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They say the world ended one day—

not with fire, nor with flood,

but with a whisper.

No one remembers the exact sound of it.

Except for the fact that it was spoken by a woman. They enacted laws of silence after that day. They sealed mouths with fear, taught daughters to bow their heads, and carved the phrase “Balance of Order” above every doorway.

And in the town of Orval, silence became sacred.

When a girl is born, she cries without a sound. Her mouth opens, but no sound comes out—only thin, trembling air.

Mothers hold them and whisper, even though whispering itself is forbidden.

At twenty-five, the Council of Light decides whether a woman is worthy of speech.

Some are granted their voices, gentle and controlled.

Others never receive this gift.

This is called mercy. But on a gray morning, seventeen years after her silent birth, Laila Ashtor broke the law of creation.

It happened in the middle of a storm. The kind that makes the air taste of metal. The streets were empty; the wind carried no sound but the rattling of empty shutters.

The only argument that could have taken place between a boy who could speak and a girl was Laila’s argument with her brother. He shouted words she could not answer.

He never called her by her name. Then, something old and fragile shattered inside her. Her throat burned.

Her chest tightened. Then—

a word escaped. It wasn’t loud.

It was short. Yet, it was real. “No.”

Just one syllable. Yet, every window rattled and every lamp in the house flickered. Recording devices malfunctioned. The council's sensors failed. Then her voice disappeared again—

not merely silenced,

but erased.

By nightfall, every record of her existence had vanished from the city's archives. Her school records, her photographs, her name—all deleted, as if the very word had been swallowed whole.

But the silence did not last.

Women all across Orival woke up gasping for breath, clutching their throats, tears streaming down their faces. Each of them had heard something—

a soft, defiant voice, calling from the darkness. They couldn't remember the word.

Only the feeling it left behind:

The first taste of freedom.
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Morning begins in Aurival with the sound of bells.

A metallic chime from the town hall, not the church bells—three low notes that echo down every street, announcing the start of another quiet day. The city moves like clockwork: precisely, silently, obediently.

The men speak. The women listen. And between them, a fragile silence that feels more like suffocation than peace. Laila Ashtor stands by her window as the chime fades, watching the mist drift across the cobblestone streets. Her lips part naturally, but she says nothing. She feels a faint vibration in her throat—a ghost of what should be words—and presses her fingers against it.

Nothing.

Outside, her father adjusts his collar and heads toward the council square. He no longer looks up at her window. He works in the Department of Women's Conduct at the Ministry of Harmony. He was the one who denounced her the night she spoke.

Laila tries not to hate him.

In Aurival, hatred is a silent feeling that grows in the chest until one feels as if they will drown. She walks across the room to her desk, where she finds a small leather-bound notebook hidden beneath a loose floorboard. Her only secret.

Her only voice.

Every page is filled with forbidden things: drawings of mouths in mid-speech, fragments of sentences she imagines, words she has never heard but somehow knows how to spell.

She has written one word over and over again at the top of the last page until the ink has almost torn the paper: No.

She doesn't remember saying it. Not exactly. Only the feeling of it leaving her body—hot, electric, alive.

And the silence that followed, heavier than death. There's a soft knock at her door. Three taps—her mother's signal.

Laila quickly hides the notebook and opens the door.

Her mother stands there, pale and weary, holding a breakfast tray. She can't speak either—her twenty-fifth birthday was years ago, but the Council never granted her a voice.

She uses her expressive, sharp eyes to communicate. A glance towards the window, then to the street below. The Council's security men, dressed in white robes, are patrolling again—men with silver masks and sound detectors clipped to their belts. They move in pairs, scanning the houses for illegal devices, for vibrations, for sounds.

Laila's mother sets down the tray and places her hand on her daughter's cheek.

A warning. Be quiet. Stay silent.

But silence, Laila thinks, is no longer safe. It's surrender. As the security men pass, she exhales slowly and looks up at the sky. The clouds are shifting, dark and heavy with rain. A faint tremor passes through the air—the same electrical pulse she felt that night.

Something is changing in the city.

Later, as dusk falls, Laila walks to the abandoned greenhouse at the edge of the woods. It's her sanctuary, the only place she can go without being noticed. The glass is cracked, and ivy creeps through the broken panes.

She opens her notebook again and begins to write, each letter trembling as if the very air resists the formation of the words.

They claim our voices cause madness. But what if the only thing that can awaken the world is madness? As she lifts her pen from the page, a faint tremor passes through the ground. From somewhere deep within the greenhouse, a whisper emerges.

A whisper all its own. From the very air itself.

Her name. "Laila..."

Real, though barely audible and soft as a breath. She freezes, her heart pounding.

Silence, at last, has answered her.
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The Council Hall stands in the heart of Aurival, a marble fortress surrounded by white banners and glass towers that gleam like blades in the sun.

The city's inhabitants consider it sacred ground—a place where silence is revered and sound is judged. Every week, the men gather in the Council of Clarity.

Every week, the women are forced to stand outside the gates in absolute silence, their heads bowed, their hands clasped.

Even the wind seems afraid to stir here.

Laila had seen the Council Hall many times from afar, but this morning she was closer than ever before.

Her father had summoned her.

Her shoes tapped softly on the stone floor as she followed him through the echoing corridors. He didn't look at her, only gestured forward. His posture was rigid, proud, and yet somehow ashamed.

Since the night of the storm, he hadn't spoken to her. At the end of the corridor, tall doors swung open. Bright, cold light streamed from within.

Twelve men sat in a semicircle on high seats, their faces hidden behind white masks with golden lines resembling sunbeams. The man known as the "Guardian of Balance" was the High Councilor Oren Val, who sat in the center. "Laila Ashtor," he said, his voice calm and smooth as marble. "Seventeen years old. Daughter of Elias Ashtor of the Ministry of Harmony."

He glanced at the file before him, though Laila knew it was mostly empty. Her name had been erased from all records. "You
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