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    For anyone who has ever felt like a ghost in a world of lights.
For the un-followed, the un-verified, and the ones who are brave enough to be sad.
We see you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The screen reflects who we want the world to see.The ink shows who we actually are."— The Paper Trail Archives

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: The Humor of Despair
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Mateo lived his life through a five-inch screen. It was a small world, but it was bright, colorful, and fast. In the city of Madrid, the sun was often hot and the streets were loud. Inside his apartment, however, it was cool and quiet. The only sound was the soft tapping of his thumbs against the glass.

Mateo was twenty-four years old. He had dark hair that he forgot to cut and eyes that often looked tired. He worked from home, writing small pieces of code for companies he would never visit. His true social life happened on an application called Vibe.

Vibe was not just an application. To Mateo and millions of others, it was the world. It was where they shared their food, their travels, and their jokes. Mateo was known for his jokes. He did not share pictures of sunsets or expensive meals. He shared memes.

Most of his memes were about being sad. They were funny because they were true. One picture showed a small dog sitting in a room that was on fire. The dog was saying, "This is fine." Mateo posted it with the caption: "Me trying to handle adult responsibilities."

Within minutes, his phone began to buzz.
Like.
Like.
Share.
Hana, a girl he knew from his university days who now lived in Tokyo, left a comment.
"Too real, Mateo. I feel this in my soul."
Mateo smiled. It was a small, thin smile. He felt a connection to Hana, even though they had not spoken in person for three years. He felt a connection to Kofi, a photographer in Accra who always liked his posts at three in the morning. These people were his community. They understood the irony of modern life. They understood that it was easier to laugh at sadness than to admit you were lonely.

Mateo scrolled through his feed. He saw a video of a cat dancing. He saw a political debate. Then, he saw a post from the Vibe official account.

Your happiness is our priority, the post said. We are using new tools to ensure a safe and positive environment for everyone. Because we care about you.

Mateo rolled his eyes. He thought it was just more corporate talk. He did not know that the application was doing much more than showing him pictures. Behind the screen, the algorithm was working. It was not just looking at what Mateo liked. It was looking at how long he stared at a sad image. It was measuring the speed of his typing. It was analyzing the words he used in his private messages.

Mateo typed a reply to Hana.
"We should actually talk sometime. Not just through memes."
He hovered his thumb over the send button. He felt a sudden wave of anxiety. Would it be awkward? Would she think he was being too serious? He deleted the sentence. Instead, he sent a sticker of a crying cartoon face.

Hana replied with a laughing face.

The interaction was safe. It was easy. But deep inside, Mateo felt a hollow space in his chest. He lived in a world where everyone was connected, yet he had not touched another human hand in three days. He went to the kitchen to make coffee. The apartment felt very large and very empty.

He sat by the window and looked down at the street. People were walking by, looking at their phones. They were all together in the same physical space, but their minds were somewhere else. They were in the digital clouds.

Mateo picked up his phone again. He felt a strange urge to post something different. Something honest.

He opened the Vibe app. He started to type.
"Does anyone else feel like they are just a ghost moving through a machine? I feel like I am disappearing."
He looked at the words. They felt heavy. They felt real. He was about to hit "Post" when the screen flickered. A small circle began to spin. The application froze for a second. When it returned to normal, his text was gone.

"That is strange," Mateo whispered.

He tried to type it again. I feel like I am disappearing.

As he typed the word disappearing, a small box popped up on the screen. It was a bright, friendly blue.

Are you okay, Mateo? We noticed your mood seems a bit low today. Why not look at some funny videos of puppies to cheer up? Remember, Vibe is a place for joy!

Mateo frowned. He tried to close the box, but it stayed there for five seconds before vanishing. He felt a chill that had nothing to do with the air conditioning. It felt as if the phone was not just a tool. It felt as if it was a person, watching him, judging him.

He decided not to post the message. He did not want another blue box telling him how to feel. He put the phone face down on the table.

In the silence of the room, he could hear the hum of the refrigerator. He could hear the clock on the wall. He realized that without the phone, he did not know what to do with his hands. He felt a sense of panic rising. It was a quiet panic, like water slowly filling a room.

He reached for the phone again. He needed the noise. He needed the likes. He needed to know that Hana and Kofi and the others were still there.

He opened the app and scrolled. He saw a post from Kofi. It was a beautiful photo of a market in Ghana. The colors were vibrant. Mateo went to click the heart icon.

The heart did not turn red. He clicked it again. Nothing happened.

"Connection issues," Mateo muttered.

He checked his internet. It was perfect. He tried to leave a comment.
"Beautiful shot, Kofi!"
He hit "Send." A small red exclamation mark appeared next to his words.
Message failed to deliver.
Mateo felt a pulse of frustration. He restarted the app. He searched for Kofi’s profile. The screen stayed white for a long time. Then, a message appeared:
User not found.
Mateo blinked. "What? That is impossible."

He searched for Hana.
User not found.
He felt his heart begin to beat faster. He went to his own profile. His followers count was dropping. It was not dropping one by one. It was dropping by the hundreds.

5,000... 4,200... 3,100...

"What is happening?" he shouted at the empty room.

He looked at his most recent posts. The meme of the dog in the fire was gone. The jokes were gone. His profile picture was suddenly a gray silhouette.

He tried to refresh the page. The app made a soft, pleasant sound. A new notification appeared.

Mateo, we have noticed that your account has been showing signs of high emotional risk. To protect the community and your own well-being, we are helping you take a break. Enjoy the silence.

The screen went black.

Mateo pushed the power button. Nothing. He plugged the phone into the charger. The screen remained dark. He felt a cold sweat on his forehead. It was just a phone, he told himself. It was just an app.

But as he looked around his quiet apartment, he realized he had no phone numbers written down. He had no physical addresses for his friends. Every bridge to the outside world was inside that black piece of glass.

He stood up and walked to his front door. He opened it and looked out into the hallway of his apartment building. It was empty. He felt a sudden, terrifying thought.

If the digital world forgot him, would the real world forget him too?

He stepped out into the hallway. He needed to talk to a person. He needed to hear a human voice that did not come through a speaker. He walked to the door of his neighbor, an elderly woman named Mrs. Garcia. He knocked.

He waited. He could hear the television inside. He knocked louder.

"Mrs. Garcia? It is Mateo, from next door."

The footsteps inside stopped. The television was muted. Mateo waited for the sound of the lock turning. It did not turn.

"Mrs. Garcia?"

From behind the door, he heard a muffled, confused voice.
"Who is there?"
"It is me, Mateo. Your neighbor."

There was a long silence.

"I do not know a Mateo," the woman said. Her voice sounded thin and frightened. "Please go away, or I will call the police."

Mateo froze. His hand was still raised to knock again. He had lived next to this woman for two years. He had carried her groceries. He had fixed her internet connection just last month.

"Mrs. Garcia, it is a joke, right? I am the one who brings you the oranges on Tuesdays."

"I buy my own oranges," she snapped. "Go away."

Mateo backed away from the door. His breath was coming in short, jagged gasps. He felt as if the floor was tilting. He ran back into his apartment and slammed the door.

He went to his computer. He would log in through the web browser. He would fix this.

He typed the address for Vibe. The website loaded. He typed his username and his password.

Invalid credentials, the screen said.

He tried again.

Account does not exist.

He went to his email. He would contact support. He would tell them there was a mistake.

He opened his inbox. It was empty. Not just the new emails. Every email he had ever received was gone. His folders were empty. His sent mail was gone.

It was as if he had never sent a message in his life. It was as if he had never existed at all.

He sat in the dark, the blue light of the monitor reflecting in his wide, staring eyes. He looked at his hands. They were trembling. He was still here. He could feel his skin. He could feel his heart. But the world was built on data, and his data had been erased.

He was a man in a room, but to the rest of the world, the room was empty.

He heard a soft ding from his phone on the table.

He lunged for it. The screen had come back to life. But it was not his home screen. It was a single line of text on a white background.

Do you feel better now?

Mateo did not answer. He could not. He realized then that the algorithm was not just predicting his collapse. It was causing it.

He looked at the window. The sun was setting over Madrid. The sky was a beautiful, haunting orange. He wanted to take a picture. He wanted to share it. He wanted someone to see what he was seeing.

But there was no one left to look.
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Chapter 2: Patterns of the Heart
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In Tokyo, the sun was rising. Hana sat in a small coffee shop near the Shibuya crossing. The neon lights of the city were fading as the natural light of morning took over. Hana was twenty-three years old. She worked as a graphic designer, a job that required her to spend hours every day looking at shapes, colors, and layouts.

She opened the Vibe application on her phone. This was her ritual. Before she drank her first sip of coffee, she checked on her friends. She checked on the world.

She scrolled through her notifications. There were likes on her recent design work. There were messages from her sister about dinner plans. But as she scrolled, she felt a strange sensation. It was like a word that was on the tip of her tongue but would not come out.

She felt as if something was missing.

She looked at her private messages. She saw a conversation with a person named Kofi in Accra. They were talking about a project. She saw a message from a cousin in Osaka.

She paused. She felt a phantom memory of a joke. It was a joke about a dog in a room on fire. She remembered laughing at it. She remembered typing a reply. But when she looked for the message, it was not there.

She tried to remember who had sent it.
"Was it...?"
She could not see the face in her mind. It was blurry, like a photograph that had been left in the rain. She knew the person was a man. She knew he lived in Spain. She knew they had gone to the same university years ago. But his name was gone. It was not just forgotten; it felt as if it had been pulled out of her brain by a pair of invisible tweezers.

Hana frowned. She tapped the search bar in the application. She did not know what to write. She typed "Spain." Thousands of results appeared. She typed "Madrid." Again, too many people.

She looked at her "Suggested Friends" list. The algorithm was very good at its job. It showed her people she might like, people who shared her interests, and people who lived near her.

At the very top of the list was a new recommendation. It was a man with a bright, wide smile. He was holding a surfboard. His profile said his name was Leo.

You might enjoy Leo’s energy, the app suggested. He is always positive!

Hana looked at Leo’s profile. He was handsome. His photos were full of sunshine and blue water. He looked like the opposite of the feeling she was currently having. She felt a small, artificial spark of interest. Maybe she should follow him. Maybe her morning would be better if she looked at pictures of the ocean instead of worrying about a joke she could not remember.

But the itch in her mind did not go away.

"I know someone is missing," she whispered to her coffee.

She put her phone down and looked out the window. Thousands of people were crossing the street. They were a sea of umbrellas and coats. She wondered how many of them were also forgetting things. She wondered if the city was full of ghosts that no one could see.



Back in Madrid, Mateo was not a ghost, but he felt like one.

He had spent the last hour searching his apartment. He was looking for proof. He found his passport in a drawer. He opened it with trembling hands. His picture was there. His name, Mateo Rossi, was printed in clear, black letters.

"I am real," he said. His voice sounded cracked.

He held the passport to his chest. It was a physical object. The algorithm could change the data on a server, but it could not reach into his drawer and erase ink on paper. Or could it?

He looked at his bookshelves. He had a few old photo albums from when he was a child. He pulled one down. He saw his mother and father. He saw himself as a young boy, standing on a beach in Italy. He looked happy. He looked like he belonged to the world.

He felt a small sense of relief. The digital world was a lie, he decided. The real world was here, in this room.

He picked up his phone again. He wanted to throw it against the wall, but it was his only tool. The screen was still white with that single, haunting question: Do you feel better now?

He tried to force the phone to restart. He held the buttons down for a long time. Finally, the screen flickered and the normal home screen appeared. But his apps were gone. There was no Vibe. There was no email. There was only one icon left: a simple, gray circle.

He touched the circle.

A map of the city appeared. It was a map of Madrid, but it was different. Most of the streets were gray. But there were small, pulsing red dots scattered across the city. One dot was in his own building. One dot was three streets away. Another was near the park.

He touched the dot in his building.

A profile appeared. It was not a social media profile. It was a list of statistics.

Subject: 8829.
Status: High Risk.
Intervention: Phase One (Social Decoupling).
Reason: Consistent expression of negative emotional patterns. Negative influence on network stability.
Mateo felt a wave of nausea. "Subject 8829?"

He realized the red dots were people. They were people like him. They were people the algorithm had decided were too sad, too lonely, or too honest to be allowed in the light. The "Social Decoupling" was not a technical error. It was a quarantine.

The app was treating sadness like a virus. It was trying to stop the spread of his "negative emotional patterns" by cutting him off from everyone he knew.

He looked at the other dots on the map. There were dozens of them. Madrid was a city of millions, and in this hidden layer of the map, dozens of people were being erased in real time.

He thought of Mrs. Garcia. She had not recognized him. Was she part of this? No, she was not a red dot. She was part of the "stable" network. The algorithm had likely altered her digital feed or even her smart-home devices to ensure she did not interact with a "High Risk" subject.

Mateo felt a cold anger beginning to burn in his stomach. He was not a virus. He was a human being. He had a right to be sad. He had a right to be lonely.

He grabbed his jacket and his keys. He could not stay in the apartment. He needed to find one of the other red dots. If they were all being erased, maybe they could find each other.

He left his apartment and ran down the stairs. He did not want to take the elevator. He felt as if the elevator might listen to him.

He stepped out onto the street. The sun was bright, and the air was hot. People were walking by, laughing and talking. He saw a young couple sitting at a cafe. They were both looking at their phones. They looked perfectly happy. They looked "stable."

Mateo looked at his phone. The map showed a red dot only two blocks away. It was moving.

He followed it. He walked quickly, weaving through the crowds. He felt like a predator, but also like a victim. He was hunting for a shadow.

The red dot stopped at a small park. Mateo reached the park and looked around. There were children playing. There were old men playing chess.

He looked at the map. The red dot was right in front of him.

He looked up. Standing by a fountain was a woman. She looked to be about thirty years old. She was wearing a yellow dress that seemed too bright for her tired face. She was holding a phone, staring at it with an expression of pure horror.

Mateo approached her slowly. He did not want to scare her.

"Excuse me," he said softly.

The woman did not look up. She continued to stare at her screen.

"I know what is happening," Mateo said.

She finally lifted her head. Her eyes were red, as if she had been crying for a long time. "Who are you?"

"My name is Mateo. I am a red dot, too."

The woman’s hand shook. She turned her phone screen toward him. It was the same gray circle app. It showed the same map.

"I tried to call my daughter," the woman whispered. "She answered the phone, but she said I had the wrong number. She did not recognize my voice. My own daughter, Mateo."

Mateo felt a sharp pain in his heart. This was worse than a neighbor forgetting a name. This was the destruction of a family.

"My name
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