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    For everyone who ever felt like a ghost in their own city. This is for the people who weren't invited, but walked through the door anyway.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "If you want to know the true cost of a secret, don't ask the man who keeps it. Ask the man who was meant to inherit it."— Traditional Proverb

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: The Quiet Morning
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The rain in the city did not fall with a roar. It fell with a soft, steady rhythm, like a secret whispered against the window. Marcus Vance sat at his small wooden kitchen table, watching the water beads race down the glass. He held a ceramic mug in both hands. The coffee inside was black and bitter, exactly the way he liked it. It was a simple morning. It was a quiet morning.

It was also his fortieth birthday.

Marcus did not feel like a man who had conquered the world. He felt like a man who had survived it. His apartment was small, tucked away in a brick building that smelled of old wood and floor wax. There were stacks of books in the corners and a single, well-cared-for fern on the windowsill. He worked as a restorer of antique furniture. He spent his days sanding away the rough edges of time, bringing back the glow to mahogany and oak. He liked the work because it was honest. If you put in the time, the wood rewarded you.

He looked at his hands. They were calloused and stained with dark walnut oil. These were not the hands of a millionaire. They were not the hands of a leader of industry. He was a man who lived in the spaces between the great events of the world.

"Forty," he whispered to the empty room.

The word did not sound heavy. It sounded like a question. He wondered if he was supposed to feel different. He wondered if the world expected him to have more to show for his four decades of life. He had a small savings account, a bicycle he fixed himself, and a collection of jazz records that brought him peace in the evenings. For Marcus, that was enough.

But the world often had a way of reminding you what you lacked.

He stood up and walked to the mirror in the hallway. He saw a man with kind, tired eyes and hair that was beginning to turn gray at the temples. He didn't mind the gray. It looked like wood grain, he thought. He straightened his shirt and prepared for his day. He planned to go to his workshop, finish the legs on a Queen Anne chair, and perhaps buy himself a small piece of cake on the way home.

The radiator hissed in the corner, a comforting sound that he had grown used to over the years. Outside, the city was waking up. He heard the distant honk of taxis and the rumble of the subway beneath the street. Everyone was rushing. Everyone was chasing something.

Marcus picked up his keys. He took a deep breath, savoring the smell of the rain and the old building. He felt a strange sense of calm. He had no great ambitions left to fail at. He was settled. He was content.

As he reached for the doorknob, he thought about his father. His father had died when Marcus was only twenty. He had been a man of big dreams and even bigger disappointments. He had always been looking for the "big break," the one moment that would change their lives. It never came. Marcus had learned early that the big breaks were often just illusions. He preferred the steady work of his own hands.

He opened the door to the hallway. The carpet was a dull red, worn thin by the feet of many people who had lived and moved on. He started toward the stairs, but something caught his eye.

A man was standing by the mailboxes in the lobby. He was dressed in a crisp, black suit that looked like it cost more than Marcus’s entire workshop. The man held a small leather tablet in one hand and a single white envelope in the other. He looked out of place in the dim, dusty light of the lobby. He looked like he belonged in a skyscraper or a private jet.

The man looked up as Marcus descended the stairs. His eyes were sharp, scanning Marcus with professional curiosity.

"Marcus Vance?" the man asked. His voice was smooth and cool, like polished stone.

Marcus paused on the bottom step. "Yes. That is me."

The man stepped forward. He did not smile, but he was polite. "Happy birthday, Mr. Vance."

He held out the envelope.

It was not a standard envelope. It was thick, made of heavy, cream-colored paper that felt like fabric. There was no stamp. There was no return address. In the center, written in elegant, raised gold ink, was his name.

Marcus Vance.

"What is this?" Marcus asked, his fingers brushing against the expensive paper.

"Instructions," the man said. "The first step of your new life."

Marcus frowned. "I think you have the wrong person. I didn't enter a contest. I don't have any family who would send something like this."

The man looked at his tablet and then back at Marcus. "Date of birth, July fourth. Name, Marcus Vance. Address, Apartment 4B. Everything is correct, sir. We do not make mistakes."

The man nodded once, turned on his heel, and walked out the heavy front door.

Marcus stood alone in the lobby. The envelope felt heavy in his hand. It was oddly warm, as if it had been kept close to someone’s heart. He looked at the gold lettering again. It felt real. It felt intentional.

He knew he should open it, but he felt a sudden, sharp prickle of fear. This was the disturbance his quiet morning had not prepared him for. He went back upstairs to his apartment. He didn't go to the workshop. He sat back down at his kitchen table, the envelope resting on the wood.

The white paper seemed to glow in the dim light of the rainy morning. It was too perfect. It was too elite.

He thought about the "White Envelope Society." He had heard rumors, of course. Everyone had. In the city, people whispered about the secret handshakes of the successful. They spoke of a group of people who all seemed to find their greatest success right after their fortieth birthday. People said they all received a letter. People said they never spoke about what was inside.

Marcus laughed softly to himself. "It's a mistake," he whispered. "It has to be."

But as he stared at his name in gold, a small part of him wondered. What if the world had finally noticed him? What if his quiet life was about to end?

He slid his finger under the seal. The wax was thick and red. It broke with a satisfying snap.

He pulled out a single sheet of the same heavy paper. There was only one sentence written on it.

The car will arrive at eight o'clock tonight. Wear the suit.

Marcus looked at his closet. He didn't own "the" suit. He owned one suit, and it was ten years old. He looked back at the paper. There was a small symbol at the bottom. A circle with a single line through the center.

He felt his heart beat faster. This was not a joke. This was an invitation into a world he had only seen from the sidewalk.

He should call someone. He should tell the delivery man he was wrong. But as he looked at the elegant paper, he felt a hunger he thought he had buried long ago. He wanted to know why they chose him. He wanted to see what was behind the curtain.

He did not know that this single white envelope would cost him everything he thought he knew about himself. He did not know that being "the wrong person" was the most dangerous thing he could be.

He sat in the silence of his room, the white envelope open before him, and for the first time in many years, the quiet felt like a threat.
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Chapter 2: A Knock at the Wrong Door
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Marcus sat at his workbench, but he did not pick up his tools. Usually, the scent of cedar and lemon oil calmed his mind. Today, it felt like a distraction. The white envelope lay on a clean cloth next to a set of wood chisels. In the harsh light of the workshop, the gold ink of his name seemed to pulse.

He knew who the envelope was truly for.

There was another Marcus Vance in the city. That Marcus Vance was a man whose face appeared in financial magazines. He was a man who managed billions of dollars and lived in a penthouse that touched the clouds. He was Marcus Vance the Fourth.

Our Marcus was simply Marcus. He had no title. He had no suffix. He was the son of a carpenter and a seamstress.

"They made a mistake," Marcus whispered to a half-finished chair.

He imagined the delivery man standing in the lobby of a glass tower, realizing he had driven to the wrong part of town. He imagined the wealthy Marcus Vance waiting in a room of marble and silk, wondering why his invitation had not arrived.

He should call the police. Or perhaps he should find a way to contact the other Marcus. That would be the honest thing to do. That was what a man who restored old things did—he respected the original intent. He kept things as they were meant to be.

But then he looked at his own hands again. They were stained with the marks of his labor. He was forty years old, and he had spent his life fixing the things that other people broke. He was a shadow in a city of bright lights.

He walked to the back of the workshop, where an old steamer trunk sat under a heavy tarp. It had belonged to his father. After his father died, Marcus had not been able to bring himself to sell it. He pulled away the tarp, sending a cloud of dust into the air.

He unlocked the trunk. Inside were his father’s few treasures: a silver pocket watch that no longer ticked, a collection of old coins, and a garment bag.

He unzipped the bag. Inside was a suit. It was charcoal gray, made of a wool so fine it felt like water against his fingers. His father had bought it for a grand gala he was never invited to attend. He had spent a month's wages on it, believing that if he looked like a successful man, success would find him.

His father had died wearing a hospital gown, not this suit.

Marcus took the suit back to his apartment. He spent the afternoon cleaning it with a soft brush. He polished his one pair of black leather shoes until he could see the reflection of his own worried eyes in the toes.

As the sun began to set, the city outside changed. The rain stopped, leaving the streets wet and dark. The streetlamps flickered on, casting long, orange shadows across his floor.

Marcus showered and shaved with extra care. He put on the charcoal suit. It fit him perfectly, as if it had been waiting for his body to grow into its shape. When he looked in the mirror, he did not see the man who sanded wood. He saw a man who looked like he belonged in a room where important decisions were made.

"You look like a ghost," he told his reflection.

The suit gave him a strange kind of power. It was a disguise, but it felt like a shield.

Seven o'clock passed. Then seven thirty.

Marcus sat on his sofa, his hands resting on his knees. He felt like he was waiting for a storm. He thought about his mother. She used to tell him that every person had one moment when the universe opened a door. She told him that most people were too afraid to walk through it.

"Is this my door, Mother?" he asked the quiet room. "Or is it someone else’s?"

The invitation was a mistake, he was certain of it. But the name on the envelope was his. The address on the delivery man’s tablet was his. If he went, he would be a liar. If he stayed, he would spend the rest of his life wondering what the "White Envelope Society" offered to those who reached the age of forty.

At exactly five minutes to eight, the sound of a heavy engine rumbled in the street below.

Marcus walked to the window. A long, black sedan was idling at the curb. It was a vehicle that did not belong in this neighborhood. It was silent and predatory. The windows were tinted so dark that it was impossible to see who was inside.

There was a soft knock at his apartment door.

Marcus felt a jolt of adrenaline. His heart hammered against his ribs like a bird in a cage. He walked to the door and opened it.

The man from the morning was standing there. He looked exactly the same, his suit perfectly pressed despite the humidity of the city.

"Mister Vance," the man said. He did not ask if Marcus was ready. He did not check his identification again. He simply stepped back to allow Marcus to exit. "The car is waiting."

Marcus grabbed his coat. He felt the weight of the white envelope in his inner pocket.

"Where are we going?" Marcus asked.

"To the beginning," the man replied.

They walked down the stairs in silence. The hallway smelled of boiled cabbage and old dust, a sharp contrast to the expensive scent of the man’s cologne. When they reached the lobby, the man held the heavy front door open.

The air outside was cool and smelled of wet pavement. The driver of the black sedan had stepped out and was holding the rear door open. He wore white gloves and a cap pulled low over his eyes.

Marcus hesitated. He looked back at his building. He looked at the window of his apartment, where a single light was still burning. He could still turn back. He could tell them that there had been a misunderstanding. He could go back to his chair and his books and his quiet life.

But then he looked at the car. It looked like a path to a different world.

He stepped into the sedan.

The interior was lined with soft, black leather. It smelled of new car and something metallic. As soon as Marcus sat down, the driver closed the door with a muted thud. The sound of the city vanished. The silence inside the car was absolute.

There was no one else in the back seat. On the small fold-down table in front of him, there was a crystal glass and a small bottle of sparkling water.

The car began to move.

Marcus watched his neighborhood disappear through the dark glass. He saw the corner grocery store where he bought his milk. He saw the park where he sat on Sundays. He saw the life he had built for himself becoming smaller and smaller.

The car turned toward the center of the city, toward the tall buildings and the bright lights. They were moving toward the world of the other Marcus Vance.

Marcus reached into his pocket and touched the heavy paper of the envelope. He realized that he was no longer just a wood restorer. He was an actor starting a play he had not read.

He wondered if the society would know he was an impostor the moment he walked into the room. He wondered if they would be angry. Or perhaps, in this world of the elite, the truth did not matter as much as the appearance of the truth.

As the car climbed the ramp onto the bridge, the skyline of the city opened up before him. Thousands of lights sparkled like diamonds on black velvet.

"I am Marcus Vance," he said quietly to himself, testing the name.

It sounded different now. It sounded like a promise.

The car sped forward, carrying him away from the safety of the ordinary and toward a secret that had been kept for generations. Marcus closed his eyes and leaned back against the leather. He did not know where he was going, but for the first time in his life, he felt like he was exactly where he was supposed to be.

Even if it was a lie.
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Chapter 3: The Weight of Fine Paper
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The black sedan moved through the city like a shark through deep water. Marcus watched the world outside change. The buildings grew taller. The graffiti on the walls disappeared, replaced by clean stone and polished glass. The streetlights here were not the flickering yellow bulbs of his neighborhood; they were bright, steady white globes that turned the night into a cold, artificial day.

Inside the car, Marcus felt like he was floating in a void. He had never been in a vehicle so quiet. There was no vibration from the engine, no rattle from the road. It was as if the car was insulated from reality itself.

He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the white envelope.

Earlier, in the rush of his apartment, he had only glanced at the paper. Now, with the steady light of the city passing over him, he held it up to his eyes. The paper was thicker than any he had ever handled in his workshop. It was cream-colored and had a texture like silk pressed into wood. When he held it up to the window, he saw a watermark embedded in the fibers—a small, intricate circle with a single horizontal line.

It was the same symbol he had seen at the bottom of the note.

The weight of the paper was surprising. It felt heavy in his palm, as if it contained more than just ink and fiber. It felt like an anchor. He ran his thumb over the gold
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