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    For the people who arrive before the sun and leave long after it sets.
For the ones who see everything, but are never seen.
This is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We shape our buildings; thereafter they shape us."— Winston Churchill

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: The Ritual of the Night

[image: ]


The humidity of Singapore did not care that it was the middle of the night. It clung to the glass skin of the Atlas Meridian tower like a damp cloth. Outside, the city was a grid of electric jewels, but inside the lobby, the air was filtered, chilled, and smelled faintly of lemon and expensive stone.

Lina stood by the service entrance. She was fifty-four years old, and her back often ached before her shift even began. She wore the dark blue uniform of the cleaning crew. It was a simple outfit, designed to make the person inside it disappear. To the executives who worked here, the blue uniform was not a person. It was a background detail, like a potted plant or a trash bin.

She checked her watch. It was 4:11 A.M.

Beside her, the other members of the night crew waited in silence. There was no chatter. At this hour, words felt heavy and unnecessary. They all held their plastic security badges. These badges were programmed with a very specific set of permissions. They allowed access to the floors only when the high-level employees were gone.

"Ready?" the supervisor asked. He did not look at their faces. He looked at his clipboard.

Lina nodded. She liked the quiet. She had worked for Atlas Meridian for eleven years. In that time, she had seen the company grow from a large regional bank into a global monster. It now owned ships in the Atlantic, medicine laboratories in Switzerland, and silver mines in South Africa. It was a kingdom of glass and steel, and she was one of the people who kept the kingdom clean.

At exactly 4:17 A.M., the light on the elevator panel turned green. This was the moment. The internal security systems performed a daily synchronization at this time. For a few minutes, the building was in a state of transition. The digital eyes of the cameras blinked, the servers refreshed their logs, and the heavy doors to the executive suites unlocked for the cleaning staff.

Lina stepped into the elevator. She was assigned to the fortieth floor—the floor of the directors.

The elevator rose in a smooth, sickening surge of gravity. When the doors opened, the silence was different. It was the silence of power. The carpets here were thicker, designed to swallow the sound of footsteps. The air felt pressurized, as if the weight of the decisions made in these rooms physically pushed against the walls.

Lina pushed her plastic cart onto the floor. The wheels made a soft, rhythmic clicking sound against the metal dividers in the floor. Click. Click. Click.

She began her routine. It was a dance she could perform with her eyes closed. She emptied the small bins under the mahogany desks. She wiped the fingerprints off the glass surfaces. She polished the chrome handles of the doors.

She moved into the office of the Chief Operating Officer. His name was Marcus Thorne. He was a man who liked order. His desk was always clear of paper, except for a single leather-bound folder.

Lina reached for a framed photograph on the corner of the desk. It was a picture of Marcus Thorne with his wife and two children on a boat. She picked it up to wipe the dust from the wood beneath it.

She stopped.

Lina looked at the desk. There was a faint, nearly invisible ring in the light layer of dust. It was the mark where the photo had sat for months. But the photo was not sitting on that mark. It was two centimeters to the left.

She frowned. Marcus Thorne did not move things. He was a man of habit. If he moved something, he moved it back.

She looked closer. Beside the photo was a small stack of business cards. Usually, they were aligned perfectly with the edge of the leather desk pad. Today, they were angled slightly. They pointed toward the door.

Lina felt a small, cold prickle of curiosity. She lived a life of patterns. When a pattern broke, she noticed.

She moved to the next office. This belonged to a Vice President of International Trade. On the desk sat a heavy glass bowl filled with smooth river stones. It was a decorative piece, meant to show a calm mind.

Lina looked at the stones. There was one stone, a dark gray one with a white stripe, that usually sat at the very top of the pile. She knew this because she cleaned each stone once a week.

Tonight, the gray stone was at the bottom.

She stood still, her cleaning cloth frozen in her hand. A person who did not spend eleven years looking at these desks would never see it. A security guard looking at a monitor would see nothing but a woman cleaning a room. But Lina saw a change.

It was not a theft. Nothing was missing. It was not a mess. Nothing was broken.

It was a shift.

She walked to the large windows that looked out over the Singapore harbor. The massive cranes at the shipping port looked like metal dinosaurs under the floodlights. Atlas Meridian controlled those cranes. They controlled the flow of goods across the ocean.

Lina looked at her reflection in the glass. She saw an older woman with tired eyes and grey hair tucked into a neat bun. She looked like someone who followed orders. She looked like someone who didn't think about anything more complicated than soap and water.

"Why move a photo?" she whispered to the empty room.

She went back to her cart. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, old mobile phone. It did not have a high-quality camera, but it worked.

She looked at the door to make sure no one was coming. The other cleaners were on the far side of the floor. The security guard was likely drinking coffee in the lobby, watching a movie on his phone.

Lina held the phone over Marcus Thorne’s desk. She took a photo of the misplaced frame and the angled business cards. Then, she moved to the next office and took a photo of the stones in the glass bowl.

Her heart beat a little faster. This was against the rules. Cleaners were not allowed to have phones on the executive floors. If she was caught, she would be fired immediately. She had no savings. She had no other skills.

But the broken pattern bothered her. It was like a song with a missing note.

She finished the floor quickly. She wiped, she polished, and she vacuumed. By 5:45 A.M., the sun was beginning to bleed a pale orange light over the horizon. The first of the early-rising assistants would arrive in fifteen minutes.

Lina returned to the service elevator. She felt the weight of the phone in her pocket. It felt heavier than it had an hour ago.

As she descended to the basement, she thought about the office of the Chief Executive Officer. She hadn't cleaned that one yet. That office was handled by a special team, people who had been with the company for twenty years.

She wondered if their photos were moved, too. She wondered if the entire building was shifting, one centimeter at a time, while the world was asleep.

In the locker room, Lina changed out of her uniform. She put on her simple floral dress and her worn sandals. She blended into the crowd of people rushing toward the subway station.

She sat on the train, surrounded by people in suits who were starting their day. They were reading news on their tablets about stock prices and global mergers. None of them looked at her.

Lina opened the gallery on her phone. She looked at the blurry image of the desk.

She realized something then. The business cards weren't just pointing at the door. They were pointing at a specific folder on the shelf behind the desk. A folder that dealt with a shipping contract in Indonesia.

Lina closed her eyes as the train hummed through the tunnel.

"Someone is talking," she thought. "They aren't using words. They are using objects."

She didn't know who was doing it. She didn't know why. But for the first time in eleven years, Lina felt like she was no longer just cleaning a building. She was watching a secret.
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Chapter 2: Two Centimeters to the Left
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The day following her discovery was long and heavy. Lina lived in a small apartment in an older district of Singapore, far from the gleaming towers of the financial center. Her home was filled with the scents of jasmine tea and old paper. She spent the afternoon sitting by her window, watching the laundry of her neighbors sway in the humid breeze.

Usually, Lina slept soundly during the day. She had trained her body over many years to treat the sunlight as a curtain and the darkness as her morning. But today, sleep would not come. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the dark gray stone with the white stripe. She saw the angle of the business cards.

Lina had always been a woman of details. Before she came to work at Atlas Meridian, she had been a seamstress in a small shop. She had spent twenty years repairing silk dresses and tailoring suits for people who never asked her name. She knew how to find a single loose thread in a sea of embroidery. She knew that if a button was moved even slightly, the way a coat hung on a person’s shoulders would change entirely.

She realized now that a corporation was not so different from a suit of clothes. It was held together by thousands of small stitches.

When the sun finally began to set, turning the Singapore sky into a bruise of purple and gold, Lina prepared for her shift. She washed her face with cold water. She put on her dark blue uniform, pressing the fabric flat with her hands.

She arrived at the Atlas Meridian building at four o’clock in the morning. The security guard at the front desk, a young man named Hesh, gave her a tired wave.

"Morning, Lina," he said, yawning.

"Good morning, Hesh," she replied. She did not use the shortened version of the time. She always spoke with a quiet, formal care.

"Quiet night," Hesh said, leaning back in his chair. "The big bosses were here late. Some meeting about a merger in Malaysia. They looked like they had been through a war."

Lina nodded and moved toward the service entrance. She felt a strange pulse of electricity in her chest. If the executives had been stressed, if they had been arguing, they would be even less likely to notice if a pen was moved or a chair was turned.

At exactly four seventeen in the morning, she was back on the fortieth floor.

She pushed her cart toward the office of Marcus Thorne, the Chief Operating Officer. Her hands were trembling slightly as she opened the door. The room was dark, lit only by the standby lights of the computer monitors and the glow of the city through the floor-to-ceiling glass.

She turned on her small flashlight. She did not want to trigger the main overhead lights yet.

She looked at the desk.

The photograph of the family on the boat had been moved again. This time, it was not two centimeters to the left. It had been moved back to its original spot, but it was tilted downward, as if the person in the photo was looking directly at the trash bin.

Lina looked at the trash bin. It was empty, as she had cleaned it twenty-four hours ago. But inside, there was a single piece of yellow scrap paper.

She reached in and picked it up. It was not a formal document. It was a handwritten note. It had only three words on it: Wait for Monday.

Lina knew Marcus Thorne’s handwriting. He wrote in large, aggressive loops. This handwriting was different. It was small, precise, and very neat. It looked like the handwriting of someone who spent a lot of time thinking before they let the pen touch the paper.

She looked at the shelf behind the desk. The folder about the shipping contract in Indonesia—the one the business cards had pointed to the night before—was gone. In its place was a different folder. This one was bright blue. It was labeled: Infrastructure Logistics – Port of Singapore.

Lina felt a chill that had nothing to do with the air conditioning.

The person moving these objects was not just playing a game. They were directing Marcus Thorne’s eyes. They had pointed him to the Indonesia folder. He must have read it, decided something, and then moved on to the next task. Now, the invisible hand was preparing him for the next step.

"Who are you?" Lina whispered to the shadows of the office.

She moved through the other offices on the floor. In the room belonging to the Vice President of International Trade, the glass bowl of stones had been rearranged again. The gray stone with the white stripe was now placed next to a red stone.

Lina took out her phone. She was more careful tonight. she stood in the corner of the room, where the camera’s blind spot was located. She knew where the cameras pointed because she was the one who cleaned the lenses every Tuesday.

She took a photograph of the desk. She took a photograph of the stones.

As she moved her cleaning rag over the surfaces, she began to think about the "why."

If you wanted to change a company, you usually had to be a director or a major shareholder. You had to stand up in a boardroom and give a speech. You had to convince people with logic or threats.

But this was different. This was psychological.

If a man walks into his office and sees a folder, he thinks he chose to look at it. If he sees a note in the trash, he thinks he dropped it there. If he sees a photo tilted a certain way, it might change his mood. It might make him feel guilty. It might make him feel nostalgic. And a man who feels guilty makes different decisions than a man who feels powerful.

Lina realized she was looking at a ghost. A ghost that had been haunting this building for a long time.

Suddenly, the heavy door at the end of the hallway creaked.

Lina froze. Her heart hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird. The cleaning crew was supposed to be the only people on this floor.

She quickly shoved her phone into her pocket and grabbed her vacuum cleaner. She didn't turn it on. She just held the handle, waiting.

Footsteps approached. They were heavy and uneven.

A man appeared in the doorway of the office. It was Marcus Thorne.

He looked terrible. His tie was loosened, and his white shirt was wrinkled. He looked like he hadn't slept in days. He stopped when he saw Lina. He blinked, his eyes bloodshot.

"Oh," he said, his voice raspy. "I didn't think anyone was still here."

Lina bowed her head slightly, keeping her eyes on the floor. This was the rule. Do not make eye contact. Do not become a person.

"I am just finishing the cleaning, sir," she said softly.

Marcus Thorne walked to his desk. He didn't seem to notice Lina anymore. He was staring at the photograph of his family. He reached out and touched the frame. He looked at it for a long time, his face softening into a look of deep sadness.

"Wait for Monday," he muttered to himself.

Lina’s breath caught in her throat. He had seen the note. Or perhaps he thought the note was his own idea.

"Is everything alright, sir?" Lina asked. It was a risk. She was not supposed to initiate conversation.

Thorne looked up at her. For a second, he actually saw her. He saw the woman in the blue uniform.

"The world is moving too fast, Agnes," he said.

"My name is Lina, sir," she corrected him gently.

He waved a hand dismissively. "Right. Lina. Of course. Do you ever feel like you're losing control of things? Like you're standing on a bridge and the boards are being pulled out from under you one by one?"

Lina looked at the business cards on his desk. They were still angled toward the shelf.

"Sometimes, sir," Lina said. "I find that when things feel messy, it helps to look at the small things. If the small things are in the right place, the big things usually follow."

Thorne laughed, but it was a dry, bitter sound. "The small things. Yes. I suppose you would know about that. You spend your life putting things back where they belong."

He picked up the blue folder—the one about the Port of Singapore. He gripped it so hard his knuckles turned white.

"I have a meeting at eight in the morning," he said. "A meeting that will decide the future of this company for the next ten years. And I don't even know if I'm holding the right map."

He turned and walked out of the office, leaving the door swinging
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