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MINUTE 1


He woke with a start, but not violently—like a computer booting after a power outage. Rajveer Singh opened his eyes into the flat gray of early morning, where time had no shape and the city outside pulsed like a dying organism. The room was still, too still, like a photograph mislabeled as memory.

Something was wrong.

Not the kind of wrong that kicks in doors or floods the room with blood and sirens. No. This was quiet. Surgical. A misalignment so subtle it felt borrowed. It was the kind of wrong that lived in the spaces between things—in the stale air, the creaking walls, the pulse that didn’t feel like his.

His body woke before his mind. Muscles obeyed, but with delay, as if relaying signals through a translator. Limbs moved with the clumsy precision of someone recalling how to be human. There was no clarity. Only the awful, meticulous weight of being observed—by something. Or maybe by nothing.

The ceiling fan clicked in monotonous rhythm. One. Two. Three. It was too loud. Not mechanically, but intentionally—each tick like a countdown he hadn’t agreed to. Even his own breathing sounded foreign. Wet. Disconnected. A sound track misaligned with the film.

He stared at his hands, palms up, fingers half-curled like claws forgotten by evolution. Too pale. Veins drawn in too dark, like pen lines traced by someone guessing anatomy. A twitch in his right thumb caught his eye. Repetitive. Mechanical. It wasn’t pain—it was wrongness. The kind that worms into you and stays long after the mirror forgets.

"What the hell is happening to me?"

He didn’t speak it. Not really. His mouth formed the words, but his voice lacked weight, like a transmission from another room. He sat up slowly. The floor beneath him let out a long, aching creak—like old bones adjusting in their grave.

The apartment hadn’t changed. That’s what disturbed him most.

Stacks of disordered files leaned like condemned architecture against nicotine-stained walls. A desk, long surrendered to entropy, bore the scabs of late-night scribbles, coffee rings, and forgotten mail. It all looked exactly the same. Which only made the change more absolute. The air had congealed. Something had entered. Something had stayed.

On the far wall, a photograph curled under the weight of time. Torn from a magazine, yellowed at the edges. A woman stared back—eyes too knowing, mouth set in a pose people mistake for happiness. He didn’t remember her name. Maybe he never knew it. Maybe he never loved her. Maybe he was incapable. Love, after all, was a story people told themselves to explain obsession.

He stood. Slowly. Vertigo nipped at the back of his skull. His legs remembered what balance looked like, but not how to achieve it. He drifted to the window like an astronaut to a viewing port.

New Delhi buzzed on the other side of the glass. Relentless. Chaotic. Ugly in the way only something necessary can be. Traffic snarled like a wounded animal. Neon signs flickered in desperate Morse code. A siren wailed—ambulance or police, he couldn’t tell. Did it matter? Noise without consequence. Motion without direction.

But something was wrong with the sound. It came muted. Distant. Like the city had folded in on itself and he was outside the perimeter. An observer now. Not a participant.

The glass was cold beneath his palm. Not from temperature—but from neglect. From the absence of being touched for too long. He stared at his reflection, faint and fractured by grime. A face stared back. Recognizable, but unconfirmed. There were no details. Just features. A mannequin given just enough humanity to provoke revulsion.

In that moment, he felt it—subtle, unshakable: the certainty that something had started. Not a new day. Not a new thought. Something deeper. Like a fracture in his own mind. An itch beneath the skin of reality.

There would be no returning to normal.

Normal had died quietly. Without witnesses.

And then, as if reality had been holding its breath, something exhaled—without sound, without shape—and slipped in through the seams.

And then came the whisper.

Not sound. Not voice. Just presence—distilled into vibration. Something surgical that sliced through the gray matter like a wire pulled taut between memory and madness.

“Look outside, Rajveer.”

Not heard. Not spoken. It bloomed directly behind his eyes. Crisp. Too crisp. Like interference caught between two dying radio towers, a signal mutating mid-transmission. It wasn’t asking. It was instructing.

He stopped breathing.

Every hair on his arms stiffened, static against the sweat-soaked skin. The air in the apartment thickened—more weight than temperature. The kind of air you notice only when it’s watching you.

He didn’t turn. Not immediately. He waited. Listened. But the whisper didn’t repeat itself. It didn’t need to.

Slowly, like a puppet second-guessing its strings, he turned to the window again.

The street was still there.

Pedestrians moved. Vehicles snarled past in metal procession. Honks, distant and impatient, faded into one another like background radiation. It was the same city it had always been—overheated, exhausted, functional. But now, it pulsed differently.

Something beneath the rhythm had begun to rot.

It wasn’t a visual shift. It was tonal. Structural. Like a building whose foundation had cracked, but the facade remained untouched. The people outside walked with purpose, but none of it felt real. None of it felt earned.

His stomach turned with mechanical detachment—an organ reacting to signals the brain hadn’t processed. The air was wrong. The light was wrong. Time was wrong. Hours could have passed. Or seconds. He no longer trusted the distinction. Everything folded inward now. Collapsing, but quietly.

He caught movement near the doorway. The mirror. Simple, rectangular, smudged by fingerprints long since dried. His reflection was there, unremarkable. Same shape, same posture. But the eyes—

They didn’t blink.

He froze. That primal stillness born not from fear, but from disbelief. He blinked again. This time, the reflection followed suit. Obedient. But the damage was already done. The illusion—no, the narrative—had fractured.

He was still Rajveer Singh.

But that wasn’t enough anymore.

He turned from the mirror like a man leaving a crime scene and staggered toward the kitchenette. His legs moved with effort, as if denying muscle memory. One step. Two. Grip the counter. Anchor yourself.

The kettle sat on the stove. Polished, sterile. He filled it with water, each droplet hitting the metal like a drumbeat echoing in a cathedral. The gas hissed to life, and the flame ignited with a mechanical sigh. A familiar ritual, performed daily—comforting in its repetition, damning in its inability to restore meaning.

He measured the coffee with clinical precision. One spoon. Two. The metal clinked against glass like a clock winding down. The aroma rose—acidic, bitter, sharp. The smell of pretense. Of pretending things could be normal if you just played along.

He lifted the mug, rubbed it between his palms as if the warmth might offer confession. It didn’t. He drank. Hot. Bitter. Too bitter. The caffeine hit like a jolt to the brainstem. For a moment—less than a breath—everything aligned. A false clarity. A steady frame before the footage deteriorated again.

The mug hit the counter with a soft thunk. He leaned into the surface. Cool laminate. Chipped edges. A crack along the side like a fracture in bone. He traced it with his fingertip. Something about it made sense.

The fridge hummed behind him—steady, dull, unbothered. Outside, the city screamed its usual language. Horns. Engines. A motorbike peeled away into the morning, its roar retreating into static. These were constants. Environmental noise mistaken for meaning.

His hand curled around the counter’s edge. Tight. White-knuckled. He counted the beats of his heart. Too fast. Too shallow. His body responded like it knew something he didn’t.

Monday.

The word came uninvited.

Deadlines. Files. Anomalies. Statistical ghosts waiting on hard drives. People pretending their lives mattered by scheduling them into grids. His life—ordinary, predictable. Safe.

But none of that felt true anymore.

There, beneath the surface of normal, was a crack. A line too fine to notice unless you were already looking for it. But now that he’d seen it—heard it—it was everywhere.

He wasn’t unraveling. Not yet. This was something worse.

He was changing.

And whatever had whispered to him hadn’t just found a way in.

It had always been there.

Waiting.

So he did what people do when haunted by something they can’t confront—he got ready for the day, pretending the ritual still meant something.


He swallowed hard, the act mechanical, his throat suddenly aware of itself—too dry, too tight, as if he'd ingested dust instead of breath. His eyes lingered on the window for a fraction too long. Outside, the city continued without hesitation. Unaware. Indifferent.
A machine that didn’t notice the absence of a single cog.


He turned away.

The kettle shrieked just as he reached it—an accusatory whistle, sharp and sudden. He silenced it with a flick of the wrist, the sound dying too quickly, like a sentence cut short mid-confession. He didn’t reach for the mug again. It waited there, still steaming, still offering warmth. He left it untouched. Heat, in this moment, felt like seduction. A trap disguised as comfort.

His fingers worked through the buttons of his shirt—one, two, three. Methodical. Reassuring in its repetition. Each button slid through its hole with the precision of someone performing a task not just out of habit, but out of need. He moved through the routine as if trying to remember who he was before the whisper, before the mirror, before whatever this was had cracked his internal compass.

In the bathroom, he brushed his teeth, the bristles grinding against enamel. Mint and blood and silence. He raised his head. The reflection waited.

Same face. Same eyes. But now, behind the eyes, something else.

A question.

Why does this feel like rehearsal?

Not déjà vu. More rehearsed. Like he was standing in for someone else, reciting lines in a life that had already been performed by someone better suited for it.

He shut off the bathroom light.

The click echoed louder than expected.

He grabbed his coat from the hook beside the door. The collar was worn raw, threads pulling loose like veins fraying under skin. Faint coffee stains on the lining. A tear near the hem that had never been stitched. Two winters old. Bought on sale. Functional. Reliable. A survivor of too many commutes and just enough breakdowns.

He hesitated.

Hand on the doorknob.

That pause stretched. Long enough for the world to reorganize itself. He drew in a breath—rain, car exhaust, concrete dust, hot metal. Delhi's signature perfume. His lungs accepted it like medication. This was what morning smelled like. Always had.

But this morning, it felt like he was smelling it for the first time through someone else’s nose.

He opened the door.

The hallway light hummed overhead, fluorescent and hostile. It buzzed with the indifference of institutions and morgues. White paint peeled in silent strips from the walls, exposing the beige beneath. Stains bloomed across the ceiling like water-damaged bruises.

The familiar greeted him with its usual hostility.

He walked.

Narrow corridor. Uneven tiles. Water dripped in the distance. An electrical box rattled every few seconds. His coat weighed down his shoulders just enough to remind him he was still here. The strap of his bag dug into muscle memory. The railing, cool and rough, met his hand without resistance.

Down the stairs. One floor. Then another.

Each footstep echoed back, louder than the last. Like something was following him. Or like the stairwell was coughing up its secrets in reply.

He reached the ground floor. The door groaned open.

And the city swallowed him.

Noise. Heat. Human friction. Vendors shouting into voids. Horns pressing their trauma into the morning air. Two-wheelers weaving through metal chaos. A dog barking at nothing. Someone yelling at someone else. A child crying somewhere behind it all.

He stopped.

Not because he needed to, but because the moment demanded it. He inhaled again, slower this time. Not for oxygen. For confirmation.

This is still real.

This is still my life.

He started walking.

Each step, deliberate. Controlled. Like he was testing the ground for traps. His breath was measured, evenly spaced, as if counting between tremors.

You’re fine.

The words repeated like a chant.

You’re fine.

But his body knew better. Beneath the soles of his shoes, the sidewalk trembled. Barely. Subtly. Not enough for others to notice. But enough for him. Like the world’s surface was a film stretched over something restless and wrong.
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