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Prologue
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Night is never truly silent. Even when the city sleeps, something always stirs—a lamp fighting its last breath, a phone pulsing with restless light, or a voice you can’t quite claim as your own, one that feels born inside your skull. Iria learned young that shadows don’t stay in corners. They slip out. They sit across from you, uninvited, eyes knowing, like they’ve memorized everything you’re trying so hard to bury. Her Shadow had no face, but its words cut sharper than glass. Sweetly poisonous. Cruel in their charm. Enough to quicken her pulse. “Alone again?” it teased. “Perfect. This way, no one else gets the chance to disappoint you.” Every night, the same ritual. Still, she never killed the screen bleeding pixels, never muted the phone humming like an open wound. Because inside that chaos, something flickered—a thin, defiant red line whispering maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t destined to lose. Adolescence hadn’t arrived like a fairytale. No glitter. No pink stardust. It crashed like a glitch: sudden, jarring, metallic. It brought noise, desires she couldn’t name, fears she couldn’t tame—and, strangest of all, the wild urge to laugh. Not the staged kind caught in photographs, but the raw, defiant laugh that could chase away even the darkest monster. Because laughter is more dangerous than sadness. It makes everything less certain. Tonight, Iria would face her first real battle. No weapons. No strategy. Just the truth she was terrified to say aloud and the friends she hadn’t yet found—but could already feel drawing closer. And if the Shadow kept mocking her? All the better. Because Iria had realized something no Shadow ever dares admit: there is no enemy more dangerous than a teenager who refuses to stay quiet.
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Chapter 1 — The Beginning of Loneliness
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The room knew neither night nor day—only clusters of phosphorescent dots breathing on the screen. Their light slid down the walls, pooled across the desk, clung to tangled cables as if begging for company. On the floor: notebooks with half-sentences, an earbud abandoned like a hollow ear. On the shelf: books posing as neatly aligned, though their pages hid chaos. Iria stretched her fingers above the keyboard, hovering like a swimmer on the edge of a dive. The screen dripped pixels, tiny digital droplets begging to be wiped away with a tissue. Notification. Another. Then silence—the kind that makes your ears buzz. “Alone again?” asked the voice. It came from the darkest corner of the room, the place dust gathers because no one ever bothers to clean that far. No body. Only commentary. “Shut up,” Iria muttered. “Sure,” the voice replied. “I’ll keep it down. Wouldn’t want to wake your expectations.” She ignored it, opened her notes. At the top: Things I want to say but never do. Beneath it: blank. A private tragedy disguised as comedy. At the edge of the desk, something twitched like a compass needle. Two antennae lifted, confident as someone walking into the wrong party and pretending they were invited. “Don’t,” Iria said, instinctively raising a notebook. “Stay there.” The insect froze. Half a second. Then it twitched its feelers, almost like: Go on, I see you. Iria lowered the notebook. Maybe the world was full of tiny witnesses, appearing only to unsettle you. On her phone: three missed calls from Mom. First: Are you okay? Then: Where are you? Finally: a lone ?. That one hurt the most. She typed: I’m home, all good. Deleted. Typed: Studying. Deleted. Typed: Love you, I’ll call tonight. Sent. It felt absurdly brave. “Bravo,” the voice purred. “A tiny truth in real time. Dangerous sport.” Iria stood, two steps—the length of a decision. Her body was half jelly, half iron. In the mirror, her eyes belonged to a girl searching for a socket, and to a creature that didn’t need power at all. “I’m sick of you,” she told the reflection. “Either change, or I’ll change you.” “The nerve,” the voice sneered. “Talking to yourself like that.” She grabbed a red marker, drew a line across a white page. Not straight, not perfect. A line that said: no further. Then another, beside it: from here on. She liked them. They weren’t art. They were a pulse. The door opened without a knock. Her mother entered softly, as if wearing slippers made of air. “Everything okay?” she asked quietly. “Yeah,” Iria said. “I saw your calls. I was going to call back.” “I’m not here to check on you,” her mother said. “Just water. And a hug. No paperwork required.” They stood across from each other. Two people bound by love, with a mountain between them: words too heavy to speak. Her mother set the glass down, touched Iria’s back for one heartbeat—right where fear settles—then left. The door closed on its easiest hinge. “Sweet,” the voice muttered. “You’re ruining my reputation.” “Sorry,” Iria said. “Tonight, I’m letting myself like it.” She sat again, music low. Not the kind that deafens you so you can’t think, but the kind that reminds you you still have a heart. A shaft of light slid in from the building opposite, cut across the floor, fell over the two red lines. For a second, they seemed to glow. Her phone blinked. Out? from Naia. Got color tapes—translation: spray cans. I’ve got ideas, from Sair. Iria’s smile tugged half an inch higher. “Not a good time,” she whispered. “Which means it is,” the voice countered. “I know you.” She opened the window. The city surged beneath: voices, engines, mismatched music that somehow worked together. She tied her laces, flipped her hoodie inside out—because right side out felt predictable. Before leaving, she filled a bottle cap with water and set it on the desk. The insect glanced at her like: Don’t expect gratitude. “I don’t,” she said. “Just no criticism, deal?” On the stairs, her footsteps thudded like drums in rehearsal. Each floor, a new tempo. At the entrance, she hesitated, thumbed her phone, hit Call. “Hey?” her mother’s voice. “I’ll be late,” Iria said. “I’m with Naia and Sair. I’ll call when I’m back. Love you.” A pause. The kind of silence that sounds like a noise lowering inside someone. “Love you too. Be safe.” Something inside her shifted. As if furniture scraped half an inch, and suddenly the room had space. She stepped outside. The air smelled of damp asphalt and burnt rubber. Naia sat on a bench like a director casting the night. Sair held a paper bag as if it carried awards. Probably pastries. “You came,” Naia said. “I always show up when I shouldn’t,” Iria answered. “Then you showed up right,” Sair grinned. “Reminder: tonight we’re not saving the world. Just signing our names on it.” They walked to their chosen wall, a gray mouth begging for words. Naia handed Iria a spray can. “You first.” “With what?” “A line. Anything you don’t know how to say—start with a line.” Iria shook the can. Shhhhhh. A red streak hissed onto the concrete. Nothing magical. No walls parted. No angels descended. Just a line that existed because she decided. “Nice,” Sair said. “Do another. Show intent.” She did. The second joined the first like veins feeding a heart. And the voice inside her—the one that never shut up—fell quiet. Briefly. Long enough to hear her friends breathing beside her. “You know,” Naia said without looking at her, “you don’t have to keep proving you’re fine.” “To who?” “Everyone. Just know it yourself. And talk when it’s hard.” “I don’t like drama,” Iria said. “Me neither,” Naia replied. “But if you don’t talk, it turns into horror.” Sair broke the tension with a jab at the education system, half a joke until it was fully one. They laughed. Too loud for the night. Perfect. They wrapped up early. Cans back in the bag, words tucked into pockets. Iria bounded the stairs two at a time—not rushing, just wanting closure. Back in her room, the light angled differently, landing on the twin red lines. She sat, opened her notes, wrote without overthinking: Today I drew a line. Not to divide, but to endure. I sent “love you” first. Then I left. I laughed before I cried. I’m not better. I’m a little more real. Not literature. Magnetism. The words held their place. The insect crawled across the floor, paused as if reading, moved on. The voice coughed. “Don’t think it’s over,” it said. “Tomorrow again.” “Tomorrow again,” Iria echoed. “But tonight, I sleep.” She shut the screen. Darkness wasn’t so scary when you knew where to step. The red beam traced a rail across the floor. Follow it with your eyes, it led to the door. Follow it with your heart, it led to yourself. She slept with one hand resting on her notebook. Not clinging, but certain that tomorrow there’d be more to write. The silence of the room was no longer empty. It was a breath before a concert. And somewhere, very quietly, a small voice whispered bravo—without a shred of irony
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