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    For anyone who has ever felt like a number.May you always remember that you are a soul.


    



  	
        
            
            "Zero is not the absence of value. It is the beginning of the truth."— Anonymous

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Introduction
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In a city of white stone and glass towers, life was perfect. Every smile was measured. Every act of kindness was recorded. The people lived by the light of their reputation, a silver band on their wrist that told the world exactly what they were worth.

But when the light turns gray, the world goes cold.

This is the journey of a man who had everything, only to find himself with nothing. It is a story of a father who went into the darkness to find his daughter and found himself instead.

Welcome to the world of the zero. Welcome to the beginning of the truth.
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Chapter 1: Golden Morning
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Soren stood on the balcony of his high-floor apartment. The city below was a sea of white stone and green parks. It was beautiful and clean. In this city, everything worked perfectly because everyone was good. Or, at least, the system made sure they appeared to be good.

Soren looked at his wrist. A small, elegant band of silver was wrapped around his skin. It was the Link. A soft blue light pulsed gently against his pulse. He tapped the surface, and a holographic number floated in the air.

9.8.

It was one of the highest scores in the entire city. It was a number that spoke of years of service, thousands of kind acts, and a life lived in the light. Because of this number, Soren had the best food, the most comfortable home, and the respect of every person he passed.

He was a Senior Mediator. His job was to help people resolve their problems before their scores could drop. He was a face of hope for the city. People smiled when they saw him. They bowed their heads slightly, showing their admiration.

"Father? Are you ready?"

Soren turned. His daughter, Mina, stood in the doorway. She was twelve years old, with bright eyes and a smile that could melt the hardest heart. Her own silver band showed a score of 9.2. In this world, children inherited a portion of their parents' status until they were old enough to earn their own.

"I am ready, Mina," Soren said. He reached out and smoothed her hair. "Are you excited for the festival today?"

"Yes," Mina said, her voice full of warmth. "They say the music will be heard across the whole valley. And since your score is so high, we get to sit in the front row."

Soren felt a small prick of pride. He knew he should be humble. Humility was worth points, after all. But seeing his daughter happy was his greatest desire. He wanted her to grow up in a world where she never had to worry about a cold room or a hungry stomach.

"We are very lucky," Soren reminded her. "But remember, we must always be kind to those whose lights are dim. Every person deserves a chance to rise."

Mina nodded. "I know, Father. I gave my extra fruit to the gardener yesterday. He looked very tired."

Soren smiled. "That was a good thing to do. The system will surely notice."

They left the apartment and walked toward the Great Square. The air was sweet with the smell of flowering trees. Every person they passed was dressed in clean, soft fabrics. They moved with a sense of peace. Why would they not? Here, your reputation was your currency. If you were honest, you were fed. If you were helpful, you were housed. It was a perfect circle of goodness.

As they reached the square, Soren saw a crowd gathered near the fountain. At the center of the crowd stood a woman. Her clothes were dusty, and her hair was messy. She was weeping quietly.

Soren stopped. He felt the familiar pull of his duty. He looked at the woman’s wrist. Her Link was pulsing with a harsh, orange light. Her score was a 2.1.

A score that low was dangerous. It meant she was on the verge of losing everything. People were moving away from her, afraid that her misfortune might touch them. In this city, being near a person with a low score could cause your own numbers to dip. It was a social infection.

"Please," the woman cried. "I did not mean to break the law. My son was sick. I only took the medicine because the pharmacy was closed and he could not breathe."

"The rules are the rules," a man in the crowd shouted. He was standing several meters back. "If you had a higher score, the emergency services would have arrived faster. Your low score is why you were in trouble to begin with."

Soren stepped forward. He felt Mina’s hand slip out of his.

"Wait, Soren," a voice called out.

Soren turned and saw Kael, a fellow mediator and his closest friend. Kael looked concerned. His score was a 9.5, and he was always careful to keep it that way.

"Do not get too close," Kael whispered. "The scanners are very sensitive today. It is the festival. They are looking for perfect behavior. If you defend her, the system might see it as challenging the law."

Soren looked at the woman. She looked so small and alone. She looked like someone’s mother, someone’s sister.

"She was trying to save her child, Kael," Soren said softly. "Is that not what a good person does?"

"The system says her methods were wrong," Kael replied. "Let the officials handle it. Do not risk your standing for a two."

Soren ignored the warning. He walked through the space that the crowd had cleared. He stood directly in front of the weeping woman. The orange light from her wrist cast a shadow on his polished shoes.

"What is your name?" Soren asked. His voice was calm and kind.

The woman looked up. Her eyes were red. "I am Mara," she whispered.

"Mara," Soren said, placing a hand on her shoulder. The crowd gasped. He was touching a low-score person in public. "I will help you. I am a Senior Mediator. I will look at your case myself. There is a reason for everything, and I believe your heart was in the right place."

For a moment, the world seemed to hold its breath. The woman looked at him with a glimmer of hope. Mina watched from the edge of the circle, her face full of pride for her father.

Then, Soren felt a strange vibration on his own wrist.

He looked down at his Link. The soft blue light was flickering. It turned a pale yellow, then a deep orange. A warning sound, sharp and cold, echoed through the square.

The crowd stepped back even further. Kael’s face went pale.

"Soren, get away from her!" Kael shouted.

But it was too late. The scanners in the square had locked onto them. A voice boomed from the hidden speakers in the trees. It was a cold, mechanical voice that lacked any human warmth.

"Soren Valen. You are interfering with a Level One Sanction. Your actions show a disregard for the safety of the social order. Your score is being recalculated."

Soren stared at his wrist. The numbers were spinning so fast he could not read them. 9.8... 8.5... 6.0... 4.2...

"No," Soren whispered. "There must be a mistake. I am a Mediator. I am helping!"

"Conflict detected," the voice continued. "Past records under review. Loyalty to the system questioned. Adjusting for public influence."

The numbers kept falling. The orange light turned a violent red. Soren felt a sudden, sharp pain in his arm. It felt like a needle was pricking his skin.

He looked at Mina. She was crying now, her hands over her mouth. "Father!"

The red light on Soren’s wrist suddenly stopped flickering. It turned into a steady, hollow gray.

Soren looked at the floating hologram.

0.0.

The crowd went silent. It was a silence deeper than the grave. In the history of the city, a score of zero was almost unheard of. It was reserved for the worst criminals, the most dangerous rebels. It was the score of a person who did not exist.

"Zero," someone whispered in the crowd.

"He is a zero," another voice said, filled with horror.

Mara, the woman he had tried to help, backed away from him. Even she was terrified. A zero was a ghost. A zero was a curse.

The mechanical voice spoke one final time.

"Soren Valen. Your access to all public and private services is revoked. Your housing is cancelled. Your assets are frozen. You have one hour to leave the central district. Any contact with citizens will result in their score being lowered. You are no longer part of this society."

Soren reached out toward Mina. "Mina, come here!"

"Do not touch her!" a guard shouted, stepping between them. The guard’s score was a 7.0, and his face was set like stone. He held a stun baton ready.

Mina was sobbing, held back by a woman she did not know. The woman was pulling Mina away, her own Link flashing yellow in fear.

"Father! Father, what is happening?" Mina cried.

"I will find you, Mina!" Soren shouted. He tried to move toward her, but the guard pushed him back.

Soren looked at Kael. His friend was looking at the ground, refusing to meet his eyes. Kael was already walking away, his hands shoved deep into his pockets.

Within minutes, the circle around Soren grew until he was standing alone in the middle of the great, beautiful square. The sun was still shining. The trees were still flowering. But for Soren, the world had gone dark.

He looked at his wrist. The gray light was cold. He was no longer a leader. He was no longer a father. He was no longer a person.

He was a zero.
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Chapter 2: Red Silence
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The air in the Great Square had always felt light and sweet. Now, it felt heavy, like wet wool pressing against Soren’s lungs. He stood in the center of a wide, empty circle. The hundreds of people who had been laughing and talking moments ago were now backed against the edges of the square. Their eyes were wide with a mix of pity and terror.

The silence was not a true silence. It was filled with the soft, rhythmic humming of the city’s drones and the distant sound of music from the festival stages. But between the people, there was a wall of quiet that Soren could not break.

He looked at his wrist again. The gray light of the zero was steady. It did not flicker. It did not fade. It was a cold, dead mark.

"Mina!" Soren called out again. His voice cracked.

Across the square, he saw her. She was being led away by a woman named Sarah, a neighbor who had often come over for tea. Sarah’s score was a solid 8.4. She was holding Mina’s hand tightly, but she was looking at Soren with an expression of pure horror.

"Sarah, please!" Soren took a step toward them.

"Stay back!" Sarah screamed. Her voice was sharp and high. She looked at her own wrist, terrified that her score would drop just by being near him. "Don't come near us, Soren! Think of the girl!"

Soren stopped. The words hit him harder than a physical blow. Think of the girl. If he moved closer, if he tried to take his daughter, the system would see it as an attack. Mina’s score would drop. She would lose her school, her friends, and her safety. He was a poison now. His love was a danger to her.

"I love you, Mina!" he shouted, tears streaming down his face.

Mina looked back over her shoulder. Her face was pale, and her eyes were swimming in tears. "Father, I don't care about the score! I want to stay with you!"

"Hush, child," Sarah whispered, pulling her faster toward the transport station. "He is gone. That man is not your father anymore. He is a zero."

Soren watched them disappear into the crowd. The people closed the gap behind them like water closing over a stone. He was alone.

The mechanical voice from the speakers returned. "Soren Valen. Fifty-five minutes remaining. Exit the Central District immediately."

Soren turned and began to walk. He didn't know where he was going, but his legs moved out of habit. He headed toward his apartment building. It was only three blocks away. He needed his things. He needed his journals, a jacket, and the small wooden bird he had carved for Mina when she was a baby.

As he walked, the city changed. It was the same city, but it was treating him differently.

He reached the crosswalk. Usually, the sensors would detect his Link and change the lights to green instantly. Today, the light stayed a bright, angry red. He waited. Five minutes passed. The light did not change. The automated cars sped past him, their sensors ignoring his presence because his Link did not send out a valid signal.

He had to wait for a gap in the traffic and run across the road. A car swerved, its horn blaring a harsh, automated warning. He felt like a ghost trying to walk through a world of solid objects.

He finally reached the glass doors of his apartment building. He held his wrist up to the scanner. This was the door he had walked through every day for ten years.

Access Denied.

The words appeared in red on the glass. The door remained locked.

Soren pounded on the glass with his fist. "Let me in! I live here! My life is inside!"

A man appeared on the other side of the glass. It was Mr. Henderson, the building manager. He was a kind man who usually gave Mina pieces of dried fruit when they passed his desk. Now, Mr. Henderson looked at Soren through the glass as if he were looking at a dangerous animal.

"Soren, go away," Mr. Henderson’s voice came through the external speaker. It was flat and cold.

"Mr. Henderson, please. Just five minutes. I need to get my daughter’s things. I need my coat."

"The system has already cleared your unit," Mr. Henderson said. "Your belongings have been moved to the recycling center. Your contract ended the moment your score hit zero. If I open this door for you, my score will drop by two full points. I have a family to think about."

"We’ve known each other for a decade!" Soren pleaded. "I helped you when your mother was ill. I adjusted the mediation records so you wouldn't lose your housing!"

Mr. Henderson’s face turned red. "And look where that got you! You were always too soft, Soren. You thought the rules didn't apply to you. Well, they do. Now move on before I call the security drones."

The man turned his back and walked away.

Soren slumped against the glass. He felt a deep, hollow ache in his chest. Everything he had built—his reputation, his home, his friendships—had been made of sand. The moment the water rose, it all washed away.

He looked at his wrist. Forty minutes left.

His throat was dry. The stress and the heat of the afternoon were starting to take a toll. He walked to a public water fountain near the park. He pressed the button.

Nothing happened.

The fountain required a minimum score of 3.0 to operate. Water was a resource, and resources were for contributors. He tried another fountain further down the street. It was the same.

He saw a small grocery store. He walked inside, hoping to buy a bottle of water with the credits he had earned over twenty years of work.

"I need a bottle of water," Soren said to
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