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    To those who feel invisible in a crowded world.May you always remember your own name,and may you always find the courage to speak it.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "A machine can track the rhythm of a heart,but it can never understand the reason for its beat.
To be seen is to be loved.To be remembered is to be real.
In a world of glass and wires,the only thing that cannot be deletedis the warmth of a hand held in the dark."

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter One: The Blue Envelope
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The morning air in the city of Oakhaven was cool and smelled of damp stone and roasting coffee. Sora walked down the narrow street toward her flower shop, her boots clicking softly against the pavement. She loved this time of day. The sun was just starting to peek over the tall, glass buildings in the distance, turning the grey clouds into shades of soft pink and gold.

Sora was twenty-six years old. She lived a quiet life, and she liked it that way. She spent her days surrounded by lilies, roses, and the sweet, earthy smell of wet soil. To her, flowers were a way to speak when words were too difficult. She sold yellow roses for friendship, white lilies for peace, and red carnations for deep, quiet love.

When she reached the front of her shop, she saw something tucked into the door handle. It was not the usual delivery of fresh stems or a note from a neighbor. It was a thick envelope. It was a shade of blue so deep it looked like the ocean at night.

Sora felt a small shiver in her chest. She had seen this color on the news. She had heard people talking about it in hushed voices at the market.

"The Blue Letters," they called them.

She reached out with a trembling hand and took the envelope. It felt heavy, much heavier than paper should feel. Her name was printed on the front in perfect, black ink: Sora Vance. There was no return address. There was no stamp.

She unlocked the door and stepped inside the shop. The bells above the door chimed, a happy sound that felt wrong in the sudden silence of her heart. She did not turn on the lights. She sat on her small wooden stool behind the counter and stared at the blue paper.

With a slow, careful movement, she slid a finger under the flap and tore it open. Inside was a single card. It was thick and smooth.

Official Notice of Deletion, the card read.

Sora felt the air leave her lungs. She read the words again, her eyes moving slowly across the page.

You have been selected to disappear. In thirty days, your legal existence will cease. All records of your birth, your education, and your residency will be erased from the central database. Your accounts will be closed. Your identity will be removed. This process is final and cannot be appealed.

Below the text, there was a date. It was exactly thirty days from today.

Sora looked around her shop. She saw the bucket of blue hydrangeas she had prepared yesterday. She saw the small drawing her younger sister, Hana, had made for her, which was pinned to the wall behind the register. She saw her own reflection in the window. She looked the same. Her dark hair was still pulled back in a loose bun. Her eyes were still the color of warm tea.

But the paper said she was going away.

"I am here," she whispered to the empty room. Her voice sounded small and fragile. "I am right here."

She stood up and walked to the window. Outside, the city was waking up. A man was walking his dog. A young woman was running toward the bus stop. Did they know? Had they received letters too?

The news had been talking about the Selection for months. The government said it was a way to "streamline society." They said the city was too crowded and the resources were too thin. They promised that the people who were removed would be sent to a place where they could start over, but no one ever saw them again. Once the thirty days were up, they simply stopped being. Their apartments were emptied. Their names were removed from the phone books. It was as if they had never been born.

Sora felt a tear roll down her cheek. She thought of Hana. Hana was only nineteen. She was studying to be a teacher. She had so much energy and so many dreams.

Sora reached for her phone. She wanted to call her sister, but her fingers froze over the screen. If she told Hana, the fear would start. The thirty-day clock would begin to tick for both of them.

Suddenly, the shop door opened. The bells chimed again. Sora jumped, dropping the blue envelope onto the floor.

A man stepped inside. He was tall, wearing a long grey coat that looked a bit too big for him. He had tired eyes and silver hair at his temples. He looked like someone who had spent a lot of time reading in the dark.

"I am sorry," the man said. His voice was soft and kind. "I saw you through the window. You looked like you had seen a ghost."

Sora looked at him. She didn't know him, but there was something in his face that made her feel safe. He wasn't looking at her like a stranger. He was looking at her with pity.

Then, his eyes drifted to the floor. He saw the deep blue envelope lying on the wood.

The man sighed. It was a heavy, exhausted sound. He reached into his own coat pocket and pulled out a matching envelope. It was the same dark blue.

"I am Kiran," he said. "I received mine yesterday."

Sora looked from his letter to hers. "Why us?" she asked. Her voice broke. "I have never broken a law. I pay my taxes. I take care of my shop. I am a good person."

Kiran walked closer. He didn't cross the counter, but he stood near enough that Sora could see the lines of worry on his forehead. "The system does not care if you are good, Sora. The algorithm chooses based on patterns we do not understand. Or perhaps, patterns we are not supposed to understand."

"Thirty days," Sora said, her heart racing. "What happens in thirty days?"

"They say we are moved," Kiran replied. "But I have worked in the records department for twenty years. I have seen the files. When a person is deleted, the file doesn't move to a new folder. It is destroyed. There is no 'somewhere else'."

Sora gripped the edge of the counter. The reality of the words began to sink in. This wasn't just a move. This was an ending.

"I have a sister," Sora said. "I can't just leave her. She needs me."

"I have no one," Kiran said. "But I have a memory. And I have a choice. I can spend my last thirty days waiting for the lights to go out, or I can try to find out who turned the switch."

He held out his hand. "They want us to disappear quietly. They want us to go into the dark without making a sound. I do not want to be quiet. Do you?"

Sora looked at the drawing on the wall. She thought of Hana’s laugh. She thought of the way the flowers smelled in the spring. She thought of her name, Sora, which meant "sky." The sky was big and wide and could not be put into an envelope.

She reached out and took Kiran's hand. His grip was firm and warm.

"No," Sora said, her voice stronger now. "I do not want to be quiet."

"Then we have work to do," Kiran said. "Thirty days is a short time, but it is enough to start a fire."

Outside, the sun finally climbed above the buildings, filling the flower shop with a bright, golden light. For a moment, the blue envelope on the floor didn't look so dark. Sora knew the fear was still there, waiting in the corners of the room, but she also felt something else.

She felt the first spark of resistance.

She would not let her life be erased. She would not become a ghost before she was even dead. She looked at Kiran, and for the first time since opening the letter, she took a full, deep breath.

The countdown had begun, but she was not alone.
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Chapter Two: A Silence in the Shop
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The sun was fully up now, casting long shadows across the wooden floor of the flower shop. Sora moved through her morning routine, but her hands felt heavy and clumsy. Usually, she loved the feeling of the cool water on her skin as she filled the glass vases. She loved the sharp, clean snap of the shears as she trimmed the stems of the lilies. Today, every sound felt like a bell tolling in the distance.

Kiran had left shortly after their talk, promising to return in the evening. He told her to act as if nothing had changed. "The system watches for patterns," he had warned her. "If you close your shop or stop your routine, it notices. We must remain invisible until we are ready to be seen."

Sora wiped the counter for the third time. She looked at the blue envelope. She could not leave it out in the open. She opened her thick leather ledger—the book where she kept her accounts and notes about which flowers her customers preferred. She slid the blue notice deep between the pages of July. It felt like burying a small, cold bird.

The bell above the door chimed. Sora flinched, her heart hammering against her ribs.

"Sora! You will not believe the morning I have had!"

A young woman with bright, laughing eyes and hair the color of roasted chestnuts burst into the shop. She was carrying a heavy stack of books and a bag of warm pastries. This was Hana, Sora’s younger sister.

"Hana," Sora said, trying to make her voice sound light. "You are early today."

"The professor let us out of the lecture ten minutes ago," Hana said, leaning against the counter and setting her books down with a loud thud. "He said if we did not understand the history of the Great Library by now, we never would. I think he just wanted to go get his lunch."

Hana reached into her bag and pulled out a pastry covered in sugar. She tore it in half and held a piece out to Sora. "Here. You look like you forgot to eat again. You have that look in your eyes, Sora. The one where you are thinking about the flowers too much."

Sora took the pastry. It was warm and smelled of cinnamon, but when she took a bite, it tasted like nothing at all. She looked at her sister’s face. Hana was so full of life. She had a small smudge of ink on her chin and her scarf was tied crookedly. To the world, Hana was just a student. To Sora, Hana was the reason the world mattered.

"Is something wrong?" Hana asked, her smile fading. She reached out and touched Sora’s arm. "You are very pale."

"I am just tired," Sora lied. The lie felt like a stone in her mouth. "I did not sleep well last night. There was a lot of wind."

"You should close early today," Hana said firmly. "I will stay and help you. We can go for a walk in the park once the sun starts to go down. The jasmine is blooming near the fountain."

Sora looked at the ledger where the blue letter was hidden. In thirty days, she would not be able to walk in the park with Hana. She would not be able to see the jasmine. If she was deleted, who would take care of Hana? Their parents had passed away years ago. They only had each other.

"I cannot close early," Sora said, her voice a bit too sharp. "I have a lot of orders to finish. Mrs. Gable needs her centerpieces for the dinner party, and the hotel wants fresh roses for the lobby."

Hana narrowed her eyes. "You are acting strange. Did something happen? Did that landlord come by again about the rent?"

"No, no," Sora said, forcing a smile. She reached out and straightened Hana’s scarf. "I am fine, truly. Go to your library. Study hard. I want to see those high marks on your next exam."

Hana laughed, the sound bright and musical. "Always the big sister. Fine, I am going. But you must promise to eat the rest of that pastry."

"I promise," Sora said.

She watched Hana leave. Through the glass window, she saw her sister skip a step as she hurried down the sidewalk. Sora felt a sudden, sharp pain in her chest. It was the pain of a secret that was too big to hold.

For the next few hours, Sora tried to work. She arranged bouquets and spoke to customers. Each person who walked through the door made her wonder. Are you staying? Or are you leaving too?

A regular customer, a kind man named Mr. Chen who always bought a single yellow tulip for his wife, came in at noon.

"Good afternoon, Sora," he said, tipping his hat.

"Good afternoon, Mr. Chen. The tulips came in fresh this morning."

As she wrapped the flower in brown paper, Sora looked at him. Mr. Chen was eighty years old. He told stories about the city from before the glass towers were built. He was a piece of history.

"Mr. Chen," Sora said softly. "Do you ever feel like the city is... changing?"

The old man paused, his hand hovering over his pocket for his wallet. He looked around the shop, then back at Sora. His eyes were wise and a little bit sad. "The city has always changed, child. But lately, it feels like it is forgetting. It forgets the old buildings, it forgets the old songs. Sometimes, I think it is trying to forget the people too."

Sora’s hands trembled as she handed him the tulip. "Does that scare you?"

Mr. Chen smiled gently. "I am old. I have lived my story. What scares me is when the stories are cut short before they can reach the end."

He paid for the flower and left. Sora stood in the silence of the shop. She felt like a character in a book who had just discovered the last chapters had been torn out.

She walked over to her computer. It was an older model, used mostly for keeping track of inventory. She opened the city’s official resident portal. She had logged into this site hundreds of times to pay her utility bills or renew her business license.

She typed in her identification number. The screen blinked. Usually, her profile picture and her name appeared instantly.

Today, there was a delay. A small, blue circle spun in the center of the screen. It spun for ten seconds, then twenty. Finally, the page loaded.

Sora gasped.

Her name was there, but the letters were light grey, almost fading into the white background. Her profile picture was gone. In its place was a blank, faceless icon. At the top of the page, a small timer had appeared. It was glowing with a soft, blue light.

29 Days, 16 Hours, 42 Minutes.

The countdown was not just on a piece of paper. It was in the wires. It was in the heartbeat of the city. The deletion had already begun. She was being unmade, bit by bit.

She tried to click on her birth certificate file. A message popped up: Access Denied. Record Undergoing Maintenance.

She tried to click on her shop’s lease. Access Denied. Record Undergoing Maintenance.

They were locking the doors to her own life.

She felt a hand on her shoulder and jumped, a small cry escaping her lips. She turned to find Kiran standing behind her. He must have entered quietly while she was staring at the screen.

"It moves faster than they tell you," Kiran said. His voice was grim. He looked at the fading grey letters of her name. "First, they take your records. Then, they take your access. By the last week, your bank cards will stop working. Your phone will lose its signal. You become a shadow in your own home."

Sora looked at him, her eyes wide with terror. "Kiran, I saw my sister today. I could not tell her. How can I tell her that I am disappearing?"

Kiran pulled up a chair and sat beside her. "You cannot tell her yet. If she knows, she becomes an accomplice to your resistance. They watch the families of the Selected very closely. If she acts normally, she is safe. For now."

"You said you worked in the records department," Sora said. "You said you saw the files. Why is this happening? Why me? Why you?"

Kiran leaned closer. He smelled of old paper and peppermint. "I spent all morning at a public terminal, using a login that the system has not flagged yet. I looked for a connection between the people on this month’s list. I found twelve names before the connection was cut."

Sora held her breath. "And?"

"None of us are 'useless,' as the government claims," Kiran whispered. "You are a small business owner who provides a gathering place for the community. I am a historian who knows the city’s laws better than the ministers do. There is a nurse, a teacher, and a man who runs an orphanage."

"I do not understand," Sora said. "Those are good jobs. Those are people who help others."

"Exactly," Kiran said. "The algorithm is not looking for people who are a burden. It is looking for people who are 'anchors.' People who tie others together. People who make a community strong."

Sora felt a chill that had nothing to do with the air in the shop. "But why would they want to remove anchors?"

"Because a ship without an anchor is easy to move," Kiran replied. "If you remove the people who make others feel like they belong, the rest of the people become easier to control. They become lonely. And lonely people do not fight back."

Sora looked at the grey letters of her name on the screen. She thought of the yellow tulip she had given to Mr. Chen. She thought of the way the neighbors stopped by just to talk to her when they were having a bad day. She was an anchor.

"They are not just deleting us," Sora said. "They are deleting the spirit of the city."

"Yes," Kiran said. "And that is why we cannot just run away. If we run, the algorithm wins. We have to show the city what it is losing. We have to make it impossible for them to pretend we never existed."

"How?" Sora asked.

Kiran reached into his bag and pulled out a small, heavy object. It was an old camera—the kind that used real film, not digital files.

"We are going to document everything," Kiran said. "Every face, every story, every person on that list. We are going to create a record that cannot be erased with a single click of a button. We are going to make them see us."

Sora looked at the camera. It felt ancient and powerful.

"But we only have thirty days," she said.

"Then we must make every second count," Kiran replied.

Suddenly, the lights in the shop flickered. The computer screen turned bright blue, then went black. The silence that followed was heavy and cold.

Sora reached out in the dark and found Kiran’s hand. "They are listening, aren't they?"

"The walls have ears made of code," Kiran whispered. "But they cannot hear what we think. And they cannot stop what we have already decided to do."

Sora looked toward the window. The streetlights were coming on, but they seemed dimmer than usual. Or perhaps it was just that the darkness was growing.

"Kiran," she said softly. "What if we are not enough?"

Kiran didn't answer right away. He looked out at the city, at the thousands of lights in the windows of people who had no idea their world was being dismantled piece by piece.

"Then at least we will go out as ourselves," he finally said. "Not as grey letters on a screen. As people. With names. And stories."

The question remained hanging in the air, heavier than the scent of the lilies. Could two people truly stop a machine that had already started to erase them?
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Chapter Three: Shadows of the Chosen
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The next evening, the air turned cold. A grey mist rolled in from the river, wrapping around the streetlamps and making the city look like a blurred painting. Sora locked the front door of her shop with a heavy heart. She looked at the sign that said Open, and for a moment, she wondered how many more times she would turn it over.

Kiran was waiting for her at the corner. He was leaning against a brick wall, his long coat pulled tight against the wind. He looked like he had not slept.

"Where are we going?" Sora asked as she reached him. Her breath turned into a small white cloud in the chilly air.

"To find a ghost," Kiran replied. "I spent the afternoon tracking down the address of the first person on my list. Her name was Aditi. She was a teacher at the elementary school on the south side of the city. Her thirty days ended yesterday."

Sora felt a cold knot in her stomach. "Yesterday? Then she is already gone."

"That is what we need to see," Kiran said. "We need to see what 'gone' looks like."

They walked in silence through the quieter parts of Oakhaven. They avoided the main roads where the bright digital billboards flashed advertisements for luxury cars and expensive perfumes. Those screens felt like eyes, watching everyone who passed by.

They reached a small, neat apartment building near a park. It was the kind of place where families lived, where you could hear the sound of children playing and the smell of cooking spices in the hallways. But as they stepped inside, the building felt strangely quiet.

"Third floor," Kiran whispered.

They climbed the stairs. The wooden steps creaked under their feet. When they reached Apartment 3B, Kiran stopped. He reached out and knocked. There was no answer. He tried the handle. It was unlocked.

Sora followed him inside. She expected to see a home. She expected to see books on shelves, a jacket hanging on a hook, or perhaps a half-finished cup of tea on a table.

The apartment was empty.

It was more than just empty. It was hollow. The walls had been painted a flat, clinical white. The wooden floors had been scrubbed so hard they looked pale and dry. There was no furniture. There were no curtains on the windows. The light from the streetlamp outside spilled across the floor, showing that even the dust had been cleared away.

"I don't understand," Sora said, her voice shaking. "How can someone live here for years and leave nothing behind? Not even a scratch on the wall?"

Kiran walked to the center of the room. He knelt down and ran his fingers over the floorboards. "The cleaners come the moment the clock hits zero. They are professional. They don't just move things out. They reset the space. They erase the story of the person who lived here so the next person can start without any memory of who came before."

Sora walked to the small kitchen. The cupboards were open. They were clean and bare. She opened a drawer where silverware should have been. It was empty, except for a single, tiny object caught in the back corner.

She reached in and pulled it out. It was a small, plastic butterfly—the kind of cheap toy a teacher might give to a student for doing a good job. It was bright orange and a little bit dusty.

"They missed something," Sora whispered, holding the butterfly in her palm.

Kiran came over to look. His eyes softened. "Aditi taught second grade. Her students loved her. I found a forum online where parents were asking why the school told them she had moved away suddenly without saying goodbye."

"She didn't move," Sora said, her eyes filling with tears. "She was stolen."

"Look at this," Kiran said, pointing to the wall near the window.

Sora looked closely. In the very corner of the room, near the ceiling, there was a small patch where the new white paint had not quite covered the old color. It was a soft, warm yellow.

"She lived in a yellow room," Sora said. "She liked the sun."

"And now the world is told she never existed," Kiran said. "I checked the school registry an hour ago. Aditi’s name is gone. The children have a new teacher. When they ask about Miss Aditi, the administration tells them they must be mistaken. They say there has never been a teacher by that name."

Sora gripped the plastic butterfly so hard the wings pressed into her skin. "That is the cruelest part. They don't just take your life. They take the memory people have of you. They make your friends feel like they are losing their minds."

"That is why the Selection works," Kiran said. "If people cannot remember what they lost, they cannot mourn. And if they cannot mourn, they cannot get angry."

Suddenly, they heard a sound from the hallway. It was the heavy thud of boots.

Kiran grabbed Sora’s arm and pulled her into the small closet in the hallway. It was the only place to hide. They stood pressed together in the dark, the air smelling of fresh paint and chemicals.

Through the crack in the door, they saw two men enter the apartment. They were wearing grey uniforms with no badges or names. They carried a large, black box.

"Area 3B is clear," one of the men said. His voice was flat and bored, like he was talking about a grocery list. "The reset is complete."

"Wait," the second man said. He walked over to the kitchen. He looked at the drawer Sora had just opened. "The drawer is open. I thought you said you checked everything."

"It must have vibrated open when the heat turned on," the first man replied. "Don't be paranoid. The system said she was a low-risk deletion. No family, no close ties. No one is coming here."

"I
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