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    For every child who has ever felt like a ghost in their own home.
For the ones who wait by the window, the ones who speak to the moon, and the ones who see the world in colors that have no names.
You are seen. You are heard. You are real.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The world is not what it appears to be. It is a room within a room, and the door is only visible to those who have stopped looking for the exit."
— The Book of Moonlight (The Night School Hall of Records)
"It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye."
— Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince
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CHAPTER 1: The Boy Who Was Made of Glass
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In the heart of São Paulo, a city that never truly sleeps, eleven-year-old Leo felt like a ghost. He lived in a high-rise apartment that smelled of expensive floor wax and silence. His parents were successful architects who designed towering structures of glass and steel, but they seemed to have forgotten how to build a bridge to their own son.

Leo was a quiet boy with messy dark hair and eyes that always seemed to be looking at something just out of frame. At school, he sat in the middle row, neither the best student nor the worst. He was the child teachers forgot to call on, the one whose name was often misspelled on the attendance sheet. At home, his dinner was usually left in the microwave with a sticky note: Working late. Love, Mom.

On this particular Tuesday, the silence in the apartment felt heavier than usual. The rain lashed against the floor-to-ceiling windows, turning the city lights into blurry smears of neon. Leo sat at the mahogany dining table, staring at a plate of cold pasta. He felt a strange ache in his chest—not a sharp pain, but a hollow, echoing sort of loneliness. It was the feeling of being a puzzle piece that didn't belong to any box.

"I'm here," he whispered to the empty room. "I'm right here."

The clock on the wall ticked loudly. Tick. Tick. Tick.

Suddenly, the ticking stopped. Not because the clock had broken, but because the sound seemed to stretch out, lengthening into a low, resonant hum. Leo frowned. He looked at the shadows in the corner of the room. Usually, shadows were flat and dark, but these were different. They were shimmering, vibrating like the surface of a lake after a stone is thrown into it.

The shadow against the hallway door began to change shape. It stretched upward, forming an archway. Inside the arch, Leo didn't see the familiar beige wallpaper of the hallway. Instead, he saw a flickering golden light, like a thousand candles burning at once. He smelled something he hadn't smelled in years: old paper, cedar wood, and the faint, sweet scent of rain on hot pavement.

Leo stood up. His chair scraped against the floor, a harsh sound in the strange silence. He walked toward the archway. He knew he should be afraid. Any normal boy would have run to his room and locked the door. But Leo felt a pull—a magnetic tug at his very center. For the first time in a long time, he felt as though something was looking for him.

He stepped through the shadow.

The transition was as smooth as stepping through a curtain. One moment he was in a modern apartment; the next, he was standing in a vast, circular courtyard. The ground was made of smooth, white stones that glowled with a soft, internal light. Above him, there was no roof, only a deep violet sky filled with stars so large and bright they looked like hanging lanterns.

Surrounding the courtyard were tall, impossible buildings. They looked like a blend of every school Leo had ever seen in movies or books—Gothic towers, sleek marble pillars, and wooden balconies that spiraled toward the stars.

"You're late, Leonardo," a voice said.

Leo jumped, spinning around. Standing near a stone fountain was a man who looked like he was made of twilight. He wore a long, charcoal-colored coat that seemed to drift and flow even though there was no wind. His hair was a shock of white, and his skin had the texture of fine parchment.

"Who are you?" Leo asked, his voice trembling. "Where am I?"

The man smiled, and his eyes—which were the color of the sea at dusk—crinkled with warmth. "I am the Warden of Keys. And you, Leo, are exactly where you have been wishing to be. This is the Night School."

"The Night School?" Leo looked around. He saw other children emerging from different shadows around the courtyard. A girl with long, dark braids and a colorful sweater stepped out from behind a pillar. A tall, thin boy with glasses appeared from the darkness of a doorway. They all looked the same way Leo felt: startled, confused, and deeply, secretly relieved.

"Is this a dream?" the girl with braids asked. Her voice was steady, but her hands were tucked deep into her pockets.

"If it were a dream, you wouldn't feel the cold water of the fountain, would you, Amara?" the Warden said, gesturing to the water splashing nearby.

Amara stepped forward, dipping her fingers into the basin. She gasped. "It’s warm. It feels like... like a hug."

"This school appears only to those who have become invisible in the world of the sun," the Warden explained, walking slowly among the children. "In the Day World, people are busy. They are loud. They look at screens and schedules, and they forget to look at the people standing right in front of them. But here? Here, you are the only thing that matters."

Leo felt a lump form in his throat. "But why are we here? To learn math?"

The Warden laughed, a sound like dry leaves skittering across a sidewalk. "No, Leonardo. No math. Here, we study the things the Day World has no time for. We study the weight of a secret. We study how to find the courage that hides under your ribs. We study the map of your own heart."

More children were arriving now. Leo counted twelve, then twenty. They came from everywhere. He heard snippets of languages he didn't recognize—Mandarin, French, Arabic—but somehow, he understood the feeling behind every word. They were all the same. They were all children who had been pushed to the edges of their own lives.

"Follow me," the Warden said, turning toward a massive set of oak doors. "The first bell is about to ring."

As Leo walked, he noticed something strange. When he looked down at his hands, they weren't pale and translucent like they usually felt. They looked solid. Strong. He looked at his reflection in a window as they passed, and for the first time in months, he didn't feel like he was looking at a stranger.

They entered a hallway that seemed to stretch on forever. The walls were lined with portraits, but the people in the paintings were moving. A woman in a sari was painting a sunset that actually changed colors; a man in a tuxedo was playing a violin that emitted a faint, beautiful melody.

"This is the Hall of Records," the Warden said. "Every child who has ever felt forgotten has a page here. Your stories are the most important books we own."

They reached a classroom with a sign on the door that read: THE GEOGRAPHY OF LOSS.

Inside, the desks were arranged in a circle. In the center stood a woman with skin the color of ebony and a dress made of shimmering silk that looked like the night sky. She held a globe, but it wasn't a globe of the Earth. It was a globe of a human heart, with mountains for sorrows and rivers for joys.

"Welcome," she said, her voice like a cello. "I am Professor Muna. Today, we begin by finding what you have lost."

Leo sat down at a desk. To his left was the girl named Amara, and to his right was the tall boy with glasses.

"I'm Mei-Lin," the girl whispered, though the Warden had called her Amara earlier—Leo realized there were many children, and he was still getting his bearings. Actually, the girl next to him corrected him quietly. "I am Mei-Lin. Amara is over there." She pointed to the girl with the braids.

"I'm Leo," he whispered back.

"I know," Mei-Lin said with a small smile. "I saw you in the courtyard. You looked like you were waiting for someone to notice you were breathing."

Leo felt a flush of heat in his cheeks. "Was it that obvious?"

"We all look like that," she said, her gaze turning toward the Professor.

Professor Muna placed the heart-globe on a pedestal. "The Day World tells you that to grow up is to leave things behind. They tell you to forget your childhood fears, to hide your tears, and to silence your questions. They tell you that your value is measured by how much you produce or how well you perform."

She touched a spot on the globe, and a soft blue light filled the room. "But here, we know the truth. You cannot be whole if parts of you are missing. Today, we will go into the Cellar of Memories. You will each find one thing you left behind because someone told you it wasn't important."

Leo felt a flicker of anxiety. "What if I can't find anything?"

Professor Muna looked directly at him. Her eyes were kind, but they held a sharp intelligence. "Oh, Leonardo. You have left so much behind just to fit into the silence of your home. You won't have to look far."

The floor in the center of the room began to spiral downward, revealing a stone staircase that led into a warm, glowing darkness. One by one, the children stood up.

As Leo walked toward the stairs, he felt a strange sensation. It was as if a string attached to his chest was being pulled toward the world he had just left. For a fleeting second, he thought of his mother. He wondered if she had come home. He wondered if she had walked into his room, seen the empty bed, and felt a pang of worry.

But then he remembered the many nights he had sat in the kitchen, waiting for the sound of a key in the lock, only to fall asleep before the door ever opened.

He turned away from the thought and stepped onto the stairs.

The air in the cellar was thick and sweet, like honey. Shelves upon shelves lined the walls, stretching up into the gloom. But these weren't shelves for books. They were filled with objects: a single red mitten, a cracked marble, a drawing of a dragon, a rusted key, a lullaby recorded in a glass jar.

"Find what belongs to you," Professor Muna's voice echoed from above.

Leo wandered through the aisles. He saw a wooden horse that belonged to a boy from a century ago. He saw a silk ribbon from a girl in a distant country. Finally, he stopped in front of a small, dusty box.

He opened it.

Inside was a small, plastic telescope. It was cheap, the kind you might win at a carnival. But as soon as Leo touched it, a memory hit him like a physical blow.

He was six years old. He was standing on the balcony of their old apartment with his father. The city was dark because of a power outage. His father had pointed the telescope at the sky and told him the names of the constellations. For that one hour, Leo had felt like the center of his father's universe. He had felt seen.

But then the lights had come back on. His father’s phone had started ringing. The telescope had been put in a box during the move to the new high-rise and never taken out again. Leo had eventually forgotten it existed.

As he held the telescope, it began to glow. The plastic felt warm in his hand.

"I remember," Leo whispered.

Suddenly, a loud, metallic clack echoed through the cellar. It sounded like a heavy bolt sliding into place.

Leo looked around. The other children were holding their objects, too. Mei-Lin held a set of worn paintbrushes. Amara held a small, carved wooden bird. But the atmosphere had changed. The warmth was still there, but beneath it was a new, sharper tension.

From the top of the stairs, the Warden of Keys appeared. His expression was no longer just gentle; it was solemn.

"You have taken the first step," he said. "You have reclaimed a piece of yourselves. But you must know the cost."

"Cost?" Amara asked, clutching her wooden bird. "What cost?"

"The Night School is a sanctuary," the Warden said. "But the world you come from operates on a balance. The more you become visible here—the more you find your voice and your strength—the more the Day World will lose its grip on you."

He paused, his twilight coat shimmering. "Even now, in your homes, your names are fading from the labels on your clothes. Your faces are blurring in the photographs on the walls. If you stay here, if you continue your lessons, the world of the sun will eventually forget you ever existed."

A heavy silence fell over the children. Leo looked down at the plastic telescope. He thought of his parents' apartment—the glass, the steel, the cold pasta, and the silence. Then he looked at the glowing courtyard above, the kind teachers, and the children who looked at him and actually saw him.

"What do we do?" someone whispered.

"That is the final lesson," the Warden replied. "But for now, the moon is high. It is time for your next class."

Leo gripped the telescope tight. He wasn't sure if he wanted to be remembered by a world that didn't see him, or if he wanted to disappear into a place where he finally felt real.

As they climbed back up the stairs, Leo looked back at the cellar. He saw a shadow moving in the corner—something dark and shapeless that didn't belong to the warmth of the school. It watched them go, a flicker of coldness in the golden light.

The Night School was beautiful, but Leo realized then that it also held secrets that the Warden hadn't yet shared.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2: The Hall of Whispers
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The transition from the cellar to the main corridor felt like moving from a warm blanket into a cool breeze. The children walked in a stunned silence, their fingers tracing the edges of the lost objects they had reclaimed. Leo kept his plastic telescope tucked under his arm, the weight of it comforting against his ribs.

Beside him, Mei-Lin was looking at her paintbrushes with an expression of intense focus.

"Do you think he was telling the truth?" she asked softly. "About the fading?"

Leo looked at her. "He didn't seem like the kind of person who lies. Everything here feels... more real than home, doesn't it?"

Mei-Lin nodded. "In Beijing, I share a room with my sister. My parents are always shouting about the future—grades, music lessons, prestigious universities. But when they look at me, they see a doctor or a lawyer. They don’t see me. Not the part of me that wants to paint the way the smog looks when the sun hits it just right."

"I know that feeling," a new voice joined them.

A boy with skin the color of polished teak and eyes that sparkled with a mischievous energy walked alongside them. He wore a school uniform that looked like it belonged to a private academy in Mumbai, but the tie was loosened and the sleeves were rolled up.

"I’m Kavi," he said, offering a small, lopsided smile. "I have four brothers. In my house, you have to shout to be heard, and even then, I’m just 'the middle one.' I could disappear for three days and my mother would probably just think I was in the bathroom."

"I'm Leo," Leo said. "And this is Mei-Lin."

"Nice to meet fellow ghosts," Kavi said, though his tone was light. He held a small, silver whistle in his hand. "I lost this three years ago. My father told me it was a 'distraction from my studies.' To him, it’s just noise. To me, it was a way to call the birds in the park."

They reached a set of double doors that were carved from translucent blue stone. As they approached, the doors didn't swing open; they simply dissolved into a fine mist, allowing the children to pass through.

They found themselves in a room that had no floor—or rather, the floor was a thick, swirling layer of clouds that supported their weight like a firm mattress. There were no desks here. Instead, large, glowing bubbles floated in the air, each containing a different image or a fragment of a dream.

Standing in the center of the clouds was a man who seemed to be made entirely of shadows and starlight. He didn't have a face in the traditional sense, but his presence was calm and steady.

"I am Professor Thorne," the figure said. His voice didn't come from a mouth; it resonated directly inside their heads, like a thought they had forgotten they had. "And this is the Hall of Whispers. Here, we study Fear."

A few children shifted uncomfortably. Fear wasn't something they wanted to study; it was something they spent their lives trying to outrun.

"In the Day World," Professor Thorne continued, "fear is treated like an enemy. You are told to be brave, to be strong, to push it down. But fear is not an enemy. Fear is a compass. It tells you where your boundaries are. It tells you what you are afraid to lose."

He waved a hand, and the glowing bubbles began to drift toward the children.

"Each of you will find a bubble that resonates with your heartbeat," the Professor said. "Inside is a moment of your fear. You will not fight it. You will listen to it."

Leo watched as a bubble drifted toward him. Inside the swirling mist of the sphere, he saw a vision of his own apartment in São Paulo. It was nighttime. The lights were off. He saw himself standing in the kitchen, calling out "Mom? Dad?" into the darkness. There was no answer. The silence in the vision was so thick it felt like it was choking him.

He reached out and touched the surface of the bubble.

The world around him vanished.

Suddenly, Leo was standing in that dark kitchen. The air smelled of cold coffee and lemon-scented cleaning fluid. The silence was absolute. He walked toward his parents' bedroom. The door was ajar. He pushed it open, expecting to see them sleeping
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