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    For those who refuse to look away when the lights go out.

      

    



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

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Ghost in the Feed
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Mara Quin liked things that stayed where they were put. In the temperature-controlled stacks of the Vester-Hollings corporate history wing, every box had a barcode, and every document had a digital footprint. She spent her days organizing the triumphs of a century-old conglomerate—the patents, the grand openings, the handshakes between CEOs and prime ministers.

It was quiet work. It was safe work.

On Tuesday morning, at exactly 9:14 AM, the safety of the quiet ended.

Mara was staring at a microfilm reader, her eyes tracing the blurry lines of a 1974 manufacturing log, when her desktop monitor began to ping. It wasn't the rhythmic chime of an incoming email. It was the rapid-fire staccato of a high-priority news alert.

She turned away from the microfilm, the light reflecting off her glasses.

On the screen, a headline from The Global Ledger was scrolling in bright red: "BURIED TRUTH: LEAKED VESTER-HOLLINGS MEMO REVEALS COVER-UP OF 2002 AQUA-PURE DISASTER."

Mara’s breath hitched. Her hand moved to the mouse, but her fingers felt stiff. She knew that disaster. Every corporate historian at Vester-Hollings knew it. A water filtration plant in South America had failed, leading to thousands of illnesses. The official story, backed by twenty years of court records and internal audits, was that the failure was a "natural geological event" that no one could have predicted.

She clicked the link.

A PDF document appeared on the screen. It was yellowed at the edges, a scanned copy of a physical page. It bore the Vester-Hollings letterhead—the old one, with the stylized mountain logo they had retired in 2010.

Internal Memo: Project Cobalt
Date: October 14, 2002
To: Board of Directors
From: Engineering Division B
The text was clear, blunt, and devastating. It outlined three separate warnings from engineers stating that the filtration membranes were prone to tearing under high pressure. It specifically recommended a total shutdown of the plant. At the bottom was a handwritten note in blue ink: Costs exceed risk. Proceed as scheduled.

Mara felt a cold sensation crawl up her spine. She didn’t just recognize the document; she recognized the handwriting. But more importantly, she knew the filing system.

"That's impossible," she whispered to the empty room.

She stood up so quickly her chair rolled back and struck a metal filing cabinet with a loud clang. She ignored it. She hurried to her terminal, her fingers flying across the keys as she accessed the Restricted Historical Database.

She searched for: Project Cobalt. Memo. October 2002.

The search wheel spun for three seconds.

Result: 0 Matches.

She tried again, using the engineering division code.

Result: 0 Matches.

She went deeper, accessing the "Purge Logs." In a company as large as Vester-Hollings, documents were destroyed every day according to legal retention policies. If a document was deleted, there was a record of who deleted it and why.

She scrolled back to the logs for 2004, the year the Aqua-Pure lawsuits had been settled.

There it was. A line of metadata: File XB-2002-Cobalt. Status: Physically shredded and digitally wiped. Authorization: Legal Counsel. Reason: End of retention period.

Mara stared at the screen. The file she was looking at on the news website—the memo that was currently causing the company’s stock price to plummet on the live ticker in the corner of her screen—didn’t exist. It hadn't existed for nineteen years.

She looked back at the news site. The journalist, Suri Amadi, wrote: The document was provided by an anonymous source. Verification of the digital signature indicates it originated from within the Vester-Hollings internal server yesterday at midnight.

"No," Mara said, her voice louder now. "It couldn't have."

A shadow fell over her desk. Mara jumped, her heart hammering against her ribs.

Standing in the doorway was Silas Vane, the Vice President of Corporate Communications. He was a man who looked like he was made of sharp angles and expensive wool. His face was unusually pale, his jaw set so tight the muscles in his neck were visible.

"Mara," he said. His voice was a low, controlled vibration.

"Silas. I was just—"

"Did you see it?" He didn't wait for an answer. He walked into her small office, his presence making the room feel half its size. "The board is in a frenzy. Legal is claiming it’s a forgery. Tell me it’s a forgery."

Mara looked from Silas to the screen. She thought of the handwritten note at the bottom of the memo. She had spent five years cataloging the personal journals of the former executives. She knew that specific, aggressive slant of the letters.

"The handwriting looks like Arthur Vester’s," Mara said quietly. "The founder’s son."

Silas closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, the panic was replaced by a cold, professional steel. "Arthur Vester died six years ago. That memo was destroyed during the 2004 audit. I was a junior associate then. I saw the shredding certificates myself. We were thorough, Mara. We were absolute."

"Then how is it on the front page of the Ledger?" Mara asked.

Silas stepped closer, leaning over her desk. "That’s what you’re going to find out. I don't want a historian right now. I want a forensic scout. Go back into the logs. Find out if there was a backup we missed. Find out if someone kept a physical copy in a basement somewhere."

"I’ve checked the logs, Silas. The digital signature the news is reporting—it says it came from our server last night."

"That’s impossible. Our servers are modern. That file format is obsolete. It’s like saying a ghost walked into the building and sent a fax." Silas turned to leave, then paused. "Fix this, Mara. If more of these come out, the 2004 settlement will be reopened. The fraud charges alone could bankrupt the subsidiary."

He left without another word.

Mara sat back down. Her hands were shaking. She looked at the microfilm reader, still glowing with its harmless, ancient data. The world of Vester-Hollings was built on the idea that the past could be edited. If you didn't like a chapter of your history, you simply tore the page out.

But the page was back.

She opened a private window and typed the name Suri Amadi. The journalist was known for being relentless, but she wasn't known for being a liar. If Suri had the file, it was because someone had given it to her.

Mara’s phone vibrated on the desk. It wasn't a call. It was a text from an unknown number.

Check the Archive 9 directory.

Mara frowned. She had been the head historian for three years. She had memorized the directory tree of the entire company archive.

There was no Archive 9.

She typed the words into her search bar. Internal Error: Path Not Found.

She tried the command line, bypassing the user interface. She typed: ROOT/DATA/ARCHIVE_09

The screen went black. For a terrifying second, Mara thought she had crashed the system. Then, a single line of green text appeared in the center of the darkness.

Password required.

Mara’s pulse quickened. This wasn't part of the company’s standard IT infrastructure. The font was old—blocky, reminiscent of the late eighties.

She thought for a moment. Who would have built a secret archive? Arthur Vester? He was too impulsive. His father, the founder? No, he was a builder, not a record-keeper.

She thought about the man who had designed the original digital infrastructure for the headquarters. A man named Hendrik Vance. He had been a visionary, but also a paranoid recluse. He used to say that a company that forgets its mistakes is a company waiting to die.

She typed a word Vance was famous for using in his early coding manifests: CONSENCE.

Incorrect.

She tried again, correcting the spelling: CONSCIENCE.

The screen flickered. A list of folders began to populate the screen. There were thousands of them. They were dated by year, stretching back to 1965.

Mara’s mouth went dry. These weren't the sanitized files she managed upstairs. These were raw.

She scrolled to the year 2002. She opened a folder titled AQUA-PURE.

Inside were hundreds of emails, voice recordings, and memos. The memo from the news was there. But there was more. There were photographs of the torn membranes. There were records of bank transfers to local officials to keep the inspectors away.

This wasn't a backup. It was a mirror.

As she watched, a new folder appeared at the bottom of the screen. It was dated today.

She clicked it. There was only one file inside. It was a video file.

Mara looked around the empty office. The shadows in the corners seemed longer now. The hum of the air conditioning sounded like a low, mechanical breathing. She put on her headphones and clicked play.

The video was grainy, shot from a high-angle security camera. It showed a hallway she didn't recognize—concrete walls, dim lighting. A man was walking toward the camera. He was old, his back slightly hunched, wearing a maintenance uniform. He stopped at a heavy steel door, punched in a code, and entered.

The timestamp on the video was from four hours ago.

The man looked up just before the door closed. For a split second, his face was clear.

Mara gasped. She recognized him. It was a man named Elias Thorne. He had been the head of facility maintenance for forty years. He had retired five years ago. Or at least, that’s what the records said.

The video cut to black.

A new line of text appeared on her screen:

The first secret was a warning. The second secret will be a confession. You have forty-eight hours.

Mara stared at the words until they began to blur. She wasn't just looking at a leak anymore. She was looking at a countdown.

She reached for her mouse to close the window, but the cursor moved on its own. It dragged itself to the 'Print' icon.

Her printer in the corner groaned to life. The paper slid out, warm and smelling of toner.

It was a map. It showed the blueprints of the building's sub-basement. But there was a level below the sub-basement. A Level 9.

The printer stopped.

Mara stood up, took the map, and folded it into her pocket. She knew she should call Silas. She should call security. She should tell them that the ghost was real.

But she didn't.

She looked at the screen one last time. Archive 9 wasn't just a collection of files. It was a trap, or a tomb, and someone had just handed her the key.
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Chapter 2: The Architecture of Denial
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The boardroom of Vester-Hollings sat on the fifty-second floor, a glass-walled cage that looked out over a city it partially owned. The air inside was scrubbed clean by high-end filters, but to Mara, it felt thin and acidic.

Helena Vester-Muller, the CEO and granddaughter of the founder, stood at the head of a table made of a single slab of polished obsidian. She was sixty, with silver hair cut into a sharp bob and a voice like a cello—smooth, resonant, and capable of sounding very dark.

"The memo is a fabrication," Helena said. She didn't look at the people in the room. She looked at the city. "It is a sophisticated deep-fake of historical data, likely generated by an AI trained on our public filings and internal style guides. Legal is already drafting the cease-and-desist for the Ledger."

Silas Vane sat to her right. He glanced at Mara, who was positioned at the far end of the table, her laptop open but her hands resting in her lap.

"The problem, Helena," Silas said softly, "is that the Ledger claims they have the digital certificates. They’re inviting third-party auditors to verify the timestamp."

Helena turned. Her eyes were like flint. "Then we discredit the auditors. We control the narrative. Mara?"

Mara felt the weight of every eye in the room. There were twelve board members, men and women who controlled global logistics, pharmaceutical chains, and energy grids. They weren't used to hearing 'no.'

"I’ve cross-referenced the memo's content with our physical logs, Helena," Mara said. Her voice was steady, a skill she’d learned from years of defending unpopular historical facts. "While the document itself was officially destroyed in 2004, the metadata mentioned in the Ledger’s report—the project codes, the routing numbers—all match our 2002 internal architecture. If it’s a forgery, the person who made it knows our systems better than we do."

"Or," a new voice interrupted, "it’s not a forgery."

The door at the back of the room opened. A man walked in. He wasn't wearing a suit. He wore a dark tactical jacket over a plain gray t-shirt and jeans. He looked like he hadn't slept in three days, and he was carrying a ruggedized laptop that looked out of place in the sleek room.

"Who are you?" Helena asked, her tone sharpening.

"Caelan Voss," Silas answered for him. "Cybersecurity. I hired his firm three hours ago to perform a sweep. He’s the best forensic engineer in the sector."

Caelan didn't wait for an invitation. He walked to the center of the room and plugged his laptop into the main display. A chaotic web of data nodes appeared on the wall.

"I’ve been through your perimeter," Caelan said. He didn't look at Helena; he looked at the data. "Your firewalls are intact. Your cloud storage shows no unauthorized access. There is no evidence of a hack from the outside. No brute force, no phishing, no backdoors."

"So it is a fabrication," a board member said, sounding relieved.

"I didn't say that," Caelan countered. He tapped a key, and a segment of the web turned red. "I said there was no hack from the outside. But the data packet that reached the Ledger originated from a terminal inside this building. Specifically, a terminal that doesn't exist on your current network map."

Mara felt her heart skip. She reached into her pocket, her fingers brushing the folded map she had printed.

"What do you mean it doesn't exist?" Helena asked.

"It’s a ghost signal," Caelan explained. "It’s using your copper-wire infrastructure—the old stuff buried in the walls before the fiber-optic upgrade. It’s like finding a telegraph signal running through a high-speed internet line. It shouldn't be there, but it’s using the building’s own skeleton to move."

Silas stood up. "Can you trace it?"

"I can try. But whoever is doing this isn't just a programmer. They’re a ghost. They know the physical layout of this place. Every wire, every riser, every forgotten server closet."

Helena’s jaw tightened. "Find it. Shut it down. I don't care if you have to tear the walls apart." She looked at Mara. "And you. Continue your 'forensic scouting.' If there are more of these memos, I want to know what they say before the public does."

The meeting was dismissed with a sharp gesture. The board members filed out, whispering. Mara stayed in her seat, staring at the red lines on Caelan’s map.

Caelan began packing his gear. He looked up and caught Mara watching him. He had deep-set eyes that seemed to be analyzing her as much as the data.

"You’re the historian," he said. It wasn't a question.

"Mara Quin."

"Caelan." He nodded toward her laptop. "You looked like you were going to throw up when I mentioned the ghost signal. Why?"

Mara hesitated. She looked at Silas, who was busy on his phone at the other end of the room. She leaned in closer to Caelan. "Because I think I know where it’s coming from."

Caelan stopped winding a cable. "Where?"

"Not here," she whispered. "My office. Ten minutes."



Mara's office was tucked away in a corner of the building where the windows were smaller and the ceilings were lower. It was the only place that still felt like the old Vester-Hollings.

Caelan arrived eleven minutes later. He stepped inside and shut the door.

"You’re taking a risk," he said. "Your boss, Vane? He doesn't want answers. He wants a fire extinguisher."

"I don't work for Silas. I work for the history of this company," Mara said, though she knew how hollow that sounded. She pulled the printed map from her pocket and smoothed it out on her desk. "I found this an hour ago. It’s a blueprint of the sub-basement. But look at the bottom."

Caelan leaned over. His eyes narrowed. "Level 9. That’s not on the official architectural plans I was given."

"It was built in the late eighties," Mara said. "The founder’s original partner, Hendrik Vance, was obsessed with redundancy. He didn't trust the new digital transition. He wanted a physical and digital 'black box' for the company. Something that couldn't be erased by a power surge or a magnetic pulse."

"Archive 9," Caelan whispered.

"You’ve heard of it?"

"In my line of work, it’s a myth. The 'Incorruptible Server.' Most people think it was just a backup for financial records. But if what you’re saying is true, and it’s still active..."

"It’s not just active," Mara said. She turned her monitor toward him. The green text was still there, glowing in the dim light of her office. The second secret will be a confession. You have forty-eight hours.

Caelan stared at the screen. He reached out and touched the bezel. "This is old-school. This isn't even Unix. It’s a custom kernel. Whoever is running this is using a language that hasn't been taught in universities for thirty years."

"I saw someone," Mara said. She told him about the video of Elias Thorne.

Caelan frowned. "Elias Thorne? The maintenance guy? I saw his name on the employee list. He’s been retired for five years. Pension is being paid out to a bank in Switzerland."

"Then who is in the video?" Mara asked.

"Maybe he never left," Caelan suggested. "This building is four million square feet. There are crawl
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