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    To everyone who has ever felt lonely in a crowded group chat.To those who have waited for a reply that never came.And to those who are brave enough to put the telephone down and look up at the stars.
This story is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We live in a world where there is more and more information, and less and less meaning."— Jean Baudrillard

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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CHAPTER 1: Blue Light in the Dark
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The room was dark. The only thing that glowed was the small rectangle of glass in the hand of a girl named Leila. She lay on her side. Her blankets were pulled up to her chin. It was two o'clock in the morning. Outside her window, the city of Singapore was a hum of distant traffic and humid air. Inside her room, there was only the soft, blue light of her mobile telephone.

Leila should have been sleeping. She had a long day ahead of her at the international design firm where she worked. But her thumb kept moving. She swiped upward. She swiped downward. She was trapped in the "Golden Circle."

The Golden Circle was the name of her group chat. There were six of them in the chat. They had been friends since their university days. There was Mateo, who always sent jokes that were a little bit too loud. There was Amara, who lived in London now but stayed awake at strange hours to talk. There was Hiro, who lived in Tokyo and mostly sent pictures of his cat. There was Sofia, the most fashionable of the group. And finally, there was Marcus, the one who had started the group three years ago.

For a long time, the Golden Circle was the best part of the day for Leila. It was a place where she felt safe. When she moved to this new, busy city, the chat was her home. It did not matter that they were thousands of kilometers apart. When the little red notification bubble appeared on her screen, she felt loved. She felt seen.

Tonight, however, the feeling was different.

Leila stared at the screen. She saw the words "Mateo is typing..." appear at the bottom. Her heart gave a small, nervous skip. She did not know why she felt anxious. Mateo was her friend. But lately, the tone of the chat had changed. It was no longer just about jokes or sharing what they ate for lunch. It had become a place of silent competition.

Who had the better job? Who was traveling to the most beautiful beach? Who was getting married? Who was happy?

Mateo’s message finally appeared.

“Did you guys see what Sofia posted on her main page?” Mateo wrote.

Leila bit her lip. She had seen the post. Sofia was in Paris. She was standing in front of a very expensive restaurant. She looked perfect. Her hair was smooth. Her dress was a deep red. She looked like she did not have a single worry in the world.

Amara replied almost instantly. “I saw it. Must be nice to have a rich family. Some of us actually have to work for a living.”

Leila felt a cold shiver. Amara and Sofia were supposed to be best friends. They had shared a room for four years. Why was Amara being so sharp?

Hiro sent a small emoji of a face with wide eyes. He was the quiet one. He never wanted to fight.

Then, the three dots appeared again. This time, it was Sofia. She must have been awake in Paris.

“I can see what you are writing, Amara,” Sofia replied. “If you have a problem with my life, you can tell me directly. You do not have to be passive-aggressive in the group.”

Leila felt like she was watching a fire start in a dry forest. She wanted to type something. She wanted to say, "Stop, everyone. We love each other. Let us not fight."

She tapped the text box. Her keyboard appeared. She typed: “I am sure she did not mean it like that.”

She looked at the words. She hovered her finger over the send button. Then, she stopped. She deleted the words.

If she defended Sofia, Amara would be angry at her. If she agreed with Amara, Sofia would think she was mean.

She watched the screen. The words "Seen by Marcus" and "Seen by Hiro" appeared. They were all watching. They were all there, staring at their screens in different parts of the world, but no one was saying anything to stop the fire.

Leila felt a deep sense of loneliness. She was surrounded by their names and their photos, but she felt like she was standing in a room full of ghosts.

“Anyway,” Mateo wrote, trying to change the subject. “Leila, how is that big project going? The one you were so worried about?”

Leila froze. She had told Mateo about the project in a private message, not in the group. It was a sensitive topic. She was afraid she might lose her job if the project did not go well.

“What project?” Amara asked. “Leila, you did not tell us you were having trouble.”

Leila felt her face grow hot. She felt exposed. It was as if Mateo had opened her private diary and read it out loud to a crowd.

“It is nothing,” Leila typed quickly. Her fingers were shaking. “Just some small things. I am fine.”

“You did not sound fine when we talked yesterday,” Mateo replied.

Leila wanted to throw her phone across the room. Why was he doing this? Was he trying to be helpful, or was he trying to make himself look like the friend who knew her best? In the Golden Circle, information was power. Knowing someone’s secret was a way to stay important.

She did not reply. she watched the screen.

“Is Leila still there?” Marcus asked. “I see she has read the messages.”

The pressure was mounting. The "Seen" feature was a curse. It told everyone that she was present. It told them she was listening. She could not hide. She could not pretend she was sleeping.

She watched the little blue bubbles. They felt like tiny walls being built around her. Every time her phone vibrated, her stomach turned.

She thought about the early days of their friendship. They used to sit on the grass outside the library. They would talk for hours about their dreams. There were no screens then. There were no "likes." There was only the sound of their voices and the smell of the evening air.

Now, their friendship lived in a plastic box. It was made of pixels and data. It was fragile. A single misunderstood word could break it.

Leila finally typed: “I am going to sleep now. Goodnight, everyone.”

She did not wait for their replies. She put the phone face down on her nightstand. The room was dark again, but her eyes were wide open. The blue light still burned in her mind. She could almost feel the messages continuing without her. She could imagine them talking about her now that she was "gone."

Is she okay?
Why was she so short with us?
I think she is hiding something.
The group chat was a living thing. It was a monster that needed to be fed every hour. If you did not feed it, it turned on you.

Leila closed her eyes and tried to breathe deeply. She told herself it was just a telephone. It was just a group of friends. It was not her whole life.

But as she lay there in the silence of her Singapore apartment, she knew she was lying to herself. The Golden Circle was not just a chat. It was a web. And she was caught right in the middle of it.

She wondered what would happen if she just deleted the application. What if she just disappeared? Would they find her? Would they care? Or would she simply become a "Left the group" notification that everyone would forget by morning?

She reached out her hand to touch the phone again, just to see if there was one more message. She stopped herself.

She had to be strong.

But then, the phone vibrated.

One short buzz.

In the dark, it sounded like a scream.

Leila could not help it. She picked up the phone. She looked at the screen.

It was a private message from Marcus.

“Leila, do not listen to Mateo. But we need to talk. I saw something you should see. I am sending you a screenshot.”

Leila’s heart hammered against her ribs. A screenshot. The most dangerous weapon in the digital world.

She waited. The image took a second to load. It was a picture of a different group chat. A chat she did not know existed.

The title of that chat was "The Real Circle."

And the last message in that chat was from Amara. It was about Leila.

Leila’s breath caught in her throat. Her eyes filled with tears as she read the words on the screen.

The fire was no longer in the forest. It was in her home.
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CHAPTER 2: Circle of Golden Friends
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Leila stared at her phone until her eyes burned. The screenshot Marcus had sent was like a sharp piece of glass in her hand. The image showed a conversation from "The Real Circle." In this secret group, there were five members. Amara, Sofia, Mateo, Hiro, and Marcus.

Leila was the only one missing.

The words from Amara were clear and cold. “Leila is so dramatic lately. Every time we talk, she is complaining about her job or her stress. I think she is bringing the whole group down. Should we just plan the Bali trip without her? It would be more fun if we did not have to worry about her mood.”

Underneath that message, Mateo had sent a "thumbs up" symbol. Sofia had replied with, “Maybe you are right. She has changed.”

Leila felt a heavy, cold stone drop into her stomach. These were the people she called her best friends. She had known them for years. She had cried on their shoulders during university exams. She had cheered for them when they got their first jobs. She thought they were her family by choice.

Now, she saw that she was a topic of discussion. She was a problem to be solved. She was a person they wanted to leave behind.

She looked at the top of her screen. The "Golden Circle"—the original group chat—was still there. It sat right next to the private message from Marcus. In the Golden Circle, they were all still pretending to be friends. They were sending "goodnight" messages and heart symbols.

It was a lie. Her entire social life was a beautiful, digital lie.

Leila did not reply to Marcus. She did not know if she could trust him either. Why was he sending her this? Was he trying to help her, or was he just feeding the drama? In a world of group chats, even a kind act could be a trap.

She turned off her phone and pushed it under her pillow. She did not want to see the light anymore. She wanted to disappear into the dark. But sleep did not come. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the words on the screen. She is bringing the whole group down.

The next morning, the humidity of Singapore felt heavier than usual. Leila walked to the train station. The city was waking up. Thousands of people were moving together, but everyone was looking down. Everyone had a glowing screen in their hand. Leila wondered how many of them were reading messages that made their hearts ache. How many people in this crowded train were feeling completely alone?

She reached her office. It was a beautiful space with tall windows and green plants. She worked as a graphic designer. Usually, she loved her job. She loved the way colors looked on a clean canvas. But today, she could not focus.

Her phone sat on her desk. It was like a small, silent animal that might bite her at any moment.

Buzz.

She flinched. She looked at the screen. It was a message in the Golden Circle.

Amara: “Good morning, everyone! I hope you all slept well. Leila, are you feeling better today? You seemed a bit quiet last night.”

Leila felt a surge of heat in her chest. It was anger, but it was also deep sadness. Amara was acting like a caring friend in the public chat, while in the secret chat, she was planning to leave Leila behind.

How could someone be two people at once?

Leila looked at her keyboard. She wanted to type: “I saw what you said. I know about the other group.”

Her heart raced. If she said that, everything would change. The bridge would be burned. There would be no going back to the way things were. She would lose all of them at once.

She thought about her weekends. If she left the group, who would she talk to? They were her only connection to her past. They were the people who knew her before she moved to this big, lonely city. The thought of a silent phone was more terrifying than the thought of a lying one.

She typed: “I am fine, Amara. Just a lot of work. Thank you for asking.”

She felt like a coward. She was participating in the lie.

“Leila? Do you have the sketches for the new brand?”

Leila looked up. Her manager, a woman named Sarah, was standing by her desk. Sarah looked kind but busy.

“I am almost finished, Sarah,” Leila said. Her voice felt thin.

“Are you okay?” Sarah asked, leaning in a little closer. “You look like you did not sleep. If you need a break, the coffee room is quiet.”

Leila wanted to tell her. She wanted to say, “My friends are talking about me behind my back in a digital room I cannot enter.” But it sounded so small. It sounded like something a child would say. How do you explain to a professional adult that your world is falling apart because of a text message?

“I am just a bit tired,” Leila said with a forced smile. “I will have the sketches to you by lunch.”

Sarah nodded and walked away.

Leila went back to her screen. She tried to work on the designs, but her mind kept drifting to Bali. They were planning a trip. They had been talking about a reunion for a year. It was supposed to be the moment they all came back together. To find out they were planning it without her felt like being erased.

She opened the Golden Circle chat again. She scrolled back through months of messages. She looked for the moment when things changed. When did she become the "dramatic" one? When did she become the "burden"?

She saw a message from three months ago. She had posted about feeling lonely in Singapore. She had said she missed their university nights.

Hiro had replied: “We miss you too!”
Mateo had sent a funny video to make her laugh.
At the time, she thought they were supporting her. But now, she wondered if that was the moment they started their secret group. Maybe they thought she was too needy. Maybe her honesty was too heavy for their digital world.

The digital world did not like heavy things. It liked bright photos, quick jokes, and easy smiles. It liked "likes." It did not know what to do with real human sadness.

Suddenly, another notification appeared. This one was not from the group. it was a private message from Sofia.

Sofia: “Leila, can we talk? Just us?”

Leila’s pulse quickened. Sofia was the one who had agreed with Amara in the screenshot. She was the one who said Leila had "changed."

Leila: “About what?”

Sofia: “I feel bad about how things ended last night. I feel like there is a lot of tension in the group. I do not like it. We have been friends for too long to let things get weird.”

Leila stared at the words. We have been friends for too long.

Was Sofia being honest? Or was she checking to see if Leila suspected anything? Maybe Marcus had told Sofia that he sent the screenshot. Maybe they were all playing a game of digital chess, and Leila was the only one who did not know the rules.

Leila: “I agree. I do not like the tension either. I just want things to be the way they used to be.”

Sofia: “Me too. Listen, do not worry about what Mateo said about your job. He is just loud. We all support you. Okay?”

Leila felt a tear pull at the corner of her eye. If she had not seen the screenshot, this message would have made her feel so much better. It would have fixed her day. But now, the message felt like poison covered in sugar.

She realized that the group chat had destroyed her ability to trust. She no longer saw a message as a simple thought. She saw it as a mask.

She looked at her design software. She began to draw a circle. She drew five small dots inside the circle and one dot outside of it. She colored the five dots gold. She colored the one dot grey.

That was her life. She was the grey dot.

She spent the rest of the morning in a fog. She finished her sketches and sent them to Sarah. She ate a sandwich at her desk. She did not look at the Golden Circle. She let the notifications pile up.

24 messages.
42 messages.
56 messages.
The group was busy today. They were sharing memes. They were talking about a new movie. They were laughing in a way that felt loud even though there was no sound.

At three o'clock, Hiro sent a photo to the group. It was a picture of an old notebook from their university days. On the cover, they had all signed their names.

“Found this today while cleaning,” Hiro wrote. “We were so young. We promised we would never let anything come between us. Remember?”

Marcus replied: “I remember. Best friends forever.”

Amara sent a heart.
Mateo sent a heart.
Sofia sent a heart.
Leila looked at the hearts. They looked like drops of blood on the screen.

She realized that the Golden Circle was not just a group of friends. It was a prison. They were all trapped in a performance. They were all trying to prove they were the best friend, the happiest friend, the most loyal friend. And the secret chat was the place where the performance stopped.

She wanted to scream. She wanted to type the truth into the Golden Circle and watch the whole thing explode.

But then, she saw one more message from Marcus. He sent it to her privately.

Marcus: “Leila, I am sorry I sent you that screenshot. I should not have done it. It was wrong of me to hurt you like that. I was just angry at Amara. Please do not say anything to the group. It will ruin everything.”

Leila sat back in her chair. She felt a strange, cold clarity. Marcus was not trying to help her. He was using her. He was using her as a weapon in his own fight with Amara. He wanted Leila to be hurt so she would be on his side.

They were all using each other.

The "Circle of Golden Friends" was not gold at all. It was made of cheap plastic that was starting to melt.

Leila picked up her phone. She did not go to the Golden Circle. She did not go to her private messages. She went to her settings.

She looked at the button that said "Notifications."

She hesitated. If she turned them off, she would be free. But she would also be alone. The silence would be deafening.

In that moment, she heard a sound. It was not a digital beep. It was the sound of the rain starting to fall against the large windows of her office. It was a real sound, in the real world.

She looked out at the city. The rain was washing the dust off the buildings. It was grey and beautiful.

She looked back at her phone.

What was she so afraid of losing? A group of people who talked about her when she was not there? A friendship that required her to hide her feelings?

She moved her thumb toward the button.

But before she could touch it, her phone rang. It was an incoming call.

It was from a number she did not recognize.

She answered it.

“Hello?” she said.

“Leila?” The voice was deep and unfamiliar. There was a lot of noise in the background. It sounded like an airport. “Leila, it is Hiro. I am at the airport in Singapore. I have a six-hour layover. Can you come and see me? I need to tell you the truth about what is happening.”

Leila’s heart stopped. Hiro was here? In her city?

“Hiro? Why are you not messaging the group?” she asked.

“Because,” Hiro said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “The group is not what you think it is. I cannot talk on the chat. They are watching everything. Please, Leila. Meet me at the coffee shop in Terminal 3. I have something to show you that is much worse than a screenshot.”

Leila stood up. Her chair scraped against the floor.

The mystery was no longer just about a secret chat. It was something bigger. Something dangerous.

She grabbed her bag.

“I am coming,” she said.

She walked out of the office, leaving her phone face down on the desk.

What was Hiro hiding? And why was he so afraid of the very friends he had just sent hearts to?
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CHAPTER 3: Words We Do Not Mean
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The taxi ride to Changi Airport was a blur of rain and green trees. Leila sat in the back seat, her hands folded in her lap. She felt strange without her mobile telephone. It was as if she had forgotten to put on her shoes or her watch. She felt light, but she also felt exposed.

For years, that little device had been her shield. When she felt awkward in a crowd, she looked at her screen. When she was bored, she scrolled through the Golden Circle. Now, for the first time in a long time, she was just a person in a car, watching the world go by.

The airport was bright and busy. Terminal 3 felt like a giant glass palace. Leila walked past the indoor gardens and the tall sculptures. She looked for the coffee shop Hiro had mentioned.

She saw him sitting in a corner booth. Hiro looked smaller than he did in his profile picture. He was wearing a grey hooded sweatshirt and looked very tired. There were dark circles under his eyes. On the table in front of him was a paper cup of coffee and a thick yellow envelope.

He was not looking at his phone. He was staring at the floor.

“Hiro?” Leila said softly.

Hiro looked up. For a second, he looked afraid. Then, he let out a long breath and stood up. He did not give her a high-five or a casual wave. He stepped forward and gave her a tight
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