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      A kingdom is never built only upward.

      Beneath every stone raised in praise, something must be pressed down: mud, bone, labor, silence, a line in the archive where a name once stood. Egypt had learned this long before the Golden Pyramid began to climb. It knew how to measure grain, water, rope, distance, burial oil, the weight of a worker’s body against a block of stone. It knew how to turn a command into ritual, a ritual into law, and law into a thing so old in the mouth that no one remembered who first had been made to suffer it.

      The visible world shone.

      The hidden one kept count.

      Along the Black River, sealed jars moved where official boats did not look too closely. In the workshops, bodies were washed, dried, wrapped, classified, and made quiet. In the archives, hands trained for obedience copied the words that would become memory. In the temples, priests taught the people how to hear the will of gods in the voice of power. Above them all, the pyramid rose tier by tier, not merely as a tomb, not merely as a monument, but as a promise: that kingship could continue past flesh, past rot, past refusal.

      Such promises require witnesses.

      They also require omissions.

      There are names that cannot be spoken in the court because to speak them would disturb the measurement. There are bodies that cannot be buried because they have become evidence of a question no priest wants asked. There are fragments of older law buried beneath newer gold, lines too cold to flatter a throne, boundaries that do not bend because a crown approaches them. Egypt has covered many things with stone. It has covered stranger things with sacred language.

      But what is covered does not always sleep.

      Sometimes it answers.

      Sometimes a record thought destroyed leaves a mark fine as frost inside clay. Sometimes a river carries what the archive refused. Sometimes a wall, sealed under orders and guarded under procedure, remembers the hand that struck it. Sometimes the dead are not permitted the mercy of being dead, because the living still need them to prove a king may pass where no one has given permission.

      The danger begins there: not in death, but in return without consent.

      Not in silence, but in a silence arranged by others.

      Not in a lie, but in a truth cut into pieces small enough for power to use.

      Before dawn, before the next command hardens into canon, before the Golden Pyramid draws another breath through its hidden channels, a name still moves beneath stone. It has been counted as material. It has been sealed into error. It has been denied the dignity of ending.

      Yet somewhere in the dark, someone has heard it knock.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            BESA IS STILL RETURNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A body may be taken by stone, by river, by king, or by record. But a name, once answered by blood, does not cease its knocking simply because the living are afraid to open the wall.

        — From the Lament of the Quarry Registers

      

      

      The third knock came.

      It was not stone splitting under its own weight. It was not black water striking the inside of a pipe and sending back an echo.

      It came slowly, heavily, through deep stone, like a hand that almost no longer belonged to the living had searched a long time in darkness and at last found the place where a name could be answered.

      Mico stopped in midair.

      Its wings snapped wide. Cold-white light ran along the silver membranes and cast a broken section of the Golden Pyramid into the passage. The third maintenance level flashed red. The red pulse spread and withdrew, spread and withdrew, like a heart buried inside stone, beating in error.

      Cold-white words floated in the damp air of the old passage.

      Identity response: Besa.

      Tawi straightened.

      She pressed the incomplete roster-bone against her breast, against the family-name tag beneath her linen. The bone was thin, but it felt like a stone just pulled from fire. It burned so fiercely she could hardly breathe.

      Kai looked at the red point Mico had cast, then down at the permission fragment in his hand.

      A witness may not request permission on behalf of a returnee.

      A name was still returning.

      An old protocol forbade them to ask permission for the one who returned.

      The two sentences were two knives.

      One entered Tawi.

      One entered Kai.

      Ilaewyn stood in the shadow of the old passage. His arm still bore fissures from the black water’s corrosion; within them, silver-white threads slowly wove themselves closed. Cold light cut across his face, making him seem less human than ever: a severed edge from the old system, still sharp enough to execute.

      “The third maintenance level has begun to respond,” he said.

      “How long?” Kai asked.

      Mico’s wings flickered. The red point in the pyramid section widened another ring. A second line appeared.

      Response may be severed before the third-level calibration drum.

      After the drum, the black-stone wall seal will merge with the royal sealing-chamber line.

      Tawi looked at Kai.

      The sentence needed no interpretation.

      Once the third maintenance level merged with the royal sealing-chamber line, Besa would no longer be only a failed returnee trapped in a black-stone wall. He would become part of the Test of the King’s Name, a piece of lower-order bearing evidence by which the Golden Pyramid continued upward. By then, even if they found him, what they found might only be a deeper error.

      Far away, from the end of the old passage, another knock came.

      The fourth.

      More urgent than the last.

      Tawi turned and started moving.

      Kai caught her arm. “Kareya doesn’t know.”

      “Then we find her first.” Tawi did not slow. “Then we go to the third maintenance level.”

      Ilaewyn said, “Taking her will slow us.”

      Tawi looked back at him.

      “She has the right to witness.”

      Ilaewyn did not argue. He never made ethical decisions for humans, and never pretended to understand them. He judged routes, risks, and severance points.

      “Then be fast,” he said.

      The old passage seemed narrower than when they had entered.

      It had not truly shrunk. The response from the third maintenance level was drawing strain through the surrounding structure. Fine stress-lines had begun to appear inside the cold-white material. Black water dripped from the cracks and struck their shoulders, carrying the smell of metal and rotted earth.

      Mico flew low ahead of them. The route from its wings came in broken fragments now. It no longer cast a broad band of light. It lit only a cold-white star at each point of danger.

      Do not step left.

      Collapse on the right.

      Lower your head.

      Stop.

      Against the wall.

      Kai followed behind Tawi, gripping the permission fragment and Besa’s roster. He heard his own breath hit the pipe wall and rebound, as if a crowd of unseen scribes were repeating his fear in the dark.

      They crawled through a maintenance seam so narrow they could barely move on elbows and knees. Ilaewyn came last. He did not turn sideways and force his body through as a human would have done. He set his shoulder against the cold-white stone and placed his palm on an interface too fine for the eye to see.

      Under his hand, the wall seemed compelled to acknowledge some old authorization.

      It gave inward by a finger’s width.

      That was enough for him to pass.

      Kai saw it and felt his throat tighten. Ilaewyn was not strong in the ordinary way, nor skilled with locks. He was a tool the old system still recognized. Wherever he chose, he could pass through places humans could not. He could make doors that should have killed them choose, for a moment, not to kill.

      But he would not tell them whom to save.

      That was the most unsettling part.

      At the end of the old passage, they dropped into an abandoned drainage crawlspace, then slipped through a broken seam into the spice warehouse Isara had arranged.

      The air inside was thick with cinnamon, myrrh, wet sacking, and the sourness of old herbs. It caught in the throat. The roof beams were low. In one corner, an oil lamp was almost dead, its last flame stretching the shadows of the spice sacks into long black cuts.

      Kareya stood by the warehouse door, listening to the street outside.

      Her right hand rested on the frame. Stone dust still lay between her fingers, pale traces sunk deep into the lines of her skin, as if the quarry had never truly let her go. Nafire crouched beside a heap of spoiled papyrus cores, tucking several wooden tags from the Workshop into the lining of a spice sack. At the sound of them, she looked up at once.

      Tawi did not move around the truth.

      She went to Kareya and held out the bone fragment.

      “We found Besa.”

      Kareya did not take it.

      She looked at Tawi’s face as if testing the sentence for a trap. She had searched for her father too long, had heard too many soft answers: missing, transferred, sunk in the river, no record, perhaps misregistered, do not ask again. Now that the true answer stood before her, she did not dare reach for it.

      Kai said quietly, “He is in the third maintenance level.”

      Only then did Kareya take the bone.

      Mico flew to her hand. Its wings passed over the first line and cast the recoverable meaning.

      Besa, quarry craftsman.

      Deep-pit black-stone layer.

      Transferred to third maintenance level.

      Kareya stared at the name.

      She did not weep. She did not cry out.

      She only asked, “What does his condition mean?”

      No one answered at once.

      Only the faint clink of bronze rings came from outside as a patrol passed the warehouse. The oil lamp jumped. For a breath, the flame sank Kareya’s face into shadow, then gave it back.

      She asked again, more softly.

      “Is he alive?”

      Ilaewyn stepped out of the shadow by the back door.

      “Not alive.”

      Kareya’s head snapped toward him. There was no confusion in her eyes, only hatred cut open by a sharp fact.

      Tawi stepped between them and lowered her voice.

      “Not like that. Not now.”

      Ilaewyn did not retreat.

      He did not explain.

      To him, a fact required no mercy. To Kareya, that kind of fact was a soundless blow across the face.

      Mico settled above the bone fragment. It opened its wings. Cold-white light passed over Besa’s name.

      An ancient projection appeared.

      The black-stone layer.

      A wet tunnel, the walls seeping water, the ground thick with black mud. Rotten timbers held up the roof; several had split, exposing cores softened by water. Besa carried a stone wedge on his back and walked deeper in. Every few steps, he struck the wall with the wedge, as though listening for a different answer from inside the stone.

      The image jumped.

      A Royal Court transfer team carried a linen-wrapped human shape through an old gate. The burial linen had not been tied tight. One callused hand hung out through a gap in the cloth. Around its wrist was a dark-yellow craftsman’s knot.

      Another jump.

      The inner wall of the third maintenance level. Sealing pipes were set into the stone. Drainage channels crossed the floor, half-dried black water still lying in them. The black-stone wall had been smoothed. Several remnant White-Line marks crossed it. Beside them, red-earth test marks had once been written and then roughly brushed over with lime.

      Besa’s image stopped before the wall seal.

      He had not walked in by himself.

      Two people in Workshop aprons held his shoulders. A third adjusted the fixing ropes. An engineering record keeper stood nearby, writing. The man did not look at Besa’s face. He looked only at the response in his chest, the movement of his fingers, the change in body temperature after contact with black stone.

      Kai stared at the ancient projection, cold gathering in his stomach.

      He set the Black River list, the abstract from the silencing records, and Silas’s roster together in his mind. At last he understood what Besa had become inside the system.

      “He came into contact with an old remnant device in the black-stone layer,” Kai said. “The Workshop believed his body had a stable response to the black-stone resonance, so he was not sunk in the river. He was transferred to the third maintenance level to test whether a corvée sample could bear a lower-order permission response.”

      The words sounded cruel as soon as he said them.

      Corvée sample.

      Lower-order permission bearing.

      There was no blood in such words. No crying. No father. No daughter.

      That was what made them terrible.

      Once a person had been converted into terminology, every procedure done to him began to look reasonable.

      Kareya listened and still did not weep.

      She handed the bone back to Tawi and said only, “Take me to him.”

      Kai spoke before he could stop himself.

      “The third maintenance level is sealed, and⁠—”

      “You took my father’s name. You took his black stone. You took his story.” Kareya cut him off. Her voice was not loud, but every word struck like stone dropped into shallow water. “Now you want to tell me I cannot look at him?”

      Kai had no answer.

      Tawi looked at Kareya.

      She knew what taking her there meant. The third maintenance level was not a tomb, not a place for family, not a shrine where the living might receive a final comfort. It held black stone, old remnant devices, Workshop sealing craft, engineering test lines, and mistakes buried by the Crown. Kareya might see a father who was no longer her father.

      But the right to witness did not belong only to those who could endure it.

      Tawi nodded.

      “I will go with you.”

      Nafire stood. “I’m going too.”

      Tawi looked at her at once.

      “No.”

      Nafire bit her lower lip.

      “There are Workshop seals outside the third maintenance level. I know the order of the review seal.”

      “That is why you are not going.” Tawi’s voice hardened. “You stay here and keep hiding these name tags.”

      Nafire watched her for a moment. Then she suddenly pressed a small sealing pin into Tawi’s hand.

      “The review seal order is left, lower, upper. Not upper, left, lower like the plans say. Hatia changed it.” Her voice shook, but held steady. “If they ask, say the contaminated sample isolation is incomplete and requires direct verification by a mortuary attendant. Engineering guards are terrified of contamination liability.”

      Tawi closed her hand around the sealing pin.

      This child was no longer the junior mortuary attendant behind the door of the Chamber of Silence, crying, I am not a sample.

      “Hold this place,” Tawi said.

      Nafire nodded.

      Isara put her head through the concealed door on the far side of the warehouse. When she heard the plan, her face went bitter, as if she had swallowed medicine.

      “You are going into the Golden Pyramid’s third maintenance level? Now? The Royal Court’s pursuit order is still hot, the Workshop just burned through half a floor, the Temple has men hunting fragments in every street, and you want to take a quarry girl to look at a half-returned sample?”

      “Yes,” Tawi said.

      Isara cursed in trade-route slang, then pulled an oil-stained cloth bundle from her belt.

      “Night pass for the maintenance level. I was going to use it for the western-slope store road.”

      She threw the pass to Kai.

      “It will fool the first gate. The second is your problem.”

      Kai caught it and looked down. The pass was marked for an engineering calibration team, but one corner was broken away.

      “They’ll notice the missing corner.”

      “Then don’t let them look at it long.”

      Outside, the patrol stopped.

      Someone asked the warehouse owner whether she had seen contaminated fugitives.

      Everyone went still at the same instant.

      Tawi blew out the oil lamp.

      Darkness fell.

      Mico folded its wings, leaving only a needle of cold light against the floor, enough to show the seam at the back door.

      Ilaewyn went to the rear wall and set his hand against the brickwork. There seemed to be no door there, only a wall heaped with torn spice sacks. His fingers moved slowly over the surface as if seeking a line human eyes could not see.

      The footsteps outside drew closer.

      A fist struck the door.

      “Open. Royal Court search.”

      Isara raised her voice at once.

      “What’s inside is spoiled myrrh and waterlogged papyrus cores. Whoever goes in pays for the goods!”

      The men outside did not leave.

      The latch moved.

      In the same instant, Ilaewyn pressed into the seam.

      The back wall did not open. The mortar lines shifted soundlessly by half a palm, revealing a slanted passage leading down. It was not Isara’s trade-route hidden door. It was a section of old Workshop ventilation shaft that Ilaewyn had forced awake.

      He looked at Tawi.

      “Go.”

      Tawi, Kai, and Kareya slipped through one after another.

      Mico flew in last.

      A breath before the wall closed, the front door was pushed open and torchlight broke into the warehouse. Isara’s complaint rose over the patrol’s questions.

      “That is Syrian myrrh under your foot. One sack costs two months of your rations!”

      In the hidden passage, Kareya clutched the black-stone amulet and did not look back.

      They entered the lower maintenance zone of the Golden Pyramid through the ventilation shaft.

      It was nothing like the streets of the royal city. The walls were low, the air damp, the floor covered in unset stone dust and black watermarks. From high above and far away came the drums of royal ritual. Filtered through layers of stone, they became a low pulse.

      With each drumbeat, the red point Mico cast widened.

      Kai counted the time.

      “After three calibration drums, the third maintenance level merges with the royal sealing-chamber line,” he said under his breath. “We have heard the first.”

      “Then we arrive before the third,” Tawi said.

      Two engineering guards stood before the first maintenance gate.

      They wore short armor and carried measuring rods and bronze hooks. They were less ornate than Temple warriors, but their eyes were more practical. They guarded an engineering zone. What they feared most was accident, and after accident, having their names written beneath it.

      Kai drew on the oilcloth cloak Isara had given him, hung the pass at his chest, and took out a corner of Imhotep’s plan fragment.

      “Supplemental sign-off for third-level calibration.” He lowered his voice, making himself sound like a junior engineering scribe dragged out of sleep. “The sealed-wall response has come early. Lord Imhotep requires a retest of the black-stone echo.”

      The guard took the pass and frowned.

      “This corner is broken.”

      Before Kai could answer, Tawi stepped forward.

      She thrust the Workshop side seal before the guard’s eyes.

      “Contaminated sample isolation incomplete. Direct verification by mortuary attendant required.”

      She pressed the three hidden catches at the edge of the side seal in the order Nafire had given her: left, lower, upper.

      A faint bronze note sounded inside the seal.

      The guard’s face changed.

      Certain Workshop side-seal commands made engineering men deeply uneasy, because those commands transferred responsibility. Once a matter was marked incomplete isolation, any obstruction might be recorded as delay of contamination procedure.

      The guard stepped back half a pace.

      “The third level is sealed. Lord Ptam-Neb just issued a pursuit order.”

      Tawi looked at him coldly.

      “Then you will write in the record that you prevented an isolation review?”

      The guard’s gaze shifted.

      At that moment, the second calibration drum sounded in the distance.

      Mico’s wings flashed.

      The red point widened to the outer wall of the third maintenance level.

      Kai felt his heart quicken.

      The guard was still hesitating when the other one suddenly looked at Kareya.

      “Who is she?”

      Quarry dust still marked Kareya. She did not look like a mortuary attendant, a scribe, or an engineering apprentice.

      Tawi was about to speak, but Kareya lowered her head first. Her voice was dry, but steady.

      “Kin verifier for lower-order sample.”

      Both guards stared.

      The role was not on any standard passage list.

      Kai picked up the lie at once.

      “There has been an identity response in the third level. Old protocol requires a bodily witness for auxiliary verification.”

      The guard clearly did not understand old protocol, but identity response and verification were enough to frighten him. The two men looked at each other, then at last drew open the gate.

      “Do not touch the red-line marks once you are in. The door seals in half a quarter.”

      They entered.

      The gate dropped behind them.

      Only then did Kareya whisper, “Was that wrong?”

      Kai looked at her.

      “It was more right than anything we said.”

      The second door had no guards.

      Because the second door was the guard.

      It was an engineering sealing wall, coated in lime plaster, with three bronze studs set into its center. The studs bore Imhotep’s calibration marks, the Workshop seal, and, deeper still, a hidden cold-white old line.

      Kai used the plan fragment to set the bronze studs in order. Tawi broke the Workshop seal with the side seal. Mico flew to the seam and cast a warning from its wings.

      Old line does not recognize Royal Court temporary order.

      Authorization check must be bypassed.

      “How?” Kai asked.

      Mico projected an angle: not the door itself, but an old material point low on the side, covered in stone dust.

      Ilaewyn stepped forward.

      “No need to bypass.”

      He placed his hand on the old material.

      A low vibration passed through the door, like something very old recognizing something older. The bronze studs went dark at once.

      The seam opened.

      From behind them, Kai heard shouting beyond the first gate.

      “Someone is verifying the order! That group wasn’t on the retest list!”

      The pursuers had moved faster than expected.

      Tawi pushed Kareya through the door.

      “Run.”

      The air in the third maintenance level was cold as underwater stone.

      It was not like a tomb.

      There was no altar, no wall painting, no sacred passage prepared for a king. It was more like an engineering wound hastily converted into a theological testing ground.

      A half-embedded black-stone remnant structure stretched from floor to ceiling, its surface webbed with fine cracks. Sealing pipes protruded from the wall, their mouths closed with resin and gold thread. Drainage channels crossed the floor, crusted with half-dried black water and salt. Several sample racks stood empty. Broken burial cords still hung from them.

      On the wall, in Imhotep’s own red hand, were the words:

      Stop lower-order bearing tests.

      Beneath that, a priestly annotation had been scraped away. Only a few blurred traces remained.

      Royal grace... lower-order... may substitute...

      Tawi looked at the two layers of writing, her face cold.

      Engineering said stop. The Temple said may substitute. The Workshop continued sealing. The Royal Court pretended the level did not exist.

      Besa had been pinned for so long inside the space between those commands.

      Mico flew forward, its wings scanning the floor.

      It suddenly gave a sharp cry.

      Cold-white light cast a false human outline flickering on the sample rack to the left.

      Kai stopped at once.

      So did Tawi.

      But Kareya nearly ran forward.

      “Father?”

      Mico blocked her immediately, its wings flaring with a red warning.

      Induction afterimage. Not Besa.

      The human shape on the left-hand rack moved.

      It was not Besa, but an early failed sample. Its chest held no remnant device, only a hollow black ring where something had been dug out. Kareya’s voice had stirred it. It turned its head slowly toward them. There were no stitches across its mouth, yet its mouth hung open as if it could never close.

      Tawi said low, “Do not look at its mouth.”

      Too late.

      From the failed sample’s throat came a broken sequence of sounds, imitating Kareya’s Father.

      Kareya’s face went bloodless.

      Tawi lunged forward, looped burial cord around the sample’s shoulders and neck, and forced it back against the rack. The failed sample struggled. Its arm bent the wrong way and clawed toward her face. Tawi turned aside, drove a resin sealing pin into a torn seam at its knee, and fixed the joint.

      Kai ran to help, throwing a sack of salt powder into the drainage channel. The salt struck black water and raised a biting white vapor, slowing the sample’s movement.

      Ilaewyn did not act.

      He stood aside and watched Tawi handle it. This was not a node that required his severance.

      Tawi locked the failed sample back onto the rack with two sealing hooks. Breathing hard, she said, “Continue.”

      That was the first reversal.

      The third maintenance level itself was trying to lead them to the wrong place.

      Mico scanned again and cast the true route from its wings. Not the main way, but a narrow seam beside the drainage channel, almost buried beneath stone dust.

      From far away came the preparatory beat before the third calibration drum.

      Soon.

      They followed the drainage channel inward.

      At the deepest point, the black-stone wall finally came into view.

      Besa was fixed to it.

      He did not look nailed there so much as slowly swallowed by the black stone. Most of his body had already taken on the condition of a corpse. His skin was gray-white, crusted with salt frost and resin residue. His left hand still held a craftsman’s calluses, the five fingers slightly curled, as though gripping a stone wedge that was no longer there. A small silver-white remnant device was set into his chest. Around it, gold thread, resin, and salt sealing held it in place.

      His mouth had three layers of stitching.

      Each layer had been done by a different hand. One belonged to a Workshop attendant, one to temporary handlers, and the last was cruder, as if someone had added it later in panic. The uppermost thread had loosened. Black dried marks cracked at the seam.

      Kareya moved toward him step by step.

      Tawi reached to stop her, then let her hand fall.

      Some paths had to be walked alone.

      Kareya stopped before Besa.

      She did not touch him at once.

      She looked at the face that no longer fully resembled a man. She looked at the hand that still had calluses. She looked at the craftsman’s knot still tied around his wrist, the one she had known from childhood. The end of the knot looped once more than usual. That had been Besa’s habit. Kareya had learned the method as a girl. When she tied it badly, Besa would laugh, untie it, and bind it again.

      That hand would not bind it for her now.

      She said, “Father.”

      No answer.

      Mico flew close. Its wings began to shine.

      An ancient projection rose.

      The quarry.

      Under sunlight, Besa crouched beside a stone heap, striking a piece of black stone with a wedge. Little Kareya crouched beside him, half a broken stone in her hand. Besa hung the carved black-stone amulet around her neck, then rested his rough palm on the crown of her head.

      This time, Mico restored the sound.

      Besa’s voice from the past was low and steady, roughened by years of breathing quarry dust.

      “Stone remembers the hand that struck it. Men do not always.”

      Kareya wept.

      Not loudly.

      One sound broke out of her throat, after being held down too long.

      She reached for Besa’s hand.

      The moment her fingers touched the cold skin, Besa’s right hand moved.

      The curled hand opened slightly, as if reaching for a tool lost many years before.

      From his throat came a broken sound.

      “Ka... re...”

      Kareya went rigid.

      A few steps away, Kai felt the blow land in his chest.

      He had seen text deleted, altered, sealed over. But this was the first time he had watched a name force its way out of a mouth stitched shut in three layers. Those two syllables had come through resin, salt, gold thread, an old remnant device, and multiple sealings, and still found an exit.

      That was a weight no record could easily bear.

      Besa’s body began to move.

      Not waking.

      Being pulled.

      The White-Line remnants on the black-stone wall lit. The remnant device in his chest flashed, as if an erroneous command had seized him again. Two resin cords holding him snapped. His upper body leaned toward a White-Line mark on the right side of the wall, as if drawn toward a door that did not exist.

      The whole third maintenance level began to hum.

      Mico cast a warning.

      False return traction increasing.

      Final window before third calibration drum.

      Tawi rushed forward. She wound the side-seal chain around Besa’s left foot and pressed his shoulder down with burial cord. She did not attack him as a monster. She used the gentlest and most difficult binding method for a living contaminated sample, trying not to damage the body.

      “Kai, read the roster!” she shouted. “Read his original information!”

      Kai opened the bone fragment at once, his voice tight.

      “Besa, quarry craftsman. Daughter: Kareya. Deep-pit black-stone layer. Reported tunnel anomaly before disappearance. Craftsman’s knot at wrist. Requested transfer away from Third Pit, denied. Kin: Kareya, outer ring of the quarry⁠—”

      Besa stopped for a breath.

      It was too brief to be called a pause, and yet all of them saw it.

      His body no longer dragged so violently toward the White Line. Several blurred vibrations came from his throat, like a man buried under stone hearing someone aboveground knock his name.

      Kareya held his hand and sobbed, “Father, I am here. I am Kareya. I am here.”

      Besa’s fingers moved.

      He seemed to try to hold her back.

      Then the remnant device in his chest flared.

      Cold-white light burst through the seams of gold thread. Besa’s body convulsed hard. The stitches in his mouth tore open a little farther, releasing a low sound that was no longer human. The White-Line remnants on the wall fully activated. Black water in the drainage channel began to flow backward.

      Ilaewyn stepped forward and placed his hand against the remnant interface in Besa’s chest.

      “It must be severed.”

      Kareya moved in front of him.

      “No.”

      Ilaewyn did not push her aside.

      He did not persuade her.

      He only looked at her, his voice without a ripple.

      “If it continues, there will be pain.”

      “And if you sever it?” Kareya asked.

      “End.”

      No deliverance.

      No death.

      No peace.

      Only end.

      Kareya looked at Tawi.

      Tawi could not answer for her.

      She looked at Kai.

      Kai could not answer either.

      They could record, bind, guard, and cut away the danger at the edges. But at this moment, no one could decide for Kareya whether to let her father stop being dragged.

      Then the outer door crashed open.

      Ptam-Neb had arrived.

      He burst into the third maintenance level with three Temple warriors and two engineering guards. Gray dust and black water marked them; they had clearly forced their way past the old door axis Ilaewyn had sealed.

      Ptam-Neb saw Besa’s partial return and his face darkened at once.

      “Prepare fire!”

      One warrior immediately drew out a resin fire jar.

      Kareya threw herself in front of Besa.

      “No!”

      Ptam-Neb did not give the order to throw.

      It was not mercy. But he was not yet so far beyond feeling that he could burn a crying daughter alive with her father.

      Still, he raised his short staff.

      “Move away from it.”

      Tawi stood beside Kareya.

      “His name is Besa.”

      Ptam-Neb’s anger broke through.

      “You would let the whole tower wake for something that is no longer human?”

      Tawi drew out the side-seal chain.

      “For a man. So you do not call him a thing again.”

      Ptam-Neb charged.

      The black-stone floor amplified the White-Line afterimage. A wrong step would throw a body back with killing force. Tawi could not evade as she would on open ground. She had to move according to the safe points Mico cast. Tiny cold-white lights appeared on the floor, each lasting only half a breath.

      Ptam-Neb struck for her shoulder with the staff. Tawi turned aside and caught the staff in the side-seal chain. They stepped onto different white points at the same time, the staff and chain drawn taut between them. Ptam-Neb was stronger. He pulled hard and nearly dragged Tawi onto the White Line.

      Tawi went with the force and dropped low, one knee against the ground. Using the slick scoring in the black-stone floor, she turned, looped the chain around the butt of his staff, and wrenched backward. A White Line lit under Ptam-Neb’s foot. He checked himself at once rather than plant his weight on it.

      For the first time in a direct struggle, Tawi held him by half a move.

      But she did not press the advantage.

      Besa had begun to struggle again.

      Kai kept reading the roster, faster now. Kareya held Besa’s hand, tears falling onto the cold back of it. Mico cast the identity record above Besa’s head, trying to keep the remnant device at the smallest possible response.

      Suddenly Besa’s still-moving hand closed around the black-stone amulet at Kareya’s chest.

      He had carved it himself.

      Mico scanned the amulet at once and projected Besa’s past voice.

      “Stone remembers the hand that struck it. Men do not always.”

      Kareya closed her eyes.

      At last she understood.

      Her father was not coming back.

      He was being held here by an error.

      She wanted him to return. But the remaining person before her was being pulled by her call, by the remnant device, by the black-stone wall, by every error at once toward a door that did not exist. To keep pulling him back was not rescue. It was to keep tearing him apart.

      Through tears, she said to Besa, “I remember.”

      Then she stepped back.

      Ilaewyn did not hesitate.

      His hand drove into the remnant interface in Besa’s chest.

      It did not look like killing. It did not even look like healing. It was too exact, too cold: an execution body of the old system cutting an erroneous line.

      Cold-white light burst outward.

      The air in the third maintenance level seemed to vanish. Pain stabbed every ear at once. Besa’s body drew rigid. A small section of the stitching across his mouth broke. From his throat came one final breath.

      Not Kareya’s name.

      Not a plea.

      More like the nearly inaudible exhalation of a quarryman setting down the last stone from his shoulder.

      The remnant device went dark.

      Besa’s body slackened.

      Then the black-stone wall began to collapse.

      The loss of traction sent backlash through the structure. Red-earth marks and White-Line remnants broke together. The black water in the drainage channel sucked backward, taking salt powder and stone grit with it. The third maintenance level began to fold inward.

      The warriors mistook the burst of cold-white light for an attack and rushed them.

      Tawi stopped the first warrior. Short blade and priestly knife struck again and again in the narrow space. She did not let him near Kareya. Kai pressed a black-stone shard against a vibration point in the wall, the temporary stabilizing point Mico had cast. When the shard touched the wall, his whole arm went numb, but the White-Line rebound held back for one breath.

      Mico flew low above Besa’s head, projecting the identity record from its wings.

      Besa.

      Quarry craftsman.

      Daughter: Kareya.

      Witnessed.

      It was not saving Besa.

      It was preventing even his last moment from being swallowed by the remnant device.

      Ptam-Neb watched, his staff suspended in the air.

      He had not been convinced.

      But he had seen something he could no longer contain within the word contamination: the half-returned man had answered a name before being severed. The girl had stepped back not because she was afraid, but because she had consented to the end of pain.

      This was not the pollution the priests had described to him.

      Ilaewyn turned and went to a side wall that was about to seal shut. The fissures in his arm had deepened; silver-white structure lay exposed to the elbow. He pressed his hand to a cold-white interface in the wall and tore open a maintenance seam by force.

      “Go.”

      Kareya still stood before Besa.

      She wanted to take his body.

      Tawi caught her shoulder.

      “No.”

      Kareya shook her head, her eyes fixed on Besa.

      “We cannot leave him here.”

      Tawi’s voice went hoarse.

      “His body is sealed into the black-stone wall. If we tear him free, this whole level comes down. It will shatter his final record too.”

      Kareya seemed not to hear.

      Tawi closed her eyes for one breath, then rushed forward and used her short blade to cut the dark-yellow craftsman’s knot from Besa’s wrist. Sweat, stone dust, and medicated resin had hardened the cord until it was smooth as stone. She pried a small piece of not-yet-swallowed wooden tag from the edge of the black stone. Only an incomplete family-name mark remained on it.

      She pushed both into Kareya’s hands.

      “Carry these.”

      Kareya clutched the knot and swayed.

      She looked at Besa.

      His head hung slightly forward, as if he had finally fallen asleep.

      The black-stone wall began to swallow his shoulder.

      Tawi pulled Kareya hard.

      “Go!”

      They fled into the maintenance seam Ilaewyn had torn open.

      Behind them, the third maintenance level collapsed.

      Ptam-Neb moved as if to pursue, but a falling mass of black stone forced him back. Ilaewyn entered last. He looked once at Ptam-Neb—not in threat, not in farewell, but with a cold confirmation: this man, for now, would not cross the boundary.

      Then the maintenance seam closed.

      In the dark, they half ran, half fell into a slanted inspection channel.

      The walls were wet. Stone dust covered the floor. Kareya fell, then rose again, her hand still locked around the knot. Kai steadied her. She did not look at him. She only wound the cord around her wrist.

      She wound it twice, and at the end she looped it once more than Besa had.

      As a child she had never tied that knot correctly. Besa would laugh, untie it, and bind it again for her. Now no one would bind it again. She caught the end with her teeth and pulled it tight until the cord marked her skin red.

      At last they stopped on the side platform of an old well.

      The sound of collapse lay behind layers of stone now, reduced to a dull echo.

      Kareya crouched against the wall and looked down at her wrist. She did not sob. She only asked Tawi, “Is he dead now?”

      Tawi was silent for a long time.

      Once, she had believed death could be judged. Breath stopped. Heart still. Body cooled. Sealing complete. Record filed. The Workshop had taught her to put death into an order that could be handled.

      Besa did not fit that order.

      He had been dragged through death, then dragged back by error. He had been recorded as a sample, yet answered with his daughter’s name. After severance, he no longer struggled, but he had received no burial the Temple would acknowledge.

      Tawi looked at the knot on Kareya’s wrist, with its one extra loop, and at last she said, “He is no longer being dragged back.”

      Kareya tucked the end of the knot against the inside of her wrist and pressed it down with her palm.

      Kai opened the roster.

      At the end of Besa’s page, he added:

      Besa, quarry craftsman.

      Witnessed.

      False return severed.

      Remnants: craftsman’s knot; black-stone amulet fragment.

      Kin witness: Kareya.

      When he wrote Witnessed, his hand stopped for a breath.

      This was not a record of victory.

      It was a small grave marker.

      Mico flew above the roster and cast cold-white words from its wings.

      Witness is not permission.

      Kai stared at the line.

      At last he understood.

      The sentence did not forbid them to love the dead. It did not forbid them to record the dead. It forbade them to use love, record, the king’s name, or divine will to drag the dead across the boundary again.

      Tawi said quietly, “We did not ask him to return.”

      Kai said, “We only proved he had been dragged back in error.”

      Kareya lifted her head. Her voice was very soft.

      “Then will they keep writing him as a sample?”

      Tawi pressed the roster-bone inside her clothing.

      “They will not be the only ones writing.”

      Above the old well, a low vibration suddenly sounded.

      The Golden Pyramid shook for the third time.

      This time, the hum did not stop at the third maintenance level. It traveled upward along sealing pipes, drainage channels, and scraped-away test marks. It passed through the auxiliary engineering vault and into the lower interface of the royal sealing chamber, like some ancient response boring into the heart of the state.

      Mico’s wings opened hard and cast the pyramid section.

      The red light in the third maintenance level went out.

      But the royal sealing chamber lit.

      Cold-white words appeared line by line.

      Lower-order bearing terminated.

      Royal sealing chamber receiving anomalous echo.

      King-name test line warming.

      Kai’s face changed.

      Tawi looked at Ilaewyn.

      He stood in shadow, his cracked arm still shining. He offered no comfort and no explanation, only judgment.

      “Besa has stopped,” Ilaewyn said. “The tower continues.”

      Kareya tightened her hand over the knot at her wrist.

      Far above them, in a higher place, more sacred and nearer to the Crown, the first drum of the royal sealing chamber sounded.
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