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Part I: Whispers from the Edge
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Oswin woke to the weight of silence pressing against his chest. The alarm had already gone off twice, its shrill sound swallowed by the dull hum in his mind. He lay there, staring at the ceiling of his apartment, a ceiling he knew too well, with its faint cracks that looked like roads leading nowhere.

He didn’t want to move. Not today. Not again. The thought of lifting iron bars and counting endless repetitions felt absurd when the real weight was already inside him. But the gym wasn’t about muscles. It was about escape.

Every morning, the gym gave him an excuse not to fall apart. He could measure progress in numbers, reps, sets, kilos, unlike life, where progress felt invisible. The clang of dumbbells was louder than his thoughts. The burn in his chest was cleaner than the ache in his heart.

He swung his legs off the bed and sat in the dim light. His body was fit, sculpted, disciplined, but his soul looked nothing like it. Inside, he was frayed threads barely holding together.

On the dresser sat a half-finished canvas: dark swirls, hints of red, a ghostly outline of a figure without a face. He had stopped painting the night before when his hands wouldn’t stop shaking. He couldn’t decide if the figure was him, or the shadow that followed him everywhere.

He stood, pulled on his black hoodie, and tied the laces of his worn sneakers. The apartment was small, almost claustrophobic, yet it had become a cathedral for his silence. The walls had absorbed years of unspoken words. The canvases stacked against the corner were his only confessions.

Oswin grabbed his water bottle and headed for the door. He didn’t feel like going. But not going would mean staying. And staying meant sinking.

The city outside was alive with noise, but he carried his quiet with him like armor. The streets didn’t care if he existed. The faces didn’t look up. He preferred it that way.

When he reached the gym, the air already smelled of sweat and iron. But it wasn’t the gym that caught his attention that morning. It was the faint smell of pizza, dough, cheese, spices, drifting from next door. A strange place to put a pizza shop, right beside a temple of discipline. He almost smirked at the irony.

And that’s when he saw her.

The gym door creaked open with the weight of a hundred mornings. The place always smelled the same: iron, rubber mats, and the faint tang of sweat clinging to the walls. Machines hummed. Dumbbells clattered. A rhythm of grunts and breath filled the air like a broken orchestra.

Oswin stepped inside, hood pulled low, headphones in though no music played. The music wasn’t the point; it was the shield. People left him alone when they thought he was lost in sound.

He moved through the rows of mirrors, careful not to look too long into any reflection. The mirrors lied. They showed a strong body, clean lines, muscles carved by years of stubborn consistency. But what they didn’t show was the heaviness inside, the silence, the storms, the nights staring at unfinished canvases.

Oswin began his warm-up. Push. Pull. Press. Lift. His body knew the sequence better than his mind. He didn’t need to think. That was the point. The rhythm of pain was simpler than the chaos of thought.

One... two... three... breathe.
The weights clanged back onto the rack.
Sometimes he wondered if he was building strength or just trying to punish himself. The iron never lied. It never told him no, never turned its back, never dismissed his words like echoes in an empty room. The iron accepted everything he gave it.

Still, no matter how heavy he lifted, there was always something heavier inside him.

Through the glass wall of the gym, the neon sign of the pizza shop blinked lazily. The smell drifted in whenever someone opened the shared hallway door, warm, buttery, mocking. A cruel irony: discipline on one side, indulgence on the other. Oswin found himself glancing at it more often than he admitted, not for the food, but for the people.

And lately, for her.

She was there again, sitting near the window, a slice untouched on her plate, a book open in her hands. Her hair caught the morning light like threads of fire. She wasn’t looking at him, not yet. But he felt the weight of her presence as surely as he felt the barbell in his hands.

He turned away quickly, focusing on his reps. He wasn’t here for people. He wasn’t here for conversations. The gym was his escape, not his bridge.

But something about the girl, about the stillness with which she sat, the patience in her posture, felt like an unasked question.

The set should’ve been easy. Just another press, another controlled breath, another clang of iron returning to steel. But Oswin’s rhythm faltered, his grip loosening for a fraction of a second.

Because this time, when he lifted his eyes, she wasn’t reading.

She was looking straight at him.

The book lay closed on the table. Her slice of pizza, untouched. Her chin rested lightly on her palm, elbow propped against the window ledge, as if she had all the time in the world to watch the stranger who hid behind a hood and silence.

Oswin froze mid-rep, the weight suddenly heavier than it had any right to be. He lowered it carefully, pretending nothing had happened, pretending her gaze hadn’t found him through the glass like a secret spotlight.

For years he had perfected the art of invisibility. In crowds, he was a shadow. In conversations, a listener who never spoke too much. Even here, in the gym, he existed as a body among bodies, never drawing attention. And yet, here was this girl, eyes like moons, refusing to let him disappear.

He told himself not to look again.

Don’t. Don’t give it meaning.

But something stronger than discipline tugged at him, and before he knew it, he was glancing up again.

And she was still there. Still watching.

But this time, when his eyes met hers, she didn’t look away.

A flicker of something crossed her face, not surprise, not embarrassment, but recognition. As if she had been waiting for this moment, as if she had expected him to look back.

Oswin’s chest tightened. He looked down quickly, adjusting his grip on the barbell, letting his hood fall further over his face. His heart raced faster than it ever did mid-set.

It’s nothing. Just a girl. Just a stranger. Keep moving.

He finished his reps, moved to another station, kept his eyes fixed on the ground. But no matter how he tried, he could feel her gaze lingering, a quiet gravity pulling at the edges of his silence.

When he finally risked another glance through the glass, she was smiling. A small smile, barely there, but real.

It was the kind of smile that said: I see you.

And Oswin, for the first time in a long time, felt seen.

Oswin told himself not to notice her again. He told himself yesterday’s glance was nothing. A trick of the glass. A coincidence.

But when he walked into the gym the next morning, hoodie up, headphones in, water bottle clutched like a ritual object, she was there.

Same table. Same book. Same slice of pizza that never seemed to be eaten.

Except today, she looked up sooner.

Oswin tried to keep his eyes on the treadmill screen as he warmed up. Numbers. Distance. Time. That’s all he needed to see. But his body betrayed him, his gaze drifted sideways, toward the glass, toward the glow of the pizza shop.

And she was waiting.

This time, there was no hesitation. No slow, careful study of him. She simply smiled.

It wasn’t a wide smile. It was small, almost secret, like she was sharing a joke only the two of them knew.

Oswin’s chest tightened. He almost stumbled on the treadmill belt. He yanked his eyes back to the blinking numbers, pretending nothing had happened. But the smile had landed, sharp as an arrow.

Nobody smiled at him like that.

People gave him polite nods at the gym, or indifferent glances on the street, or nothing at all. Smiles, if they came, were reserved for others, not for the man who moved like a ghost through his own life.

He told himself it didn’t matter. Just a stranger, passing time with a book. Just a meaningless curve of lips.

But deep down, Oswin knew.

He would think about that smile long after he left the gym. Long after the clang of weights had faded.

And when he painted that night, alone in his apartment, he found himself sketching the outline of a crescent, like a smile, or maybe a moon.

The third day was harder.

Oswin avoided looking toward the glass at all. He buried himself in his routine, drowning in reps and sweat. The gym echoed with the familiar symphony of effort: weights slamming, trainers shouting encouragement, music pulsing through unseen speakers.

He kept his hood low, his face forward, his rhythm steady.

But he felt it.

That absence. That waiting.

When he finally allowed himself to glance sideways, she was there again. Same table, same book, same untouched slice.

But this time, she wasn’t smiling.

She was watching him differently, not with curiosity, not with amusement, but with a kind of quiet question. As if she was trying to decide something.

Oswin felt a twist in his chest. He looked away immediately, muscles straining harder against the weights. Sweat rolled down his temples, but it wasn’t the workout that burned him inside.

Because he knew what had happened.

Day one, eye contact. Day two, a smile. Day three... nothing.

And the nothing hurt more than he wanted to admit.

He told himself it was good. Safer this way. Smiles led to words, and words led to stories he wasn’t ready to tell. Better to keep it silent. Better to stay invisible.

That night, when Oswin tried to paint, his hand refused to move. The canvas stayed blank, white and accusing. Silence wasn’t safety anymore. Not since she had smiled.

Normally, this silence was his refuge. The blank canvas, his mirror. The brush, his only true companion. He could lose himself here, pour himself out until the weight inside him thinned.

But tonight, the canvas mocked him. White. Empty. Untouchable.

He sat before it anyway, brush in hand, waiting for the usual current to flow, the colors, the shapes, the wordless confessions. Nothing came. His hand trembled, refusing to move.

Silence filled the room like water, rising higher, pressing against his ribs until he could barely breathe. And in that silence, the past began to whisper.

He saw himself as a boy, small, restless, asking for something, anything. Parents shaking their heads, their faces already closed.
No. Not now. Not ever.
He saw the day he tried to name the darkness clawing at him, only to hear his mother’s voice dismiss it like a trivial complaint:
We didn’t have depression in our time.
The words replayed, sharp and merciless. Oswin’s grip on the brush tightened until his knuckles bleached white. His breath quickened, shallow. The silence around him wasn’t really silent. It echoed with every unsaid word, every swallowed scream, every plea that had died before reaching air.

With shaking fingers, he set the brush down. The walls felt too close, the air too heavy. He began to pace barefoot across the cold tiles.

In the corner, half-finished canvases leaned against the wall, storms trapped in color, faceless figures reaching for something just out of sight, black swirls devouring bursts of red and yellow. He had poured his pain into them, and yet tonight even they seemed to watch him with disappointment.

Oswin pressed his palms to his face, hating how much a stranger’s smile could unravel him. Day one: her eyes. Day two: her smile. Day three: her silence.

And still, she lingered more fiercely than anyone else had in years.

Finally, he sank to the floor, back against the wall, staring into the dim glow of the city lights bleeding faintly through the curtains. His voice came out cracked, almost a whisper:

“Why do you see me?”

The room gave no answer. Only the hum of the refrigerator, the muffled sound of someone’s television through the walls.

But something shifted, something small, almost imperceptible. For the first time, Oswin admitted to himself that maybe, just maybe, he wanted to be seen.

He left the brush standing upright in its jar, bristles stiff and unused, like a soldier at rest. The canvas remained blank, but his silence was no longer empty. It was waiting.

Morning arrived gray and reluctant, as though the sun itself didn’t want to climb out of bed. Oswin dragged himself to the gym anyway, the same way he always did, out of habit, out of hunger, out of the need to keep moving before his mind swallowed him whole.

The weight room was alive with clatter: iron kissing iron, sneakers squeaking against rubber mats, breath grunts and muffled music bleeding from earbuds. For most people, it was energy. For Oswin, it was noise he pushed through like fog.

He lifted, he counted, he pushed until his muscles burned, but the memory of the blank canvas clung to him. No color. No release. Just silence.

And then, like every morning now, there she was.

The pizza shop’s glass reflected her first, a blur of warmth against the cold street. Then she appeared in the doorway, sunlight tangled in her hair, holding a coffee cup like it was a secret.

Day one: their eyes had met.
Day two: she had smiled.
Day three: nothing.
But day four had arrived, and something shifted.
Oswin set down the weights, his chest rising and falling in slow, steady breaths. He didn’t expect anything. He never expected anything.

But she walked toward him.

Closer, step by step, until the air between them felt charged. She stopped just within reach, not too close, not too far, and spoke as though they’d already known each other in another life.

“Hi,” she said, her voice like a soft chord. “I’m Luna. What’s your name?”

The world seemed to pause, waiting with her.

Oswin swallowed. His tongue felt heavy, his chest tight. He hadn’t said his name to a stranger in so long it felt almost foreign.

“Hi, Luna,” Oswin said, the words tasting strange in his mouth, as if they belonged to someone else. “My name is Oswin.”

The syllables hung between them, fragile, almost uncertain.

Luna’s lips curved into a smile, not the casual kind, but the kind that lingered, that softened her whole face. “Oswin,” she repeated, as though trying the name on her tongue, shaping it carefully. “That’s different. Strong. I like it.”

Oswin shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Compliments always landed awkwardly on him, like clothes that didn’t fit. He looked away, toward the window where the pizza shop’s neon sign flickered faintly, ironic and absurd against the gym’s iron discipline.

“You’re always here,” Luna said after a pause. Not accusing. Just noticing.

He nodded once. “Routine.”

“Routine,” she echoed, tilting her head. “Or escape?”

That word, escape, hit too close. Oswin’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing.

Luna didn’t press. She sipped from her coffee, eyes flicking to the dumbbells at his feet, then back to him. “I’ve seen you paint,” she said softly, surprising him.

Oswin blinked. “What?”

She gestured toward the street. “Your window. At night. The one with the brick wall for a view. I pass by sometimes, and I see you in there. Brush in your hand. Always so... intense. Like you’re fighting something only you can see.”

A quiet fell between them, heavier than the clatter of weights around them. Oswin’s throat tightened. Being watched, being seen, was both unsettling and magnetic.

Finally, he spoke, voice low. “I don’t usually let people watch me paint.”

“I wasn’t watching,” Luna said, her eyes steady on his. “I was noticing. There’s a difference.”

The words sank into him, unsettling the silence he carried like armor. For the first time in a long time, Oswin didn’t know whether to step back, or step closer.

Before he could choose, Luna glanced toward the door. Someone called her name from outside, a voice muffled by glass and distance.

She straightened, almost reluctantly, her coffee still warm in her hand. “I should go,” she said.

Oswin gave a slight nod, though something inside him resisted.

Luna lingered just a moment longer. “Keep painting, Oswin.” Her tone was neither casual nor commanding; it was the kind of sentence that settled into the bones and refused to leave.

Then she turned, pushing the door open, and slipped back into the world beyond him.

Oswin stood rooted in place, the clatter of weights and the hum of treadmills rushing back around him like a tide. But he barely heard it. The only sound that mattered was the echo of her voice: Keep painting.

Later that night, when he returned to the small apartment with its window facing only brick, he sat before the blank canvas once more. The silence waited, thick and familiar. But this time, when he lifted the brush, his hand moved.

Not with storms, not with faceless shadows clawing at the edges of color, but with something gentler. A line, then another. The faint outline of a woman, hair spilling like light, posture steady, gaze unwavering.

He painted until the outlines blurred, not from lack of focus, but from the sting in his eyes. When he finally set the brush down, his chest felt less heavy, as though her words had carved a crack in the wall he had lived behind.

Oswin leaned back, staring at the canvas. For the first time in years, he hadn’t painted his pain. He had painted a possibility.

The gym felt different that morning. The clang of weights, the metallic scrape of bars, the humid press of bodies, none of it changed, but Oswin moved through it with an awareness he couldn’t shake. He caught himself glancing toward the entrance more often than usual, half-expecting her to appear. Half-dreading it, too.

He punished himself with heavier sets, longer runs, chasing the ache that dulled thought. But each time he paused, her voice slipped back in: “I wasn’t watching. I was noticing.”

By the time he left, sweat plastering his shirt to his skin, the day had already unraveled into something restless.

That evening, he stood by the canvas again. The figure on it hadn’t vanished. If anything, she seemed more real in the pale morning light that lingered on the brushstrokes. He told himself he should paint over it, blur it out, turn her into something unrecognizable. But the brush wouldn’t obey.

Instead, he added to her, just a stroke, a shadow, the faintest suggestion of an outline. Every mark felt like a confession he wasn’t ready to voice.

Two nights later, it happened.

He was rinsing the last streaks of paint from his fingers when the knock came, three soft taps, measured, deliberate. They didn’t sound like the delivery guy, or the neighbor with his endless complaints. These knocks carried weight.

Oswin froze, water dripping from his hands, heartbeat rising against his ribs.

He crossed the room slowly, each step heavy with a strange certainty, and opened the door.

Luna.

Not in gym clothes this time, not holding her coffee. Just her. Her hair loose around her shoulders, eyes steady, as if she had been standing in that hallway for much longer than the moment allowed.

“Hi,” she said.

The single word wasn’t casual. It was quiet thunder, slipping past his defenses, rattling the silence he lived inside.

For a second, neither of them moved. The hum of the city bled faintly through the walls, horns, laughter, a siren in the distance, but in the doorway, everything stilled.

Oswin’s throat tightened. The air felt charged, like the moment before rain breaks.

And for the first time in years, he felt himself caught, not in escape, not in routine, but in the fragile, unbearable truth of being seen.

For a moment, the world shrank to the width of the doorway.

Luna stood there with a half-smile, the kind that carried both courage and hesitation, as if she wasn’t sure whether she’d be welcomed or turned away. The hall light caught in her hair, softening her face, and Oswin thought absurdly of how painters tried their whole lives to catch light like that, and failed.

He didn’t speak. He couldn’t. Words felt too blunt for what was unfolding in the silence between them.

Luna tilted her head, studying him as if he were the canvas this time. “You always look like you’re about to run,” she said gently.

His breath hitched. She was too close to the truth.

He tried to smirk, to deflect, but all that came was a quiet exhale. “Maybe I am.”

“Then why haven’t you?”

The question hung between them, heavy, tender.

Oswin’s hand rested on the edge of the door, knuckles pale. He realized he hadn’t stepped back, hadn’t closed himself off. Instead, he was standing here, open, exposed, letting her see the small, unguarded fracture in him.

Her gaze softened, as though she recognized it. As though she’d been waiting for it.

And in that fragile stillness, something shifted, not with touch, not with words, but with presence. The kind of presence that lingers on skin long after someone’s gone.

It was nothing. It was everything. It was the beginning of a storm he didn’t yet have a name for.

Oswin’s fingers tightened on the edge of the door. He should have told her goodnight, should have let the silence close over them again. But the thought of her walking away, of her footsteps fading down the hall, gnawed at him.

“I’ve... never had anybody over,” he said suddenly, the words rough, unpolished. His eyes flicked to the floor, as if confessing a crime.

Luna blinked, surprised. “Never?”

“Never.” He forced a breath, the truth cutting through him. “The place is a mess. Small. Nothing to see.”

A smile ghosted across her lips, not mocking but warm, patient. “I didn’t come to see your place, Oswin.”

Something inside him faltered, then gave way. He stepped aside, the motion stiff, almost reluctant, but his chest burned with a deeper pull: he couldn’t let her go. Not tonight. Not the only person who had made him feel, even for a moment, like he existed.

She crossed the threshold quietly, as if she knew the weight of it, as if she were stepping into more than just a room.

The apartment greeted them with its clutter, scattered brushes, tubes of paint hardened at the edges, canvases leaning against the wall like silent witnesses. A hoodie slung carelessly over a chair. A bed that looked slept in, never made.

Oswin shut the door gently, heart pounding. The air between them felt fragile, charged.

“It’s... me,” he muttered, gesturing at the chaos. “It’s all I’ve got.”

Luna turned slowly, taking in the mess without judgment. When her gaze came back to him, it wasn’t the room she was seeing.

“It’s enough,” she said.

And in that moment, Oswin wasn’t sure if she meant the room, the art, or him.

Oswin shifted uneasily, his hands restless at his sides. Hospitality wasn’t something he practiced, he had never needed to. Yet with Luna standing in his space, the silence begged for something, anything, to anchor it.

“I don’t really... have much,” he said quietly, almost apologetic. “But I can offer you water.”

It was a simple thing, almost absurd in its smallness, but it was the only gesture he could manage.

Luna’s eyes softened. She didn’t laugh, didn’t brush it off. She nodded as though he had offered her something rare, something precious. “Water’s perfect.”

Relief flickered across his face, though he tried to hide it. He moved to the tiny kitchenette; the sink crowded with a couple of paint-stained mugs and an empty jar. He rinsed a single glass, filled it slowly from the tap, and set it down on the chipped counter before handing it to her.

“Here,” he said, his voice low, careful.

She took it with both hands, like she understood the weight behind the small gesture. For a moment, their fingers brushed, a spark so brief it could have been imagined, but it lingered in Oswin’s chest, steady and undeniable.

He watched as she lifted the glass and took a sip, her gaze never leaving his.

And in that fragile exchange, just water, just presence, Oswin felt more exposed than if he had told her every secret he’d ever kept.

Luna took a sip, the glass cool against her lips, and for some reason Oswin felt his throat tighten as though he were the one drinking. He stood there, hands shoved into the pocket of his hoodie, watching her too closely, then looking away too quickly.

The silence stretched, fragile but not uncomfortable, just heavy with things unsaid.

She lowered the glass, tilting it slightly in her hand. “Best water I’ve had all day,” she teased lightly.

A laugh almost escaped him, but it came out more like a huff of breath. “It’s tap.”

“Still,” she said, her eyes glinting, “you poured it for me. That changes the taste.”

Oswin shifted, scratching the back of his neck, unsure what to do with the warmth creeping up his face. He wasn’t used to this, the simple intimacy of someone sitting in his space, drinking from his glass, looking at him like he mattered.

“I... don’t really know what to say,” he admitted, the words awkward but honest.

“Then don’t say anything,” Luna replied softly, setting the glass down on the counter. “Silence doesn’t scare me.”

That startled him. Because for years, silence had been his prison. Yet somehow, in her presence, it felt different, less like a cage, more like a pause between notes in music.

The glass sat on the counter, a faint ring of water beneath it, but neither of them moved to wipe it away.

Oswin lingered by
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