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    For the invisible ones—who mop the floors, hold the doors, and keep the world turning while the rest of us are dreaming. This story is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The universe is a grand book which cannot be read until one first learns to comprehend the language and interpret the characters in which it is written. It is written in the language of mathematics."— Galileo Galilei

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The First Envelope
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The clock on the wall of the mathematics department did not tick. It was an old electric model, and it moved with a hum that only became audible when the rest of the world went silent. Thomas Vance sat at his desk, his eyes burning from the glow of his computer screen. It was eleven fifty-eight at night.

Outside, the city of Oxford was draped in a thick, cold mist. The stone walls of the university felt like they were exhaling the dampness of centuries. Thomas rubbed his face. He was forty-two years old, and he felt every day of it. His hair was starting to turn grey at the sides, and his bookshelves were sagging under the weight of journals he no longer had the energy to read.

He was a man who had once been called a prodigy. Now, he was a man who taught calculus to students who would rather be anywhere else.

At exactly twelve o’clock, a soft sound came from the bottom of his office door. It was a dry, sliding noise. A white envelope appeared on the dark wood of the floor. It sat there, bright and clean against the dust.

Thomas frowned. He stood up, his knees popping in the quiet room. He walked to the door and opened it quickly. The hallway was long and lined with portraits of men who had been dead for a hundred years. The lights were dimmed to save power. He saw nothing. There was no sound of running feet. There was no shadow turning a corner.

He picked up the envelope. It was heavy, high-quality paper. There was no name on the front. There was no stamp. He took it back to his desk and sat down.

His hands shook slightly as he opened it. Inside was a single sheet of paper covered in handwritten equations. Thomas recognized the problem immediately. It was the Riemann Hypothesis. It was a problem that had remained unsolved for over a century. Many people called it the hardest puzzle in the history of the world.

Thomas began to read. At first, he felt a wave of annoyance. Many people sent him "solutions" to famous problems. Usually, they were the work of people who did not understand the basic rules of math. They were filled with errors and wild guesses.

But as he reached the middle of the first page, his breath caught in his throat.

The logic was perfect. It was more than perfect. It was beautiful. The writer was moving through the numbers with a grace that Thomas had never seen. It was as if they were seeing a hidden path through a forest that everyone else thought was a solid wall.

"This is not possible," Thomas whispered.

He reached for a red pen, ready to find the mistake. He spent the next three hours checking every line. He checked the logic. He checked the transitions between steps. He looked for a single crack in the foundation of the argument.

He found nothing.

The solution was correct. The most famous unsolved problem in mathematics had been solved on a Tuesday night, and the answer had been slid under his door like a pizza menu.

Thomas looked at the clock. It was three in the morning. He felt a strange sensation in his chest. It was a mixture of wonder and a deep, cold fear.

Who had done this? Why had they given it to him?

He looked at the handwriting. It was neat and small. It did not look like the handwriting of any of his colleagues. It did not look like the hurried scrawl of a student. It looked like the writing of someone who had all the time in the world.

Thomas stood up and went to the window. He looked out at the dark quadrangle below. Somewhere out there, in the mist and the shadows, a person was walking. A person who knew more about the universe than anyone alive.

He held the paper tight in his hand. He knew that his life had changed in a single moment. The world of science was about to explode, and he was the only one holding the match.

He felt a sudden urge to hide the paper. He put it back in the envelope and tucked it into his desk drawer. He locked the drawer and put the key in his pocket.

He stayed in his office until the sun began to rise. He watched the light turn the grey stone of the buildings into a soft, pale gold. He heard the first birds start to sing. Usually, the morning brought a sense of peace. Today, it only brought questions.

As he walked out of the building to get a coffee, he passed the janitor, an older woman named Miriam who was mopping the floor near the entrance.

"Good morning, Professor," she said. Her voice was soft and kind.

"Good morning, Miriam," Thomas replied. He barely looked at her. His mind was miles away, buried in the equations.

He did not notice that she watched him walk away. He did not notice the way she looked at the heavy door of his office. He only thought about the paper in his drawer.

The mystery had begun, and Thomas Vance was no longer a man who just taught calculus. He was a man with a secret that could change the world.
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Chapter Two: The Sound of Footsteps
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The morning air was sharp and smelled of wet pavement. Thomas walked across the quadrangle toward the small coffee shop near the library. He kept one hand in his jacket pocket, his fingers curled tightly around the key to his desk drawer. He felt as if the key were glowing, hot enough to burn through the fabric.

In the coffee shop, the air was warm and thick with the scent of roasted beans and toasted bread. Students were huddled over laptops, their faces pale in the blue light of their screens. Thomas stood in line, his mind spinning. He wondered if any of these young people realized that the world of mathematics had shifted while they were sleeping.

"Black coffee, please," Thomas said when he reached the counter.

The girl behind the register smiled at him. She was young, perhaps twenty, with a bright yellow ribbon in her hair. "Rough night, Professor Vance? You look like you stayed up with the ghosts."

Thomas forced a smile. "Just a long problem I was working on."

"Did you solve it?" she asked as she handed him his cup.

Thomas paused. The steam from the coffee rose in a thin, swirling line. "I think someone did," he said quietly.

He took his coffee and went to a small table in the corner. He needed to think. If the proof for the Riemann Hypothesis was real, he had a moral duty to report it. It was the kind of discovery that would win prizes and change the way the world understood prime numbers. It would make his department famous. It would make him famous.

But a small, nagging voice in the back of his mind told him to wait. Why had the solution been given to him? He was a solid mathematician, but he was not a giant in the field. There were dozens of people at Oxford more prestigious than him.

He finished his coffee and walked back to the department building. As he entered the main hallway, he saw Sarah Jenkins. Sarah was the head of the mathematics department. She was a woman of sharp edges and high energy. She moved through the halls like a storm, always looking for the next grant, the next publication, or the next opportunity to increase the university's ranking.

"Thomas!" she called out, her voice echoing off the high ceiling. "I was looking for you. Did you see the email about the departmental review?"

Thomas stopped. "Not yet, Sarah. I have been a bit busy."

Sarah walked up to him, her eyes scanning his tired face. She frowned. "You look exhausted. Are you eating enough? We need you sharp. The board is coming in two weeks. They are looking at our research output. If we do not show them something groundbreaking soon, they might cut our funding for the next three years."

Thomas felt a flutter of nervousness in his stomach. The paper in his drawer was more than groundbreaking. It was a miracle. If he gave it to Sarah, the funding problems would vanish instantly. The university would be the center of the global scientific world.

"I might have something," Thomas said. The words felt heavy in his mouth.

Sarah’s eyes widened. She stepped closer. "What do you mean? A new paper? A proof?"

Thomas hesitated. He thought of the neat, small handwriting on the expensive paper. He thought of the silence of the hallway at midnight. "I am not sure yet. I need to verify it. It is... complex."

"How complex?" Sarah pressed. Her voice was thin with excitement.

"It could be very significant," Thomas replied. He realized he was not ready to share it. He did not want Sarah’s ambition to touch the mystery just yet. "I will let you know when I am certain."

Sarah reached out and touched his arm. Her grip was firm. "Do not take too long, Thomas. In this world, if you are not the first to speak, you are forgotten. If you have something big, we need to claim it before someone else does."

She walked away, the sound of her heels clicking like a metronome on the stone floor.

Thomas went to his office and locked the door behind him. He sat at his desk and opened the drawer. The white envelope was still there. He took out the paper and read it again. It was even more beautiful in the daylight. The logic was like a crystal, clear and hard.

He spent the rest of the afternoon in a daze. He taught his two o'clock lecture on differential equations. Usually, he found the topic boring because he had taught it for fifteen years. Today, he looked at the numbers on the chalkboard and felt a sense of awe. Everything was connected. The world was built on these hidden patterns, and someone out there could see them all.

As the sun began to set, the university grew quiet. The students headed to the pubs or the libraries. The professors went home to their families. Thomas stayed. He told himself he was staying to work, but he knew the truth. He was waiting for midnight.

He turned off the main light in his office, leaving only a small lamp on his desk. The shadows grew long and deep. He sat in his chair, watching the gap at the bottom of his door.

Around ten o'clock, he heard a sound. It was faint, coming from the hallway outside. It was the sound of footsteps.

They were slow and rhythmic. Tap. Tap. Tap.

Thomas held his breath. He leaned forward, his heart hammering against his ribs. The footsteps stopped right outside his door. He waited for the handle to turn. He waited for a knock.

Nothing happened.

After a minute of perfect silence, the footsteps started again, moving away toward the stairs. Thomas jumped up and ran to the door. He swung it open and looked out into the hallway.

The corridor was empty. The motion-sensor lights at the far end had not even turned on. The air was cold and still.

"Hello?" Thomas called out.

His voice felt small and weak in the vastness of the building. There was no answer.

He walked a few steps into the hall. He felt a prickle of cold on the back of his neck. He had the distinct feeling that he was being watched. He looked up at the shadows in the rafters, then down at the dark doorways of the other offices.

He went back inside and locked the door again. He was breathing hard. He was a man of science. He did not believe in ghosts. He believed in logic, in evidence, and in things that could be proven. But logic could not explain the footsteps that left no trace.

He sat back down and looked at the clock. Eleven thirty.

He realized he was sweating despite the chill in the room. He wiped his forehead with his sleeve. He felt a strange conflict inside him. Part of him wanted to run away, to go home to his quiet apartment and forget he had ever seen the white envelope. Another part of him was more alive than he had been in decades. He was a hunter now, chasing a ghost that left gold in its wake.

He watched the second hand of the clock crawl around the face. Every circle felt like an eternity.

Eleven fifty-nine.

Thomas stood up and walked to the middle of the room. He stared at the floor by the door. He did not blink. He wanted to see it happen. He wanted to know how the paper appeared.

The clock hummed. The minute hand clicked into place at the top of the dial.

Twelve o'clock.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then, a thin sliver of white appeared under the door. It moved slowly, pushed by an invisible hand. It slid across the floor until it came to a rest on the rug.

Thomas did not wait. He lunged for the door and ripped it open.

The hallway was flooded with light from his office, but the darkness beyond the reach of the lamp was absolute. He saw a shape. It was a dark blur near the end of the corridor, turning the corner toward the old archives.

"Wait!" Thomas shouted.

He ran into the hall. His shoes thudded on the floor. He reached the corner and turned it, his hands out to catch whoever was there.

The hallway was a dead end. It led only to a heavy iron door that had been locked for years. The door was still locked. There was no one there. No one was hiding in the shadows. No one was climbing through a window.

Thomas leaned against the wall, gasping for air. His lungs burned. He looked down at the floor. There, lying near the iron door, was a single blue flower. It was a cornflower, fresh and bright, as if it had just been picked from a garden.

He picked up the flower. Its petals were soft and cool. It felt real. It felt human.

He walked back to his office, his mind racing. He picked up the new envelope from the floor. This one was thicker than the first.

He sat at his desk and opened it. Inside were three pages of equations. He recognized the problem at the top of the page immediately. It was the Navier-Stokes existence and smoothness problem. It was a mystery of fluid dynamics that had baffled the greatest minds in physics and math for generations.

The handwriting was the same. Small, neat, and perfect.

Thomas looked at the blue flower sitting on his desk next to the equations. He felt a sudden, overwhelming sense of sadness. This was not the work of a machine. This was not a prank. This was a person who was lonely enough to reach out through the dark, but too afraid to be seen in the light.

He looked at the equations. They were not just answers. They were a conversation.

"Who are you?" Thomas whispered to the empty room.

He knew that he could not tell Sarah Jenkins. Not yet. This was not about the university’s funding or his own career. This was about a person who was solving the impossible and leaving flowers in the dark.

He stayed in his office until the sun rose again, holding the blue flower in his hand and reading the secrets of the universe.
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