felt like some sort of time-space warp.



The ground rumbled as a familiar click-clack came closer to this strange place. Putting the third note with the other two, I exited the room, hopefully for the final time. The train’s whistle brought pleasure to my ears. Trains mean travel, and travel means adventure and mysteries to solve. The anticipation kept building up as I closed the door to this wretched asylum building. Folding my arms on my back to keep myself at least physically constrained, I noticed clouds of steam above the trees. The mighty yet strange train finally came into view.



The first idea to describe it is if I was boarding the Polar Express, like the movie I saw when I was a child. What first got me to wonder, “what else is out there?” Coincidentally, the train itself looked similar. Painted black, a dozen passenger cars trailing behind it with white roofs. It came to a gradual stop a few yards away from me. The railroad and the train both polished like they were just built.



For a moment, this seemed too real to be reality. Not that I’m complaining, this was actually fun… besides the whole almost facing Mother Nature’s nightmare. The doors of the train opened, and I stepped inside. The interr made me gasp. The windows were covered with a thick black cloth. I shook away the confusion before the doors shut. I felt something being off, and realized that I was rubbing my arms for the past few minutes from the sudden chill of uneasiness.



There was a row of seats on each wall, with light blue wallpaper behind it. Compared to the other place, at least this seemed more homely. A messenger bag caught my attention as I sat down at one of the seats. There was another note taped to the front, in the center of a rather large white mandala pattern on the blue fabric. Different handwriting, this time reminding me of the Papyrus font. Smooth, but not pish-posh perfect like the cursive was.



‘Open this and questions can be answered. (Hopefully)’



A small smile crawled on my face. At least this message seemed to be kinder. I unlatched and flipped open the bag and picked up the items that I saw. Sadly, they still refused to give me a watch or some time-keeping device. Medications to cure psychological deprivation existed, but devices to track time were apparently hard to come by. What was inside was a white feather, a rather large notebook that looked like a sketchbook at first glance, and a flower that was stuck in the spine of the notebook. A black rose.



I took out the rose and put it beside me and opened the notebook, not knowing what the feather was for. “Sort of strange that there would be a quill, but no inkwell… or even if it's supposed to be a quill.” Right on the other side of the notebook was a folded paper, a bit different than the copy paper tear-outs I’ve been receiving. Folded in three like it was to go in an envelope, but it was only taped. My jaw dropped slightly at what it said.



“Read quickly and listen well. I know you have questions. To be honest, so do I. Although right now there’s a bit of a predicament with communication, but you’ll have to trust me.



Everything you are seeing is, indeed, reality. All of it. No simulation or whizzy virtual reality. What I can say is that you were selected as a sort of “guinea pig”… although you’ve probably already guessed already. The experiment: Space-Time Transportation. That train you’re sitting in – which I’m assuming is moving as you’re reading this – is a specialized vehicle. If I were to explain any more than that, your mind would implode at my tech-babbling. Your task at hand is to follow something called the Crypt. Communication with anyone will be difficult, so I hope you’re able to sustain yourself during this. You’ll know the pattern when you see it.



Trust me. You will be fine... although safety I can’t quite promise. But you nearly gotten eaten by that underground creature in that hole you found, so I believe you’re capable of managing yourself. Here’s just a little bit of info you may need to know if you do meet any beings in these other EWs, or encrypted universes. The only thing you need to change is your name.



For now, be safe, and good luck. You may want to keep that rose near you, as it's supposed to change color in every new world you enter."



“An adventure, you say?” I stared at the words I just read, not believing them in two ways. One half of my mind is on a complete sugar-rushed hype other this new mission. A chance to get away from being a typical teen girl in the 21st century. The other half telling me to calm the heck down and take this with caution. I wanted both of them to shut up. And they did, as well as my own thoughts as I read the very bottom, this time the writing being a bit hurried.



'And to be on the safe side, even though I am not meant to allow you to know this... you've been in social isolation for roughly three days. There will still be some illusions for the next few hours, but that should go away soon. Before you woke up today, I made sure that most of the effects would be taken care of with special medication, so at least the more life-threatening symptoms would go away.'



I sighed and leaned my head on the back of the finally glad to see a more friendly face… or, in this case, letter. Pushing aside the social isolation, which I guess what triggered the monster to appear, I took out the previous three notes and put them in a black cloth pocket inside the bag. "Hm?"  The back of my nails clicked against glass, then trailed against what felt like a wooden picture frame. "How did I miss this?"



I took the picture out, and almost immediately memories started to return. In the picture were my parents, each standing behind a girl with a proud smile. The girl  sat up straight in the chair, looking directly into the camera with hazel eyes and straight, vanilla hair that cascaded past her waist. There was a reason why all this was happening. It has been one year since a sinkhole let me live, but swallowed my life away. I snapped out of my memory to find the photo stained with water droplets. My cheeks were damp, my hands trembling and refusing to keep the photo still.



I shook my head and breathed. No. Not now. I was going to go somewhere else, someplace where I could finally have an adventure of my own. I was in my own story. I put the photo back where it was and closed the bag. Swinging the strap over my head and across my shoulders, I pushed it to my side, keeping it close to me. I won't let anyone else fall. The only way now was to follow these train tracks and go forward. For me... "Sharon".
      

      
   