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For every version of yourself you had to abandon just to survive this world.

And for the ones still fighting to be seen.
Every version of me is a door.

I just never knew which one would open…

and which one would let the monster in.
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Preface




I don’t remember the night I lost my eyes.

People tell me it was an accident.
A crash.
A fall.
A moment of bad luck wrapped in darkness.

But when I close my eyes—
when the world disappears—
I see things I have never lived.

I taste blood that was never in my mouth.
I feel dirt under my nails from a forest I’ve never touched.
I hear someone running—
feet pounding, breath ragged—
as if I am the one being chased.

I wake up trembling.
Tired. Sore.
Like I fought for my life in a dream that wasn’t mine.

Every morning I tell myself these sensations are hallucinations.
Symptoms of trauma.
Fragments of a memory too broken to hold.

But there is a girl’s voice in the dark.

Sometimes she whispers my name like a prayer.
Other times like a warning.
And each time I hear her, my chest tightens in a way I can’t explain.

I don’t know her.

I shouldn’t.

But my body reacts like it remembers her grief.

Like it remembers losing her.
Like it remembers dying for her.

And then there is him.

The footsteps behind me.
The breath on my neck.
The shadow that moves even when I don’t.
I never see him, but I know he is there—
waiting, patient, familiar.

People say you can’t fear a man you’ve never met.

But what if the man you fear is the one you used to be?

What if he is the reason you can’t walk?
What if he is the reason you can’t see?
What if he is not finished with you yet?

I don’t remember what happened the night everything went dark.

But something tells me—
with a certainty that doesn’t feel like mine—
that the moment I finally remember…

…it will already be too late.

For me.
For her.

For whoever I become when the memories return.


Prologue




He is running.

Branches claw at his arms, tearing thin cuts into his skin.

His lungs burn, each breath sharp and raw, like air scraping through cracked ribs.

Mud splashes under his feet. Roots rise like traps.

Every stride is agony.

He doesn’t dare slow down.

Because behind him—
steady, patient, unhurried—
someone follows.


He hears the footsteps.

Not rushing.
Not stumbling.
Not chasing.

Just following.

Like the hunter already knows how this ends.

A sharp pain fires through his side.

He presses a hand against his ribs, feels something warm — blood seeping through his shirt.

When did he get hurt?

He can’t remember.
He can’t remember anything except the fear.

He stumbles over a fallen branch and nearly collapses.

He catches himself with a gasp, hands sinking into wet soil.

His fingers tremble.
His vision blurs.

He forces himself upright.

He keeps running.
He must.
He has no choice.

A branch snaps behind him.

Close. Too close.

He veers left, feet sliding in mud, shoulder slamming into a tree trunk hard enough to knock the breath from his lungs.

Pain lances up his neck.

He groans but keeps going.

He can’t stop.

His heartbeat roars in his ears.
His breath breaks into a sob.

He wipes his eyes—
he’s crying, he didn’t even notice—
and the world tilts.

He’s losing strength.
He can feel it.
His legs shake.
His knees buckle.

He’s not going to make it.

He knows that.

He hears the footsteps again.

Still patient.
Still calm.
Still closing the gap at exactly the right pace.

The hunter doesn’t need to run.
The hunter knows he will fall.

And he does.

His foot catches on a root.

He hits the ground hard, gravel tearing into his palms, breath knocked out of him.

He tries to push himself up.

His arms give out.

He collapses again, coughing, tasting blood.

His breath trembles.

His heart shatters under terror.

The footsteps stop behind him.

Silence.

Heavy. Suffocating. Final.

He squeezes his eyes shut.

Not because he’s given up— but because he is terrified to see the face behind him.

He hears breathing.

Not rushed. Not angry.
Just… familiar.
Too familiar.

A shadow kneels beside him.

He feels the presence like a cold hand pressed to his spine.

A voice speaks softly near his ear:

“You can’t outrun what you are.”

Rishi whimpers.

“Please… I don’t understand—”


“You will,” the voice promises.

A hand cups the side of his jaw.

Gentle.
Almost affectionate.

Rishi’s breath catches painfully.

The voice lowers.

“Goodbye.”

Darkness drops over him like a curtain.

The last thing he hears is his own heartbeat faltering.
The last thing he feels is the earth beneath his cheek turning cold.


Chapter 1. The Footsteps in the Dark




Sweat collected in beads along Rishi’s forehead long before he woke.

It trickled down his temples, soaking into the pillow, dampening his hair.

His hands—always cold in reality—were clenched with a strength he didn’t know he still possessed, fingers twisting the edge of the blanket as if he were hanging on to something… or trying to keep something out.

His body jerked.

A groan escaped him—low at first, then tightening into a choked, suffocated sound.

He turned his head violently to one side, breath stuttering like someone choking in their sleep.

His chest rose and fell too fast, too shallow.

The dream held him.

And then—

He snapped awake.

Rishi’s eyes flew open so wide they trembled.

His lungs fought for air with desperate, panicked spasms, dragging oxygen in sharp, broken gulps.

Sweat poured down his face and neck, like he had run a marathon.

His heart hammered as if it were trying to break out of his ribcage.


For a moment he couldn’t move.
Couldn’t blink.
Couldn’t even swallow.


The nightmare clung to him like the smell of smoke after a fire—impossible to shake off.

His ears rang, high and thin.

He tried to breathe, but every breath felt wrong—too fast, too loud, too heavy. His throat burned like he had been screaming in the dream.

Rishi lifted a trembling hand and touched his cheek.

It was wet with sweat… and something else.

Tears. He didn’t even remember crying.

The images from the nightmare still pulsed behind his eyelids, raw and violent:


Branches slicing across skin.
Mud splashing beneath frantic footsteps.
The cold burn of night air slashing his lungs.
The metallic taste of blood mixed with fear.


Fear that was so real, so physical, it lingered in his bones even now.


His hand drifted to his ribs—
To the exact spot where, in the dream, a tree branch had slashed open his side.


He winced. The pain was sharp, vivid. Too vivid.

He pressed his fingers lightly over his shirt.

Nothing. No blood. No torn fabric.

Just unbroken skin.


But the pain… it was there.
It radiated across his side in a ghost-burn, hot and convincing.
He could feel where the imaginary bark had shredded him, could feel the sting, the pulsing ache, the warm trickle of blood that had dripped down his waist in that forest—


But none of it existed.

His legs—he couldn’t feel them now, not in reality—but in the nightmare…

He had been running.


Running with a speed he hadn’t felt in ages.
Running on legs he no longer had the privilege of knowing.
Running until his muscles screamed and his bones felt like they might snap.


And it wasn’t just visual.


He felt every footstep.
Every push.
Every brush of pine needles against his calves.


It was impossible.

Dreams don’t do that.

Nightmares don’t replicate sensation like that.


Not with smell.
Not with temperature.
Not with gravity.
Not with pain.


His hand moved again—slow this time—grazing the area of his shoulder where another branch had whipped across his skin hard enough to make him stumble in the dream.

The phantom pain followed his touch like a shadow.

His breathing grew uneven again.


Why… why was it like that?
Why did it feel like he had lived it… not imagined it?


Rishi swallowed hard, throat tight.

A cold understanding slid into his mind—one he tried to reject immediately.

This wasn’t a normal nightmare.

It wasn’t just a dream.

It felt like a memory.

But a memory that wasn’t his.


He wasn’t standing in a forest.
He wasn’t running for his life.
He wasn’t whole, wasn’t sighted, wasn’t able to sprint through the dark.



He hadn’t felt dirt between his toes or the cold whip of night air in years.
He hadn’t felt the weight of his own footsteps since the accident.


Yet the images… the sensations… the pain…

They were too precise.


As if his mind had borrowed someone else’s terror.
As if he had woken inside another man’s fear and lived it from the inside out.


With shaking fingers, he pressed his palm over his racing heart, trying to ground himself, to remember where he was—


His room.
His bed.



No forest.
No mud.
No blood.


Just darkness.

The familiar, suffocating darkness.

But tonight… the darkness felt inhabited.

And Rishi had no idea why the nightmare had felt so real.

Or why it felt like he was living someone else’s death.


His breathing still hadn’t fully settled.
Each inhale trembled.
Each exhale snagged halfway out of his chest.



He reached out blindly, hand sweeping across the bedside table until his fingertips brushed cold metal.
His water bottle.


He wrapped shaky fingers around it, nearly dropping it from how badly his hands quivered. His throat felt raw—burning from dryness, from panic, from the scream he didn’t remember making.

He unscrewed the cap, brought it to his lips, and let the cool water touch his tongue.

The first swallow eased something inside him, loosened the grip of terror clinging to his ribs.

But just as he took another sip—

He froze.

The bottle stopped halfway to his mouth.

Because he heard it.

A sound.


Soft.
Too soft. Too intentional.


A faint, controlled shuffle of weight on a floorboard just outside his bedroom door.

Rishi didn’t move.


The water in the bottle shifted with his trembling.
He lowered it slowly, carefully, placing it back on the table. He tried not to make noise, as if the smallest sound might provoke whatever was outside.


He held his breath.

The footsteps came again.

Soft. Barely there.

Like someone was trying not to be heard… but failed—just a little.


His skin prickled.
Every nerve in his arms stood on alert.



He could feel it— the presence.



Not imagined.
Not part of the fading nightmare.
Something real.


Someone was on the other side of his door.

And someone who shouldn’t be there.

The footsteps stopped.


Not gradually.
Not like someone choosing to pause.


They stopped sharply— as if whoever were moving realized he heard them.


A cold pressure squeezed Rishi’s chest.
His hands curled into fists on the blanket without his permission.
His heart punched against his sternum hard enough to hurt.


A whisper left him—barely a thread of sound.


“He… Hello?
Is… is someone there?”


Silence.

A thick, heavy, unnatural silence.


It pressed at the edges of his ears.
It crawled across his skin like cold air.


Nothing moved.


But the stillness outside his door felt aware.



Like something was listening to him breathe.
Like something had stopped simply because he had spoken.


A tight, sharp sting exploded in his chest.

His breath collapsed.


He tried to inhale, but it caught in his throat, stuck like he was drowning.
He pressed a shaky hand over his sternum.
His vision—dark as it always was—tightened inward, his awareness shrinking to a pinpoint.



His body remembered this.
This exact pattern.
This suffocating choke of terror.


A panic attack.


His pulse thundered too fast, too loud, filling his ears until he thought he might faint.
His chest burned.
His fingers began to tremble uncontrollably.
Air refused to come in the right way—too shallow, too quick, not enough.


He tried again.

“Hello…?”

His voice cracked, frail, barely human.


Still no response.
Still no movement.


But the presence outside the door did not fade.

It lingered.

Waiting.

Listening.


His heart spiralled into a frantic staccato, as if trying to outrun a threat he couldn’t see.
The panic surged so violently he pressed the heel of his hand against his forehead, trying to force his thoughts to stay grounded, to stay in reality—


But reality was failing him.

Because something was out there.


He knew it.
His body knew it.
His instincts screamed it.


And he had no idea if it was a person… or something else.

The silence outside his door suffocated him.

Rishi forced himself to move—not because he felt brave, but because the helplessness was worse than the fear. He slid his hands across the blanket, then the mattress edge, grounding himself with touch. His fingertips trembled uncontrollably.

He needed his wheelchair.


If he could get into it, he’d at least feel… capable. Not safe—he knew better than to expect that—but less trapped.



He reached out toward where it always was.
Where it had been every night for years.
Where he could touch it with just an arm’s extension, the metal rim cool under his fingers.


His hand met empty air.

He blinked.

Slowly, he extended further, stretching until his shoulder ached.

Nothing.


No metal.
No leather cushion.
No familiar outline.


Just cold, open space.

A small gasp escaped him—uncontrolled, too loud in the thick silence.

“…No. No, no—no…”


His voice trembled violently.
He wasn’t mistaken.
He wasn’t reaching the wrong direction.
His body knew this space by heart.


His wheelchair wasn’t there.

It had been moved.

Someone had entered his room while he slept.


His throat tightened so fast he choked on the next breath.
Every part of him shivered—not from cold, but from the sudden realization of violation. Someone had been close enough to touch him. Close enough to breathe the same air. Close enough to watch him while he was unconscious.


He pulled his hand back to his chest, knees instinctively curling though he couldn’t feel them, as if trying to fold into himself, make himself small.

His heart punched faster, harder.

He needed his phone.

His hand dragged across the nightstand, fumbling for the device, fingers brushing the edge of something smooth—

And in his panic, his trembling fingertips pushed instead of grabbed.

His phone slid.

He heard it scrape the wooden surface, bounce once—

Then fall.

The crack of it hitting the floor sliced through the room like a gunshot.

Rishi’s lungs stopped.

His entire body froze, rigid with terror.


He didn’t breathe.
He didn’t blink.
He didn’t dare.



He could almost feel the sound ripple into the hallway beyond the door.


Feel it reach whoever—or whatever—was standing there.


He waited.
Every muscle in his body braced for the shift of a footstep.



A door creak.
A breath.
Anything.


His ears strained so hard they hurt.

Nothing moved.

But the silence didn’t feel empty.


It felt charged.


Thick. Heavy. Listening.

He could feel the presence on the other side of the door with a certainty that overcame logic. His skin prickled in waves, like a cold wind brushing past him even though the room was perfectly still.


Maybe it was the nightmare clinging to him.
Maybe his mind was fragile from the terror he relived moments ago.


Maybe.

But the dread in his gut told him otherwise.

He swallowed—loudly, painfully.

He slowly shifted his hand, reaching down the side of the bed, hoping—desperate—to brush against his fallen phone.

He found nothing.

Just empty air, dust, and fear.

He lowered himself more, straining his arm, ignoring the pain in his shoulder, reaching until his fingers cramped.

Still nothing.

His only link to help—gone.

And his wheelchair—missing.

He was trapped.

A blind, immobile man alone in a dark room with something just outside his door.

His breath started to quicken again. Too fast. Too shallow. His ribs locked up, refusing to expand properly. Panic clawed up his throat like a hand-made of ice.


“I… I can’t…”
His voice cracked into a whisper.
“I can’t breathe…”


The presence on the other side of the door felt closer now.


Not moving. Not approaching.
Just there.



Watching.
Waiting.



His skin felt too tight for his body.
His fingers tingled, then numbed.
His head grew light—too light—like someone had scooped out his thoughts.


His pulse thundered in his skull.


He couldn’t reach his chair.
He couldn’t find his phone.
He couldn’t run.
He couldn’t see.


He was completely, utterly defenceless.


Another rush of dizziness swallowed him.
The room—or the darkness he lived in—tilted, twisting sideways.
His breaths came in chopped fragments, each one thinner than the last.


His heartbeat fluttered erratically—like it was stuttering.

He tried to cling to consciousness, to stay awake, to stay alert, but the panic was a tide dragging him under, pulling, pulling, pulling—

His fingers slipped from the edge of the mattress.

His head sagged forward.

The blackness—usually his normal state—shifted into something deeper, colder, heavier.

Something he couldn’t fight.

And with the last flicker of awareness, he felt it:

The presence outside his door hadn’t moved.

But it hadn’t left either.

It was waiting.

For him.


The final breath left his lips in a fragile, broken sigh—
and Rishi collapsed into unconsciousness.



Chapter 2. At Last I’ve Found You




“Rishi… Rishi… Rishi…”

The voice drifted into his consciousness like a hand reaching through heavy fog. Soft, urgent, trembling with worry.

He frowned without opening his eyes, his body still heavy, limbs stiff, head thick with pressure. His chest burned, as if panic had left claw marks inside his ribs.

“Rishi… hey… come on, sweetheart, wake up…”

He blinked.

White heat spiked behind his eyelids as he slowly forced them open. The world remained dark—always dark—but the familiar warmth in the voice grounded him instantly.


“Anna…?” His voice came out hoarse, thin.



“Yes. Yes, it’s me.” She exhaled sharply, relief and fear tangled together. “Oh thank God, you’re awake.”


He felt her hand on his shoulder—a warm, steady touch—guiding him gently but with urgency.


“What… what happened?” he whispered.



Anna shifted, brushing damp hair from his forehead. “I walked in and you were lying sideways on the very edge of the bed, Rishi. Holding your chest. You were about to fall. You gave me the fright of my life.” Her voice cracked slightly. “You’re pale. You’re sweating. And your eyes… they’re swollen. You must’ve cried in your sleep.”


Rishi remembered and inhaled shakily.


“Was it… another nightmare?” she pressed, trying to keep her voice steady.


He lifted his hand into the empty air, searching. Anna immediately understood and slipped her palm into his, her fingers warm, her grip grounding.

She helped him sit up slowly—carefully, because his body always felt fragile after collapsing. She slid a pillow behind his back, adjusting it until he was propped securely against the headboard.


“There.” She brushed his shoulder lightly. “Lean back. Slow breaths.”



He swallowed hard, letting the backrest support him.
His chest still fluttered with leftover tremors.



Anna placed his water bottle into his palm. “Drink. Slowly.”


He took a sip, then lowered the bottle. The nightmare’s aftertaste sat heavy on his tongue.


Anna’s voice softened. “Was it the same nightmare again?”



Rishi shook his head slowly. “No. It was… different. But still the same in one way.” His breath trembled. “It wasn’t me. It felt like I was inside someone else’s terror.”


Anna went still.


“Someone else’s?” she repeated quietly. “Rishi… was it violent? Nightmares usually aren’t this detailed. Why were you in that position when I came in?”


He hesitated, his fingers tightening around the water bottle.


“It wasn’t the nightmare that put me like that,” he said softly.


“When I woke up… I felt someone else in the room.”

Anna froze.

“What?”

The word cracked out of her in a frightened whisper.

He nodded slowly, his expression tight.

“There were footsteps. Very soft. Right outside my bedroom. And… a presence. Like someone was standing there. Listening. Not moving.”


Anna’s breath hitched. “Rishi—what? Why didn’t you call me? Why didn’t you call the police?!”



“I tried,” he whispered. “I reached for my phone… but I knocked it off the table.” His voice shook. “I couldn’t find it. And my wheelchair… it wasn’t where it should’ve been. Someone moved it.”


Anna jerked her head toward the bedside table, scanning it.

The phone was gone.

She immediately dropped to her knees and ran her hand under the bed.

Her fingers brushed something hard.


“There it is,” she muttered, pulling it out. She placed it into his hand. “Here. Your phone.”


Rishi held it tightly—as if reassurance lived in its shape.

Anna sat on the edge of the bed, eyes darting around the room though she already knew what she’d find: nothing. No intruder hiding. No sign of forced entry. But the look in Rishi’s face—pale, shaken, terrified—was real.


“Rishi…” she said carefully, “are you absolutely sure someone was really here? Or could it have been part of the nightmare? You’ve had such intense ones lately…”


Rishi swallowed hard.


“I’m not entirely sure,” he admitted. “But I heard footsteps. I know I did. Light ones. Like someone trying not to be heard. And the… presence. It felt real. I waited… for so long. But it never moved.” His voice grew distant. “It never left either.”


Anna exhaled sharply, rubbing her temples.


“If someone was actually in this apartment…” She shook her head. “Rishi, this isn’t safe. You can’t be alone like this. Not after something like that. You should have someone with you at all times. Day and night.”



He tensed. “Anna—no. I still want my independence. I don’t want to lose the little bit of normal life I have left. I’m blind. I’m… disabled. I don’t want to make myself feel it any more than I already do.”



Her voice softened, but concern made it tremble.
“Independence is important. But safety is more important than pride. If someone was here, you’re vulnerable, Rishi. Something could’ve happened to you.”


He tightened his grip on the pillow at his side.


“Thank you for caring,” he said quietly. “And I know it’s frightening. But maybe…” his voice grew small, “maybe I’m imagining it. Maybe the nightmare was too real, and it spilled into reality.”


Anna’s expression softened with compassion and fear all at once.


She didn’t believe him.
Not fully.



Because the room did feel wrong.
Like the air held the residue of something that had been there moments before she entered.


But she couldn’t say that.

He was terrified enough.

So she placed a gentle hand on his shoulder, squeezing softly.


“Okay,” she whispered.
“But please… don’t brush this off. Not this time.”


Anna exhaled slowly, still shaken but trying not to show it. She brushed invisible dust off her jeans, grounding herself before she spoke again.


“You have an appointment with the doctor today,” she reminded gently.


Her voice was careful—too careful—like she was speaking to someone balancing on the edge of something fragile.


Rishi nodded faintly. “Right… today.”



“I’ll prepare your breakfast, okay?” she continued. “I also refilled your refrigerator and cupboards with supplies this morning. Fresh groceries, fruit, the snacks you like.” Her tone softened with practiced warmth. “You shouldn’t worry about anything today except getting ready.”



Rishi’s expression relaxed just a little. “Thank you, Anna… really.”


Anna’s posture, however, didn’t relax. Her shoulders were still tight. Her hands fidgeted as if she were holding back the urge to check the room again.

She cleared her throat.


“Your mom and dad told me they sent you a voice message last night.” She hesitated. “About their plans to visit you soon. They said you didn’t reply.”



Rishi frowned slightly, brows knitting. “Ah… I probably had already fallen asleep.”


That wasn’t unusual. He often slept early—if he slept at all. But Anna’s tone suggested it worried her more this time.

He fumbled for his phone again. This time, he held it more securely, thumb brushing the side to trigger voice command.


“Voice messages,” he instructed.


The device complied, and he lifted it closer, listening to the familiar voices—his mother’s soft concern, his father’s warm firmness—telling him they’d visit in a few days, asking how he was, saying they loved him.

His fingers trembled slightly around the phone.

When the message ended, he answered it, voice quiet but steady.

Anna watched him closely, biting her lower lip.


When he finished, she asked, “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”



There was a quiver in her voice now. “Are you really well enough for the appointment today? You’re still pale. And your breathing… it was so irregular earlier.”



Rishi forced a small smile, though she couldn’t see it. “I’m fine, Anna. I’ll get prepared.”


He shifted slightly, trying to sit straighter. His body still felt heavy—like fear had soaked into his muscles—but he didn’t want her to see that.

Anna stood from the bed, brushing off her palms. She seemed like she was about to leave the room—

But Rishi suddenly spoke.

“Anna… wait.”


She turned immediately. “Yes?”



He swallowed hard.
His throat felt dry again.
He hesitated before asking, quietly:


“When you came in earlier… where exactly was my wheelchair?”

Anna froze.

Her silence lasted long enough for the dread to settle in Rishi’s stomach.

When she finally spoke, her voice was careful—too careful.


“It was still here,” she said softly. “But…”



“But?” Rishi’s breath hitched.


Anna took a slow breath, her gaze unconsciously drifting back toward the corner where it should’ve been.


“It was placed farther than where you could reach it,” she said. “A little turned. A little pushed back. Definitely not where you left it.”


Rishi’s eyes widened, even though they saw nothing.

“Meaning…”

He swallowed, voice thinning.

“Someone really moved it. Someone moved it on purpose… so I wouldn’t be able to reach it?”

Anna didn’t answer immediately.

Her face was tight with worry, with suspicion she had been trying to bury since the moment she walked in.


Finally, she whispered, “Rishi… yes. That’s exactly what it means.”



His heart thudded loudly—so loud he could feel it in his neck.
His palms grew damp.
The nightmare’s echoes suddenly felt insignificant compared to the threat sitting right in front of them.



Anna stepped closer. “Rishi… I’m serious. I really do think you need someone here with you. At least for now. I don’t want you spending nights alone until we know what’s happening.”



He felt his pulse spike. His breathing tightened again.
“Anna…” His voice shook despite him trying to steady it. “I… I’ll think about it first. Okay?”


She searched his face—for defiance, for fear, for denial—then exhaled slowly.


“Alright,” she said softly. “I won’t push today. Just… think about it. Really think about it.”


She lingered for a moment, eyes scanning the room one last time, as if expecting to catch something lurking in the shadows.

“Let me prepare your breakfast.”

Her voice cracked on the word.


She cleared her throat quickly. “Just rest. And please—please think about your safety first.”


The air still felt wrong.


As if the room remembered someone else’s presence.
As if something had been standing in the darkness only minutes ago.



Watching him.
Listening to him.
Learning him.



Rishi steadied his breathing, then reached out until his hand brushed the metal frame of his wheelchair.
The familiar coldness grounded him.



“I’ve got it,” he murmured, insisting—again—that he didn't need help.


He gripped the armrests, scooted forward, and with effort pulled himself from the bed. His muscles trembled under the strain, but he refused to show it. Slowly, he lowered himself into the seat.

Anna hovered near him like a protective shadow, but didn’t touch him.


“Are you sure—?” she began.



“I’m fine,” Rishi cut softly, trying to sound confident.


Inside his apartment, he knew every inch by memory—the distance from the bed to the door, the echo of the walls, the change in airflow near the kitchen. So he rolled himself forward, the wheels gliding over the smooth wooden floor.

He made his way to the bathroom and shut the door gently.


He splashed water on his face, felt the coolness run down his neck, washed away the cold sweat clinging to his skin.
Still, his mind wouldn’t stop spinning:



Was it real?
Was someone actually there?
Or was the nightmare so vivid that his brain took the fear and painted it into the room?


He gripped the sink tightly.


“No,” he whispered, voice trembling. “It felt real. Too real.”


The silence of the apartment pressed against him like a weight.


He hated how much it made him feel unsafe.
He hated even more the fact that he couldn’t confirm anything with his own eyes.


He finished getting ready, brushed his hair back, adjusted his clothes, and rolled himself out.

Anna was waiting in the hallway, watching him with worried eyes.


“Ready?” she asked gently.



“Yeah,” he said. “Let’s go.”


Now that they were about to leave, Rishi’s independence had to bend to practicality.

He hated this part.


The shift from “I can do this” to “I can’t see what’s coming.”



Anna stepped behind him, her voice soft.
“I’ll steer, okay?”



Rishi hesitated—but only for a second.
Then he nodded.



He felt her hands gently grip the handles behind him.
The wheelchair moved—not too fast, not too slow—just steady.


She guided him down the hallway, into the elevator, down into the lobby, and out onto the sidewalk.

He hated needing someone to push him.

But the city outside was unpredictable—uneven pavement, vehicles passing by, people rushing past—and blindness plus a wheelchair was a combination that required trust.

Anna navigated carefully, slowing near bumps, alerting him softly whenever they turned.

Rishi remained quiet, buried in his thoughts.


The clinic was bright, sterile, filled with echoes and distant footsteps.
Anna pushed him through the entrance, then eased her grip so he could roll himself across the waiting room—an unspoken agreement they’d formed months ago.



He answered the doctor’s questions.
Listened to the updates.
Nodded automatically.


But he wasn’t really there.

His mind was still trapped in the dark hallway outside his room, replaying sounds he couldn’t forget.

Afterwards, once they were back outside, Anna resumed pushing the wheelchair—because the world outside was loud, unpredictable, dangerous for someone who couldn’t see.

They walked in silence until Anna finally exhaled heavily.


“Rishi… about earlier.”
Her voice was hesitant. “I really think we need to reconsider. This incident… it makes me worry. You need someone here. All the time.”


Rishi clenched his jaw.

“Anna… no.”

“Rishi—”


“It feels like giving up,” he said quietly.
His voice cracked. “I already lost so much. If I need someone watching me twenty-four-seven, it’s like admitting I’m completely useless.”


Anna stopped walking. The wheelchair glided to a slow halt.


“Rishi,” she said softly, “you are not useless. You’re terrified. And for good reason. But being safe isn’t the same as being helpless.”


He said nothing.

Her sigh was long, tight, filled with fear she didn’t want to show.


“Just… think about it,” she whispered.
“Please.”


He didn’t promise anything.

As they continued down the sidewalk—Anna pushing, Rishi sitting stiffly in silence—a pair of eyes followed them from across the street.


A young woman.
Close to Rishi’s age.
Maybe a little younger.


She stood behind a row of parked cars, blending into the shadows of a large tree overhead. Her hair curled softly around her face, her posture still and unmoving.


But her eyes…
They never left Rishi.



She watched the way Anna gently pushed his wheelchair.
Watched how his fingers tightened on the armrests whenever he felt overwhelmed.
Watched the slight tilt of his head when he listened to the world he couldn’t see.


Her lips parted as she exhaled a tremor—a mixture of relief and something far more haunting.

Then, in a voice barely louder than a breath, she whispered:

“At last… I’ve found you.”

And she continued watching him disappear down the street.


Not with malice.
Not with curiosity.


But with the unmistakable familiarity of someone who already knew his nightmares.


Chapter 3. The Nightmares Continue





Hannah remained at the edge of the sidewalk long after Rishi and Anna disappeared around the corner.
Her gaze stayed fixed on the route they had taken, long after the sound of the wheelchair wheels faded, long after Anna’s footsteps no longer echoed.


Only when the world around her returned to its ordinary rhythm—the traffic, the people talking, a breeze flicking leaves across the pavement—did she finally move.

Then she turned on her heel and walked directly into the hospital, purpose in her steps, eyes sharp with something that wasn’t relief… but recognition.

Back at the apartment…

Anna unlocked the door and gently pushed Rishi inside. The apartment welcomed them with its usual silence—the kind that felt harmless most days, but oppressive today.

Once they were inside and on flat ground, she released the wheelchair handles.


“I’ll let you roll yourself from here,” she said gently. “Careful.”



Rishi nodded, brushing his hands over the wheels.
“Thanks.”


He maneuvered through the hallway with the practiced familiarity of someone who had memorized every layout, every corner, every shift in the floorboards. His movements were slow but confident.

Anna followed him in, closing the door behind her.


“I’m going to organize your medication,” she said, her voice drifting from the kitchen area as she opened cabinets.


“Same location as always. Labels the same too. Don’t forget to take them.”


Rishi nodded. “I won’t. Thank you.”


“You always say that.”

She gave a small, tired chuckle.

“You don’t have to thank me every single time.”

But he did. He always did.

Because he feared the day people would stop helping him… if he didn’t show enough gratitude.


He smiled lightly, even though she couldn’t see it.
His head tilted toward the sound of her voice.


“It’s just how I am.”

Anna shook her head but didn’t push further.

She filled the pill organizer, placed it in the usual drawer, and then checked the counters—like she was making sure there wasn’t anything out of place. Something about this morning still made her uneasy.
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