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            For the quiet whispers that grow into mighty roars, reminding us that every voice holds an important story. May we always champion the dignity in ourselves and in others, knowing that together, our chorus is truly magnificent.
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        The old microphone hummed a low, comforting song in Arthur’s ear. It was past midnight, and the city outside the dusty radio station window was a patchwork of glowing squares and shadowed streets. Here, in the small, soundproofed room, Arthur wasn't the quiet kid who tripped over his words in history class. Here, he was "The Night Owl," a voice without a face, sharing oddball tunes and late-night thoughts with anyone who might be listening.


He adjusted his headphones, the worn foam soft against his ears. "Alright, night owls," he murmured into the mic, his voice a smooth, calm ripple, "that was 'Moonlit Serenade' by The Wandering Echoes. A perfect tune for staring at the ceiling, wondering if tomorrow will bring rain or just more of the same." He paused, letting the silence hang, a familiar beat in the rhythm of his show. "Sometimes, that's enough, isn't it? Just knowing the sun will rise, even if you can’t quite feel it on your face yet."


Arthur loved this. He loved the anonymity, the way his words floated out into the dark without anyone seeing his flushed cheeks or the nervous twitch in his fingers. Social anxiety was a heavy cloak he wore during the day, making every interaction feel like a performance with a harsh critic. But here, the mic was a shield, a magic portal that let him be truly himself. He could talk about the strange beauty of forgotten things, the way old books smelled, or why the stars always seemed to hold a secret message, and no one would judge the boy with the perpetually worried eyes.


He played another song, something with a slow, wandering guitar riff, and leaned back in his chair, a small smile touching his lips. The show was almost over. He’d done it again. Another night of connecting without being seen, of being heard without being known. It was his safe harbor.


When the last notes faded, Arthur offered his usual sign-off. "That's all for 'The Night Owl' tonight, folks. Keep your ears open and your dreams wide. Goodnight, city." He flicked a switch, the red "ON AIR" light winking out. He pulled off his headphones, stretched, and gathered his notes. He was tired, but a good kind of tired, the kind that came from doing something that felt right. He stood, ready to lock up the studio.


But in his sleepy haste, he missed one switch. A small, almost hidden button that kept the studio mic live. The red light, though dimmer now, still glowed, a silent sentinel.


Arthur sighed, a long, shaky breath that seemed to pull all the day’s anxieties into the room. "Man," he whispered, running a hand through his already messy hair. "That was... okay, I guess." He picked up his backpack, slung it over one shoulder. "Why is it so much easier when no one's looking?" His voice was different now, raw, stripped of the smooth radio calm. "Why does it feel like I'm always tripping over my own feet, even when I'm just standing still?"


He walked to the window, staring out at the distant city lights. "School tomorrow," he muttered, the words heavy. "Another day of trying to figure out what to say, how to act. Like there's a script I missed, and everyone else got a copy." He pressed his forehead against the cool glass. "It's just… exhausting. Feeling like everyone's watching, everyone's waiting for you to mess up. Even when they’re not. It’s all in my head, I know. But knowing doesn't make it stop." He closed his eyes, a tremor in his voice. "Sometimes I just want to disappear. Just for a little while. Just to catch my breath."


His shoulders slumped. He felt the familiar tightness in his chest, the dull ache of being overwhelmed. "It's dumb, I know," he said, almost to himself, almost to the silent room. "Everyone has problems. Mine are just… quiet ones, I guess. The kind that sit inside you and make you feel small." He stood there for a long moment, the only sound the faint hum of the building and his own soft, uneven breathing. "I just wish it wasn't so hard to be… me."


Then, with a final, weary sigh, he turned off the main lights, locked the studio door, and left, unaware that his most private thoughts had just been broadcast across the sleeping city, carried on the airwaves, a voice in the dark reaching out further than he could ever imagine.


✧ ✧ ✧


The next morning, the world felt too bright, too loud. Arthur woke with a familiar knot in his stomach, anticipating another day of navigating the unspoken rules of high school. He scrolled through his phone during breakfast, a habit, trying to distract himself from the churning dread. That's when he saw it.


A flurry of posts on the local community board, on social media, even a few mentions on the school’s anonymous gossip page. "Did anyone else hear The Night Owl last night?" one post read. Another, bolder: "The Night Owl's raw monologue! Who knew?" And then, the comments: a dizzying mix of confusion, concern, and, worst of all, judgment.


“Dude, that was weird. Way too much info.”

“Is he okay? Sounded pretty rough.”

“Heard it. Made me feel super uncomfortable, honestly.”

“I actually got it. Felt like he was talking about my own brain sometimes.”


Arthur’s blood ran cold. He felt a sickening lurch in his gut, a dizzying panic. His face burned. He remembered the missed switch, the dim red light. He remembered every single word he’d whispered into the empty room, words meant only for himself. Now, they were out there, stripped bare for anyone to hear, to pick apart, to mock. The shield was gone. He was exposed.


He couldn't go to school. The thought of walking through the hallways, knowing people had heard him, knowing they were looking, judging, was unbearable. He pictured the whispers, the knowing glances. He felt his cheeks flush just thinking about it. He felt deeply, profoundly ashamed. He sent a quick text to his mom about feeling sick, then pulled the covers over his head, plunging himself into a dark, safe silence. He didn't want to see anyone, talk to anyone, or even think.


Days blurred into a hazy pattern of avoiding his phone, staring at the ceiling, and trying to make the shame shrink. He ignored calls from the radio station. He ignored messages from friends. He felt small, insignificant, and utterly alone.


Then, a new message popped up. Not on a public forum, but a private message to the radio station’s general inbox, forwarded by Mr. Peterson. It was from a username "Clara_Sky."


“To The Night Owl,” it began. “I don’t know who you are, but I heard you the other night. All of it. And I just wanted to say… thank you. I know it probably wasn’t meant for us, but it was like you reached right into my own head and pulled out words I didn't even know how to say. The part about the invisible script? The feeling of always being watched? It’s exactly how I feel sometimes. For a long time, I thought I was the only one. But hearing you, it made me feel… less alone. Like maybe I’m not broken. Thank you for being brave, even when you didn’t mean to be.”
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