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The light in the office had a perfectly calibrated color temperature – 4,000 kelvin. It was meant to stimulate productivity without straining the eyes. Anna sat at her desk, watching the cursor on the screen pulse in time with her unspoken words. It was her thirtieth year of life, and her tenth year of being invisible.

Her body was a meticulously trained structure of compliance. Her shoulders slightly rounded, careful not to take up too much space. Her voice modulated so it would never sound like a demand. She had mastered the art of disappearing into the crowd – a shadow-woman who filled other people's spreadsheets each day with her own time.

No one knew that beneath the white shirt, deep in her chest, Anna carried a black hole. It wasn't sadness. It was the emptiness left by everything that had been extinguished inside her: the scream she was never allowed to release in childhood, the ambition that was mocked in her first job, and the passion Mark had reduced to "operational efficiency."

That day, on her way to the sauna, Anna did not yet know that the void had reached critical mass. She didn't know that within that nothingness, something had begun to pulse softly. It was the embryo of anger – waiting only for the right temperature to crack the shell of the Hollow One.

To those who still apologize for taking up space. It's time to spread your wings.

To those who fear their own darkness. Remember: only in total darkness can the true gleam of scales be seen.

To those whose voices were taken from them. Do not wait for permission to roar.

To every closet that burst under the weight of too much silence.
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CHAPTER I:

The Glass Dome
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Subchapter 1.1:

The Perfect Mornings
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The alarm didn't need to ring. Anna opened her eyes at exactly 6:00, second by second, as if her brain had been programmed by a meticulous clockmaker. For the first few moments, she lay perfectly still, staring at the ceiling. The ceiling was flawlessly white – not a single crack, no spider, no history. It was safe. She ran her hand over the bedsheet. The linen was cool, stretched so tightly over the mattress that it formed not a single crease. Anna hated folds. Folds reminded her of disorder, and disorder was a crack through which fear could slip inside.

She got up. Her feet touched the oak parquet floor. Each plank was laid in a perfect herringbone pattern. Anna knew exactly which one might creak if she stepped too heavily, so she avoided it instinctively. It was a dance she had learned in childhood – moving in a way that wouldn't wake the monster. Only the monster in her family home drank vodka and struck with a belt, while the monster in her adult life was invisible and sat inside her chest.

She walked over to the window. She looked out at London, which at that hour was gray and airless. Glass towers in the distance reflected the grimy light of dawn. Anna felt a sudden, sharp burning beneath her shoulder blade. That was the place. The place where, for several weeks now, she had felt a strange weight – as if something were growing under her skin. A tumor, perhaps. In any case, something hard. She hadn't gone to a doctor. She was afraid the doctor would say it was cancer, or worse – that there was nothing there at all, and that Anna was simply losing her mind.

In the bathroom, the ritual was even more severe. The mirror was her judge. She saw a woman with a face that resembled an architectural project. No shadows under the eyes – concealed with a concealer that cost two hundred dollars. No expression lines, frozen by fear and creams.

"I'm sorry," she whispered to her reflection.

She did it reflexively. She apologized for looking at herself at all. For taking up the mirror's time. For her skin not being even smoother. It was the pattern – the need to please even inanimate objects.

She reached for the facial massage roller. The coolness of the quartz was soothing. She rolled it over her cheeks, imagining that she was smoothing not only her skin, but her memories as well. The memory of her mother, on mornings like this one, sitting in the kitchen with trembling hands, trying to pour coffee without waking her father. Anna remembered that sound – the metallic tap of a spoon against the rim of a mug. A sound that, in that house, meant a death sentence for the peace of the day.

Anna's kitchen was silent. The coffee machine gleamed, not a single fingerprint. She poured oatmeal into a bowl. Every blueberry had to be perfect. The crushed ones she tossed into the trash with such revulsion as if they were contaminated.

Then she smelled it. It wasn't coffee. It wasn't the lemon she had just sliced. It was the smell of burnt rubber and old, damp meat. A smell that didn't belong in her sterile kitchen.

She spun around.

In the corner, by the fridge, where the shadow was deepest, she saw something that made the knife slip from her hand. The blade hit the floor, scratching the perfect parquet, but Anna didn't notice. In the shadow sat Something. It was the size of a small dog, but its skin was not covered in fur. It had scales. Small, matte, gray scales that seemed to absorb the fluorescent light. The creature had a long, thin tail that thumped nervously against the baseboard.

Anna closed her eyes.

This is a hallucination. Lack of sleep. Stress from the campaign, she repeated in her mind like a mantra.

She opened her eyes. The creature was still there. It lifted its head. Its eyes were the color of murky amber. It didn't growl. It breathed. Heavy, wheezing breaths, as if each inhale caused it physical pain. Anna felt her own lungs refuse to obey. The spark beneath her shoulder blade flared into fire.

"You're not here," she said aloud.

Her voice trembled, losing its professional certainty.

A dragon – because that's what it was, though so small and miserable – tilted its head. It made a sound that reminded Anna of the snap of a leather belt being undone.

It was then that Anna did something that marked both the beginning of her end and her new beginning.

Instead of screaming and running, instead of calling for help, she stepped closer. She saw that the dragon was wounded. A long, narrow stripe ran along its side – identical to the ones Anna had carried on her own back all summer of 1998. This was no fairy-tale dragon. It was her own hurt, finally deciding to take shape.

In that moment, Anna realized that her perfect apartment was not a home, but a rigorously designed sarcophagus. This small, scaled creature was the only living thing in that sterile void, and the fact that it bled the same memory she did awoke in her a suffocating, almost pathological tenderness.

She felt an almost perverse bond with its suffering – more real than her designer concealer or the promotion she had worked for until she was breathless. Deep down, beneath layers of professionalism and polite smiles, she had always known that her inner self resembled this exactly: the embryo of a monster, stifled before it had the chance to grow. Now that it sat in her kitchen, she no longer feared its presence. Instead, she was terrified by the thought that she might drive it away. It was proof that her pain was not imaginary, but flesh.

She felt her own identity – the polished, apologetic Anna – begin to crack like dried paint on an old canvas, revealing beneath it something raw, primal, and hungry for revenge.
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