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    For those who build the world in silence, and for the daughters who find the courage to speak their names.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We are all strangers to one another, until someone has the bravery to tell the truth."

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter One: The Missing Origin
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The office of Meridian International was not just a workplace. It was a cathedral of glass and light that reached high into the clouds above the city. Inside these walls, people moved with a quiet, practiced urgency. They managed wealth that could buy small countries. They made decisions that changed how billions of people lived, ate, and communicated. At the center of this world was Arthur Vance.

Arthur was a man of quiet grace. He was sixty years old, with silver hair that always looked perfectly brushed and suits that never showed a single wrinkle. When he walked through the lobby, the air seemed to settle. Security guards stood a little straighter. Young associates stopped their frantic talking and watched him pass with a mixture of fear and deep respect.

Sarah Chen stood by the floor-to-ceiling window of the Human Resources department on the fiftieth floor. She held a warm cup of tea in her hands, watching the morning fog roll off the river far below. Sarah was the Head of Compliance and Records. It was her job to make sure every person in the company was exactly who they claimed to be. She was a woman who loved order. She loved the way a file looked when every document was signed and every date was correct.

Today was supposed to be a routine day. Meridian International was preparing for a massive merger with a global energy firm. Such a deal required a total audit. Every contract, every salary, and every history had to be verified.

"Sarah?"

She turned away from the window. Standing in her doorway was David, a young analyst who had been with the company for only six months. He looked pale. He held a tablet in his hand, his fingers tapping nervously against the screen.

"Yes, David? Is there a problem with the merger files?" Sarah asked. Her voice was soft but firm. She took pride in her calm nature.

"I am not sure how to say this," David said. He walked into her office and placed the tablet on her desk. "I was finishing the executive background checks. I have the files for the Chief Operating Officer, the Chief Financial Officer, and all the department heads. They are all complete."

Sarah nodded. "And what about the Chief Executive Officer?"

David swallowed hard. "That is the problem. I went to the secure digital archive to pull the hiring contract for Arthur Vance. I thought it would be at the top of the list. He has been the leader here for... well, for a long time."

"Ten years," Sarah said. She remembered the day she joined. Arthur had already been there, sitting at the head of the long mahogany table in the boardroom. "What did you find?"

"Nothing," David whispered.

Sarah frowned. She set her tea down on a coaster. "Nothing? Perhaps you had a connection error. The executive files are encrypted. You need a specific level of clearance to view the original scans."

"I used my clearance, Sarah. And then I used the master override you gave me for the audit," David said. He looked like he wanted to run out of the room. "The file for Arthur Vance does not exist. There is no record of his hiring. There is no background check. There is no employment contract. There is not even an emergency contact form."

Sarah felt a small, cold shiver at the base of her neck. She pushed it away. In a company this large, mistakes happened. Data was lost during server migrations. Paper files were sometimes shredded by accident.

"Do not worry," Sarah said, trying to sound reassuring. "He was likely hired before the digital system was fully integrated. It was a different era ten years ago. The physical files are probably in the basement archives. I will go down and look myself. Go back to the other executives. Do not mention this to anyone else. We do not want to start a rumor over a lost folder."

David nodded and left quickly.

Sarah stayed at her desk for a moment. She looked at the tablet. The search result for 'Vance, Arthur' was a blank white screen. It felt strange. Arthur Vance was the most visible man in the building. He was on the news every week. He met with presidents. He signed every major directive that came out of this office.

She stood up and took her keycard. The basement archives were three levels underground. It was a place of cold air and the smell of old paper. Most of the company's history was stored here in heavy metal cabinets that rolled on tracks.

Sarah spent the next three hours walking through the rows of files. She searched by name. She searched by the year he supposedly started. She even searched the records of the executive search firms the company had used in the past.

She found the records for the man who was Chief Executive Officer before Arthur. His name was Robert Sterling. The records showed Robert’s retirement clearly. There was a copy of his final speech. There was a photo of him shaking hands with the board of directors.

But the file that should have followed Robert Sterling’s was missing. It was as if the history of the company had a hole in it.

Sarah sat down on a small wooden stool in the middle of the dark aisle. Her heart was beating a little faster now. She closed her eyes and tried to remember. She had been with Meridian for eight years. When she arrived, Arthur Vance was already the leader. Everyone spoke of him as if he had always been there. He was the one who had guided them through the great financial crisis. He was the one who had turned a failing shipping company into a trillion-dollar technology empire.

She thought about the board of directors. Some of them had been with the company for thirty years. They must have been the ones who interviewed him. They must have been the ones who shook his hand and offered him the keys to the kingdom.

Sarah went back upstairs. She did not go to her office. Instead, she went to the sixty-fifth floor. This was where the senior directors lived. It was a floor of deep carpets and expensive art.

She walked to the office of Marcus Thorne. Marcus was eighty years old. He was the Chairman of the Board. He was a man who remembered everything. He knew the names of the children of his drivers. He knew the exact price of steel in 1974. If anyone knew the story of Arthur Vance, it was Marcus.

His assistant smiled at Sarah. "He is finishing a phone call, Miss Chen. You can go right in."

Sarah entered the office. Marcus was standing by the window, looking out at the city he helped build. He hung up the phone and turned to her with a warm smile.

"Sarah," he said. "To what do I owe this pleasure? Is the audit going well?"

"It is moving forward, Marcus," Sarah said. She felt a sudden hesitation. It felt almost rude to ask the question. But she had to know. "I ran into a small clerical problem today. I am looking for the original hiring documents for Arthur Vance. For the merger records."

Marcus blinked. He walked over to his desk and sat down. He looked thoughtful. "The hiring documents. Yes, of course. For the audit."

"I could not find them in the archive," Sarah continued. "I thought perhaps you could tell me about the search committee. Who was it that first brought Arthur to us? Was it a headhunting firm from London? Or perhaps from New York?"

Marcus rubbed his chin. He looked at a spot on the wall behind Sarah. He stayed silent for a long time. The clock on his desk ticked softly.

"You know," Marcus said, his voice sounding a little thinner than usual. "It was a very busy time. Robert Sterling had just left. The markets were in a panic. We needed a leader immediately."

"And Arthur appeared?" Sarah prompted.

Marcus frowned. He looked confused. "I remember the first meeting. We were all sitting in the boardroom. The air was heavy. We didn't know what to do. And then... Arthur was there. He had a plan. He had these charts that showed exactly how we could save the company. He spoke with such confidence. We all felt a great sense of relief."

"But Marcus," Sarah said gently. "Who introduced him? Did he walk in off the street? Did a board member recommend him?"

Marcus looked down at his hands. "I... I cannot exactly recall the specific meeting where we voted to hire him. It is strange, isn't it? I remember him being there. I remember him leading. But I don't remember the moment he arrived."

Sarah felt the cold shiver return. This was Marcus Thorne. The man who never forgot a face or a deal.

"Who signed his contract, Marcus?"

Marcus looked up at her. His eyes were wide. "I must have signed it. I was the Chairman. But Sarah... I don't remember picking up the pen."

Sarah thanked him and left the office. Her legs felt heavy as she walked back to the elevator. She felt as if the floor beneath her was no longer solid.

She reached the main lobby and saw Arthur Vance. He was standing near the fountain, talking to a group of visiting students. He was laughing, a warm and genuine sound. He put a hand on the shoulder of one of the students and encouraged them to work hard and dream big. He looked like the perfect father, the perfect mentor, the perfect leader.

Arthur looked up and caught Sarah's eye. He smiled and gave her a small, respectful nod. It was the look of a man who knew her name, knew her work, and appreciated her presence.

Sarah did not smile back. She couldn't. She was looking at the most powerful man in the city, a man who controlled the lives of thousands of people.

And for the first time, she realized that she was looking at a ghost.
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Chapter Two: A Silence in Human Resources
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Sarah returned to her office, but she did not sit down. She paced the length of the room, her high heels sinking silently into the plush carpet. The sun was higher now, burning away the morning mist and bathing the glass towers of the city in a sharp, unforgiving light. Everything looked so clear and defined from this height, yet Sarah felt as if she were walking through a cloud.

She sat at her mahogany desk and pulled her keyboard closer. There had to be a logical explanation. A man like Arthur Vance did not simply appear in a position of such immense power without a paper trail. In a trillion-dollar corporation, every penny was tracked. Every person was accounted for by the government, by the tax authorities, and by the internal accounting department.

She opened the payroll software. This was a separate system from the general employee files. It was the most secure database in the building. It recorded every dollar that left the company's accounts to pay the thousands of employees across the globe.

Sarah typed in the name: Arthur Vance.

The screen flickered for a second, and then a file appeared. Sarah felt a wave of relief. "There you are," she whispered to the empty room.

The file was active. It showed a monthly salary that was higher than most people would earn in a lifetime. It showed bonuses, stock options, and travel expenses. Sarah clicked on the link for the banking information. Every employee had to have a bank account on file so the money could be transferred.

She looked at the numbers on the screen. The account was tied to a private trust called The Meridian Legacy Fund. Sarah frowned. Usually, a Chief Executive Officer would have their pay sent to a personal wealth management account. She clicked further, trying to find the names of the individuals who controlled the trust.

The screen turned red. A warning message appeared in the center of the monitor: ACCESS DENIED. REDACTED BY ORDER OF THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS.

Sarah leaned back. This was unusual, but not impossible. High-level executives often used complex financial structures to protect their privacy. However, even the Head of Compliance should be able to see the base documents.

She decided to try a different path. She looked for the tax forms. Every year, the company had to issue a document to the government stating how much an employee had been paid. These forms required a Social Security number or a national identification number.

Sarah clicked the folder for the previous year. She scrolled down to the letter V.

Vance, Arthur.

She opened the document. Her eyes scanned the page quickly, looking for the identification number.

The box was empty.

In its place was a string of zeros.

Sarah felt a bead of sweat at her temple. This was not just a clerical error. It was a legal impossibility. You could not pay a person without an identification number. The government systems would have flagged it immediately. The bank would have rejected the transfer. The company would have been fined millions of dollars.

Yet, there it was. A decade of payments, all sent to a trust that had no names, for a man who apparently had no government identity within the company records.

She needed to talk to someone who had been at Meridian longer than she had. She needed a witness to the past.

Sarah left her office and walked toward the far end of the floor. There, in a small, sun-lit corner, sat Beatrice. Beatrice was seventy years old and had refused to retire. She was the company historian, though her official title was Senior Archive Manager. She had been with Meridian when it was still a medium-sized shipping firm operating out of a dusty warehouse by the docks.

Beatrice was currently organizing a collection of physical photographs. She used a pair of white silk gloves to handle the old prints, treating them with the reverence of a museum curator.

"Beatrice," Sarah said softly, not wanting to startle her.

The older woman looked up and smiled. Her eyes were bright behind her thick glasses. "Sarah, dear. You look like you have seen a ghost. Or perhaps just a very bad spreadsheet."

Sarah sat in the chair opposite Beatrice’s desk. "I am doing the audit for the merger. I was looking back at the transition period. Do you remember when Robert Sterling retired? When Arthur Vance took over?"

Beatrice’s smile stayed, but her eyes grew distant. She rested a gloved hand on a pile of black-and-white photos. "Oh, that was a chaotic time. Robert was a good man, but he was tired. The world was changing too fast for him. We were all worried about our jobs. There were rumors that the company would be broken up and sold for parts."

"And then Arthur arrived," Sarah said.

"Yes," Beatrice nodded. "It was like a breath of fresh air. I remember the first time I saw him. He walked through the office and spoke to everyone. He knew my name. He knew that I liked to garden. He had such a way of making you feel like you were the only person in the room."

"Who introduced him to the staff, Beatrice? Do you remember the first day he walked in? Did Robert Sterling bring him around?"

Beatrice paused. She picked up a photograph and looked at it closely, though it was a picture of a ship from the nineteen-sixties. "You know, it is funny you ask that. I remember the feeling of him being here. I remember the first speech he gave in the cafeteria. But I don't actually remember him arriving."

Sarah leaned forward. "What do you mean?"

"I mean," Beatrice said, her voice dropping to a whisper, "one Friday, we were all terrified and leaderless. And on Monday morning, Arthur was in the corner office. We all acted as if he had been there for weeks. I remember thinking to myself, 'When did we hire him?' but then he smiled at me and asked about my roses, and the question just... went away."

"Beatrice, I have looked everywhere," Sarah said, her voice trembling slightly. "There is no contract. There is no resume. There is no record of where he worked before he came to Meridian."

Beatrice looked at Sarah for a long time. The silence between them grew heavy. Outside, the sound of a distant siren drifted up from the street, but in this corner of the building, it felt as if time had slowed down.

"Maybe he did not come from anywhere," Beatrice said. It was a strange thing to say, and the way she said it was not a joke. It was a quiet observation.

"He is a human being, Beatrice. He has a mother and a father. He has a birth certificate. He has a history."

"Does he?" Beatrice asked. She reached into a drawer and pulled out a large, leather-bound book. "This is the company yearbook from twelve years ago. This was two years before Robert Sterling left. Look at the holiday party photo."

Sarah took the book. She turned the pages until she found the photo of the holiday gala. It was a crowded room. Hundreds of people were smiling at the camera, holding glasses of champagne. Robert Sterling was in the center, looking old and stressed.

Sarah scanned the faces. She looked at every single person in the background. Arthur Vance was not there.

"Now look at the book from ten years ago," Beatrice said.

Sarah opened the next volume. This was the year of the transition. The holiday party was even larger. The company was already starting to make more money. In the center of the photo stood Arthur Vance. He looked exactly as he did today. The same silver hair. The same kind smile. The same perfectly tailored suit.

But it was the people around him that caught Sarah’s attention. Marcus Thorne was there, laughing at something Arthur was saying. The other board members were leaning in toward him, their faces full of admiration.

"Look at their eyes, Sarah," Beatrice whispered.

Sarah looked. The people in the photo weren't looking at a new boss they had just met. They were looking at him with a deep, settled comfort. It was the way people looked at an old friend, or a brother they had known their entire lives.

"It is as if he was always there," Sarah said, her heart hammering against her ribs.

"Exactly," Beatrice said. "He did not just join the company. He joined our memories. If you asked me today, I would tell you that Arthur has worked here for thirty years. But when I look at the books... the books say he has been here for ten. And when I look for the day he started... the day does not exist."

Sarah stood up, the heavy book still in her hands. "I have to find the truth, Beatrice. A company cannot be built on a lie. If the Chief Executive Officer is not who he says he is, the entire merger is illegal. The company could collapse."

Beatrice reached out and touched Sarah’s arm. Her silk glove felt cold against Sarah’s skin. "Be careful, Sarah. We all love Arthur. He saved this company. He saved our pensions. He knows our names. Sometimes, the truth is not as important as the peace it disturbs."

Sarah shook her head. "The truth is the only thing that matters in the end. Without it, we are just pretending."

Sarah walked back to her office, her mind racing. She felt a sudden need to see Arthur Vance again. Not from a distance, but up close. She needed to look into his eyes and ask him a question that had a real answer.

She checked his schedule on the internal calendar. He was in a high-level strategy meeting in the main boardroom on the top floor. It was a closed meeting, but Sarah had the authority to enter any room in the building if she cited a compliance emergency.

She took the private elevator to the ninety-ninth floor. The doors opened to a hallway of white marble. Two security guards stood outside the heavy oak doors of the boardroom. They recognized her and stepped aside.

Sarah pushed the doors open.

The room was silent. The long table was surrounded by the most powerful men and women in the industry. At the head of the table sat Arthur Vance. He was looking at a digital map of the world projected onto the wall.

He turned when Sarah entered. The others looked annoyed at the interruption, but Arthur’s expression was one of genuine warmth.

"Sarah," he said. His voice was like a deep, rich cello. It filled the room and made the tension vanish. "Is something wrong? You look a bit pale."

"I need to speak with you, Mr. Vance," Sarah said. Her voice sounded small in the massive room. "It is about the audit."

Arthur smiled. He stood up and gestured to the other directors. "My friends, give us a moment. Sarah is the conscience of this company. If she is worried, we should all be worried."

The directors stood up without a single word of protest. They filed out of the room, passing Sarah with quiet nods. Within a minute, Sarah and Arthur were alone in the vast, silent boardroom.

"Sit down, Sarah," Arthur said. He pulled out a chair for her.

Sarah stayed standing. She felt that if she sat, she would lose her resolve. "I have been looking for your records, Arthur. Your hiring contract. Your tax ID. Your employment history before Meridian."

Arthur stayed still. He did not blink. He did not look angry. He simply watched her with a calm, patient expression.

"And?" he asked softly.

"And they are not there," Sarah said. "It is as if you appeared out of thin air ten years ago. No one remembers hiring you. No one remembers where you came from. Marcus Thorne cannot remember the vote to make you the leader. Beatrice in archives says you just... appeared."

Arthur walked to the window. He looked out at the city. The wind was high up here, whistling softly against the reinforced glass.

"The records are often the least interesting part of a person, Sarah," Arthur said. He did not turn around. "A person is made of their actions. Their kindness. The way they lead others toward a better future. Do you agree?"

"I agree that those things are important," Sarah said, her voice gaining strength. "But a person also has a beginning. They have a story that starts somewhere. Where does your story start, Arthur?"

Arthur turned back to her. He looked at her with such sadness that Sarah felt a lump form in her throat. It was not the look of a criminal caught in a lie. It was the look of a man who was deeply, profoundly lonely.

"I want to show you something, Sarah," Arthur said. "But not here. There is a place where the records are kept. The real records. Meet me at the old docks at midnight. There is a small brick building at the end of Pier 14. If you truly want to know who I am, I will show you."

"Why the docks?" Sarah asked.

"Because," Arthur said, "before this was a glass tower, it was a shipping company. And before it was a shipping company, it was just a group of people trying to find their way home. I will see you there, Sarah."

He walked past her and left the room. Sarah stood alone in the silence. She looked at the chair where he had been sitting. On the table, there was a notepad. Arthur had been doodling while the meeting was happening.

Sarah walked over and looked at the paper.

He had not been drawing charts or numbers. He had been drawing a simple, humble house with a small garden and a path leading to a door that was slightly open.

Underneath the drawing, he had written a single word in elegant script: Waiting.
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