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    To the voices in the static.And to those who are listening in the dark.You are not alone.


    



  	
        
            
            "Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth."
— Oscar Wilde, The Critic as Artist

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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CHAPTER 1
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The rain in Aethelgard did not wash the city clean; it only made the neon lights bleed into the asphalt.

Elara Vance sat on the edge of her bathtub, the cold porcelain pressing against her skin. The bathroom was dark, lit only by the faint, rhythmic pulse of the router lights in the hallway. Her apartment was a fortress of silence on the twenty-fourth floor, detached from the sprawling, chaotic metropolis below.

She checked her watch. 2:58 AM.

Her hands trembled slightly. Not from cold, but from the adrenaline crash. Three hours ago, she had decrypted a file that could topple the government’s energy contract with OmniCorp. Three hours ago, she had watched a man in a grey suit follow her halfway home before she lost him in the subway crowd.

She was safe now. Physically, at least. But her mind was a storm of paranoia and static.

She picked up her phone. It was an old model, stripped of GPS, stripped of metadata, running a custom operating system she had built herself. She opened the app. It was a black screen with a simple white waveform in the center.

Signal Lost.

She tapped ‘Retry’.

Connecting...

Elara held her breath. This was the ritual. The only thing that kept the madness at bay. In a world where she lived as a ghost—hiding her name, her face, and her location—this was the only place she existed.

The waveform spiked. A soft crackle of static filled the small bathroom.

"You're late," a voice said.

It was a man’s voice. Deep, textured like gravel over velvet. It was distorted slightly by the encryption, but the warmth was unmistakable.

Elara let out a breath she didn't know she was holding. She slumped against the tile wall, closing her eyes. "Rough night, Orion."

"Orion." He chuckled softly. It was a dry, tired sound. "I told you, just call me O. Giving me a constellation makes me sound important."

"You are important," Elara whispered. "You're the only person in this city who doesn't want something from me."

"That’s because I don't know who you are, Lyra."

Lyra. That was the name he gave her. A constellation for a constellation.

"If you knew who I was," Elara said, staring at the ceiling, "you’d hang up."

"Try me."

"I can't."

"Fair enough." There was a pause. She could hear the faint sound of him moving—perhaps pouring a drink. The clink of ice against glass traveled thousands of miles, or perhaps just a few blocks, through the encrypted void. "Do you want to talk about it? The rough night?"

Elara pulled her knees to her chest. "I saw something today. Something broken. The world is... it's held together by duct tape and lies, O. And everyone just walks past it."

"Ignorance is a survival mechanism," he replied. His tone shifted, becoming more analytical, detached. "If people stopped to look at the cracks in the foundation, they’d never sleep. They’d realize the building is already falling."

"That sounds cynical."

"It’s realistic. I spend my days fixing cracks. Or painting over them." He sighed, a heavy, exhausted sound. "Sometimes I wonder if it would be better to just let the building fall."

Elara frowned. She felt a strange kinship with that sentiment, though her method was to use a sledgehammer, not paint. "So why don't you? Let it fall?"

"Obligation," he said simply. "Heritage. And the fear that whatever rises from the rubble might be worse."

Elara traced a crack in the bathroom tile with her finger. "I think the rubble is necessary. You can't build on rot."

"Spoken like a true revolutionary," he teased, though the gentleness remained. "Did you eat today?"

Elara blinked. The sudden shift to domestic concern always caught her off guard. "I... I had coffee."

"Lyra."

"I know, I know."

"Go to the kitchen," he commanded softly. "I’m not saying another word until I hear a wrapper opening or a microwave humming."

Elara smiled. It was her first smile in twenty-four hours. She stood up, her joints popping, and walked into the darkened kitchen. The city lights of Aethelgard glowed through the window—a sea of gold and electric blue. Somewhere out there, he was watching the same lights.

"I’m getting a protein bar," she announced into the microphone. "Happy?"

"Ecstatic."

She tore the wrapper. "What about you? What kept you up?"

"Work," he said. The word carried the weight of a stone. "A mess to clean up. Someone was poking around where they shouldn't be. I have to find them."

Elara froze, the protein bar halfway to her mouth. A cold chill ran down her spine. It was a common phrase, applicable to a million jobs, but tonight, her nerves were frayed.

"Find them?" she asked, keeping her voice steady. "To hurt them?"

"No," he said quickly. "God, no. To stop them. Before they get themselves killed. Or before they ruin everything we’ve built. It’s... complicated. Corporate politics."

Elara relaxed slightly. Corporate politics. Boring office drama. Not high-stakes espionage. She was projecting her own fears onto him. Orion sounded too kind, too tired to be one of the wolves she ran from.

"You sound like you hate it," she said, chewing slowly.

"I hate the person I have to be when I’m there," he admitted. The vulnerability in his voice was stark. "That’s why I come here. To the drift. With you."

"Who are you when you’re here?"

"Just a man talking to a woman in the dark," he said. "No titles. No expectations. Just... truth. Or as close to it as we can get."

Elara leaned her forehead against the cool glass of the window, looking down at the rainy streets. "I like this version of you."

"I like this version of you, too, Lyra. The one that eats."

She laughed. "You're an idiot."

"I know. But I'm your idiot. For the next hour, anyway."

They sat in silence for a moment, the connection humming between them. It was intimate, more intimate than the touch of a lover. In the real world, faces were masks. People smiled when they were angry, nodded when they disagreed. But here, stripped of visuals, the voice betrayed everything. A hesitation was a confession. A sigh was a novel.

"Sing to me?" she asked. It was a selfish request, one she made when the anxiety was too high.

"I have a terrible voice."

"You have a perfect voice."

He hummed, low and resonant. It wasn't a song she recognized—something old, perhaps from his childhood. The melody was melancholic but steadying. As he hummed, Elara watched the headlights move on the highway below.

She didn't know his name. She didn't know his face. She didn't know that three miles away, in a penthouse made of glass and steel, Julian Thorne was looking at a digital tablet.

On Julian's screen was a grainy security photo of a woman in a hoodie leaving a server farm.

He was humming to the woman he was hunting. And she was falling asleep to the voice of the man who would destroy her.

"Sleep, Lyra," he whispered as her breathing evened out. "Tomorrow is another war."

"Goodnight, O," she mumbled, phone slipping from her hand onto the pillow.

The line clicked dead.

Elara slept. But in the penthouse, Julian Thorne did not. He swiped the screen, bringing up the bio-data of the suspect.

Target: Unknown. Code Name: The Wraith. Priority: Eliminate threat to OmniCorp.

He poured himself another whiskey, staring at the rain. He hated this part of the job. But he was good at it. He had no idea that the "Wraith" was the woman who had just told him he was the only safe place in the city.

The rain fell harder, washing nothing away.
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The sun over Aethelgard was not a source of warmth; it was an interrogation lamp. It glared off the glass-skinned skyscrapers, exposing the grime in the gutters and the exhaustion on the faces of the morning commuters.

Julian Thorne stepped out of the black armored sedan and onto the pristine pavement of OmniCorp Plaza. The air here was different—filtered, conditioned, and smelling faintly of ozone and money. Security guards in tactical gear nodded as he passed, their eyes hidden behind mirrored visors.

Julian didn't nod back. He checked his cufflinks—platinum, engraved with the Thorne family crest—and pushed through the revolving doors.

He was a man of sharp angles. His jawline was a weapon, his tailored navy suit armor. At thirty-two, he was the youngest Director of External Affairs in OmniCorp’s history. The title was a polite fiction. Julian was a fixer. A silencer. When the company bled, he was the tourniquet.

"Mr. Thorne," his assistant, Koji, materialized at his elbow, matching his stride. "The Board is already in the War Room. Chairman Kael is... displeased."

"Displeased is his baseline state, Koji," Julian said, his voice smooth and devoid of the gravelly warmth he had shared with Lyra only hours before. "What’s the damage?"

"The leak from Sector 4. The data packet is encrypted, but the metadata suggests it contains the structural integrity reports for the Geothermal Core."

Julian stopped in the middle of the lobby. People swerved around him like water around a stone.

"The integrity reports?" Julian asked, his eyes narrowing. "If that gets out, the stock drops forty percent by noon. The city panics. The energy grid loses public trust."

"Exactly. The press is already sniffing around. A journalist from The Daily Spire is asking questions about 'tremors' in the lower districts."

"Kill it," Julian said instantly. "Buy the exclusive rights to the story, or find dirt on the editor. I don't care which. Just silence it."

"And the hacker?"

Julian started walking again, faster this time toward the private elevators. "That’s what I’m going to handle now."

The elevator ride to the 90th floor was silent. Julian watched his reflection in the polished steel doors. He looked composed, a perfect corporate shark. But behind the eyes, he felt the砂 (sand) of sleep deprivation grinding.

Ignorance is a survival mechanism.

He had told Lyra that last night. It was the only truth he had spoken all week.

The elevator chimed. The doors slid open to reveal the War Room—a cavernous space dominated by a holographic map of Aethelgard. Around the obsidian table sat the five most powerful people in the city. At the head sat Chairman Kael, a man whose skin looked like parchment stretched over a skull.

"Thorne," Kael rasped, not looking up from a tablet. "You're late."

"I was securing the perimeter of the narrative," Julian lied smoothly, taking his seat. "The leak is contained for now. But we are sitting on a powder keg."

"A powder keg built by your department's incompetence," a woman across the table sneered. Elena Vross, Head of Cyber-Security. She hated Julian, mostly because he cleaned up her messes, which made her look redundant. "How did a freelancer get past our icewalls?"

"They didn't break the wall, Elena," Julian said, pulling a file from his briefcase. "They walked through the door. Someone used a legacy override code. An old one."

He tossed the file onto the table. It slid across the obsidian surface and stopped in front of Kael.

"The code belonged to the original architect of the Core," Julian continued. "Dead for ten years. Which means our hacker is a historian. Or a ghost."

Kael looked up, his eyes cold and dead. "I don't care if it's a phantom, Julian. I want a name. This data... if the public finds out the Core is unstable, they will riot. We are talking about the energy source for ten million people."

"And is it?" Julian asked quietly. "Unstable?"

The room went silent. The air grew heavy.

Kael smiled, a thin, mirthless stretching of lips. "Every star flickers, Mr. Thorne. It is your job to make sure no one looks up."

Julian felt a sick twisting in his gut. It was the confirmation he had feared. The leak wasn't just corporate espionage; it was a warning. The hacker—this "Wraith"—was trying to warn the city that the reactor beneath their feet was a bomb waiting to go off.

And Julian’s job was to cut the wire on the alarm, not the bomb.

"I’ll find them," Julian said, his voice flat. "But I need full access. No red tape. I want surveillance from the Lower Districts, heat signatures, grid usage. Everything."

"You have it," Kael said. "Bring me their head, Julian. Metaphorically, or otherwise."

Three hours later, Julian stood in his private office, looking out at the sprawling city. The rain had returned, gray and miserable.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cheap, plastic phone. It was completely out of place in the office, surrounded by Italian leather and chrome.

He ran his thumb over the screen.

He wanted to call her. He wanted to hear Lyra’s voice. He wanted to ask her if she ever felt like she was the villain in her own story.

You're the only person in this city who doesn't want something from me.

Her words echoed in his mind. If she knew who he was—Julian Thorne, the Wolf of OmniCorp—she wouldn't just hang up. She would hate him.

He was the face of the system she despised. He was the man ensuring the rot stayed hidden.

A chime from his desk terminal snapped him back to reality. He shoved the burner phone back into his pocket and walked to his computer.

A secure video link opened. It was Marcus, the head of his private tactical unit.

"Sir," Marcus said, his background filled with the hum of servers. "We found a trace."

Julian leaned in, his focus sharpening. "Talk to me."

"The legacy code used to access the system... it wasn't just a random string. It was embedded with a signature. A digital graffiti tag."

"Show me."

An image popped up on Julian's screen. It was a piece of code, visualized. Buried deep in the binary was a small, ASCII art symbol.

A stylized fox.

Julian stared at it. "A fox? Is that a handle?"

"We're running it through the database now. But here's the kicker," Marcus said. "We traced the signal bounce. The hacker routed their connection through three satellites and a submarine cable in the Pacific. But for point-zero-three seconds, the connection lagged."

"And?"

"And we got a triangulation. It's rough, covering about six square blocks in Sector 7."

Sector 7. The Old District. Crumbling brick buildings, retro-fitted with neon and fiber optics. A maze of anonymity.

"Six blocks is a haystack, Marcus," Julian said, though his heart rate picked up. "We need a needle."

"We have audio," Marcus said.

Julian froze. "What?"

"During the breach, the hacker’s microphone was open for a split second before they killed the feed. It’s mostly static, but..."

"Play it."

Marcus hit a key.

Static hissed through the high-end speakers of Julian’s office. Crackle. Hiss.

And then, faint, distorted, but audible:

...just want to make it stop...

It was a whisper. A woman's voice.

Julian’s breath hitched. He replayed it.

...just want to make it stop...

The timbre was familiar. The cadence. The exhaustion.

It couldn't be.

He grabbed his burner phone, his hands shaking slightly. He replayed the memory of last night’s conversation in his head.

The world is... it's held together by duct tape and lies, O.

The voices were similar. Terrifyingly similar. But audio over an encrypted VOIP line and a raw audio fragment from a hack were different beasts. The distortion made it impossible to be certain.

"Sir?" Marcus asked. "Do you recognize it?"

Julian stared at the speaker. If he said yes—if he even hinted that he might know the voice—Marcus would send a kill team to Sector 7 within the hour. OmniCorp didn't do arrests; they did erasures.

If that was Lyra...

"No," Julian lied. The word tasted like ash. "It’s too distorted. Run it through the vocal synthesizers. See if you can match it to public records."

"Copy that. We're deploying drones to Sector 7 to sweep for high-energy processors. If they are cracking our encryption, their rig generates heat. We'll find them."

"Keep me updated. Do not engage without my direct order. Is that clear, Marcus?"

"Crystal, boss."

The screen went black.

Julian sank into his leather chair. He loosened his tie, feeling like it was a noose.

Sector 7.

He knew Sector 7. He owned a shell company that owned a building there.

He looked at the burner phone again. It was 1:00 PM. She wouldn't be online. She had a life, a job, a routine—or so he assumed.

He opened the drawer of his desk and pulled out a bottle of whiskey. 1:00 PM was early, even for him, but the lines were blurring.

He was hunting a ghost who might be the only friend he had left.

He took a drink, the burn grounding him. He needed to be sure. He needed to know if the woman who sang him to sleep was the same woman holding a knife to OmniCorp’s throat.

And if she was...

Julian closed his eyes.

If she was, he would have to destroy her. That was the job. That was the bargain he made for the power he held.

But as he sat there, listening to the rain hammer against the glass of his ivory tower, Julian Thorne realized something terrifying.

He didn't want to save the company. He wanted to save the voice.

He stood up, buttoned his jacket, and grabbed his coat.

"Koji," he said into his intercom.

"Yes, sir?"

"Clear my afternoon. I have a site inspection."

"Which site, sir?"

"Sector 7," Julian said, his voice hardening. "I want to see the cracks in the foundation for myself."
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