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    To the ones who are still here—even when the world is looking somewhere else.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "A face is a map of a soul.A photo is only a map of the light.
When the world falls in love with the map,they usually forget to look for the person."
— From the private journals of Kenji Sato

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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CHAPTER 1: Morning Coffee
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The sun rose over London with a soft, grey light that promised rain. Kenji sat in his favorite corner of the small café near the river. He liked this place because it was quiet and the air smelled of roasted beans and toasted bread. He was a man of simple habits. He worked as an assistant for a small architecture firm, and his life was as orderly as the blueprints he organized every day.

Kenji moved from Tokyo three years ago. He loved the way the old stones of London felt like they held secrets from a thousand years ago. In his small apartment, he kept a few plants and a shelf of books. He was twenty-eight years old, with kind eyes and hair that always seemed a little messy no matter how much he brushed it.

On this Tuesday morning, Kenji was tired. He had stayed up late working on a project. He sat with his hands wrapped around a warm ceramic mug. He was looking out the window at the people walking toward the train station. He was lost in thought, thinking about his family back home and the sound of the ocean near his grandmother’s house. For a moment, his face was perfectly still. He looked peaceful, yet there was a small, sad curve to his lips. He looked like a man who was dreaming of something beautiful and far away.

A few tables over, a young man held up a phone. Kenji did not notice. He did not hear the soft click of the digital camera. He did not see the flash of a screen. He simply took a sip of his coffee and let out a long, slow breath. He felt invisible in the way most people feel in a big city. It was a comfortable feeling. It was the feeling of being just one person among millions, free to have his own thoughts and his own quiet life.

He finished his coffee and stood up. He adjusted his scarf and walked out into the cool air. He walked to the train station, moved through the gates, and vanished into the crowd. He did not know that his face was already moving faster than he was. He did not know that while he was sitting on the train, his image was traveling across oceans and through wires.

By the time Kenji reached his office, a person in New York had already shared the photo. By the time he sat at his desk, someone in Paris had added a caption. The caption said: "The face of a man who knows a secret you do not."

Kenji opened his computer. He saw the usual emails about building permits and window designs. He felt happy. He felt like himself. He spent the morning humming a quiet song and drawing straight lines on thick paper. He did not look at social media. He did not have many followers, and he rarely posted anything. He preferred the feel of paper and the weight of a real pen.

At lunch, he went to a small park. He sat on a wooden bench and ate a sandwich. A group of teenagers walked past him. They were looking at their phones and laughing. One of the girls stopped and looked at Kenji. She looked at her phone, then looked at him again. She nudged her friend.

"No way," she whispered. "Is that him?"

Kenji looked up and gave a small, polite smile. He thought they were looking for directions. He thought they were being friendly. The girl giggled and pulled her friend away. They did not speak to him. They just walked faster, looking back over their shoulders and pointing.

Kenji felt a small flicker of confusion. He touched his face, wondering if he had a bit of mustard on his lip. He wiped his mouth with a napkin, but there was nothing there. He shrugged and went back to his sandwich. The park was beautiful, and the trees were turning gold and red.

When he returned to the office, his coworker, Sarah, was standing by his desk. She was holding her phone, and her eyes were very wide.

"Kenji," she said. Her voice sounded strange. It was a mix of excitement and worry. "Have you seen this?"

She turned the phone toward him. Kenji squinted at the screen. He saw a photo. It took him a moment to realize it was him. It was the photo from the café this morning. He looked soft and thoughtful. But below the photo, there were thousands of comments. There were jokes. There were stories. People were calling him "The Secret Keeper."

"Where did this come from?" Kenji asked. His heart began to beat a little faster.

"It is everywhere," Sarah said. "It has been shared a hundred thousand times in the last three hours. Everyone is talking about your face. They say you look like you know the meaning of life. Or like you are hiding a mountain of gold."

Kenji laughed, but the sound felt thin in his throat. "It is just a photo of me drinking coffee. I was thinking about my grandmother’s house. There is no secret."

"The internet does not care what you were thinking," Sarah said softly. "They have already decided who you are."

Kenji sat down in his chair. He looked at the photo again. In the picture, he looked like a stranger. The light made his skin look like marble. The way he held his mug looked like a sacred ritual. He did not recognize the man in the image, even though the man had his eyes and his nose.

"It will go away," Kenji said. "People find new things to look at every hour. Tomorrow, they will forget."

He tried to go back to work. He tried to focus on the blueprints. But every time he heard a notification on a phone across the room, he felt a sharp pain in his chest. He felt like someone was watching him through the walls. He felt like his quiet corner of the world had suddenly been turned into a stage, and he was standing under a bright, hot light.

As he walked home that evening, he saw a large digital billboard near the station. It usually showed advertisements for watches or perfumes. Today, it was different. A large company that sold coffee had already used his image. They had put their logo in the corner. The words on the screen said: "Find Your Own Secret."

Kenji stopped walking. He stared up at his own face. It was ten feet tall. It was huge and bright and cold. People walked past him, glancing at the billboard and then glancing at their phones. They did not look at him. They did not see the real man standing on the sidewalk in his worn coat. They only saw the image.

He felt a cold chill run down his spine. He realized that the photo was no longer just a photo. It was becoming something else. It was becoming a brand. It was becoming a joke. It was becoming a story that he did not write. He pulled his collar up and walked as fast as he could toward his apartment. He wanted to hide. He wanted to close his door and lock out the world.

When he reached his building, he saw a man sitting on the front steps. The man had a professional camera with a long lens. When the man saw Kenji, he stood up quickly.

"Kenji? Kenji Sato?" the man called out.

Kenji did not answer. He ran past the man and fumbled with his keys. He got inside and slammed the door. He leaned against the wood, breathing hard. His apartment was dark and quiet, but it did not feel safe anymore. He felt like the walls were made of glass.

He walked to the window and looked down. The man with the camera was still there. He was looking up, searching for Kenji’s light to turn on.

Kenji did not turn on the light. He sat on the floor in the dark. He looked at his hands. They were shaking. He was the same person he had been this morning. He was Kenji. He liked architecture. He liked quiet mornings. He liked his grandmother. But the world was starting to tell him that he was someone else.

How could a single moment change the way the whole world saw him?
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CHAPTER 2: Sudden Flash
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Kenji did not sleep well. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the bright light of the digital billboard. He saw his own face, massive and frozen, looking down at the city. In his dreams, the giant version of himself leaned down and whispered questions he could not answer. He woke up while the sky was still a deep, bruised purple. The silence of his apartment felt heavy, like a blanket made of lead.

He reached for his phone on the nightstand. It was a habit he now regretted. The device felt hot in his hand, even though it had been charging all night. When he tapped the screen, a flood of notifications washed over the glass. There were thousands of messages from people he did not know. There were tags in photos, invitations to interviews, and links to videos.

One video had ten million views. It was a montage of his face set to a slow, haunting piano melody. The creator of the video had added a story to his life. They claimed Kenji was a monk who had left his temple to find a lost love. Another post claimed he was a billionaire who had given away all his money to live in poverty.

None of it was true. Kenji was just a man who liked to draw buildings and missed his grandmother.

He stood up and walked to the kitchen. He needed to do something normal. He needed to feel the cold water on his face and the steam of the kettle. But as he looked at the small mirror above the sink, he paused. He looked at his reflection. He moved his jaw. He touched his cheek. He was looking for the man in the meme, but all he saw was a tired man with dark circles under his eyes.

The world was seeing something he could not see. They were seeing a symbol. They were seeing a mystery. They were not seeing Kenji Sato.

He decided he could not stay inside. If he stayed in the dark, the fear would grow until it filled the room. He dressed in his most ordinary clothes—a plain grey sweater and dark trousers. He pulled a baseball cap low over his eyes. He hoped the brim would cast a shadow deep enough to hide his identity.

When he stepped outside, the air was crisp. The man with the camera from the night before was gone, replaced by a thin layer of mist on the pavement. Kenji walked quickly. He headed toward a small grocery store three blocks away. He just wanted a carton of milk and a loaf of bread. He wanted to feel like a regular person doing a regular chore.

Inside the store, the air smelled of floor wax and oranges. The shopkeeper, an older man named Mister Gupta, was usually busy reading a newspaper. Kenji had lived here for two years, and Mister Gupta always gave him a small nod of recognition.

Kenji walked to the back of the store. He picked up the milk. He felt a little better. The lights were humming, and the world felt real again. He walked to the counter and placed his items down.

Mister Gupta looked up. He started to ring up the price, but then he stopped. His hands froze over the buttons of the register. He looked at Kenji’s face beneath the hat. Then he looked at a small television sitting on a shelf behind the counter.

A morning news program was playing. They were showing the photo of Kenji in the café. The headline on the screen read: The Internet’s Newest Mystery: Who Is The Secret Keeper?

Mister Gupta looked back at Kenji. His eyes went wide. He did not say "hello." He did not ask how Kenji was doing.

"It is you," Mister Gupta whispered. His voice was full of a strange kind of awe, as if he were looking at a ghost or a king.

"I am just buying milk, Mister Gupta," Kenji said softly. He tried to keep his voice steady.

"You are the man," Mister Gupta said, ignoring Kenji’s words. He reached across the counter, not to take the money, but to touch Kenji’s sleeve. "People are saying you are a saint. They say you have the eyes of someone who has seen the beginning of the world."

"I am an architect’s assistant," Kenji said. "Please. I just want to pay."

Mister Gupta pulled out his phone. "Can I take a photo? My daughter, she will not believe it. She has been sharing your picture all night. She says you are her favorite person in the world."

Kenji felt a wave of nausea. "I am sorry. I cannot."

He left the money on the counter—more than enough to cover the cost—and walked out. He left the milk and the bread behind. He could feel Mister Gupta’s gaze on his back. He could feel the phone being pointed at him.

The walk back to his apartment felt like a race. Every person he passed felt like a potential threat. Every time someone looked at their phone and then looked up, Kenji felt a sharp prick of panic. He realized that he was no longer a person to them. He was a landmark. He was a digital prize to be captured and shared.

When he reached the entrance to his building, his heart was drumming against his ribs. He hurried inside and climbed the stairs, avoiding the elevator. He did not want to be trapped in a small box with anyone.

As he reached his floor, he saw a woman standing by his door. It was Mrs. Gable, his boss from the architecture firm. She was a tall woman who always wore sharp suits and smelled like expensive perfume. She looked out of place in the dim hallway of his apartment building.

"Kenji," she said. She did not look angry. In fact, she was smiling a bright, artificial smile. "I have been calling you. Why did you not answer your phone?"

"I am sorry, Mrs. Gable," Kenji said, fumbling with his keys. "It has been... a very strange morning."

"It is a wonderful morning!" she said. She followed him into his apartment before he could invite her in. She looked around his small, tidy living room with a critical eye. "The firm is trending on social media because of you. Everyone wants to know where The Secret Keeper works. We have had more hits on our website in the last six hours than we have had in the last six years."

Kenji sat down on his small sofa. He felt very small. "I do not want to be The Secret Keeper. I just want to work on the blueprints for the new library."

Mrs. Gable sat across from him. She leaned forward, her eyes shining with a cold, professional light. "Kenji, listen to me. This is a gift. Most people spend their whole lives trying to get the world to look at them. You did it by just sitting in a chair. We can use this. We want to make you the face of our new urban project. 'The Man Who Sees the Future of the City.' It is perfect."

"But I do not see the future," Kenji said. "I just draw the windows."

"It does not matter what you actually do," Mrs. Gable said. Her voice was soft, but it felt like a command. "The public has already decided what you are. If you fight it, you look ungrateful. If you lean into it, you become a legend. Think of the money, Kenji. Think of the influence. You could choose any project you want."

"I just want my life back," Kenji whispered.

Mrs. Gable stood up. She smoothed her skirt. "That life is gone, Kenji. You can either be the master of this new life, or you can be its victim. I will give you the day to think about it. But remember, the internet moves fast. If we do not capture this energy now, it will turn into something else. And you might not like what it becomes."

She walked to the door and paused. "By the way, do not wear that hat. It hides your eyes. Your eyes are the reason people love you. They want to see the secret."

She left, and the silence that followed was worse than the noise. Kenji walked to his desk. He looked at his drawings. They were precise. they were real. They were made of ink and effort. He looked at his phone again.

The meme had changed again. Someone had edited his face onto the body of a statue in an ancient ruin. The caption said: He has waited a thousand years for you to listen.

The comments were no longer just jokes. People were starting to argue. Some people said he looked arrogant. Others said he looked like he was hiding something dark. One person wrote: I bet he is not even a nice person. Look at the way he holds his mouth. He thinks he is better than us.

Kenji felt a lump in his throat. He had never met these people. They did not know that he cried when he watched sad movies. They did not know that he spent his weekends volunteering at a community garden. They were building a version of him out of pixels and prejudice, and that version was starting to walk on its own.

He went to his window and pulled the curtains shut. He lived in a world where the light was now his enemy. He wondered if his grandmother would recognize him if she saw the posters. He wondered if he would recognize himself in a week.

He realized then that the photo was not just a picture of a moment. It was a cage. And every time someone liked it or shared it, another bar was added to the door.

He sat in the center of his room, the only place that still felt like his own. But even there, he could hear the faint sound of the city outside. He could hear the hum of the wires. He knew that out there, millions of people were talking about him. They were laughing at him, dreaming about him, and inventing his soul.

He felt a terrifying question grow in his mind, a question that made his skin go cold.

If the whole world believes I am someone else, does the real me even exist anymore?
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CHAPTER 3: First Wave
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The second day of being famous felt like waking up inside a house that was slowly filling with water. Kenji did not leave his apartment. He kept the lights off and the curtains drawn. He sat at his kitchen table with a cup of tea that had gone cold an hour ago. He was afraid to look at his phone, but he was more afraid to look away. He needed to know how high the water was rising.

When he finally checked the screen, he saw that "The Secret Keeper" was no longer just a photo. It was a movement.

In Brazil, a street artist had painted a three-story mural of Kenji’s face. In the mural, Kenji was holding a glowing orb. In South Korea, a famous pop star had posted a selfie mimicking Kenji’s exact pose from the café. There were thousands of "Secret Keeper" challenges online. People were filming themselves sitting in cafés, trying to look as deep and mysterious as the man in the photo.

But the most disturbing part was the stories.

A website had appeared called The Book of the Secret Keeper. It was a collection of thousands of anonymous entries. People were writing their deepest, darkest secrets and "giving" them to Kenji.

I stole from my brother when we were children, one entry read.
I am in love with someone who does not know I exist, said another.
I lied about my past to get my job.
People were using Kenji’s face as a digital confessional. They believed that because he looked like he was holding a secret, he was the perfect person to hold theirs. He was becoming a vessel for the world’s guilt and longing.

"I am just a man," Kenji whispered to the empty room. "I cannot carry all of this."

His phone buzzed. It was a message from an old friend from university in Tokyo, a man named Hiro. They had not spoken in two years. Kenji felt a spark of hope. Perhaps Hiro would remind him of who he used to be. Perhaps a voice from his past would pull him back to the surface.

Hey Kenji, the message said. I saw you online. Everyone is talking about it. You are a legend! Listen, I have a cousin who runs a marketing agency in Ginza. He wants to know if you can sign a digital rights agreement. He thinks we can sell "Secret Keeper" filters for photo apps. We could both make a lot of money. Let me know!

Kenji dropped the phone onto the table. The plastic made a sharp, lonely sound against the wood. His heart felt like it was shrinking. Even his friends were no longer looking at him. They were looking at the "legend." Hiro did not ask how he was feeling. He did not ask if Kenji was overwhelmed. He only saw a business opportunity.

A loud thud at his front door made him jump. It was followed by
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