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“In the beginning was the Word... and before the Word, there was Silence.”

— Unknown
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Inside the story, this is the book they found.

— SILENCE, by Evelyn Hartman
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CHAPTER ONE: THE VANISHING WORDS
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The silence begins on a Tuesday.

Evelyn Hartman doesn't notice it at first—not in the elevator ascending to the forty-third floor, not in the metallic hum that fills the space between her and the stranger beside her, not even in the way her reflection fragments across the closing doors. She's thinking about coffee. About the presentation. About whether Marcus will notice she's wearing the earrings he gave her before things fell apart.

Except she isn't thinking these things in words anymore.

The stranger—a man in a charcoal suit with tired eyes—opens his mouth as if to speak, then closes it. His face contorts. Not pain, exactly. Confusion. He touches his throat, his temple, his chest, as if searching for something he's lost inside himself.

"Are you alright?" Evelyn asks.

He stares at her. Really stares. Like she's just performed a miracle he can't comprehend.

The elevator dings. He stumbles out.

At her desk, the world continues as it always has. Keyboards clatter. Phones ring with their synthetic urgency. The office sprawls before her in open-plan anonymity—a landscape of glass partitions and potted plants that never quite look alive. Evelyn sets down her bag, logs into her computer, and begins reviewing the quarterly reports that will decide whether twenty-three people keep their jobs.

Her colleague, Sarah, approaches. Sarah with her perfectly maintained bob and collection of motivational coffee mugs. Sarah who always has something to say about everything.

Sarah's mouth opens. Closes. Opens again.

No sound emerges.

"Sarah?"

Sarah's eyes widen. She grabs Evelyn's arm, squeezes hard enough to hurt, and points frantically at her own head. Her lips form words—I can't think, I can't think, I can't—but her voice produces only desperate, animal sounds.

The office erupts.

Not in noise, but in its opposite. A rising tide of silence that somehow screams. People stand from their desks, clutching their heads, their throats, their chests. Some weep without understanding why. Others stare at their hands as if they belong to strangers. Marcus runs past, his face blank, his eyes vacant as a doll's.

Evelyn feels it then—the absence. Like standing in a room after the power cuts, in that moment before your eyes adjust, when you can't remember where the furniture is or whether the floor will hold you.

They can't hear themselves think, she realizes. Their inner voices are gone.

But hers remains.

Clear and precise, her thoughts form themselves into sentences, paragraphs, arguments. I should call someone. I should help. What if this is permanent? What if I'm next? The words cascade through her consciousness like water through a familiar channel, worn smooth by years of use.

She's the only one still speaking to herself.

Her phone vibrates. A news alert: GLOBAL COGNITIVE EVENT—MILLIONS REPORT SUDDEN LOSS OF INTERNAL MONOLOGUE

Another: WHO DECLARES INTERNATIONAL EMERGENCY—"THE SILENCE" SPREADS

Another: HOSPITALS OVERWHELMED—PATIENTS DESCRIBE "EMPTINESS INSIDE THEIR HEADS"

Evelyn grabs her coat and runs.

Outside, the city has transformed into something from a fever dream. Traffic moves in chaotic surges, drivers unable to plan their next turn, operating on instinct alone. A woman sits on the sidewalk, rocking back and forth, her hands pressed over her ears as if trying to keep something in—or out. A teenager spray-paints the same word over and over on a brick wall: EMPTY EMPTY EMPTY EMPTY

But it's the eyes that unsettle Evelyn most. Everyone she passes looks hollow. Present but not quite there. Like bodies walking through the world without anyone home inside them.

How do they know what they want if they can't think about it? she wonders. How do they know who they are?

She makes it three blocks before she hears it.

Not with her ears. Deeper than that.

A voice.

Evelyn Hartman is thirty-four years old, though she often feels decades older. She moves through the panicking crowd with purpose, her auburn hair catching the afternoon light, her green eyes sharp with an intelligence she's spent years downplaying in meetings where men speak over her. She doesn't know it yet, but she's about to discover something that will unravel everything she believes about consciousness, identity, and the thin membrane between thought and reality.

Evelyn stops walking.

The voice continues, calm and measured, describing her confusion in real-time.

She stands perfectly still in the middle of the sidewalk while the world breaks apart around her. Her heart rate increases. Her hands begin to shake. She's hearing something impossible—a narrator, external yet intimate, speaking her experience as she lives it.

"No," she whispers.

Yes.

A man collides with her, bounces off, continues walking without acknowledgment. But Evelyn can't move. Can't breathe. Because the voice isn't coming from outside her head, and it isn't coming from inside her head. It's coming from somewhere between—from the space where thoughts become words, where consciousness becomes story.

She understands now, in a way that terrifies her: everyone lost their inner voices today. But Evelyn never had an inner voice. She had an inner narrator. And it's been describing her life for as long as she can remember.

The city blurs. The sky darkens though it's only three in the afternoon. Evelyn sinks to her knees on the concrete, and the narrator keeps speaking, keeps narrating, keeps writing her into existence one sentence at a time.

The question she should be asking—but hasn't yet—is simple and world-shattering:

If this voice isn't hers, then whose is it?

And what happens when it stops?
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CHAPTER TWO: THE VOICE INSIDE
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Evelyn doesn't sleep that night.

She lies in her apartment—a converted loft in the warehouse district, all exposed brick and industrial windows—and listens to the voice describe her insomnia in excruciating detail.

She stares at the ceiling where shadows pool in the corners. The sheets twist around her legs like kelp. Her mind races, except it isn't racing—the narrator is racing, cataloging every sensation, every thought before she fully thinks it. She wants to scream. She doesn't scream. She lies perfectly still and wonders if stillness can be a kind of rebellion.

"Stop," she whispers into the darkness.

The voice doesn't stop.

Outside, the city has gone eerily quiet. No sirens. No traffic. The Silence has fundamentally altered the rhythm of human behavior. Without the ability to plan, to worry, to narrate their own experiences, people have retreated inward—or perhaps they've retreated to wherever people go when there's no inside left.

Evelyn sits up, turns on the lamp. The warm light does nothing to dispel the feeling that she's being watched. Not by eyes, but by attention itself. The focused beam of someone's consciousness pointed directly at her.

She opens her laptop. The screen glows blue-white in the dark room, casting her face in ghosts.

The internet has fractured. Forums overflow with identical posts: help / can't think / empty / what's happening / help. But these are written messages, typed by fingers that still remember patterns even if the minds behind them have gone silent. Video after video shows the same thing—people staring into cameras, mouths opening and closing, unable to articulate what they've lost because they've lost the very tool needed to articulate loss.

One video catches her attention. A neurologist, Dr. Amara Okafor, speaking slowly, carefully, her eyes darting as if reading from an invisible script.

"The phenomenon is global. Universal. We're calling it Cognitive Silence Syndrome, though that feels inadequate. It's not that people can't think—they can make decisions, solve problems, recognize faces. But the linguistic component of consciousness has simply... vanished. The voice that narrates experience, that creates cohesive narrative identity—it's gone."

Dr. Okafor pauses. Touches her own forehead as if checking for fever.

"What's interesting is the pattern of who's affected. Everyone. No exceptions reported. No genetic markers, no demographic clustering. It's as if someone reached into the collective human consciousness and switched off a light."

No exceptions, Evelyn thinks. Except me.

Except her, the narrator echoes. Though even now she's beginning to question whether her exception is a gift or a different kind of prison.

Evelyn slams the laptop shut.

"Who are you?" she asks the empty room.

She's asking the wrong question. The right question is: what are you?

"I'm Evelyn Hartman. I'm an analyst at—"

She's a character, the voice interrupts, and for the first time, it sounds almost apologetic. She's a construction of language given the illusion of autonomy. She's every choice she's ever made, except she's never made a choice—she's only ever been written making choices.

"That's insane."

Is it? Consider: before this moment, how did she know what to think? Where did her thoughts come from? That voice she believed was her own consciousness—who gave it to her? Who chose the words it would use, the syntax, the rhythm? Did she truly author herself, or was she always being authored?

Evelyn stands, paces to the window. Below, the street lies empty except for a few wandering figures. They move like sleepwalkers, bodies animated by something less than intention.
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