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“I can’t do this anymore!”

Tanner stopped in his tracks, fingertips still pressed to the wall he’d been touching for guidance. The voices came from up ahead. With a hesitant step, he moved closer to the guide wall and inched one, two, three steps closer to the doorway.

“... broke the vase my aunt gifted us. And before that, his plate. All of the food, spoiled.” The woman complained.

“He’s doing his best,” a male vouched for him. “You know he didn’t mean to.”

He recognized the voices. His brother, Hunter, and his wife, were having yet another argument about him. He clenched his fist.

“Knowing doesn’t make it any better,” she carried on. “We’re already barely scraping bottom as it is, we can’t be replacing everything he breaks and wasting food. And do you think the doctor visits are free?”

“Do you think I don’t know this?!”

“He can’t even help you on the farm, for heaven’s sake!”

“He’s still getting used to it. It can’t be easy-”

“It’s been months! And now with a child on the way-” she continued.

Tanner had enough. Slowly, as quietly as he could, he felt his way back to his room, counting the steps to it. His hand bumped against the doorframe and he went inside, closing the door behind him, trying to make no noise. How many arguments had they had in the past month? And it was all because of him. He wasn’t deaf, he had heard them argue over and over again when they thought he’d gone off to sleep. Those arguments could get rather heated, and despite Hunter’s shushing, his wife would always end up raising her voice, as if she wanted him to hear. But Tanner was not dumb, either. He knew well he had put a great hassle on them. It wasn’t like he had meant to do it. Falling into the river, hitting his head... it was lucky he was even alive. He’d been told he hadn’t been breathing when he’d first been pulled out of the river. The blindness was troublesome but he’d been glad to be breathing again.

However, it was true he was a bother to them. It was also true that it was hard to get used to how things were now. He’d had to learn to count the steps to all the rooms in the house, had bumped his shins and calves and stubbed his toes more times than he cared to count, and had accidentally broken things left and right. His brother had taken him to doctor after doctor, but it seemed no one knew why exactly he was blind, and the medicines and treatments they provided did nothing at best... made him sicker at worst.

Because he was still growing used to everything, he’d been unable to be of any help around the house or in the farm, and unable to get a job elsewhere in the village. When he’d tried, he’d been quickly fired for messing up constantly.

He was tired of being a failure, of being in his brother’s way. He was tired of causing trouble. Maybe... maybe it would have been better if he’d died.

Sitting on his bed, Tanner waited, straining his ears to listen to the sounds of the house. The argument was heavily muffled from his room, little more than hushed voices. It went on and on for the longest time, but at last he heard the steps – he was fairly sure by now it was Hunter’s – as one, then the other, moved around the house, and finally to their room.

He continued listening until the last of the sounds had died down, and then for a while longer, until he thought they might have fallen asleep already. Then, quiet as a mouse, he got up. Three steps to the door. He went through it once more, rested his fingertips to the wall. Six more to the living area. He let go of the wall as he turned, and cut right through the living area, slow enough not to bump hard into anything. He felt something brush against his clothes on the side, a chair perhaps. He walked on, arms stretched out in front of him, until he reached another wall. He hesitated on going left, but was fairly sure the door was to the right.

Two more steps and his hand felt the wood of the wall give way to the threshold, and then door. He felt down to the lock, and stepped out into the chill of the night.

He took two deep breaths, and braved the garden. Step after shaky step, he walked until he bumped against the wooden fence. He’d never gone this far alone... was he sure this was what he wanted to do? But he couldn’t bear the thought of causing more disturbances to his family... Even if he tried to live on his own, he would still need financial help for a while. No. He just couldn’t keep doing this to them.

He felt his way around the fence until he could get past it, and pushed on in a straight line, remembering well that straight out from the doorway, across the path, was the forest.

With arms outstretched and unsteady steps, Tanner made it into the forest. Hands felt for tree trunks and branches, feet stumbled on roots and rocks. He walked on and on and on, until he was too exhausted to go on. And then he sat against a tree, eyes staring out at the nothingness that now encompassed his world, before finally closing them.

The sun was high in the sky when he woke. His eyes opened. He could perceive a bit of the change of light, but mostly, he felt the warmth of the sun rays as they rested on his skin, and the lively sounds of a waking forest. Some birds were singing up above him. He heard the sudden flutter of wings as he pushed himself up. He was thirsty, and starting to get a little hungry. Was he starting to regret his choice? Surely, his brother would be looking for him by now...?

Tanner shook his head. He couldn’t linger, couldn’t go back. He had to try and make it on his own, even if it was in this forest. And if he couldn’t... Well, then he couldn’t.

Tanner walked and walked until all of his body was sore. He could feel the sting of scrapes and bruises, having bumped into more than one thing along the way. He was parched by the time he heard the sound of water. The river, perhaps? He tried to head that way. His foot caught on a root and he stumbled forward. His arms flailed and he grasped for something to catch onto, felt a small branch and tried to tighten his grasp on it, but it broke. He fell headfirst on the dirt with a loud huff.

After a brief moment to recover, Tanner pushed himself up to his feet, and let a small gasp. His right ankle was hurting quite a bit. He couldn’t properly put weight on it... but he had to reach the water. He limped a few steps forward, trying his best not to trip with anything else. He didn’t- instead he slipped. With a gasp, he went bouncing down a slope that felt like it was going on forever. He hit the bottom and rolled down right into the water. He gasped, swallowing some of the muddy water as he rolled, but thankfully his momentum stopped him still on the shallow end.

Frightened, he scrambled on hands and knees to get back to a drier area, coughing and gasping a bit. All of his body was sore, and he was soaking wet now, too.

He plopped down on his back on the river bank, panting. Whatever had made him think he had even the slightest of chances on his own in the forest, when he couldn’t move even in civilization? What an idiot he’d been. Wet hands came up to his face, wiping away at the beginning of tears.

Well, at least this way he wasn’t going to be a hassle to anyone anymore.

Tanner remained as he was for a good long while, not wanting to move.

Then he heard it. A rustle of leaves, constant, as if something heavy was being dragged through the forest floor. The crackling of small dry branches that indicated something – something big – was currently approaching. He held his breath, too afraid to move, lest he called the attention of whatever predator was roaming. Instead, it was a voice he heard next, deep, but soft. Definitely male. With a bit of a strange accent.

“You’re bleeding.”

Was he? Tanner sat up a little abruptly. “Who’s there?”

There was a long moment of silence, then that strange rustling, dragging sound again. Tanner couldn’t place it.

“You... can’t see me?”

The accent sounded a bit deeper the more the stranger spoke, and had he caught a little hiss when the man pronounced the word ‘see’? There had been a man in town who always hissed slightly when speaking, a malformation of his teeth or something of the sort, as Tanner had understood, was the cause of it. But it wasn’t the same voice, and definitely not the same accent. This wasn’t the same man.

“I’m blind.” Tanner faced the general direction of the voice, or so he hoped. “Who are you?”

“Me?” There was a little snort. “You’re the one trespassing on my lands.”

There was the hissing again, clearly this time.

“I’m-... I’m sorry,” Tanner frowned, feeling quite tired again with everything that had happened. His body hurt and his heart ached, and now he was told he was trespassing? But he was sure he was still in the forest... wasn’t he? Had he fallen into someone’s farm? Was he going to be kicked out? “I’m Tanner.”

“Hmm,” that odd sound again, closer. “You really can’t see at all... ” it sounded more like musings than a question, so Tanner didn’t respond. He felt... something, ahead of him, a brief change in the air, barely perceptible. “You’re bleeding. Come, take my hand.”

Tanner frowned, not daring reach out at first. Though the man sounded like he wanted to help, the oddity of the sounds and his speech made him feel a bit uneasy.

“Right in front of you,” the voice encouraged, sounding like it came from a different height now. Had the man knelt? “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Pursing his lips, he reached out a hand, expecting the man to have lowered down to his level given the sound of his tone. He felt the man’s hand wrap around his wrist from a higher point than expected, long fingers keeping a firm hold, and Tanner likewise gripped the man’s own wrist in turn. It was... strange. His skin was pleasantly warm, but it felt somehow harder when he squeezed than he would have expected, even though it was also soft to the touch. It wasn’t an unpleasant grip, just different. The man’s hand was warm and strong, and though his hold was gentle, when he made some force to help pull Tanner back to his feet, he could feel the tips of something hard and sharp – it had to be nails – brushing against his skin. He figured the other just had very long nails.
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