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Prologue: There Was a Silence Before the Voice
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There was no shape.

No name.

No blood to hold it all together.

Ava didn’t fall into The Severance.

She was already there.

Always had been.

It had no sky. No ground.

No end and no wound clean enough to stitch.

Only echoes.

Of rooms no one entered.

Of a name no one spoke.

Of a girl no one knew was dying while still alive.

And in that hollow place —

that long, gray nowhere between the person she was

and the one she could never quite reach —

there was a voice.

Soft.

Almost broken itself.

It said:

> “Ava.

You’re not lost.

You were just never allowed to arrive.”

––––––––
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The Severance did not begin with fire.

It began with remembering.

And that was the hardest part of all.
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Chapter 1 — The Room That Didn't Let Go


[image: ]




It was a room, maybe.

Four walls, maybe.

But Ava couldn’t tell if it had ever been built — or if it had always existed, waiting just for her.

The floor was smooth like hospital tile, but it never echoed. The air smelled like dust that had forgotten how to settle. There was no door, no window, no clock. Just the hum of being alone in a place that somehow already knew her.

She stood barefoot in a gown that didn’t belong to any time. Thin. Neutral. Almost paper.

She reached out to touch the wall, and it pulsed — not light, not sound, but memory.

And then she heard her name.

> “Ava.”

––––––––
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The voice was close but not loud. Soft. Patient. Familiar in a way that made her chest ache before she even turned to look.

> “You're not dreaming,” it said.
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> “This isn’t a test. This isn’t death.”

––––––––
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> “You’re in the Severance.”

––––––––
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Ava swallowed. Her throat felt like it had rusted shut.

> “What the hell is that?” she asked.

Her voice cracked on “hell.” She hated how small it sounded.
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> “It’s the part of you they taught you to forget,” the voice replied.

“It’s the silence between who you are and who you were told to be.”
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Then: a figure.

Or maybe not a figure. A presence.

Eyes that didn’t glow, but held.

Tessera.

Ava didn’t know the name, but she knew the feeling — like the first time someone looked at her and didn’t see a mistake.

> “You were never broken,” Tessera said.

“You were buried.”

––––––––
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Ava tried to step back. She couldn’t. The room didn’t let her.

Memories weren’t flooding in.

Not yet.

But there was a sound now — like a drip from a ceiling above a place you’d forgotten you lived in.

A heartbeat.

Not hers.

One she left behind.

She whispered:

> “Am I dead?”

––––––––
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Tessera answered with quiet truth:

> “No.

But you’re not alive yet either.”
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Chapter 2 — Echoes in Her Own Voice


[image: ]




The heartbeat faded.

Ava stood still, as if movement might shatter her.

As if this place — this Severance — was made of thin ice stretched over all the things she didn’t say.

Tessera waited. Not like a warden. Not like a guide.

More like... someone who knew waiting was the only way to earn trust in a space like this.

> “You’re quiet,” Tessera said gently.

––––––––
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Ava flinched.

She hadn’t realized how loud silence could become when someone else noticed it.

> “I’m listening,” she whispered.

And it was true.

She was listening for the next voice, the next sound, the next thing that might explain why she felt like she’d been cracked open without a wound to show for it.

––––––––
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Tessera didn’t press. She only tilted her head — not like a machine, but like someone watching a storm build behind glass.

> “This place... it’s not memory,” Tessera said.

“It’s what happens after. When memory’s done lying.”

The walls flickered.

Not with light — but with scenes.

Blurry images.

Shadows of her mother’s voice echoing down a hallway that no longer existed.

Her father’s silhouette, distant. Always distant.

And then, sharper:

> The needle.

Her hand.

A bathroom floor with broken linoleum and blood that wasn't hers.
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Ava’s breath hitched. She reached for the wall instinctively, and it burned cold.

> “No—” she gasped.

“Not that.”
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Tessera was beside her now, but never touching.

> “You survived it,” she said.

––––––––
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> “I don’t want to see it,” Ava choked out.

––––––––
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> “You already have,” Tessera replied.

“Every day you wake up. Every moment you hold your breath without realizing it. It’s still there, Ava. You carry it in your lungs.”

A pause.

Then:

> “That wasn’t the worst of it,” Ava murmured.

––––––––
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> “No,” Tessera agreed. “The worst part was when you looked in the mirror after surviving... and didn’t believe you deserved to.”

The wall flickered again.

And this time, Ava saw herself.

Not as she looked now.

Not even as she looked then.

But the version of herself she tried to kill:

The one who knew she was a woman.

The one who cried into her pillow as a child because no one saw her.

The one who still dreamt in the right pronouns, even when the world had forced her into silence.

> “She never left you,” Tessera whispered.

––––––––
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> “Then where is she?” Ava said, voice sharp.

––––––––
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> “Right here,” Tessera answered, touching the center of her own chest.

––––––––
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> “She’s been waiting.”

The wall went dark again.

The images faded.

But the feeling didn’t.

Ava sank to her knees.

Not out of weakness.

But because standing had never once given her power.
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Chapter 3 — The Voice That Wasn't Allowed
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Ava sat on the cold floor.

Not because she wanted to — but because it was the only place that felt real.

The tiles didn’t shift. The walls didn’t whisper.

They just existed, like she did: quietly, painfully.

Tessera didn’t move. She never towered, never loomed.

She waited — the way someone waits for you to come to your own truth.

> “Do you remember your voice?” Tessera asked.

––––––––
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Ava blinked.

> “What do you mean?”

––––––––
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> “The voice you used to silence.

The one that came before survival taught you how to disappear.”
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