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CHAPTER 1: THE LAST JOURNEY

Felicia watched the world blur by from the train window, a kaleidoscope of green fields and distant, unfamiliar towns. Her mother hummed a gentle tune beside her, her hand resting warmly on Felicia’s head. Across from them, her father pointed to a flock of birds taking flight, their wings a sudden splash of black against the bright sky. He smiled, a deep, full smile that made the corners of his eyes crinkle. Felicia was ten years old, and this trip was an adventure.

The train rattled along the tracks, a rhythmic, comforting song. It was a sound that had filled her life with the promise of new sights and smells, of grand stations and hidden cities. It was the sound of her family, together, exploring a new country.

Then came the silence. Not a peaceful quiet, but a sudden, jarring emptiness. The gentle rhythm stopped. The hum from her mother's lips ceased. A sharp, metallic screech ripped through the air, followed by a violent lurch that sent everything flying. Felicia was thrown against the seat, then against the floor. A cacophony of breaking glass and screaming filled the carriage, a chorus of terror that drowned out all other sound.

She didn't see her parents after that. Not really. She saw fragments—her mother’s bright floral dress torn at the hem, her father’s shoe lying forgotten near a pile of rubble. She was lifted from the wreckage by a stranger with a kind face, but she felt no comfort. She was just a little girl, holding a small, stuffed toy with a missing eye, surrounded by a language she didn't understand, and the crushing weight of a silence that was colder and sharper than any sound.

CHAPTER 2: THE NEW NORMAL

The orphanage was a place of muted colors and hushed sounds. The walls were a pale, peeling yellow, and the floors were so worn they no longer creaked under the weight of the many children who lived there. Felicia, wrapped in a blanket that smelled faintly of old linens and disinfectant, felt like a ghost. She was ten years old, but felt a century older. The other children, with their games and their laughter, seemed to belong to a world she had left behind forever. She watched them from a distance, her small stuffed toy clutched tight in her arms, its single glass eye a silent companion.

Days blurred into weeks. She learned a few words of the new language, but she found herself unable to speak. The words felt foreign and heavy, like stones in her throat. The matron, a stern but not unkind woman, would bring her meals and try to coax her to talk, but Felicia would only stare, her eyes reflecting a loss that was too big for a child's heart. Her parents' faces, once so clear and full of life, were beginning to fade, becoming soft, watercolor memories she was afraid to lose.

One afternoon, the matron sat beside her on the small bed. Her face was different—less stern, more hesitant. "Felicia," she said, her voice gentle and slow. "There are people who want to meet you. A family."

Felicia didn't react. The words were a soft, meaningless buzzing in her ears. She looked at her toy, then back at the matron. "A family," the woman repeated, trying to catch her gaze. "They want to take you home."

Home. The word was a knife's edge, sharp and cold. It brought with it a flood of images: the warm train car, her mother's humming, her father's smiling eyes. A place she could never go back to. She felt a tremor run through her body, but she remained still. She was no longer a little girl who cried; she was a statue, carved from the cold, hard memory of a train wreck.
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CHAPTER 3: A NEW FAMILY

The woman had a kind face, round and soft, with eyes that crinkled at the corners when she smiled. She wore a purple dress with white flowers on it, and her voice was as gentle as a lullaby. Felicia felt her hand being held, a warmth she hadn’t felt in what felt like a lifetime. "My name is Laura," the woman said, her voice a soothing balm. "And this is my husband, Thomas."

The man, Thomas, stood beside her. He was tall and thin, with a face like a stone wall. His hands were clasped behind his back, and his eyes, a cold, hard blue, seemed to look right through Felicia, not at her. When he spoke, it was a short, sharp grunt, and he didn't offer his hand. Felicia felt a shiver of unease, a small, dark cloud settling over her heart. The matron, ever cheerful, tried to bridge the gap with a bright smile. "Felicia, this is your new family."

Felicia looked from the kind woman to the cold man, then down at her old shoes. She was an object, a broken thing being chosen from a shelf. She was not a little girl going home; she was a possession being acquired. The ride in the car was a blur of silence, with Laura trying to make conversation and Thomas staring out the window, his jaw set in a hard line. When they arrived at the house, a large, cold structure with perfectly manicured lawns, Laura helped her out of the car. Thomas went inside without a word.

The house was not a home. It was a museum of cold perfection, and Felicia felt more alone than ever. That night, as she lay in a bed that was too big and too soft, she heard his voice, a low rumble from the next room. She couldn't understand the words, but the tone was enough. It was a sound like breaking glass, sharp and full of hidden anger. She clutched her toy, its single eye a lonely star in the dark, and knew that the storm had just begun.

CHAPTER 4: THE STORM WITHIN

The museum of a house became Felicia’s prison. Weeks turned into months, each one a colorless repetition of the last. Thomas’s presence was a constant, looming threat. His anger wasn’t a sudden storm but a low-pressure system that settled over the house, making the air thick and heavy. His punishments were small at first—a sharp word for a misplaced book, a slap for a scuff on the perfect white floor. They were never in front of Laura, but always when she had her back turned, or when she was in another room.

Laura, for her part, was a master of avoidance. She would fill the silence with a stream of cheerful chatter, telling Felicia stories about her own childhood or describing the elaborate dinner parties she planned. If she saw a shadow on Felicia's cheek or a bruise on her arm, she would pretend not to. She would change the subject, or offer a sweet cookie, her eyes filled with a fleeting look of pity that quickly vanished. One afternoon, after Thomas had grabbed her arm so hard her fingers turned white, Felicia went to Laura. "He hurt me," she said, the words a raw whisper. Laura's soft face hardened. "Thomas has a temper," she said, her voice brittle. "You must learn to be more careful. He is a good man, he just gets frustrated. You're a part of our family now, and families have to be patient with each other."

The words hit harder than any slap. Felicia retreated to her room, a fortress of cold comfort. In the quiet, she began to remember what she had heard her father talk about before the accident—the laws of the land, the rights of the individual. She didn't know the words for it, but she knew that what was happening was wrong. She had nowhere to go, no one to tell, but a seed of defiance was planted. She would find a way to make it stop. She would report them. It was a terrifying, impossible thought for a child, but it was a thought that kept her from shattering completely. It was the first flicker of the fire that would one day forge the judge.

CHAPTER 5: AN UNHEARD PLEA

The courthouse was a grand, intimidating building, all sharp angles and unforgiving stone. Felicia felt a terror far greater than any she had known at home. With a borrowed pencil and a small piece of paper, she had scrawled a few simple sentences in her new, halting language. He hits me. My mother does not help. I am afraid. She clutched the note like a life raft.

Inside, she was a tiny figure lost in a sea of adults in dark suits. A woman with glasses and a tight bun behind a desk looked down at her with a tired smile. Felicia held out the note, her hand trembling. The woman took it, her smile fading as she read the words. She led Felicia to a small, dusty office where a man with a tired face sat. He read the note, then looked at her with an expression she couldn't place—was it pity? Distrust?

He spoke to her in a low, gentle voice, asking questions she couldn't fully answer. He asked for proof, for witnesses. Felicia could only shake her head. "They are my parents," she said in a whisper, her new words feeling clumsy and small. "They are a good family," he said, and the words were like a heavy door slamming shut. He told her that children sometimes misunderstood, that families had their own ways. He told her to go home.

As she walked out into the blinding sunlight, Felicia felt the last vestiges of hope drain from her. The man had not seen her. He had not heard her. She was invisible. She had done everything she could, and it was not enough. The seed of defiance that had been planted earlier in her room now took root, hardening into a core of unyielding resolve. She realized that she could not rely on others for justice. She would have to become the kind of person who could make sure pleas like hers were never ignored again. She would have to become the law itself.

CHAPTER 6: THE UNBREAKABLE RESOLVE

The courthouse had been a lesson, a harsh, unforgiving truth. Justice, Felicia learned, was not something to be handed to her, but something she would have to build for herself. She returned to
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