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Dedication
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To every girl who was called too much or not enough.
To the ones who shared rooms, reused face cream, and still dreamed in color.
To the quiet ones with loud imaginations, and the loud ones who dared to be soft.
To every “Aria” who felt invisible until the universe whispered, You were born divine.
This is for you.
May your magic find you.
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Chapter 1: The Pink Cup and the Promise
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If Aria had a dollar for every time she was dropped off at her aunt's house with the speed and secrecy of a stolen package, she'd at least have enough to buy her own overpriced cup of glittery nonsense.

Instead, she stood in front of the Thornberry Estate...yes, her aunt insisted on calling her two-story house an “estate”...with her duffel bag in one hand and a frown stretched across her face.

“Be good!” her mother called from the car window. “Be polite, and...”

“Don’t breathe too loudly, don’t touch anything gold, and absolutely do not mention we can’t afford almond milk,” Aria mumbled under her breath, waving half-heartedly as the car sped off. A nurse on a double shift didn’t have time to wait for sarcasm.

The door swung open before Aria could even knock.

“Ariiiiaaaa!” Lizzy’s voice exploded like a TikTok soundbite. “You’re here! Come inside, I was just editing a GRWM...oh, and you have to see the new Soto cup. It’s pink. Like cotton candy pink, not your regular broke pink. The vibe is immaculate.”

Aria stepped in, dodging the glitter explosion of Lizzy’s latest art project or social experiment...one could never tell the difference. She blinked as the smell of eucalyptus and strawberry shampoo smacked her in the face.

It was like stepping into the inside of a curated Instagram story.

“I’m fine, thanks for asking,” Aria muttered, dragging her bag past the marble-tiled hallway. Her aunt was nowhere in sight...probably hiding in the kitchen, pretending to be too busy to say hello.

Lizzy bounced ahead, her long auburn hair swaying perfectly. Of course, she was in a matching pastel two-piece lounge set. Aria looked down at her wrinkled hoodie and jeans combo and made peace with her aesthetic: functionally invisible.

“You can use the guest room. But don’t touch the skincare fridge,” Lizzy warned, like she was guarding the crown jewels. “I swear if that serum oxidizes because the door was left open, I’m suing.”

Aria stared blankly. “Do I look like someone who can afford serums?”

Lizzy shrugged, “True. But still. Oh! Before I forget...you’re coming with me to get the new limited edition Soto cup. There’s a new color drop and I need it for my ‘Hot Girls Hydrate’ mini-vlog.”

Aria sighed and dropped her bag with a thump. “You already have like... twelve.”

“Twelve is a lifestyle. Thirteen is a movement.”

“I really don’t want to go.”

Lizzy gasped, hand flying to her chest like Aria had slapped her with a wet tortilla. “But I promised you something! I said I’d give you my almost-expired wrinkle serum!”

“We’re sixteen, Lizzy. What wrinkles?”

“Prevention is key,” Lizzy whispered dramatically, then grabbed Aria’s arm and tugged. “Come on! We’ll grab boba after. My treat. And I’ll give you that trending mushroom charm. It’s viral on TikTok.”

“I don’t want the mushroom.”

“You’ll thank me when your backpack starts getting compliments.”

Aria let herself be pulled, muttering all the way to the car, which was pre-warmed, scented like vanilla lattes, and already playing Lizzy’s “Star Girl Autumn” playlist.

***
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THE LINE FOR THE SOTO cup drop was longer than the school lunch line on chicken nugget day. And somehow more aggressive.

“It’s just a cup,” Aria mumbled for the hundredth time.

“It’s the cup,” Lizzy hissed, clutching her phone and recording a panoramic sweep of the queue. “We are here. In the trenches. For hydration supremacy.”

Aria tuned her out and looked around. Behind the store, the sky was turning a weird shade of lavender. The air had that strange electric weight to it, like something was about to happen.

Spoiler alert: Something would.
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HALF AN HOUR LATER, Lizzy clutched her brand-new cup like it was a newborn baby, cooing over it while Aria dragged her feet toward the car.

But of course, enter the squad.

“Lizzzzzzzy!” three high-pitched voices sang in unison as her friends bounced over. All pastel nails and glossed lips and sparkly tumblers. One of them...Isla? Skylar?...looked Aria up and down and blinked.

“Oh! You brought your cousin again.”

“Yup!” Lizzy chirped. “She’s the one I told you about...the one who uses glycerine. Like, actual glycerine.”

All three girls gave synchronized nods, somewhere between pity and polite horror.

Aria took a slow sip from her off-brand soda, praying for patience and wishing apps had a filter for people.

“We’re going to the park,” Lizzy declared. “To do the Lapido Challenge.”

“The what?” Aria asked.

“Oh my god, you don’t know?” Isla-Skylar blinked. “It’s, like, this urban legend thing. You summon a spirit. It’s going viral. Total aesthetic vibes.”

“You chant some stuff, record the circle, and boom...nothing happens. But you look totally witchy while doing it,” Lizzy said, digging through her tote bag. “I even brought glitter. For the mystic energy.”

Aria groaned. “This is the stupidest...”

“...Trendingest,” Lizzy corrected.

And so Aria, Soto cup in hand and sarcasm in her soul, found herself sitting cross-legged in a half-hearted glitter circle in the park while girls with lip gloss chanted words they found in a TikTok comment section.

"Lapido, Lapido, awaken and arise,
from where you sleep beyond the skies..."
Lizzy held up her phone dramatically. “Do something spooky, Aria. Look possessed.”

“I already look possessed...by regret.”

Everyone laughed. The wind picked up. A squirrel ran by and they all screamed, which turned into another reel for Lizzy’s story.

“Welp,” Isla-Skylar said, dusting glitter off her knees. “Nothing happened. Again.”

Aria stood up, brushing dirt from her hoodie. “Because it’s fake.”

But as they walked away, none of them noticed the faint shimmer on the park bench. Or the way the wind whispered a language no one should’ve understood.

Not yet.



Later that evening, Aria stood in front of the guest room mirror. She made a face at herself. "Wrinkles," she said dryly, dabbing the serum Lizzy gave her on one cheek. "As if stress acne isn't enough."

Her stomach twisted...not from the serum, but the weird static in the air. A buzzing behind her ears. Like an itch in her soul.

Then, the thought came.

I wish Lizzy’s ring light would explode.

She blinked.

Seconds later, from the other side of the house came a fzzzzzzzt!

Followed by Lizzy’s dramatic wail: “MY CONTENT LIGHT DIED! I CAN’T BE SEEN IN NATURAL LIGHT!”

Aria froze.

Coincidence? Probably.

Definitely.

Maybe?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Whispers of Lapido
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The next morning, Aria woke up with glitter in her hair, an aching shoulder, and a vague sense that the universe owed her an apology.

She blinked up at the ceiling of the guest room, where a motivational canvas read:
“Wake. Hydrate. Slay.”
She rolled her eyes so hard it counted as cardio.
The “hydration” in question? A trio of pastel-colored Soto cups arranged on Lizzy’s shrine-like dresser...two pink, one iridescent, all glowing faintly under fairy lights like the Holy Grail of capitalist teenagehood.
"How does one person own so many cups?" Aria muttered, brushing glitter off her cheek. It had migrated from the park, into the guest pillow, and now onto her soul, apparently.

The ring light incident still itched in the back of her mind. She’d told no one about the thought she’d had...“I wish it exploded”...before it, well, did.

Coincidence.
Probably.
...Right?
Downstairs, Aria found Lizzy sitting cross-legged on the kitchen counter (why?), clutching her Soto cup like a life force.

"Aria!" Lizzy grinned. "You slept through the content drop! My entire comment section is lit. Everyone loved the glitter circle."

“Yeah, super witchy.” Aria poured herself a glass of water from the boring regular tap and tried not to look at the line of oat milks in the fridge, all labeled with different moods.

Lizzy’s phone buzzed. “Skylar just sent me a thread about Lapido. Apparently someone in Brazil summoned him, and their teacher fainted mid-lecture.”

“Right. Totally real.” Aria sipped her water. “Because summoning ancient spirits via app filters and low battery mode makes sense.”

“It’s trending, okay? And don’t act like nothing weird happened yesterday.”

Aria blinked. “What?”

“Your hair. It...uh...moved. Like moved. In the wind. But only yours. I didn’t want to say anything because I was editing the vibe shots.”

Aria frowned. “You’re saying I had... exclusive wind?”

“I’m saying Lapido might’ve winked at you. Spirit crush.”

“Please stop talking.”



That afternoon, Lizzy dragged Aria out again, this time to meet the gang at their favorite hangout: a café that looked like it had been designed by someone who watched too many aesthetic videos and had a Pinterest board titled “Matcha-core.”

The place served drinks in mason jars, sold $20 crystals in tiny pouches, and had signs like “manifestation zone ahead” posted over their bathroom mirror.

“Okay, spill,” Isla-Skylar (Aria still couldn’t tell them apart) said as soon as they were seated. “Something definitely happened yesterday. Your aura is, like, electric.”

Aria blinked. “My what?”

“It’s the Lapido thing,” another girl whispered. “The veil is thinning. Look.” She pulled up her phone, tapping on a video of a boy with glitter tears and a ghost filter overlay, lip-syncing,
"I didn't mean to summon him, but now he's in my dreams."
“Thirty thousand likes,” Lizzy whispered reverently.

“You guys seriously think that’s real?” Aria asked. “It’s TikTok. Everything is either fake or a pyramid scheme.”
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