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  Introduction

  
  




If you’ve read Erased, you may remember Ava: the developer who uncovered something she wasn’t supposed to see and then disappeared.

I received several comments from readers wanting to know more about what happened to Ava.
This story answers that question.

It can be read before or after Erased. But no matter when you read it, one thing remains true:

Every system depends on trust.

Not blind trust, but the kind that builds over time. The kind that tells us the world around us is working as intended. That data is accurate. That outcomes are fair. 

Most people never question that trust. They don’t need to. The world functions. Problems are solved. Life moves forward in a way that feels predictable and safe.

Ava didn’t set out to challenge the system. She believed in it. She built her life inside it. She trusted that what she was seeing was real, that the data told the truth, that the work she was doing mattered.

Until one day, it didn’t.

Until something small didn’t line up.

And once she saw it, she couldn’t unsee it.

What Happened To Ava? isn’t a story about rebellion.

It’s a story about what happens when the system notices you looking too closely.

Because in a world designed for perfection the greatest threat isn’t chaos.

It’s truth.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




I’d been staring at the same error for forty minutes. Not because I didn’t know what I was doing. I knew exactly what I was doing, had done it probably a thousand times, but because the system had decided, tonight of all nights, to simply not cooperate. The export window kept opening, spinning, and then producing nothing. No data. No error message. Just a blank return, which was somehow more infuriating than an actual problem would have been. At least a problem had a solution.

I pushed back from my desk and pressed my finger against the spot where my nano chip lived. I couldn’t actually feel it, or see it, but I knew it was there. I had watched them embed it in my arm. Felt the prick as it fused to my artery. Sometimes I liked to check to see if I could feel it from the outside of my skin, confirm that it was still working. Still listening. 

The office was empty. It had been empty for at least an hour. I’d watched everyone else log off and filter out in that gradual, enviable way people managed when they didn’t have a department report due at nine the next morning. The overhead lights had already stepped down to their after-hours setting, casting everything in the flat, slightly yellow glow of a space that had decided it was done for the day even if I hadn’t.

I pulled my hand away from my arm and looked at the screen again. Same blank return. Same blinking cursor.

“Why isn’t this working?” I said, not quite a question, mostly just the sound of frustration needing somewhere to go.

NexTech’s systems were publicly, officially, and in every piece of company communication I’d ever read, flawless. Seamless. The infrastructure behind the most sophisticated behavioral analytics platform in existence didn’t hiccup. It didn’t produce blank returns on routine export queries. The version of NexTech that existed in the world’s imagination was a frictionless machine, humming along beneath the surface of daily life, invisible and perfect.

The version I worked inside had its moments.

Not often. I’d give it that. In the two years since I’d come straight from The Institute into an analyst role, the system had genuinely impressed me more than it had frustrated me, which was saying something, because my threshold for being impressed by technology was not low. But the gap between the external mythology and the internal reality was something I’d stopped being surprised by. Every system had seams. NexTech’s were just better hidden than most.

Tonight, though, I needed the seams to cooperate.

I tried the export one more time. The window opened. The cursor spun. Nothing.

“OK,” I said to no one. “Fine.”

“Hey, Ava. What’s going on?”

I spun around so fast my chair rolled sideways.

Ramirez stood at the edge of my workspace, jacket still on, the particular expression on his face that he deployed whenever he found me doing something he could comment on. My boss had a talent for appearing in the exact moments I least wanted him to, like a very punctual inconvenience.

The heat reached my face before I could stop it, that specific, humiliating warmth that started at my jaw and moved upward with no regard for my preferences. I felt it arrive and watched his eyes adjust, and I knew he’d clocked it. He always did. Ramirez was perceptive in the way that felt less like a quality and more like something he used.

“I didn’t realize anyone was still here,” I said. My voice came out even. Small victory.

“Just finishing up.” He glanced at my screen. “You OK?”

“Fine. I’m trying to run my data export for the department report but it keeps returning empty. I’ve checked the query three times, the logic is right, and the filters are set correctly. It’s not on my end.”

He nodded slowly, with the measured patience of someone who had already arrived at the answer and was waiting for the right moment to deliver it. “The Interface team is running an update tonight. I didn’t realize you were staying late, otherwise I would have flagged it for you.”

I absorbed this. “So it’s a system thing. Not the data.”

“It should resolve overnight. The report will pull fine in the morning.”

I exhaled. It didn’t fix anything—I’d still come in early, still be running the export before my coffee had cooled, still be cutting it close before the meeting—but at least it wasn’t something I’d broken. There was a specific, outsized relief in that, the kind that probably said something unflattering about my relationship with being wrong.

“Thanks,” I said. “Good to know.”

“You know,” Ramirez said, in the tone that meant a parental lecture was being assembled, “part of doing good work is also knowing when to step away from it.”

There it was.

“I know,” I said. I kept my voice pleasant. It required a small but real effort.

“The report isn’t going anywhere. The data will be there in the morning. You don’t have to solve everything tonight.”

“I know,” I said again, with the same pleasantness, and hoped the repetition communicated what I couldn’t say out loud, which was: I understand, I’ve understood since you said it the first time, and also I have been managing my own work for two years without incident so perhaps this particular lesson has been learned.

He smiled. “If it doesn’t pull by eight, come find me. I’ll owe you one.”

The smile was the kind that expected to be reciprocated. I produced one in return that was the same shape and pointed it in his direction.

“I’ll head out,” I said, sensing a parental lecture brewing if I wasn’t careful. “Thanks.”

I closed my terminal, gathered my bag, and left before the conversation could find a second act.

The building lobby was the kind of quiet that only happened after hours, the particular silence of a space designed for constant occupation suddenly emptied out. My footsteps were too loud in it. I pushed through the main doors and the night air came in cool and immediate, carrying the city’s specific combination of rain-damp pavement and something synthetic underneath that I’d stopped consciously noticing months ago but caught again now, the way you catch familiar things when your attention has been loosened from its usual track.

I stood on the steps for a moment longer than I needed to.

Everyone else had already done this, had left at a reasonable hour, had put the work down and walked out into the evening and gone home to whatever waited for them there. It seemed effortless when I watched other people do it. The transition from work to not-work, from the part of the day that required things from you to the part that didn’t. I had never quite figured out how to make it feel natural. The report would still be unfinished in the morning. My brain knew this and had opinions about it that it was not going to keep to itself.

Why did I let it bother me this much?

And why did Ramirez bother me this much? He hadn’t done anything wrong tonight. He’d given me useful information, delivered a light-handed pep talk, and offered to help if the problem persisted in the morning. Measured objectively. That was a perfectly adequate manager-employee interaction. And yet something about it sat wrong, the way that things sat wrong when you couldn’t explain why, the low-frequency irritation of a sound you couldn’t identify.

The transpo arrived before I’d resolved anything.
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I found a seat by the window and overrode the entertainment defaults before the system could assume I wanted them, disconnected my chip from the display and let the screen go dark. I didn’t want content right now. I didn’t want the ambient distraction of something chosen for me by an algorithm that had decided it knew my preferences. I wanted the city moving past the window and the specific, underrated luxury of not having to produce anything for a few minutes.

The transpo moved south. The NexTech towers receded, and the city shifted around them into something lower and older and less deliberate, the kind of neighborhoods that had been there before the corporate quarter expanded and had simply continued being there afterward.

I thought about Ramirez. Tried to locate the thing that bothered me.

It wasn’t hostility. I’d worked with openly hostile people before, in the competitive pressure-cooker of The Institute’s upper years, and I knew what that felt like. It wasn’t incompetence. Ramirez was genuinely good at his job, which was partly what made him hard to argue with. It was something else. Something about the quality of his attention, the way it arrived too quickly, the way he always seemed to know where to find me. The way his concern had the right shape but felt like it had been assembled from a description of what concern looked like rather than the thing itself.

Rehearsed, I thought, and almost laughed at myself. That wasn’t a fair thing to think about a person.

Still.

“Hey. You OK?”

I turned toward the voice and felt the particular relief of a familiar face arriving at exactly the right moment.

Sam.

She was sitting two seats away, which meant she’d probably been there for at least a few minutes, which meant I had been so thoroughly inside my own head that I’d boarded a transpo and failed to notice one of my closest friends sitting nearby. Sam would enjoy that. She already had the expression of someone preparing to enjoy it.

“I didn’t see you,” I said.

“I know. You were staring at the city like it owed you something.” She pulled her bag onto her lap and moved to the seat beside mine. “Algorithm problems?”

“Work problems. Which are algorithm-adjacent.” I looked at her, really looked, the way you did when you hadn’t seen someone in a while and needed to update your mental image. She was the same Sam. A little older around the eyes, maybe, which she had no business being at nineteen. But her face did the same thing it had always done, which was to make whatever space she was in feel approximately thirty percent more manageable. “When did you start leaving this late?”

“About a month ago. Shift adjustment” She tilted her head. “You’re still alive?”

“I guess so. Just working too much.”, I laughed back.

“And still bringing it home with you at—” She checked. “Seven forty-seven on a Tuesday.”

“The system was down. I was trying to finish a report.”

“Mmm.” The sound she made when she was being diplomatic. “Have you eaten?”

I thought about it. “Lunch.”

“Ava.”

“I lost track of time.”

“Come over,” she said. “I have food. We can watch something terrible and you can tell me about the report and I’ll pretend to understand what you’re talking about, and by the end of it you’ll feel better.”

I opened my mouth to produce a reasonable excuse about the early morning and the export and the nine o’clock meeting.

“All right,” I said instead.

Sam smiled, the real one, the one that had always made it difficult to be sensible around her. “Good. I figured fate didn’t put us on the same transpo just so you could go home and stare at your ceiling.”

“I wasn’t going to stare at the ceiling.”

“You were absolutely going to stare at the ceiling.”

She wasn’t wrong. I turned back to the window and felt the thing in my chest that had been tight since the blank export screen loosen, just slightly, the way things loosened when someone who knew you well showed up and didn’t require you to explain yourself from the beginning.

The report would still be there in the morning.

For the next few hours, it could wait.
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