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    For everyone who has ever felt like an impostor in their own life.May you find the courage to take off the mask before the sun rises.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth."— Oscar Wilde

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter One: The Paper Ghost
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The rain in the city did not wash things clean. It only made the grey streets turn into a dark, oily slick. Silas Vance sat in his small apartment, the only light coming from a single lamp on his desk. The walls around him were covered in paper. There were newspaper clippings, blurred photographs of black cars, and handwritten notes connected by thin red strings.

For ten years, Silas had been chasing a ghost.

He was a journalist, but he did not write about local politics or sports. He wrote about the things that people tried to erase. He followed the whispers of the most powerful people in the world. He followed the money that disappeared. He followed the names that were mentioned once in a high-end restaurant and then never spoken again.

He was looking for The Midnight Assembly.

Every year, on the same night, a group of the world's most influential people gathered in a secret location. There were no records of these meetings. No one ever talked about what happened inside. Some said it was a place where wars were planned. Others said it was a place where the world’s wealth was divided like a cake.

Silas reached for his cold cup of coffee. His hands trembled slightly. He was tired. His eyes were red from reading old documents under bad light. He had sacrificed his personal life, his friendships, and his sleep for this one mystery.

A soft sound came from the floor near the front door.

Silas froze. He lived alone. He did not have visitors. He lived on the fourth floor of a building with a lock that usually worked. He stood up slowly, his heart beating a fast, heavy rhythm against his ribs. He moved toward the door, his footsteps silent on the wooden floor.

There was a white envelope lying on the rug.

It had not come through the mail slot. Someone had slid it under the door. Silas opened the door quickly, looking into the hallway. It was empty. The yellow light of the hallway flickered. The air smelled of old wood and dust. There was no sound of footsteps retreating.

He picked up the envelope. The paper was heavy and expensive. It felt like cream-colored silk between his fingers. There was no stamp. There was no return address. On the front, his name was written in perfect, black ink: Silas Vance.

He went back to his desk and sat down. He used a small knife to open the envelope. Inside was a single card.

You have been watching us for a long time, the card read. It is time you see for yourself.

Below the words was an address for a private estate three hours north of the city. There was a date—tonight. And there were the rules.

Dress code: Black tie. Mask required. Departure: Sunrise only.

Silas stared at the card. This was the disturbance he had been waiting for. For a decade, he had been a hunter. Now, the prey was opening the door and inviting him in.

But why? Silas was not a powerful man. He was not a banker or a politician. He was a man with a small bank account and a large collection of secrets. He looked at the wall of red strings. Was this a trap? Or was it the end of his journey?

He looked at the clock. It was seven in the evening. If he left now, he would arrive just before the gates closed.

Silas went to his closet. He pulled out a black suit he had not worn in years. He brushed the dust off the shoulders. He found a plain black mask that covered the top half of his face. It was a simple thing, made of plastic and cloth, but it felt heavy in his hand.

He knew that if he walked through those doors, he would be surrendering his identity. He would be surrendering his safety. But the curiosity was a fire in his stomach. He could not stay in this room any longer.

He took his old camera, but then he stopped. The rules were clear. No recordings. No phones. No identification. He put the camera back on the desk. He took his phone and placed it next to the camera. He felt naked without them. He felt like a soldier going into battle without a shield.

He looked at the mirror. The man looking back at him had deep lines around his eyes. He looked like a man who had spent too much time in the dark.

"Who are you tonight, Silas?" he whispered to his reflection.

He didn't have an answer.

He grabbed his coat and the invitation. He walked out of the apartment and locked the door. He did not know if he would ever come back to this room. He did not know if the man who returned would be the same man who left.

The drive was long and quiet. As he left the city, the tall buildings were replaced by dark trees. The rain continued to fall, a steady drumming on the roof of his car. The road wound higher into the hills. The air became colder.

Finally, he saw the stone pillars of the estate. They were massive and grey, standing like giants in the mist. A man stood at the gate. He wore a long black coat and a mask that was shaped like a bird. He did not ask for Silas’s name. He only held out his hand for the invitation.

Silas handed it over. The man looked at it, then looked at Silas. The eyes behind the bird mask were cold and unblinking.

"Leave your keys in the car," the man said. His voice was low and flat. "The car will be parked for you. Step into the carriage."

"A carriage?" Silas asked.

"No technology passes the gate," the man replied.

Silas did as he was told. He left his car, his only way home, and stepped into a wooden carriage pulled by two black horses. The interior was lined with red velvet. It smelled of old leather and smoke.

As the horses began to move, the iron gates behind him swung shut with a loud, metallic clank. The sound echoed through the trees. It sounded final. It sounded like a cage closing.

Silas sat back in the darkness. He reached up and put on his black mask. The world became smaller, seen only through two small holes. He could hear his own breathing. He could feel the pulse in his neck.

He was no longer Silas Vance, the journalist. He was a guest. He was a shadow.

The carriage bumped along the gravel path for several minutes. Then, the trees opened up. In the center of a wide green lawn stood a house. It was a palace of stone and glass, glowing with yellow light. It looked like a diamond dropped into a dark forest.

There were other carriages arriving. Figures in black suits and long gowns stepped out. They all wore identical white masks. They moved in silence, their footsteps muffled by the damp grass.

Silas stepped out of his carriage. The cold air hit his face. He looked up at the massive front doors of the estate. They were made of dark oak and stood twenty feet high.

A man in a white mask stood at the top of the stairs. He was tall and held a silver staff.

"Welcome," the man said. "The Assembly is waiting."

Silas walked up the stairs. Every step felt like he was leaving the real world further behind. He reached the doors and paused. He thought about the red strings on his wall. He thought about the ten years of his life he had given to this moment.

He pushed the doors open.

Inside, the air was warm and smelled of expensive lilies. The ceiling was so high it was lost in shadow. A grand staircase curved upward like the spine of a great beast. Chandeliers hung from above, their crystals clicking softly in the draft.

There were dozens of people in the main hall. They were all wearing black tie and identical white masks. It was impossible to tell them apart. You could not see their age. You could not see their race. You could not see if they were smiling or frowning.

A servant approached Silas. The servant also wore a mask. He held out a silver tray.

"Your phone, your watch, and any identification, please," the servant said.

Silas took off his watch. It was a cheap thing, but it had been a gift from his father. He placed it on the tray. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He hesitated, then placed it next to the watch.

"You are now a guest of the evening," the servant said. "In this house, you have no name. You have no past. You are only what you contribute."

The servant turned away.

Silas looked around the room. He saw a man standing by the fireplace. The man was broad-shouldered and stood with a sense of command.

A voice spoke over a hidden loudspeaker. It was a calm, melodic voice, but it carried a weight that made everyone in the room stop moving.

"The guests have arrived. Let the introductions begin."

The tall man with the silver staff stepped forward. He pointed to the man by the fireplace.

"The Judge," he announced.

The man by the fireplace bowed his head slightly.

The staff pointed to a woman standing near the stairs.

"The Composer."

She did not move.

"The Banker."

"The Surgeon."

"The Diplomat."

Silas felt a chill. They were being stripped down to their functions. They were no longer people. They were roles in a play.

The staff pointed at Silas.

"The Journalist."

A few heads turned. The white masks stared at him. Silas felt a sudden wave of fear. He was the one who watched. He was the one who recorded. In a room full of secrets, he was the most dangerous person there. Or perhaps, he was the most vulnerable.

"The hour approaches," the voice said. "Eat. Drink. Talk. But remember... once the clock strikes twelve, the truth is the only way out."

Silas moved into the crowd. He needed to find a way to see past the masks. He needed to find the story. But as he looked at the identical white faces, he realized something terrifying.

He couldn't even find himself.
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Chapter Two: The Price of Admission
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The ballroom was a sea of white porcelain. Under the light of a dozen chandeliers, the guests moved like ghosts through a dream. There was no laughter, only the low hum of polite conversation and the soft clink of crystal glasses. The music was provided by a string quartet tucked into a corner. They, too, wore masks. They played a piece of music that sounded familiar but impossible to name—a melody that seemed to circularize, never quite finding an ending.

Silas took a glass of champagne from a passing waiter. He didn't drink it. He needed his mind to stay sharp. He began to move through the room, his eyes scanning the crowd for any detail that might give a guest away.

He looked at their hands. A man’s hands can tell a story. He saw a man with calloused fingertips—perhaps a musician or a craftsman. He saw a woman with a small scar on her thumb. But the clothes were too perfect. The gloves, worn by many, hid the rest. The suits were all tailored to hide the specific shape of a person's gait.

"You look like you are searching for a leak in a dam," a voice said beside him.

Silas turned. Standing next to him was a man of medium height. His white mask was identical to Silas’s, but his voice was thin and raspy, like paper rubbing together.

"I am a journalist," Silas said, remembering the rules. "Searching is what I do."






































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
e @__

BAVIS SHYI{KA MUSIRIKARE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





