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    To those who hold onto the small things—the ribbons, the songs, and the colors of the rain—even when the world says they do not exist. Your memory is the only archive that truly matters.


    



  	
        
            
            "The struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting."— Milan Kundera

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter One: The Gap in the Ledger
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The air inside the National Archive always smelled of vanilla and old dust. It was a scent that Sanae found deeply comforting. For ten years, she had arrived at the massive stone building before the sun touched the harbor. She enjoyed the quiet of the morning. She liked the way her footsteps echoed on the polished marble floors. Most of all, she loved the order of it. Everything in the world had a place, and every event had a date.

Sanae was a senior data archivist. Her job was to ensure that the transition from paper to digital records was perfect. She believed that history was the only thing that kept the world honest. If a person knew where they came from, they could decide where they were going.

On this particular Tuesday, Sanae was working in the basement vaults. These were the deep levels where the oldest records were kept. The lighting was soft and amber. Rows of metal shelves stretched into the darkness, holding the lives of millions of people within cardboard boxes and leather-bound books.

She was looking for the property records of the northern district. A local museum wanted to verify the construction dates of the old lighthouse. Sanae pulled a heavy ledger from the shelf. It was bound in dark green cloth. The gold lettering on the spine indicated the decade: Nineteen-Ninety to Nineteen-Ninety-Nine.

She carried the book to her wooden desk and adjusted her glasses. She opened the cover carefully. The pages were thick and creamy. She flipped through the early years of the decade. Nineteen-Ninety was there. She saw the records for the new bridge and the hospital expansion. Nineteen-Ninety-One followed. Then Nineteen-Ninety-Two. Then Nineteen-Ninety-Three.

Sanae turned the page, expecting to see the header for Nineteen-Ninety-Four.

Instead, her fingers met the crisp edge of a page marked Nineteen-Ninety-Seven.

She paused. She looked at the page numbers at the bottom. The numbering was perfect. Page four hundred and twelve ended with the final entries of December, Nineteen-Ninety-Three. Page four hundred and thirteen began with January, Nineteen-Ninety-Seven.

"That is strange," she whispered to herself.

She checked the binding. In her line of work, she knew how to spot a removed page. If someone had torn out the middle of the book, there would be a scar near the spine. There would be tiny fragments of paper or a looseness in the thread.

She ran her thumb along the center of the book. The binding was tight. It was flawless. The book had been manufactured this way. It was as if the years between Ninety-Three and Ninety-Seven simply did not exist.

Sanae felt a small prickle of unease. Mistakes happened, of course. Perhaps this was a printing error. She stood up and walked back to the shelves. She found another ledger from a different department. This one contained the birth and death certificates for the same era.

She opened it on her desk. Her breath hitched.

Nineteen-Ninety-Three ended on page six hundred. The very next page was Nineteen-Ninety-Seven.

"It cannot be," she said softly.

She began to move faster now. She pulled down boxes of tax records. She checked the digital logs on her computer terminal. She searched for any mention of Nineteen-Ninety-Four, Ninety-Five, or Ninety-Six.

The search results on her screen were empty. The database did not return an error message. It simply acted as if those years were not a valid search term. It was as if she were searching for a number that did not exist in mathematics.

Sanae sat back in her chair. The silence of the archive suddenly felt heavy. It felt like a weight pressing against her chest. She closed her eyes and tried to remember.

She was thirty-four years old. In Nineteen-Ninety-Four, she would have been a young girl. She remembered a specific summer. She remembered sitting on a porch with her grandmother. They were eating slices of cold watermelon. The juice had dripped down her chin. She remembered the heat of the sun and the sound of the cicadas in the trees.

She remembered starting her first year of middle school. She remembered the blue ribbon she had won for a science project about the stars.

She opened her eyes and looked at the empty ledgers. If she had these memories, why was there no record of the time?

A movement in the doorway startled her. It was Malick, the head of the department. He was an older man with silver hair and a kind, tired face. He carried a ceramic mug of tea.

"You are down here early, Sanae," he said. His voice was warm. "Is everything all right? You look a bit pale."

Sanae gestured to the books on her desk. "Malick, I was looking for the lighthouse records. I found something very odd. Have you ever noticed a gap in the collections?"

Malick walked over and looked down at the open ledger. He did not lean in. He did not seem surprised. He just stood there, the steam from his tea rising between them.

"What kind of gap?" he asked.

"Three years," Sanae said. her voice was trembling slightly. "Nineteen-Ninety-Four, Ninety-Five, and Ninety-Six. They are missing. Not just from this book, but from the birth records too. And the digital archive."

Malick took a slow sip of his tea. He looked at the wall, past the shelves. "The archive is very old, Sanae. Sometimes things are lost during reorganization. You know how it is. We moved systems three times in the last decade."

"But this is not a filing error," Sanae insisted. She pointed to the page numbers. "Look at the printing. The books were made without those years. How can a decade go from Three to Seven? It is like someone skipped a beat in a song."

Malick sighed. He put a hand on her shoulder. His hand felt heavy and very real. "Perhaps you are overthinking it. It was a period of transition. Maybe the records are stored in the secondary facility across the city. Why don't you take a break? Go upstairs and get some fresh air. You spend too much time in the basement."

Sanae looked at his hand, then back at his face. Malick was a man who lived for details. He was the one who taught her that a single missing comma could change the meaning of a law. He should have been bothered by this. He should have been calling the printing office or searching the shelves with her.

Instead, he was looking at her with a strange kind of pity.

"Do you remember those years, Malick?" she asked.

The question seemed to hang in the air like a cold mist. Malick’s eyes flickered. For a second, he looked lost. Then, he blinked, and the professional mask returned.

"I remember my work," he said. "I remember the coffee in the mornings. I remember the weather was quite gray for a while. Beyond that, one year bleeds into the next, does it not?"

"I remember a science project," Sanae said. "I remember a blue ribbon. I remember the date on the certificate. It said May, Nineteen-Ninety-Five."

Malick turned away. "Memories are fragile things, Sanae. They are not like ink and paper. They change. They soften. That is why we have the archive. To tell us what is real."

"But the archive is empty," she whispered.

"Then perhaps it never happened," Malick said. His voice was no longer warm. It was flat. "Go get some air, Sanae. That is an order."

He walked out of the vault, leaving her alone with the green books.

Sanae did not go upstairs. She waited until she could no longer hear Malick's footsteps. Then, she reached into her bag and took out her personal phone. She knew she was not supposed to use it in the vaults, but her heart was racing.

She typed a question into a global search engine: Historical events of 1994 to 1996.

The screen spun for a moment. Then, the results appeared.

The first link was a general history website. It listed the timeline of the century. Sanae scrolled down.

1992: Rio Earth Summit.
1993: European Union formed.
1997: Return of Hong Kong to China.
She scrolled back up. She read it again. She went to another site. Then another.

The result was always the same. Every digital timeline jumped from 1993 to 1997. There were no wars listed for those years. There were no inventions. There were no world leaders elected.

She tried to search for specific people. She searched for the winners of major sporting events. She searched for famous movies.

Everything she found had been released in '92, '93, or '97. It was as if the world had collectively held its breath for thirty-six months.

Sanae felt a cold chill run down her spine. She thought about her blue ribbon. She thought about the watermelon on the porch. Were those memories false? Had she imagined three years of her life?

No. She could feel the sun on her skin in those memories. she could taste the sweetness of the fruit. They were too vivid to be dreams.

She stood up and packed her bag. She felt like the walls of the archive were closing in on her. The smell of vanilla and dust now felt suffocating.

As she walked toward the exit, she passed the public reading room. It was a large hall with high windows. A few researchers were sitting at the long tables, looking through old newspapers.

Sanae stopped at the desk of the newspaper curator, a woman named Sofia. Sofia was a cheerful person who wore colorful scarves and always had a story to tell.

"Sofia," Sanae said, trying to keep her voice steady. "I need to check the newspaper archives for the mid-nineties. The physical copies."

Sofia smiled. "Of course, dear. Which year?"

"Nineteen-Ninety-Five," Sanae said.

Sofia turned to the large filing cabinets behind her. She hummed a little tune as she looked through the labels. Her hand stopped near the middle of the drawer. She frowned.

"That is odd," Sofia said.

"What is it?"

Sofia pulled out a thick folder. "The label is here. See? It says '1990-1999'. But the folder feels very light."

She opened it on the counter. Inside, there were stacks of yellowed newsprint. Sanae leaned forward.

The top newspaper was dated December 31, 1993. The headline was about New Year celebrations.

Sofia turned the page.

The next newspaper was dated January 1, 1997.

The newspapers for three entire years were missing. Not torn out. Not stolen. The collection simply skipped from one day to a day three years later.

Sofia looked at the dates. She rubbed her eyes. "I... I must have filed them wrong. Or maybe they are being repaired?"

"Sofia," Sanae said, her voice a whisper. "Do you remember the middle of the nineties? Do you remember anything that happened?"

Sofia stared at the empty space in the folder. Her expression went blank. It was the same look Malick had given her. A look of sudden, profound confusion, followed by a quick shuttering of the mind.

"I remember... I remember the colors were very bright," Sofia said. Her voice sounded far away. "And there was a song. A song about a garden. But I cannot remember the words."

She suddenly snapped the folder shut. She looked at Sanae with a bright, forced smile.

"I am sure they are just in the back room for scanning, Sanae. Don't worry about it. Why don't you go home? You look like you need a rest."

Sanae backed away from the desk. Everyone was saying the same thing. Everyone was telling her to rest. Everyone was acting as if the world was not missing a piece of itself.

She walked out of the National Archive and into the bright afternoon sun. The city was bustling. Cars honked. People rushed by with shopping bags. The world looked normal. It looked solid.

But Sanae knew better now. She felt like she was walking on a frozen lake. The ice looked thick, but she knew there was a deep, dark hole somewhere beneath her feet.

She began to walk toward the harbor. She needed to see something that did not depend on ink or paper. She needed to see the ocean. The ocean did not have a memory. It just was.

As she reached the pier, she saw a man sitting on a wooden bench. He was dressed in a worn sea captain's jacket. He was staring out at the water with a look of intense longing. In his hand, he held a small, weathered photograph.

Sanae sat on the bench next to him. She did not know why she did it. She usually avoided strangers. But there was something about the way the man held the photo. He held it as if it were the only anchor keeping him from floating away.

"It is a beautiful day," she said softly.

The man did not look at her. "The water is the same," he said. His voice was gravelly. "It never changes. That is the comfort of it."

"Are you waiting for a ship?"

The man finally turned his head. His eyes were a piercing blue, surrounded by deep wrinkles. "I am waiting for a daughter who does not exist."

Sanae felt a jolt in her chest. "What do you mean?"

The man held up the photograph. It was a picture of a little girl with curly hair. She was standing on this very pier, holding a red balloon. On the back of the photo, written in faded ink, were the words: Maya, age five. June 1995.

"The records say I never had a child," the man said. his voice cracked. "The hospital has no record of her birth. My own sisters tell me I am remembering a dream. They say I was always a bachelor. They say I was lonely and made her up."

He looked back at the photograph. "But I remember the way she laughed. I remember the smell of her shampoo. I remember she cried when that red balloon flew away into the clouds."

Sanae reached out and touched the edge of the photo. It was real. The paper was old. The ink was genuine.

"The records are wrong," Sanae said.

The man looked at her with a spark of hope. "You believe me?"

"I am an archivist," Sanae said. "And I think three years of our lives have been stolen."

The man gripped the photo tighter. "Who would steal time?"

"I do not know," Sanae said. "But I am going to find out."
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Chapter Two: Echoes of a Ghost Daughter
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The wind off the harbor grew colder as the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky in shades of bruised purple and orange. Sanae looked at the photograph again. The little girl, Maya, had a gap in her front teeth and eyes that crinkled when she smiled. She looked so full of life, so certain of her place in the world.

"My name is Sanae," she said, handing the photo back to the man. She noticed his hands were shaking. "And you are?"

"Soren," the man replied. He tucked the photograph into an inner pocket of his heavy jacket, patting it twice as if to make sure it was still there. "I used to be a captain. I spent my life navigating by the stars. I know how to find my way home. But now, it feels like home has been moved."

Soren stood up, his knees popping with the effort. "I go to the school every week. The one she attended. I ask to see the yearbooks. They show me books for Nineteen-Ninety-Three. Then they show me books for Nineteen-Ninety-Seven. They tell me there were no classes in between. They say the school was closed for renovations."

"Was it?" Sanae asked.

Soren shook his head slowly. "I remember walking her to the gates. I remember the yellow raincoat she wore on Tuesdays because it always seemed to rain on Tuesdays back then. I remember the smell of the wet pavement and the sound of the school bell. You don't forget the sound of the bell that calls your child away from you for the day."

Sanae felt a lump in her throat. As an archivist, she dealt with facts. She dealt with numbers and verified signatures. But Soren was offering her something different. He was offering her a piece of a soul.

"I found the same gap in the National Archive today," Sanae admitted. "Three years. Completely gone. It is not just your daughter, Soren. It is everything. Every birth, every death, every law passed during those thirty-six months. It is as if someone took a pair of scissors to the timeline of the world."

Soren looked at her, his blue eyes watery. "Why would they do it? Why take my Maya? She was just a little girl. She did not hurt anyone."

"I do not know," Sanae said. "But I am going to find out. I have to. Because I have memories too. I have a blue ribbon from a science fair in Nineteen-Ninety-Five. If that year did not happen, then where did my ribbon come from?"

Soren reached out and touched her arm. His grip was surprisingly strong. "Be careful, Sanae. There are people who do not like questions. I asked too many at the hospital, and they sent men in dark suits to my house. They told me I was suffering from grief-induced delusions. They told me if I kept talking, they would put me in a place where I could not talk to anyone."

A shiver that had nothing to do with the wind ran down Sanae's spine. "I will be careful," she promised. "Can I find you here again?"

"I am here every evening," Soren said. "Watching the tide. Waiting for something to wash back to shore."

Sanae watched him walk away, his figure growing smaller against the backdrop of the darkening sea. She felt a heavy sense of responsibility settling on her shoulders. She was no longer just looking for a filing error. She was looking for a person. She was looking for millions of people.

She walked back to her apartment through the narrow, winding streets of the old city. Usually, she found the neighborhood charming. Tonight, it felt hollow. Every window she passed, every flickering streetlamp, felt like part of a stage set that could be folded up and carried away at any moment.

She lived in a small studio filled with books and plants. It was a place of order and light. But as she stepped inside, she felt like a stranger in her own home. She went straight to the closet in the hallway and pulled down a large plastic bin labeled Childhood.

She sat on the floor and began to sort through the contents. There were old school reports, drawings of cats, and a dried flower from a forgotten trip to the mountains. She found the blue ribbon. It was made of cheap satin, the edges slightly frayed. The gold lettering was still clear: First Prize - Science Excellence - 1995.

She held it in her palm. It had weight. It had texture. It was a physical witness to a time that the world claimed did not exist.

She looked for her old diaries. She had been a diligent child, writing a few sentences every night before bed. She found a stack of small notebooks tied together with a piece of twine.

She untied the knot and spread them out on the rug.

1991.
1992.
1993.
She reached for the next one.

1997.

Sanae felt her breath catch. She looked into the bin. She moved the reports and the drawings. She turned the bin upside down, spilling everything onto the floor.

There were no diaries for 1994, 1995, or 1996.

"But I wrote in them," she whispered to the empty room. "I know I did. I remember the red cover of the ninety-four diary. I remember writing about my first crush."

She began to look through her photo albums. Page after page showed her growing up. She was seven in one photo, standing by a fountain. She was eight in the next, holding a birthday cake.

She turned the page. In the next photo, she was eleven. She was taller. Her face had lost its baby fat. She was wearing a different style of clothing.

There were no photos of her at nine or ten.

It was as if she had jumped forward in time. One moment she was a child, and the next, she was nearly a teenager. The middle was a blur of
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