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    To every person who has ever carried a secret too heavy for the dark.
To those who are afraid to be seen, and those who are brave enough to show their hearts.
May you find your own light before the clock reaches zero.


    



  	
        
            
            "The truth will set you free, but first, it will make you miserable."

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: The Morning of the Numbers
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The sun rose over the world just as it always did. In Nairobi, the light touched the tops of the acacia trees and turned the dust into gold. In Seoul, the neon signs began to flicker off, giving way to a pale blue sky. In Oslo, the cold morning air smelled of pine and salt. It was a normal Tuesday until the first person looked down at their wrist.

Hani was the first in her household to see it. She was standing in her kitchen, waiting for the water to boil. She was a woman who valued order. Her spice jars were lined up by color. Her floor was swept twice a day. She lived a life that looked perfect from the outside. She had a husband who worked hard and two children who were the pride of their school.

When Hani reached for a mug, she felt a slight warmth on her left arm. She pulled back her sleeve, thinking she had perhaps bumped into the stove. But there was no burn. Instead, there was a soft, glowing light embedded beneath her skin. It was a set of numbers. They were small, elegant, and pulse-like.

365:00:00:00.

Hani blinked. She rubbed her eyes. She thought perhaps it was a trick of the light or a strange reaction to the steam from the kettle. But the numbers did not disappear. In fact, as she watched, the last digit flickered and changed.

364:23:59:59.

A cold shiver ran down her spine. It was a countdown. She did not know what it was counting toward, but the sight of it made her heart beat faster. She walked to the window and looked out at the street. Her neighbor, a man named Bahati, was standing by his car. He was not getting inside. He was staring at his own wrist with a look of pure terror.

"Bahati?" Hani called out, her voice trembling.

The man looked up. His face was pale. "Do you have it too, Hani?"

Hani stepped out onto her porch. "The numbers? Yes. What are they?"

"I do not know," Bahati whispered. "But mine says three hundred and sixty-five days. It is exactly one year."

Across the street, more doors opened. People were coming out of their homes. Some were crying. Others were silent, holding their arms as if they were wounded. It was not just Nairobi. At that very moment, every television in the world began to flicker. Every radio broadcast was interrupted by the same news.

In Seoul, Jin sat in his high-rise office. He was a young man who had spent his entire life climbing the ladder of success. He was known for being ruthless and efficient. He never let anyone see what he was truly thinking. He had secrets that he had buried deep in the earth, secrets about how he had reached the top.

When the light appeared on his wrist, Jin did not scream. He simply stared at it. He was a man of logic. He tried to think of a scientific explanation. Was it a new type of technology? Was it a global prank? But the light felt different. It felt personal. It felt as if it knew him.

He looked at his assistant, a young woman who was usually very calm. She was weeping at her desk.

"Jin," she said, her voice breaking. "It told me. I do not know how, but I felt it in my mind."

"What did you feel?" Jin asked, his voice steady but his hands shaking.

"The purpose," she said. "When the numbers reach zero, everyone will know. They will know the one thing I have never told anyone. The truth will be spoken aloud for the whole world to hear."

Jin felt a wave of nausea. He looked at his wrist again. The numbers were moving. Every second was a second closer to his destruction. He thought of his parents, who were so proud of his clean reputation. He thought of his colleagues, who respected him. If his truth was revealed, everything he had built would turn to ash.

The world fell into a strange, heavy silence. In every city, in every village, and on every boat in the middle of the sea, the countdown had begun. It was not a countdown to death. It was not a countdown to the end of the world. It was something far more frightening for most people.

It was the end of the lie.

Humanity had spent thousands of years learning how to hide. People wore clothes to hide their bodies. They wore smiles to hide their sadness. They used polite words to hide their anger. Society was built on a foundation of small and large deceptions. We told our friends they looked good when they did not. We told our partners we were happy when we were lonely. We told ourselves we were good people while we ignored the suffering of others.

Now, a clock had been set.

In Oslo, Oskar sat on a wooden bench overlooking the harbor. He was an old man, nearly eighty years old. His skin was like wrinkled paper, and his eyes were the color of the winter sea. When he saw the numbers on his wrist, he did not look afraid. He looked tired.

He had lived a long life. He had loved a woman named Elin for fifty years. She had passed away three years ago, leaving him alone in a house filled with books and memories. Oskar looked at the glowing numbers.

364:23:55:12.

He touched the light with his finger. It felt warm, like a sunbeam.

"Well," he whispered to the wind. "I suppose it is time. I have kept it inside for long enough."

Oskar had a secret too. It was not a dark secret, not in the way Jin’s was. It was a secret of a different kind. It was a secret of a missed opportunity, a word he had never said, a path he had been too afraid to take. For decades, he had carried the weight of what might have been. He had lived a good life, but it was a life shadowed by a single, unexpressed truth.

He wondered if the world could handle it. If everyone’s truth was revealed at once, would the world break? Or would it finally be able to breathe?

By noon, the internet was flooded with messages. Social media was a storm of fear and confusion. People were calling it "The Great Reckoning." Governments tried to issue statements, but they had no answers. They could not remove the numbers. No doctor could cut them out. No scientist could explain how they had appeared under the skin of billions of people at the exact same moment.

Some people reacted with violence. They blamed their neighbors. They blamed other countries. They thought it was a weapon. But the weapon did not hurt. It did not bleed. It only ticked.

Hani sat back down in her kitchen in Nairobi. The water in the kettle had boiled away to nothing. Her husband, Silas, came home early from work. He walked into the house and did not say a word. He went straight to Hani and took her hand. They both looked at their wrists.

"What is yours?" Silas asked softly.

"I do not know yet," Hani replied. "I only know that I am afraid."

"I am afraid too," Silas admitted. It was the first time in ten years he had ever told her he was scared. Usually, he felt he had to be the strong one, the protector. But the numbers had stripped away his armor.

They sat at the wooden table, holding hands. Outside, the birds continued to sing. The world looked exactly the same, but everything had changed. The countdown was the only thing that mattered now. Every person on Earth was tied together by a golden thread of light and the promise of an ending.

They had one year. One year to prepare for the moment they would be truly seen. One year to decide if they would run away or if they would learn to stand in the light.

Hani looked at her children, who were playing in the yard. They had numbers too, though their lights were smaller and softer. They did not understand the weight of it yet. They only thought it was a game.

"Will we be okay?" Hani asked.

Silas looked at her. For the first time, he really looked at her, searching her eyes. "I do not know, Hani. But for the first time in my life, I cannot lie to you and say that everything will be fine. We just have to wait."

The clock continued to tick.
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Chapter 2: Panic in the Public Square
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Twenty-four hours passed. The world did not end, but the way people lived within it had changed forever. The initial shock had turned into a frantic, buzzing energy. It was as if a giant hand had stirred a beehive.

In the center of Nairobi, the usually vibrant markets were different. The smells of roasted maize and sweet mandazi were still there, but the laughter was gone. People walked with their left arms pulled close to their chests. Some had wrapped heavy bandages around their wrists, trying to hide the glowing numbers. But the light was stubborn. It shone through the fabric, a ghostly gold pulse that could not be silenced.

Hani stood in the middle of a crowded square. She had come to buy flour, but the shops were mostly closed. The owners had gone home to be with their families, or perhaps they were too afraid to face the public.

A man stood on a wooden crate in the middle of the plaza. He was shouting, his voice raw and desperate.

"It is a curse!" he cried, waving his glowing arm in the air. "We have lived in sin, and now the heavens are pulling back the curtain! We must repent before the zero comes!"

Hani watched him. A small crowd had gathered around the man, but they did not look inspired. They looked exhausted. A woman standing next to Hani, carrying a small child, shook her head.

"He thinks it is only about sin," the woman whispered to Hani. "But what if the truth is just... sad? What if my truth is that I do not love my life? Does the whole world need to know that?"

Hani looked at her. "I think the fear is the same, whether the truth is a sin or a sorrow. We all have a wall we built around our hearts. Now, the wall has a timer on it."

The woman nodded, her eyes filling with tears. She adjusted her child and walked away into the dust of the afternoon.

Hani felt a strange sensation in her arm. The countdown was not just a visual thing. It felt like a heartbeat. It was a rhythmic, steady thrum that synced with her own pulse. She looked down at her wrist.

363:22:15:09.

She wondered what her truth would be. She had many. She had the secret of the money she had hidden away in case of an emergency, money her husband Silas did not know about. She had the secret of the boy she had loved before Silas, a boy who had moved away and never written back. But were those "the" truth? Or was there something deeper, something even she hadn't admitted to herself?

Across the ocean, in the glass-and-steel heart of Seoul, Jin was experiencing a different kind of panic.

The stock market had plummeted. Large companies were losing value by the minute. Why? Because the world realized that businesses were built on secrets. Contracts, hidden deals, and private agreements were the pillars of the economy. If every CEO’s deepest truth was about to be revealed, no one knew who to trust.

Jin sat in a boardroom with five other executives. The room was cold, the air conditioning humming at a high frequency. Usually, these men and women were the masters of their world. Today, they looked like children caught doing something wrong.

"We have to find a way to disable it," a man named Sang-woo said. He was rubbing his wrist so hard the skin was red. "There must be a medical procedure. A laser. Anything."

"They tried that in London," a woman replied. Her name was Min-ha. She was the head of a major tech firm. "The light is not on the skin. It is in the blood. It is in the nervous system. When a doctor tried to cut it out of a volunteer this morning, the numbers just moved further up the arm. It is part of us now."

Jin watched them. He saw the sweat on Sang-woo’s forehead. He saw the way Min-ha’s hands shook. He realized then that power was an illusion. All the money in the world could not buy a second of time back from that clock.

"What are you going to do, Jin?" Min-ha asked, turning to him. "You are the one who always has a plan."

Jin looked out the floor-to-ceiling window. Below, the streets were filled with cars that weren't moving. People had simply stepped out of their vehicles and started walking.

"There is no plan for this," Jin said quietly. "For the first time in history, we are all equal. The king and the beggar are both waiting for the same thing. We are going to wait, and we are going to watch each other fall."

He stood up and walked out of the room. He didn't take his laptop. He didn't take his leather briefcase. He walked to the elevator, descended to the ground floor, and stepped out into the humid Seoul air. He felt a strange sense of relief. The race was over because the finish line had moved.

In Oslo, Oskar was at the grocery store. It was one of the few places still open. He was buying a carton of milk and a small loaf of bread. The young man at the cash register was barely twenty. He was staring at his wrist, ignoring the line of customers.

"Excuse me," Oskar said gently.

The boy looked up. His eyes were red. "I'm sorry. I just... I can't stop looking at it."

"It is mesmerizing, isn't it?" Oskar said. He placed his milk on the counter. "Like a fire in a dark room."

"I'm scared," the boy admitted. "I told my girlfriend I was at work last night, but I wasn't. I was out with my friends. If that's the truth that comes out, she'll leave me. She'll think I'm a liar."

Oskar leaned forward. "Son, you have a year. If you are worried about
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