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Prologue
“Before the Whole World Vanished”
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Before everything got fucked up beyond repair, life had its own rhythm. Not a steady one—more like the clatter of a midnight train, or the hush that slips in just before dawn, when everyone’s still asleep and your body buzzes with the last shreds of sleep and the ghost of your final drink. But here’s the thing— life doesn’t ask if you’re ready. It just comes swinging. The first scent I remember from England was bitter coffee from a vending machine, the kind I gulped at five a.m. at a bus stop in Derby. Cold, in a flimsy plastic cup, the bitterness glued itself to my tongue long after the last sip. The air hung damp and heavy, loaded with the smell of wet asphalt and something else—something unnamable, like the taste of a new beginning.

My backpack was filthy from the road, straps digging into my shoulders, my hand still trembling after a sleepless night wedged between strangers on the bus. In my pocket, just enough coins left—barely enough for the cheapest pint, let alone a fresh start. That first job felt like landing on another planet. Endless rows of machines droning under relentless fluorescent lights that sucked all color from the world. Carts screeched and rattled over cracked concrete, echoes bouncing in my skull long after my shift ended. The air wrapped around you, thick with the stench of grease, the sweetness of old sweat, the metallic tang of exhaustion—sometimes cut by the guilty scent of fries smuggled into the locker room and devoured half in secret, half in defiance. After a few weeks, every scar on the conveyor belt held a story, every dent in the lockers felt like a fingerprint, every laugh in the changing room a flash of tired hope. Breaks vanished before you could even taste your sandwich, time always slipping away. In the evenings, my hands throbbed like after a fight, but this was a different pain—more stubborn, less earned, the ache of repetition. The gym became my temple.

There, I felt invincible: iron gripped in my fists, breath short and sharp, neck burning, sweat tracing a line down my spine beneath a battered gray T-shirt. In the mirror, I searched for some trace of the old me, but week after week, the man staring back was someone whose body no longer feared pain.

In the locker room, laughter cracked the air—dumb jokes, familiar voices, music pounding from a ceiling speaker, all of it tangled with the ragged breaths of those grinding out their final set. Weekends weren’t just days off. It was like the city switched pulse—Derby, so gray and hollow all week, suddenly alive by Friday night. You could taste smoke and sweat in the air, feel the hum of strangers brushing past on the pavement. Warm breath, cheap perfume, beer haze and something sweet—always made me think of bubblegum and sticky cider soaking into your shoes. In the club, lights carved through the dust, the floor grabbed at your sneakers with every step, music so loud it rattled your bones, a thousand voices melting into the rhythm.

I was always alert. I liked when everything flowed, but I couldn’t stand when someone crossed the line. That night with the girl in the red dress, I didn’t even think—just stepped in between her and the asshole, fists clenched, heart thumping like a drum inside my chest. Some nights, I’d walk home with split knuckles, blood drying beneath my sleeve, but most nights, it all ended with a quick “Sorry, mate,” and the world would blur and drift away again. I remember a little girl—a dwarf—being hassled by a pack of young English guys outside a club. Their jeers and laughter cut through the night, sharp and childish. Most people turned away, eyes fixed on the pavement, pretending it wasn’t happening.

I walked over, put myself between her and them, and for a second, the world just stopped—nobody moved, not a sound. It only took a word, the right look, a hint of a fist—and suddenly they scattered, like pigeons at the sound of a slammed car door. She looked up at me, stunned—her eyes wide and glassy with tears. I still remember that look. I doubt I’ll ever forget it. My life kept moving—girls coming and going, a fiancée, then emptiness, then a few more short stories, each one beginning and ending in a different bed, a different flat, a different city. I never felt regret. If anything, there was relief—freedom, independence, a sense that nothing and no one could tie me down. Still, some nights, lying awake, I missed the heat of someone’s breath on the back of my neck—that ache for warmth you only notice when the room is cold and the silence is heavy.

For years, I moved between two worlds. Every summer, I’d head back to Poland, where the sunlight felt raw, heavier, burning against my skin in a way English sun never managed. The beach always smelled like coconut shampoo tangled in someone else’s hair, mixed with fried food, suncream, salt, and the metallic tang of a storm rolling in from the horizon. Evenings bled into night, always too late—skies turning pink and restless with laughter, bodies sprawled on towels, voices rising and falling, never ready to call it a day. Every time I closed my eyes at the airport, waiting for the flight back to England, I’d still feel the grit of sand under my nails, taste stale beer and salt from the pier on my tongue.

Leaving always felt like breaking a spell. In England, I swapped jobs like changing jackets—factory, warehouse, muddy mornings on building sites—never staying long enough for the walls to remember me. Until, finally, I landed where I actually wanted to be: a creative agency, face lit by the blue glow of a monitor, world shrunk to a canvas

I could color any way I wanted. For the first time in years, I caught myself liking Mondays. Plastic and coffee clung to the computers, the kitchen always alive with the hiss of boiling water and the drone of tired banter, and for a moment, I let myself believe that this place belonged to me. I thought life was solid, unbreakable—steel under my hands. All I needed to do was hold on tighter, pull harder on the bar, run for the bus, nudge the treadmill one more notch, and nothing would slip loose, nothing would go wrong.

My pockets always rattled with change for the vending machine, even if the coffee tasted like plastic and disappointment. The bus was late every morning; I recognized every shriek of the doors, every word scratched by bored hands into the dirty glass.

I came to love the routine—it made me feel like I was part of some bigger machinery, every day a cog slotting into place, even when the whole thing was held together by nothing but habit and hope. Sometimes, walking home from work, I’d find myself quietly listing out the tiny rituals that glued my world together. The corner shop where the cashier had started calling me by name, always slipping an extra banana into the bag with a sly wink—her own private joke, or maybe just pity.

The vending machine outside the gym, forever swallowing coins and refusing to give up a chocolate bar, like it enjoyed testing me, just to see if I’d curse under my breath or laugh it off. The scent of clean hoodies—sharp detergent mixing with the stubborn trace of sweat and cheap deodorant—every night, right before that last set, my body humming with exhaustion. There was a strange comfort in walking into a bar and knowing, instantly, that you belonged. Someone would shout a joke from across the room, someone else would grab my hand in

a rough handshake, or just raise a glass in silent greeting. I never had to order—by the time I crossed the threshold, my drink was already waiting, like my habits were mapped into the bones of the place.

Conversations drifted from old stories to tired jokes and back again. Once a week, someone would inevitably bring up “the old crew”—who’d left for somewhere better, who’d vanished into the city’s cracks, and who was still hanging on, still stubbornly refusing to let go. There were evenings when the world went quiet and I felt painfully alone. I’d sit by the window, feet pressed against the radiator, a playlist from some other decade humming in the dark. The city lights—smudged and haloed by grime on the glass—always pulled me back to Poland: those long walks through the woods, wind yanking my hood off, blades of grass sticking to my sneakers, all of it just out of reach, sweet and sharp, like a memory on the tip of my tongue.

Weekends came with their own gravity. The whole week, tension built up in my bones—then, suddenly, it all broke loose in a burst of laughter, music, the raw roar of voices. There were nights that dissolved at sunrise—light leaking through yellow curtains, our bodies slack with fatigue, the stink of smoke and beer on our clothes, laughing about nothing because anything else would have meant silence. One time,

I walked halfway across Derby, keys lost, waiting for my roommate to wake up. Dawn felt different on those mornings—air biting, mouth dry, every breath a dare to fate. It was that strange, sharp edge of hope—like maybe, just maybe, anything was still possible. Sometimes, for no reason I could name, I needed to move—jump in the car, drive nowhere in particular, just to see neon reflections sliding over wet pavement near the center, just to feel the night prickle on my skin and remind myself

I was free, if only for an hour.

I had my own addictions: gadgets I never used, stacks of unread books teetering on the nightstand, each one waiting for that mythical day when I’d finally catch up. But time was always water through my fingers, no matter how hard I gripped, how fast I ran, how stubbornly

I clenched my teeth, pretending it would all last forever—convinced I’d always have time to say “thanks” to the ones who stayed and “sorry” to those I lost in the shuffle. I should’ve known the ground was already cracking under my feet. But nobody sees the first fissure until they’re falling. I never realized how much there was to lose—not until life started picking things off, one by one, just when you thought you finally knew what mattered.

There was a summer thick with the scent of salt and sweat, fresh-cut grass clinging to your skin behind the apartment block. The sun dragged itself up late, lazy and heavy. I’d plant myself on that busted bench with a lukewarm coffee, an ashtray overflowing with half-burnt butts, and a skull buzzing with plans that felt too big for my hands.

I wanted everything—one more set at the gym, one more stupid night on the beach, one more call to somebody who’d stopped answering ages ago.

I remember that one workout—lifting more than I should’ve, metal biting into my palms, the sting under my skin lasting hours after.

A buddy slapped me on the back, eyes flashing with that wordless pride you only get between guys who sweat together—no need for speeches.

Afterwards, we wandered the scorched parking lot, throwing shit at each other about who’d be the first to drop dead on the treadmill. For a minute, the world held steady—no cracks, no shadows. Some nights, the city belonged to me alone. I’d drift through empty streets, listening to my own footsteps echo off the walls, watching lone window lights blink out one by one, music bleeding from somewhere far away, making everything feel both close and unreachable. Sometimes I’d cross paths with someone I used to know—a quick “hey,” and then just my shadow again, all the way back home, where everything—walls, sheets, stale air—had its own memory, and the temperature told me if I was still alive or just floating through.

What really sticks with you aren’t the big moments, but the tiny scenes that never let go—steam rising from a mug of tea left cooling on the windowsill, the low whine of a hairdryer bleeding through the wall, the neighbor’s broken voice howling the same song in the shower year after year. The sharp taste of cheap wine from a plastic cup, the sticky stone steps outside a club, the wild laughter of a red-haired girl whose name I never caught, whose face flickers in my head sometimes when the city goes quiet. There were nights when my phone would buzz at 2 a.m.—just a single word, “out.” And I’d throw on a jacket, take the stairs two at a time, the world outside so cold it burned, lungs aching, face raw, alive in the kind of way you only feel when you don’t know what’s next.

The best talks happened standing by the open trunk of a car, old songs rattling the speakers, voices weaving around all the things we’d never say out loud. It was always easier to fill the silence with jokes, with memories, with nothing at all—because some truths would break you if you let them out. Some images never fade: a splash of streetlamp light crawling across a peeling wall, wet bootprints smeared up the stairs after a storm, the hush of rain tapping at the pane, as if the world wanted in. First mouthful of scalding coffee at sunrise, last cigarette burning down to nothing before sleep, that single, sharp breath before you step into the gym, body tight, world still sleeping, every muscle straining for something you can’t quite name.

Sometimes, honestly, I believed it could stay like this forever—as if I could strong-arm fate, bite down harder, refuse to quit, and everything I’d built would hold together. I had plans—for tomorrow, for someday, for every version of the future I thought I deserved. But even the best plans are fragile as the steam on that morning mug—there one second, gone the next. I didn’t know the hardest things would be the quietest ones. The seconds nobody notices—the crack in a mug, the scratch on glass, the faded mark from someone who left but doesn’t quite disappear. In the end, all that stays with you is what you dared to feel, just for a second. I don’t remember the words, the same old jokes, the easy noise.

But I remember splinters—looks that stuck, a handshake that lasted too long, the sharp smell of rain halfway home, ducking under

a stranger’s awning, laughing in clothes soaked and clinging to my skin, feeling stupid and somehow alive. There’s one morning burned into me. Sun cut sideways through the kitchen, yellow and thick. Two mugs, still hot; a croissant with a bite missing. Frying eggs drifting up from below, your perfume clinging to the air like you forgot to leave. We sat on the sill, feet hanging over the city, watching people run to jobs they probably hated. For a minute, I really thought we were untouchable. Some nights I was worn out to the bone. I’d pass out fully dressed, phone in hand, head buzzing with unfinished shit.

I’d drift off to the noise of a TV left running, or old CDs spinning soft and broken on a silent speaker. Sometimes I’d laugh in my sleep at something stupid I’d said, or at all the things I never got around to.

Night texts from friends landed in the morning, half-read and answered with a groggy, “yeah, we’ll catch up tomorrow.” On the way to work, I’d duck into secondhand bookshops, run my thumb over the covers, breathe in paper that still remembered other hands. I bought things at random just for the hit of starting over. Books stacked up on the nightstand—notes, old bus tickets, shopping lists spilling out, receipts from places that didn’t exist anymore. Sometimes I’d run at night, once the streets were mostly empty.

My breath bounced off the walls, streetlights bleeding into smears across wet asphalt. A dog barked somewhere far off, a door slammed. For a few minutes I felt free—like every step was a way to leave all the unspoken shit behind, all the thoughts I couldn’t carry anymore. Each footfall drove me deeper into the earth, trying to pin me here, just for a while, before it all broke apart again. There were nights I didn’t want to go home. I’d drive, no destination, just the car breathing around me, the faint tick of the dashboard clock louder than the radio. Old songs—lyrics I could mutter half-asleep—spilling through the dark. I’d park on empty lots, stare at neon bleeding in the puddles, let myself believe, for a second, that this was the place, that maybe nothing else mattered.

No fear, just a brittle calm—like the world was stuck between inhale and exhale, and I didn’t have to move. It’s always the smallest shit that builds a life: fresh bread smell in the stairwell, kids’ laughter echoing off wet concrete, hands wrapped around a mug so hot it stung my fingers. Some dumb line from a coworker that stuck, a glance traded with a stranger at the crosswalk—and that shiver in your ribs when you realize anything could break loose. Didn’t know it then, but every one of those moments was a nail in the floorboards, keeping me anchored, letting me pretend nothing could slide out from under me. Never thought those images, those smells and sounds, would one day go strange and distant—like air you can’t breathe, or rooms you only visit in dreams.

Sometimes I’d get home so late every window was black, Derby slick and cold, the kind of wet that creeps inside your jacket and settles in your chest. Coins heavy in my pocket, bitter smoke still on my tongue from a cigarette I let die in my fingers. Somewhere, way off,

a song drifting up through the blocks—someone botching the words, but singing anyway, like it was all that kept them real. That’s the state

I loved—city stripped to a handful of lights, a few empty streets that felt like mine and mine alone. There was the kebab stand. Burnt pita and onions, the smell everywhere. The owner always clocked me, nodded, sometimes slid a bag of fries across the counter for nothing, or just held up a thumb—never asked a thing.

That was our deal: a few coins changed hands, and for a minute

I got to pretend the world was simple, and that greasy paper tasted

a little like home. Once, walking home at dawn through the dead city,

I glanced at my old digital watch—the junky one, always off by five minutes, busted strap from when it hit the gym floor. Stopped. 00:13, blinking like it had a secret. Just sat there, stubborn and blue in the dark, as if it was waiting for me to get the message. But I just shrugged—maybe it meant I should quit and sleep. Back then, everything felt too simple. The world shrunk down to numbers that meant fuck all. Now, sometimes, that scene claws back into my head, and I wonder if even then something under the surface was already starting to crack.

Some mornings I woke up before the alarm, the air heavy and wet, smelling like coffee drifting up from downstairs and dust and leftover dreams. I’d just sit on the edge of the bed, stare at the stains on the ceiling, moving slow, making toast, dragging cold butter across cheap bread, hoping the ritual would hold the world together for one more day. Lining up shoes, gulping coffee in the hallway, firing off a lazy text—“You around tonight?”—even if no one answered. Work had its own dead pulse. Fingers hammering the keyboard, monitor burning holes in my eyes, desktop a mess of windows, reminders, shit I never finished. The boss crashing in—“How’s it going?”—never really caring, just marking time.

The best ideas never showed up when I needed them—they slipped out sideways, scrawled on receipts, notebook scraps, napkins from shitty cafés, half the time lost for good in jacket pockets or washing machines. Maybe it was all routine. Maybe it was the only thing left keeping me from falling through the floor. Sometimes I wanted to drop everything and run—just vanish somewhere nobody knew my name. No plan, no baggage. Just get on the first train and leave all this stupid chaos behind—the routines that kept me standing but had stopped feeling like anything worth holding onto. But then an ordinary night would land. Someone would call, or show up unannounced, crack open the fridge and bitch that I never had a cold beer.

We’d laugh at nothing, sit in silence, each of us lost in our own little worlds, and still, somehow, it all made sense—each moment fitting together in a pattern you couldn’t repeat if you tried. There were times

I felt untouchable, like none of it would ever end. I didn’t think about things breaking. Never crossed my mind that I might wake up one day and not recognize my own life on the other side of the quiet. Never believed the world could just snap apart—no warning, no sound, nothing to tell you the ground was already crumbling. I thought I was driving, that if I just gripped the wheel tighter, hit the gas, stared my own face down in the mirror, I could keep it all together. But there are things you can’t brace for, no matter how hard you try.

Now, when I look back at those days, it’s the tiniest shit that matters most—a laugh in some club, butter melting into warm bread, the ache after a workout, the sharp salt of wind blowing in from the sea—each little piece shining brighter than anything that ever came after. These are the memories no pain can steal from me—no emptiness, no torment, no matter how deep. Before it all went to hell, I was really alive. And maybe that’s why what’s left on the other side hurts so much—where the world froze for a single second, and then just kept moving without me. But what happens next—that’s a story none of these moments can tell. From here on, it’s a whole different chapter. You never see the instant your life explodes— only the aftermath, and the silence that follows.

I didn’t know it yet, but by the time the next sunrise hit, the world would split wide open—and nothing, not even my own memories, would be safe.
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Chapter 1
“Where Light Burns”
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July was bleeding out. The city exhaled slow and heavy, like lungs worn down by too much heat. You never know which night will leave

a mark you’ll carry forever. The air clung to your skin—damp, sticky, thick with the ghost of rain and the scent of stone baked all day under

a merciless sun. Downtown shifted after dark. Gone were the washed-out facades; in their place, a hundred flickers of life ignited— streetlights buzzing to life, neon signs pulsing in colors too loud to ignore, their reflections slipping across cobblestones slick with rain.

Puddles shimmered like spilled oil. Walls sweated light. The city doesn’t care who you are—it just wants to see what you’ll survive. Tiny droplets still clung to the overhead wires, catching whatever glow they could and throwing it back in fractured sparks—little shards of fire floating in the air. The alley walls wore their scars proudly: greasy fingerprints of fries and ketchup smudged into brick, stories etched in sauce and carelessness. Steam drifted from the kebab stalls, thin and sharp, carrying the scent of burnt fat and cumin and something you couldn’t name but would follow anyway. It slid through the crowd, wrapped itself around you like a dare. The city twisted into

a labyrinth— every turn led deeper into a tangle of light, sound,

and scent.

It was easy to lose your way here, unless you knew the streets like scars on your own skin. Night poured in through every open window and door, spilling into the alleys in waves of voices and bass-heavy music. Somewhere in the distance, blue lights flashed—a police cruiser sliding past. For a second, the reflections danced across the wet pavement and made it feel like the street itself was alive—twitching and pulsing in sync with the crowd. Mark and I walked side by side, swallowed by the crowd surging first one way, then the other. Light bounced around us—sharp flashes, blinding one moment, gone the next behind another turn.

I felt a chill slip under my shirt, but it vanished just as fast—burned away by the heat pouring out of a bar door or the brush of someone’s sweaty arm as they passed, laughing, beer still sloshing in their hand.

Between the bars and clubs, bodies packed the sidewalks. Girls in light dresses and heels adjusted their hair in shopfront reflections, their moves half-conscious, like they were dancing with their own shadow. Guys strolled by with jackets slung over their shoulders—or hooked on a single finger like some kind of trophy. Groups of friends doubled over with laughter, jokes flying that only made sense tonight—punchlines born of booze and mood and heat. A guy in a hoodie stood nearby, holding a greasy carton of chips and cheese, licking molten cheddar off his fingers. Steam curled from his mouth as he bit into a fry, like his breath belonged to another season. The smells came at us from every direction.

From the open doors of fast-food joints spilled waves of thick, meaty heat—kebab grease, the sweet stink of cheesy fries, sharp hits of onion and garlic, all tangled with cheap perfume, cigarette smoke, and the stale tang of spilled beer. Sometimes the air got so saturated

I felt like I was breathing in nothing but salt and grease. It clung to your throat, soaked into your jacket, settled on your skin like you’d walked through a deep fryer. Now and then, a shout sliced through the noise— sharper than the rest, like someone calling from a block away: “Oi!” or “Mate, hurry up!” Somewhere off in the distance, someone let out

a deep, throaty laugh— then nothing. Just the low hum of conversation, and the looping rhythm of club music leaking from open doors.

A cyclist darted past us out of nowhere, plastic bag stuffed with rattling cans swinging from his handlebars. His laugh bounced off the walls like a billiard ball, ricocheting into the dark. The streets kept

twisting, pulling us deeper into the maze. Everything was lit up—too bright, almost unreal.

Every streetlamp, every neon sign spilled color across the cobblestones, bouncing off glass and rain-slicked brick, lighting up the faces of the people we passed.

The further we walked, the more the lights intensified—purple, blue, green, yellow—pulsing in rhythm, like the city was breathing through them. Puddles at our feet turned into scattered mirrors,

a shifting mosaic of color and motion. Under one neon sign, I caught my own reflection in a shop window—my face briefly glowing green, then blue, then vanishing completely into the frenzy of light.

We stopped at the corner, right where the beams of neon lights crossed paths. For a moment, the world felt unreal—like we’d stepped into someone else’s dream. I didn’t know yet, but dreams like this can cut deeper than any nightmare. Mark glanced at me with a faint grin and nodded toward the nearest doorway. We kept walking—just a little farther. Passed a group of guys cracking jokes outside a bar, and a girl spinning on the sidewalk, showing off dance moves like the whole street was her stage. A fine mist hung in the air, softening everything, making the lights spill wider, blurrier. Each step felt slower, heavier—like time itself had thickened, slowing down just enough to let you absorb

every detail.

Then we stepped inside the club. The bouncer gave us a simple nod, and just like that, the lights flared brighter, and a wave of heat and sound rolled over us from the very first step in. Everything hit us at once—the thick smell of sweaty bodies, the pounding bass, another wave of cheesy fries and grilled kebab grease. It crashed over us like surf, hot and full and alive. The wet tiles at the entrance left damp prints on our soles, and the walls—lit up in wild, pulsing colors—were cool to the touch, like stone inside a fever dream. In here, the lights cut deeper. Every color pulsed like it had its own heartbeat. Every face looked somehow different— sharper, truer. I caught the sweat glistening on dancers’ foreheads, the smudge of lipstick on a girl’s lips by the bar, the bartender’s hand wiping down a glass to the rhythm of the music, like

it was all part of some hypnotic loop.

Back then, I didn’t know—just how much this night would change everything. The club was thick with bodies and sound, the air heavy, crushed by music squeezing out the last drops of bass from the speakers. Strobe lights sliced through the dark—short, violent flashes that revealed only fragments of reality: a face caught mid-motion, the blurred shape of someone dancing dead center on the floor, a streak of sweat glinting on the bartender’s neck. Waves of heat tangled with blasts of AC, as if the club couldn’t decide whether to set everyone on fire or freeze them where they stood. Mark was right beside me, taking a swig of beer that somehow tasted more bitter than usual. People drifted past like shadows in a dream— shoulders bumping, elbows brushing, someone splashing a few drops of their drink onto my shoe.

A quick “Sorry, mate!” and they vanished into the crowd, pushed along by whoever came next. Everyone was here for something to dance, to forget, or just to feel fucking alive. I drifted away from the dance floor for a second, trying to catch my breath at the bar. My fingers slid across the wet counter as I struggled not to drop what was left of my beer. From the speakers came another radio hit—the same one blasting in every other club across the city. For a while, I just watched people. A girl in a red dress fixing her lipstick. A guy in a cap snapping photos of his friends. The bartender sliding someone a drink, then, without a word, wiping up

a sticky spill on the counter. That’s when they showed up—two guys who didn’t seem to belong here from the start.

Not every threat wears a mask. Sometimes it just waits for

the beat to drop. One had a buzz cut, his jaw clenched so tight you could see the muscle twitching near his ear. The other scanned the room like a twitchy camera, eyes wide, too wide—everything about him felt overclocked. They were dressed normal enough, but something about their movements was off—too sharp, like they were fighting the place with every step. First, they walked past—too close. Then again, this time stopping right across from me. They started talking—harmless lines, the kind you could usually ignore: “Where you from, mate?”

“Hot in here, yeah?” “Don’t I know you from somewhere?” But their voices were too loud, too deliberate—didn’t match the lazy murmur of club chatter.

I tried to brush it off, moved a step away with my beer—but they followed, sticking to me like a shadow, eyes locked on mine. At some point, Mark slipped out of sight. He tossed a quick “Heading to the loo” over his shoulder, but before I could even answer, the crowd had already swallowed him whole. I was alone. Drowned in noise, light, and the growing pressure of those two. I tried to defuse it with a joke

“Easy, boys. We’re here to have a good time, not start a scene.” But they didn’t bite. Instead, they doubled down— stepping into my space, lowering their voices, like they were plotting something the rest of the club wasn’t supposed to hear. I turned away, moved deeper into the crowd, hoping to lose them in the swirl of bodies.

The lights strobed harder, and for a second, the whole room slowed— faces in fragments, hands blurred in motion, colors bleeding across the walls like wet paint. I let myself believe, just for a beat, that maybe they’d given up. But then— they were there again, closer than before. So close I could smell their breath— beer, minty gum, and something else I couldn’t place. Something raw. Suddenly, everything sped up. One of them shoved me back against the wall. The other stepped in from the side, cutting off any chance of slipping away. That familiar tension hit my muscles— the one that always knew when shit was about to go south. I tried to pull back, mutter something like,

“Come on, guys, that’s not what this is,” but they weren’t listening anymore.

Their bodies were solid—rock-solid. And in their eyes, I saw nothing. Just flat, empty space. I stopped looking for words. Tried asking—calm, direct— to leave me alone. But they didn’t hear me. Or maybe they did— and that only pushed them further. Their eyes were glassy, jaws locked. They stood so close I could feel their breath against my cheeks. Warm. Sharp. Pressing. I had no choice but to move.

Slipped to the other side of the room, hoping that clear distance would be enough of a message. But seconds later, they were back. Same tone. Same poking. Same game.

This time, they leaned in—close enough to brush foreheads. No more space. No more buffer. Just pure tension, pressing in from every side.

And then something in me snapped. I grabbed one by the back of the neck with one hand, the other with the other—fast, hard, automatic. The strength I’d built over years in the gym just surfaced, like a reflex I’d forgotten I owned. I squeezed, like I could crush the air straight out of their lungs. Lifted them both— like they weighed nothing. One of them let out a scream—and then I felt it—teeth sinking into my chest. Rage and pain collided, and I squeezed even harder, fingers trembling, but I didn’t let go. Then—without warning—something hard cracked against the back of my skull. A white flash. Then dark. I let go, reflexively, and the second I did, their hands were on me. They shoved—full force, both of them.

I lost my balance. The world spun—lights blurring, everything in motion. I was falling. But even mid-fall, my fist lashed out—a wild, brutal hook aimed at one of them. I don’t know if it landed, but something broke in the air. Then—just the hard floor against my back. The cold, sticky surface of the club’s tiles, and a downpour of kicks crashing over me like rain. I tried to protect my head, shield my face with my arms. Pulled my knees to my chest. Curled into myself— instinct, survival, nothing else. Boots slammed into my ribs, my thighs, my arms. One caught the side of my head. Another hit my back. There were more of them now— many more. I counted ten feet—ten different sources of pain. Ten directions all at once.

It all moved in this strange slow-motion—like the club had paused, and only the lights kept bleeding across the walls. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mark. Walking away. Slipping into the crowd.

Leaving. Not even looking back. For a second, I felt completely alone— surrounded by screams, kicks, and the pure, polished indifference of everyone around me.

The bouncers stared through glass like it wasn’t happening. People stood off to the side. No one moved. And then— a scream.

High-pitched. Furious. Female.

“Leave him alone!” Her voice cut through the air sharper than the music. One last kick to the head, a final goodbye, and then everything went still. The attackers were gone. The crowd parted slightly.

The lights flickered, like they’d switched to a different rhythm.

I lay there for a few more seconds, breathing shallow, fighting the pain, trying to make sense of what had just happened. This is the moment nobody prepares you for—the silence right after your world cracks open. Then I felt a warm hand on my shoulder. A girl leaned over me—British. Long blonde hair falling into her face.

“Don’t get up,” she said softly. But I did anyway. Adrenaline beat out common sense. She handed me my wallet—must’ve dropped it during the scuffle.

“You dropped this,” she said calmly. Every part of me still burned, and I wanted to chase after them, to finish it. But then she wrapped her arms around me, tight, like she was afraid I’d actually go.

“Stay. Don’t go yet,” she whispered, not letting go of my hand.

I had to. I gave her a faint smile and just said,

“I have to go.” I stepped outside. The attackers were already gone. Only Mark was there, leaning against the wall like nothing had happened.

“Where were you?!” I shouted, a mix of anger and disbelief boiling up inside me, because I still couldn’t believe this is how  it went down.

A little further down the street, two officers stood on patrol.

I made my way toward them, breathing hard, barely staying upright.

It was only then—standing in that mix of flashing lights, cold air, and the numbing indifference of the night—that I began to realize how much had shifted. The officers looked at me with dead eyes, like night shifts had dulled their ability to register someone else’s pain.

My words came out hoarse, one by one, like I still had dust and floor-taste stuck in my mouth. I gave them the whole scene— the kicks, the shouting, the crowd frozen in place, the faces I couldn’t hold onto because the hits and the lights had come from every angle. I tried to point out the attackers, but all I could remember were fragments—

an arm, a sliver of fabric, a checkered shirt that burned in my memory like an exclamation mark. Still, they walked over to some guy, asked if he’d been in a fight. He said no without flinching, like the word guilt didn’t even exist in his vocabulary. And then—my right eye went dark. Just like that. Like someone shut off the power. Everything around me blurred.

Streetlights and shadows swirled in a milky haze. The world lost its shape— lines melting, edges bleeding, like I was looking through glass smeared with tears. I turned to the officers, pressing a hand to my temple, told them something was clearly wrong and asked if they could call an ambulance. One of them gave me a look—half pity, half boredom. The other was already turning away.

“We’re not authorized for that. Just grab a cab. Hospital’s close.”

Something inside me snapped. My voice rasped as I demanded to speak with their superior. They couldn’t brush it off anymore. I heard them report it in over the radio, flat and robotic. While they spoke, I lit a cigarette— held it between fingers that were starting to tremble.

The smoke tasted different this time. Dry. Laced with blood and adrenaline. Everything was too sharp. Too vivid. Like I was the only living thing in a theater built for ghosts. A few minutes later, a bigger patrol pulled up. Their headlights spilled across the wet asphalt, casting nervous waves of blue that shimmered in the puddles like broken glass.

One of the new cops stepped in closer. He listened—really listened. Told me not to worry.

“Ambulance is already on the way.”

But then the smoke from my cigarette twisted in my lungs, turned bitter. Metallic.

Like I’d just overdosed on adrenaline, fatigue, and every raw second of this night. I was sitting on the curb, hands shaking just slightly, cigarette dangling between my fingers.

Beneath my boots, a sticky puddle pulsed with blue light, like the street itself was breathing.

Time dragged, one slow-motion minute after another. Then the ambulance burst into view—red lights flaring like sirens in my skull, flashing so hard they burned through my eyelids. The medics moved fast—efficient, detached. You could tell this wasn’t their first fucked-up Friday night. One of them pressed gauze to my eye.

“Hold it. Don’t let go.” I felt it soak through—hot, thick. And

I had to look. Couldn’t help it. I peeled back a corner, and watched

a dark red stain bloom across the white, spreading like oil in water.

“Where the hell’s all that blood from?” I asked, teeth clenched. One of the medics shot me a look—half disbelief, half scan for brain damage.

“You serious? You’ve got a cut over your eye. Deep one.”

I blinked at him through blurred glass and pulsing shadow, my thoughts dripping down the inside of my skull like sweat. The word cut didn’t land soft. It hit like a stamp. Final. Cold. Fucking permanent. I tried to figure out how much blood I could lose before something inside me just... stopped. I sat in the back of the ambulance, head leaned against

a cold plastic headrest. Outside the window, the lights spun red streaks across the night, and I kept my fingers clamped around the edge of the gauze, feeling the heat of the wound pulsing beneath. Inside, it was quiet— except for the soft whirr of machines and the quick, clipped language of trained hands doing their job.

Then the doors slammed open. The slap of hospital air hit my face like another blow. Cold. Clinical. They led me through a maze of bright lights and stained floors.

The smell was sterile, but laced with old coffee and something chemical—maybe disinfectant, but to me it just smelled like wrong. Like a place I didn’t belong.

I stared at the floor tiles, not because they were interesting, but because it helped me not to think about how many more times that night someone would touch me—nurse, doctor, needle. In the treatment room, I sat down on a metal chair. Blood had already dried on my eyebrow and cheek.

A nurse walked in, gave me a look that landed somewhere between pity and fatigue. She’d seen hundreds of faces like mine.

Gently, she peeled the gauze away, took a quick look at the wound, murmured something under her breath, and left to fetch the doctor. He showed up almost immediately—a young guy in a blue coat, confident hands, no small talk. Before saying a word, he grabbed

a steel tray from the cabinet, started lining up tools—thread, needles, vials of lidocaine.

“We’re stitching,” he said simply. I gripped the back of the chair, feeling the cold sting of disinfectant spill across my skin—burning deeper than anything else so far. The anesthetic didn’t kick in right away. I felt every movement: the push of the needle, the burn of the thread sliding through, that strange sensation—like someone trying to sew cloth that just wouldn’t cooperate. At some point I muttered, more to myself than to anyone:

“I also got bitten. By a person.” The female doctor in the corner raised an eyebrow. The nurse let out a short laugh. The doctor looked up, waiting for the punchline.

“I’m serious,” I said, a spike of irritation slipping out.

“No joke.” They didn’t believe me. Not until he finished stitching. Then I asked them to look. Lifted my shirt. Right there, across my chest—a deep, sunken mark. Teeth. Clearly human. Swollen. Raw. For a moment, the room went quiet.

“Fuck...” Someone muttered under their breath. That’s when the laughter stopped. The doctor ordered a tetanus shot.

No warning—just the needle sliding into my arm, and the cold sting of the fluid spreading under the skin. I asked how many stitches. He said twelve. Tight, clean, to keep the scarring down. Then came the paperwork. Quick instructions. A signature on some slip. The hallway felt twice as long now. The lights were harsher. And my body—it didn’t feel like mine anymore. Felt like I’d left it somewhere on the floor of that club. I stepped outside. The city had gone still, thick with moisture. The few cars that passed drifted through intersections like ghosts.

I never saw Mark again that night. I walked home slowly. Every step echoed with dull pain—from the fresh cut above my eye, and from something deeper, something no one else could see. I reached my apartment, turned the key, and stepped into the dark.

It smelled like dust, stale tobacco, and the leftover weight of yesterday. I sat on the edge of the bed. My fingers still trembled. The silence wrapped around me like a cocoon—the kind that lets you hear every single thought in your head. It was over. And somehow, everything was just beginning. I lay still for a while, waiting for the tension to fade, but the thoughts wouldn’t let go. Sleep hovered just out of reach, and the line between dream and waking thinned with every heartbeat. My eyes shut on their own. The world slipped away. At some point, I stopped feeling the bed beneath me. Suddenly, I was somewhere else. A city—but hollowed out. Drained of everything that made it breathe. Overhead stretched a sky the color of faded blood, ripped through with smears of ash and smoke—like something had burned here long ago and the smoke had nowhere left to go, just hung, trapped between dead rooftops.

The air was thick. Dry. Coated in grit and something sweet and metallic—a taste like rust on your tongue. I walked slowly, my boots crunching over cracked pavement choked with weeds. Half-buried in the concrete were the bones of bicycles, twisted shopping carts, road signs so rusted they looked like they’d bled out.

The sand beneath me was deep, yellow and dry, each step leaving behind a sharp print, like I was walking through the ghost of a memory. For a moment, I had the sense the place was listening. Not watching—listening. As if my footsteps were the only thing left with weight in this world. The apartment blocks on either side stood silent, sealed long ago, forgotten like the names of the people who once lived there.

Paint peeled in long curls. Underneath it, old colors faded to almost nothing. White that used to be green. Blue turned to bone. Some windows still clung to shredded curtains, ripped and fluttering without wind. The sills were buried in dust and the curled remains of dead leaves. 

In one window, someone had left behind a tiny plastic soldier, half-melted into the filth, frozen in place like a guard who never got relieved. I passed a grocery store. Its front window was fractured in several places, splinters spreading like veins through dirty glass. Old posters clung to it— a concert ad for a show that never happened, a missing cat no one would ever find, a torn notice curling in on itself like it wanted to disappear.

Then I saw it. THE RIFT Smeared in red. Not painted—smeared. As if someone had dragged their fingers across the glass in panic, writing with blood or rust or both. Right beside it, scratched into the wall: DON’T LOOK BACK I kept walking. Everything around me felt off-balance, like the world had shifted three degrees to the left.

I passed a bench. On it: a porcelain mug with a broken handle. Inside—nothing but the hardened crust of old coffee, stuck to the bottom like fossilized memory. Near the bench, newspapers scattered like dead birds—faded, shredded, photos peeling off like skin under boiling rain. One page flapped open long enough for me to catch a glimpse: “SYSTEM RIFT–DO NOT RETURN” The rest was lost, soaked in a rain that must’ve fallen years ago.

Signs of ordinary life were everywhere— but nothing moved. Everything was caught mid-breath. A kid’s backpack slumped against

a wall, zipper open. Inside: a few cheap plastic figurines, covered in gray dust like they’d been buried.

A loop of keys hung from a nail beside a stairwell door—swaying slightly, though there was no wind. A single shoe left on the steps.

Too small. Too quiet.

The kind of quiet that makes your skin crawl. I stepped up to the entrance of one of the buildings. Put my hand on the door handle. It was cold. Sticky with grime. It didn’t resist—just creaked open like it had been waiting too long. Inside: darkness, and the thick, sick-sweet stink of damp. From somewhere upstairs, a sound.

One thud. A falling book. A shifting object. Or something that had never really stopped breathing.

I took a few steps in, my fingers dragging along the wall— dust clinging to my palm like ash. Then I stopped. A chill slid down my spine. The silence wasn’t silence—it was weight. And it pressed into my skull until I had to turn back. Outside, the street felt wider than before. Above the rooftops, something flickered. Maybe a bird. Maybe a torn plastic bag. Maybe not. Across the street, at a dead bus stop, a mangled bicycle lay twisted—its wheels bent like broken bones. From the handlebars hung a heavy bag, sagging, dripping slow tension. I didn’t want to know what was inside. I stopped for a second and glanced behind me. In one of the archways, swallowed by the dark, a figure appeared—a tall silhouette in a long coat, face hidden beneath a hood. Most of it was wrapped in bandages; only the eyes were visible—pale, almost luminescent, fixed on me like twin shards of cold glass. The figure didn’t move, but I felt it watching me, as if it was waiting for something. Between us hung a silence so dense it could crack.

On the wall beside it, written in streaks of fading red, were the words: ONLY WHAT COULD ENDURE REMAINS. Letters smeared like old blood, already half-buried beneath layers of dust and time. I took a few steps toward him, and the air thickened—as if the whole street had begun to resist me. My feet dragged, my breath grew shallow.

Everything felt dense, sluggish. I stopped. Then, from a nearby doorway, a woman stepped out—translucent, glowing faintly.

Her features shimmered with something familiar, but unreachable, like a memory from another life. She raised her hand.

Her voice drifted to me like smoke.

“Not yet.” Before I could move, the entire world around me dissolved. The buildings, the sky, the cold eyes—they all unraveled like ink in water. I gasped, eyes snapping open. My heart was hammering in my chest like it didn’t know where it belonged. For a long moment,

I didn’t move. The air in the room was thick, almost damp. Light leaked through a gap in the curtains—too bright, too real. My skin was cold with sweat, but my mouth was dry.

I tried to breathe. Short. Shallow. The echo of that place still clung to my bones. It had only been a dream. But my body disagreed. Pain bloomed down my ribs, my neck stiff, my eyebrow throbbing like it had been nailed in place. I pushed myself upright, limbs stiff and unfamiliar, like I’d borrowed someone else’s flesh. My balance faltered.

I stood, stumbled toward the bathroom, flipped on the light. The mirror didn’t lie. Dark bruises. Torn skin. The stitches looked brutal, like a warning carved into me. I leaned over the sink, splashed my face with cold water. The sting brought me back, but just barely. That world wasn’t done with me yet. And I wasn’t done with it either. Sunday. Outside, the world barely moved. Just a distant child’s scream, the jingle of keys hitting a doormat—then silence again.

I boiled water for coffee, sat down with the cup between my hands, and stared at the wall. Every sip had a metallic taste, like something inside refused to dissolve. I tried reading the news, but the letters jumped and flickered like static. My mind kept circling back to the night before—the club, the fight, the hospital... and that dream. Still lodged somewhere behind my eyes, where no logic could reach it. The days that followed blurred together—work, errands, bills, hollow phone calls. From the outside, everything looked normal. Inside, something pulsed. The pain was always there now—sometimes drilling through my skull at dawn, sometimes waking me like a siren in the night.

I moved through the days half-awake, half-present. As if I existed beside myself. A ghost in my own skin. After a while, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to get checked. The doctor barely looked at me.

He adjusted his glasses, waved it off, scribbled a referral. CT scan.

The result? Microbleed.

“It’ll absorb on its own. Nothing to worry about, young man. Happens all the time.”

I walked out of the clinic pissed off. And scared. No one likes to hear something ruptured in their head, even if everyone keeps saying it’s “not serious.” I started living like I owed time something. Work. Home. Takeaway coffee. Background conversations.

Nighttime shows I didn’t remember watching. And when the pain returned, I’d just sit there and stare at the wall, waiting for it to pass.

Eventually, I stopped reacting. I learned to ignore the signals. Because I had to keep moving. Had to keep functioning. Three months passed. It seemed like things were slowly going back to normal. And then came the day when everything cracked wide open. I thought I’d already survived the worst. I had no idea what was waiting for me on the other side. But even before the world split apart, something had already shifted. That was the night I first met Natalie. She showed up just as summer was starting to fade, like a dare from the universe that maybe not everything had to hurt. She was short—barely up to my chin, always in sneakers, her blond hair almost too bright under the city lights.

When she laughed, she wrinkled her nose and let out this ridiculous snort—unapologetic, like happiness was something she owed nobody. Natalie moved through the world like she knew everyone was watching, and maybe she liked it a little too much. Guys turned their heads. Girls rolled their eyes. I was hooked from the first stupid joke she made at my expense— and by the time I realized I was falling, she was already halfway out the door, grinning at some private joke only she could hear. For a while, she made the days softer, the nights shorter.

I didn’t know yet how much losing her would burn.

I only knew that something about her felt like a promise—one the world had no intention of keeping. You never see the break

coming—not until you’re standing on the wrong side of it.
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Chapter 2
“Still Here”
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It was supposed to be just another day. Some days change you before you even know you’re being rewritten. But something was already off in that very first sentence. Not in how it sounded—something was wrong in the body. Like the skin had been stitched too tight, or maybe inside-out. As if whatever lived beneath the surface had started to twist, slowly, silently. Not pain—at least not yet. More like a thought trying to stand up while the body stayed limp in bed. A slow unfurling of something you couldn’t name. I got up later than usual. The light in the room was strange—cooler, almost milky. It slanted in through the window at an odd angle, suggesting late morning, maybe early afternoon.

I couldn’t be sure. Time felt diluted, stretched thin like someone had poured it out too far, and that it now coated the walls in

a translucent film. Every movement felt just a fraction off, like the air itself had thickened overnight. It’s not always pain that warns you—sometimes it’s the quiet glitch under your skin. The smell of coffee—already stale—itched at my nose like it didn’t belong. The mug stood on the counter, but not where I’d left it the night before. Still warm. Natalie’s hand hovered above the table, fingers twitching slightly as she gripped the handle and lifted it without a word. I couldn’t remember if I’d kissed her that morning. Or whether she’d said anything while I was waking up.

She was there, but distant—like a photo in a catalog. Pretty. Composed. But flat, without edges. When she moved, the sound lagged behind her, like the room had trouble catching up.

“I bought yogurt,” she said.

“But it tastes... weird.” I looked. Same brand. Same packaging. But the color? Watered down. Like someone had rinsed out the flavor.

“Maybe the world’s ending,” I muttered.

“Maybe it already has,” she said, without inflection, and drifted into the bathroom. I flicked the kettle on. The water hissed, but never boiled—like it was hesitating. On the table lay a flyer, open to a page of phones I’d never want. I flipped through it without seeing a thing.

My mind was somewhere else—nowhere. I glanced at the clock.
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