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	By

	Mark E. Cooper


 

	1 — The Last Safety Check

	Daniel Cole waited for the security door to lock behind the inspection party before he stepped into the first gallery. The public route through Kemet: Gods, Kings, and the Road to Eternity began in a darkened passage built to resemble a descent beneath the desert. The walls were modern steel, timber, plaster, and paint, but the air handling, emergency lighting, pressure sensors, and fire controls were real. Daniel checked the green indicators beside the door, then looked down the reconstructed burial road toward the first pool of amber light.

	Sophie Reed walked beside him with a tablet held against her chest. Behind them came the lending registrar, two Egyptian antiquities representatives, Meridian’s conservation lead, and an insurer security officer who had spent the morning touching his earpiece whenever anyone stood too close to anything expensive. Sophie glanced at the time. “The press team arrives at eleven. The diplomatic party is due twenty minutes after that.”

	Daniel kept walking. “Then we have time to do the check properly.”

	The registrar gave a careful smile. “We’ve already completed three full inspections.”

	“And now we’re completing the last one,” Daniel said. “That’s why it’s called the last safety check.”

	The Senakht mummy rested within a case designed to hold its climate steady through a power failure, a fire alarm, and several varieties of human foolishness. Beyond it, the royal coffins stood nested in sequence, each lid supported by a hidden steel cradle that Daniel’s team had fitted without drilling the ancient wood. The gilded mask occupied its own case beneath light levels low enough to protect the pigments, while still allowing the invited guests to see the fine lines around the eyes.

	Daniel stopped at every display. He checked seals, floor gaps, sightlines, case temperatures, evacuation clearance, and the position of each discreet barrier. The funerary boat sat upon a dark support that made it appear almost weightless. Divine statues watched from recessed bays, while falcons, cats, crocodiles, and other animal mummies filled a side chamber intended to explain devotion without turning death into spectacle.

	One of the Egyptian representatives paused beside the boat. “My ministry has received six requests for additional photography during the preview.”

	“Denied unless the registrar approves each one,” Daniel said. “No cases opened, no barriers crossed, and no equipment placed on the floor without my team checking the load.”

	The insurer officer lowered his hand from his earpiece. “You expect trouble?”

	Daniel looked ahead to the colossal guardian statue waiting at the entrance to the reconstructed burial chamber. “I expect people to become careless around beautiful things. That’s usually enough.”

	Daniel stopped beneath the guardian’s lowered stone gaze. The colossal figure stood at the entrance to the reconstructed burial chamber with one sandaled foot advanced, exactly as the display plan required. Something about the stance bothered him. He stepped back until his shoulders nearly touched the opposite wall, closed one eye, and compared the edge of the plinth with the narrow joint running through the finished floor.

	Sophie noticed him reaching for the laser measure on his belt. “What have you found?”

	“Possibly nothing.” Daniel placed the laser against the wall datum, aimed its red line across the plinth, and crouched beside the guardian’s forward foot. The line struck three millimetres to the left of the installation mark. He reset the device, cleaned its base with his thumb, and measured again. The result didn’t change.

	The lending registrar leaned closer without crossing the barrier. “Is three millimetres significant?”

	Daniel rose and opened the installation record on Sophie’s tablet. Photographs showed the plinth aligned with the floor joint when the sealed mount had been signed off two days earlier. “It’s significant because it wasn’t there before.”

	The insurer officer checked his own screen. “The movement sensors show nothing. No vibration alert, no change in load, no unauthorised access.”

	“That makes it more significant, not less.” Daniel knelt again and ran two fingers along the seam where the decorative floor panel concealed the steel base plate. The panel sat flush. No cracked grout, lifted edge, or drag mark explained how several tonnes of stone and support structure had shifted without disturbing anything around it.

	One of the Egyptian representatives folded his arms. “The preview cannot be delayed over a measurement smaller than the width of a fingernail.”

	Daniel looked up at him. “If the mount moved, I need to know why. If it didn’t move, I need to know why our reference says it did.”

	Sophie drew a slow breath, already understanding what he was about to say. “You’re withholding sign-off.”

	“I’m withholding the gallery handover until we expose the base plate.” Daniel stood and clipped the laser back onto his belt. “Call rigging, conservation, and facilities. Nobody touches the statue until all three are here.”

	The registrar’s careful patience tightened. “Daniel, ministers and donors are already on their way.”

	“They’ll be safer waiting twenty minutes than standing beside a support failure we chose not to examine.” Daniel handed Sophie the tablet, then glanced once more at the guardian’s stone foot. “Pull every unexplained facilities report from last night. If one sealed system has lied to us, I want to know whether it has company.”

	Daniel had expected the facilities reports to explain the statue. Instead, Sophie returned with four separate incident logs and the expression she wore when a problem had developed ambitions. She was walking quickly enough that the lending registrar had to step aside.

	“The engine gallery reported heat in a locked display,” she said, turning the tablet so he could read as they left Kemet. “The fossil hall logged a lighting alignment fault. An armour-store security door cycled at three fourteen this morning, and conservation wants us in geology.”

	Daniel glanced back at the guardian statue. Rigging and conservation were already placing barriers around the plinth, which meant the opening schedule was now somebody else’s argument. “Start with the engine. Heat leaves evidence.”

	The steam gallery smelled of oil, old iron, and polished wood. A nineteenth-century mill engine occupied the centre bay, its flywheel chained and its working parts immobilised beneath a fitted guard. Daniel unlocked the service gate, checked the chain seal, then held the back of his fingers near the main bearing housing. Warmth touched his skin.

	The facilities supervisor watched from the barrier. “Power is isolated. It hasn’t run in twenty-seven years.”

	“Then it shouldn’t be warmer than the room.” Daniel pressed an infrared probe against the housing. The reading sat six degrees above ambient, yet the timber base, chain, and nearby brasswork remained normal. He photographed the display, resealed the gate, and moved on.

	In arms and armour, the electronic log showed the reserve door opening and closing once, although the physical seal remained unbroken. In the suspended fossil hall, Daniel climbed the maintenance stair until he could sight along the lighting truss above the mounted sauropod. One clamp had shifted nearly a centimetre without scratching the rail beneath it. The dinosaur’s long neck hung below him, unchanged and innocent, while Sophie called up the installation photographs.

	“This can’t be one fault,” she said. “The systems aren’t connected.”

	“I know.” Daniel descended more slowly than he’d climbed. Ordinary failures travelled through wiring, software, vibration, heat, or human hands. These incidents shared none of them, and that was beginning to bother him more than the faults themselves.

	Conservation had already opened the geology reserve when they arrived. Inside a sealed case, an unidentified black crystal rested on inert foam among accession tags and old survey notes. Daniel checked the case thermometer, then the crystal with the infrared probe. The stone was warmer by four degrees.

	Sophie’s radio crackled before either of them spoke. “Technical Collections, return to Kemet. We’ve got a temperature event in the royal mummy case.”

	Daniel looked at the black crystal once more, then closed the case lid. “Tell them not to reset anything. We’re coming.”

	Daniel heard the alarm before he and Sophie reached Kemet. It wasn’t loud enough to disturb visitors in another wing, but the repeating electronic note carried through the closed security door and tightened every face waiting outside it. The lending registrar stood beside the access panel with the conservation lead, while one of the Egyptian representatives spoke sharply into his phone.

	The conservation lead opened the door as Daniel approached. “The primary case sensor rose and returned to normal before the backup system reacted. We haven’t reset either logger.”

	“Good.” Daniel entered the gallery, pulled on a fresh pair of gloves, and went directly to the royal mummy case. “Nobody opens this case. Nobody changes the environmental settings.”

	The mummy lay beneath its painted covering exactly as before, surrounded by the same carefully controlled air and low amber light. Daniel crouched beside the service cabinet and connected Sophie’s tablet to the independent logger. The room temperature remained level. Humidity hadn’t moved. The case’s external panels, lighting strips, and power supply showed no increase, yet the internal probe had climbed briefly before settling back to its previous reading.

	Sophie leaned over his shoulder. “Could the probe be failing?”

	Daniel switched the display to the backup record. Its response had come several seconds later, but it showed the same rise. He checked the calibration history, then placed an infrared probe against the outside of the case. “Two sensors failed in the same direction at the same time, then repaired themselves.”

	The registrar watched him stand. “Can the preview continue?”

	Daniel looked through the glass at the royal mummy. The warmth hadn’t entered from the room, the lights, the cabinet, or the environmental plant. According to the timing recorded by the probes, it had begun near the centre of the sealed case and spread outward through the controlled air.

	“Only under continuous technical monitoring,” Daniel said. “Keep the public barrier at its widest setting. One technician stays in this gallery, and another watches the environmental feed. If any reading changes again, we close Kemet immediately.”

	The Egyptian representative lowered his phone. “That isn’t full approval.”

	“No.” Daniel removed his gloves and folded them together. “It’s permission to proceed under restrictions. I won’t certify unexplained movement, unexplained heat, and contradictory security records as normal because important people are arriving.”

	The registrar held his gaze for a moment, then nodded to the conservation lead. Staff began adjusting the barrier and assigning monitoring stations. Daniel looked once more from the mummy case to the guardian statue at the burial chamber entrance. Whatever had moved through Meridian during the night hadn’t damaged the old things. It had reached them from within.

	***

	 


 

	2 — The Night of Falling Stars

	By seven that evening, the royal mummy case had behaved itself for nine hours, which Daniel trusted about as much as he trusted a loose bolt that had stopped rattling. The invited preview had merged into Meridian’s public meteor-night programme, filling the entrance hall with families carrying sky maps, donors, camera crews, museum members, and international guests waiting for the predicted display. Staff moved among them with radios and smiles. Daniel stood beside Kemet’s outer barrier and watched a child press both hands to the glass while her father read the label aloud, then checked the live environmental feed on Sophie’s tablet.

	Sophie shifted beside him to let a group pass. “All Kemet readings are steady. Rigging found no movement at the guardian’s base, and the exposed plate is still secure.” She lowered her voice before adding, “That’s the good version. The less good version is that nobody can explain the three millimetres.”

	Daniel handed the tablet back. “Keep the technician here until we close. Steady isn’t the same as explained.” He stepped into the main route as applause rose from the lecture theatre, where an astronomer was finishing the last indoor talk before the audience moved outside. Meridian after dark never felt like the building he managed during working hours. The fossil hall became a meeting place beneath suspended bones, the industrial galleries smelled of coffee instead of machine oil, and every polished case reflected people who had come expecting wonder rather than a risk assessment.

	A press coordinator intercepted him near the steam gallery. “We need another two minutes beside the mill engine. The overseas crew wants a closing piece with the machinery behind them.” She glanced toward the roped service gate. “You’ve already checked it, haven’t you?”

	“Twice,” Daniel said, stopping her before she could wave the crew forward. “They can film from the public line. Nobody leans on the barrier, and nobody plugs a light into the gallery circuit.” He waited until she repeated the restrictions, then continued toward the fossil hall, checking clear widths between pushchairs, folding chairs, and visitors drifting toward the courtyard doors.

	Sophie caught up beneath the sauropod’s long shadow. “You know most people would call tonight a success.”

	Daniel looked from the crowded gallery to the truss that had shifted without leaving a mark. The museum was open, the collection was safe, and people were happy. He felt proud of all three, but he couldn’t make the unexplained faults fit anywhere sensible. “Most people aren’t signing my name beneath the safety report,” he said. Above the glass roof, the first bright streak crossed the darkening sky, and the crowd began to cheer.

	The cheering hadn’t faded when a second streak crossed the glass roof, then a third followed on a different angle. Daniel stopped beneath the suspended sauropod and looked up with the rest of the crowd. The programme had promised a good display, but the bright lines multiplied faster than the astronomer’s forecast board had shown, cutting across one another until people began raising phones instead of following staff toward the courtyard.

	The astronomer came out of the lecture theatre with his headset hanging around his neck. He stared through the roof, then checked the tablet in his hand twice. “Those aren’t on the predicted track. We should be seeing one every few minutes, not several at once.”

	A bank of visitor-information screens flickered white. Their maps returned with half the labels missing, switched to the museum logo, then filled with crawling blocks of colour. Near the children’s astronomy table, three demonstration compasses turned away from north together. A boy laughed and spun one back with his finger, but the needle swung east again as soon as he released it.

	Sophie lifted her radio when it crackled. “Kemet technical station to Daniel. The primary alarm says temperature rise. The independent logger says stable, and the backup is reporting a door fault that doesn’t exist.” She looked toward the dark entrance passage. “They want to know whether to clear the gallery.”

	“Clear it,” Daniel said. “Quietly. Move visitors into the entrance hall and keep them away from the glass roof.” He took the radio from her and called the control room. “Begin closing Kemet, the fossil hall, and the upper industrial galleries. Use normal end-of-event language until security has the routes staffed.”

	The duty manager answered over bursts of interference. “We haven’t received an instruction from city emergency management. Closing three galleries during the main event will push everyone into the central hall.”

	“Then open the east education rooms and the ground-floor café as holding areas,” Daniel said. He was already walking, pointing two stewards toward the fossil stair and sending another to stop new visitors entering Kemet. “Don’t wait for an outside instruction to tell us our own systems are failing.”

	A murmur passed through the crowd near the windows. Beyond the museum, birds were rising from rooftops and trees in dense, restless groups, circling above the city without settling. Higher up, beneath the racing streaks of light, a broad green glow spread low across the sky where no aurora belonged. Daniel watched it brighten against the glass, then pressed the transmit key again. “This is now a controlled evacuation. Start with the upper floors and anyone who needs assistance. Move.”

	Daniel had taken three steps toward the fossil stair when the green light above the city turned white. Every shadow inside Meridian snapped into hard relief, and the glass roof flashed bright enough to blind the crowd. He threw up an arm and shouted, “Away from the windows. Get down and cover your heads.” The floor struck the soles of his shoes before the sound arrived, a deep blow that seemed to lift the building and drop it somewhere slightly wrong.

	The shock wave hit a heartbeat later. Glazing burst across the upper hall, safety glass breaking into pellets that swept over display barriers and visitor benches. A section of decorative cornice tore loose above the east arch. Daniel saw it move, grabbed the nearest steward by the shoulder, and dragged her behind a stone balustrade as plaster and masonry crashed across the route they had occupied. The impact drove his hip into the floor and sent a sharp pain through his left side, but the steward was moving when he released her.

	Sophie crouched beside an information plinth with one hand over her head. “Daniel, the roof!”

	“Stay below the balcony line.” Daniel pushed himself upright, tested his weight, and found his right leg willing even though his ribs objected. Emergency lights came on for less than a second, then died with the rest of the building. Battery signs glowed above doorways, but several fire doors had dropped crookedly in their frames. One shuddered halfway down and stopped, leaving a gap too low for a standing adult.

	A child screamed near the astronomy table. Daniel crossed the darkened gallery, lifted the fallen table edge from a woman’s coat, and guided both her and the child toward the east education rooms. “Keep one hand on the wall and follow the green floor markers. Don’t run. The route is clear to the next steward.” He waited until they had joined the moving line, then turned as metal scraped inside the industrial gallery.

	The mill engine’s chained flywheel rotated a quarter turn without power. In the fossil hall, the suspended sauropod’s jaw opened and closed once while its support cables remained still. Beyond the armour gallery doors, something struck the inside of a display case with the measured knock of a gauntleted hand. Daniel watched long enough to confirm that none of it continued. Whatever force had touched the exhibits produced motion, not living attackers, and he had no time to explain either.

	Sophie reached him with blood running from a cut near her hairline. “Control room isn’t answering. The radios are dropping every other word.”

	Daniel took her radio, heard only broken voices and alarms, then looked across a museum filled with smoke, darkness, shattered barriers, and people who still needed a route out. “We treat every wing as compromised,” he said. “Get the walking visitors east. I’ll check the blocked doors and find out who hasn’t reported.” His ribs tightened when he drew breath, but he stayed on his feet and began moving.

	Daniel reached the east education rooms to find the evacuation splitting into three untidy groups. Families crowded near the courtyard doors, injured visitors sat against storage cabinets, and two stewards were trying to compare names against a staff list on a phone with no signal. He took the list, sent everyone who could walk toward the south assembly point, and ordered the stewards to keep the injured inside until paramedics reached them. Every breath tightened his ribs, but the pain remained useful. It told him he could still move.

	Firefighters entered through the main hall carrying lamps, medical bags, and breaching tools. Their lights swept across broken glass and hanging plaster as the crew leader stopped beside Daniel. “Who’s in charge of the building?”

	“I am.” Daniel opened the emergency plan stored inside the evacuation cabinet and spread it across a low table. “Power is out, several fire doors have dropped off level, and the public route between Kemet and reserve storage may be blocked. Don’t trust the electronic door status.”

	The crew leader looked at the blood on Daniel’s sleeve and the way he was favouring one side. “You need a medic.”

	“I need an accurate head count.” Daniel ran his finger down the staff list. Security had checked in. Conservation had checked in. The Kemet technician was outside with the Egyptian delegation. Sophie’s name remained unmarked, and nobody had seen her since she went back toward the lower route to clear the last visitors.

	His radio hissed against his belt. A broken voice forced its way through the interference. “Daniel, it’s Sophie. We’re at the reserve junction. I’ve got visitors with me, but the fire door’s jammed and the public corridor is blocked.”

	Daniel pressed the transmit key. “Stay where you are. Keep everyone away from shelving and anything hanging overhead. I’m coming through the service side.”

	The crew leader put a gloved hand across the plan. “My people will go.”

	“They don’t know the route.” Daniel tapped a narrow line behind Kemet that wasn’t marked on the public evacuation maps. “This passage runs behind the environmental plant and reaches the reserve junction through a manual collections door. The release is hidden inside a recessed cabinet because visitors were never meant to find it.”

	“Then guide us from here,” the firefighter said. “You’re injured, and we don’t know what else is coming down.”

	Daniel handed him the plan and pointed toward the safest approach. “Take your team to the west service stair. I’ll open the inner route from below. If the corridor is clear, you’ll meet me at the reserve door.” He didn’t wait for permission. Sophie had people trapped in a damaged building, and every minute allowed heat, smoke, and weakened supports to make the decision for them.

	He crossed the staff barrier, unlocked the narrow maintenance door with his master key, and entered the dark service corridor beneath Kemet.

	***

	 


 

	3 — The Door He Held

	The service corridor narrowed beyond the environmental plant, forcing Daniel sideways between the pipework and the concrete wall. His ribs tightened with every step, and the beam from his phone shook whenever his right foot landed badly. Behind him, the maintenance door thudded as something shifted in the gallery above. The firefighters had the plan, but Sophie and the trapped visitors needed the route opened before the building changed again.

	The first manual release sat behind a recessed steel panel painted the same grey as the wall. Daniel pulled it open, reached past labelled valves, and found the red lever by touch. It resisted halfway. He braced one shoulder against the panel and dragged until the mechanism clanged inside the wall.

	His radio crackled. Sophie’s voice came through in pieces. “Daniel, we heard that. Was that you?”

	“Yes. I’m behind the collections door.” Daniel forced himself down the last short flight. “How many people are with you?”

	“Six visitors and me. One man’s ankle is bad, and Mrs Palmer’s having trouble breathing.”

	“Keep her sitting until I open the door. Nobody stands beneath the shelving.”

	He found the bottom edge of the collections door pressed against fallen plaster and a length of bent display rail. The release had withdrawn the bolts, but the door could only move a few centimetres. Daniel crouched, ignored the pull in his side, and pushed the rail away with both hands. It scraped across the floor, struck a packing crate, and tipped it against another.

	Sophie called through the gap. “That crate’s from Kemet.”

	“Then don’t let it fall on anyone.” Daniel shoved again until the door opened far enough for him to see her face in the torchlight. Blood had dried along her temple, and seven frightened people waited behind her among covered cases and emergency trolleys.

	Sophie caught the edge of the door. “The public corridor’s gone. Part of the ceiling came down across it.”

	“I know. We’re using the service route.” Daniel pointed through the opening. “Single file. The man with the ankle goes between two people. Mrs Palmer stays beside you. Leave every bag and every case where it is.”

	Sophie glanced toward the leaning Kemet crate as dust sifted from the ceiling. “Some of these loans can’t be replaced.”

	“Neither can they.” Daniel widened the gap and held it while the first visitor ducked through. “Move.”

	Sophie took Mrs Palmer’s arm, two visitors supported the injured man, and Daniel guided them around the collapsed public route one body at a time while the museum groaned above them.

	The first firefighters’ lamp appeared beyond the west service stair as Daniel brought the group to the security door. The steel leaf had dropped crookedly in its frame, leaving a gap barely wide enough for one person. A crack ran through the lintel above it, and each tremor shook dust onto the floor. Daniel pressed a palm to the wall, felt another vibration building, and reached for the recessed release.

	The handle moved, but the door lifted only a few centimetres before grinding against the frame. Daniel planted his good foot, dragged the release down with both hands, and forced the opening higher. Pain tightened across his ribs, but the gap widened enough for a crouching adult. “One at a time,” he said. “Keep low, don’t touch the frame, and go straight to the firefighters.”

	Sophie guided the first visitor beneath the door while Daniel held the release. The firefighter on the far side pulled her clear. Two more followed, then the injured man reached the opening with another visitor supporting his weight. His damaged foot caught against the threshold, and he cried out as the door shuddered lower.

	Daniel hauled the handle down again. “Lift his knee, not his ankle. Sophie, push from the hip.”

	“I’ve got him.” Sophie crouched beside the man and drove upward while the firefighter pulled. He slid across the threshold, leaving one shoe behind, and Daniel heard the lintel crack above them. A piece of plaster struck his shoulder and broke across the floor.

	The crew leader leaned through the opening. “That frame’s going. Send the rest and get out.”

	Daniel counted the visitors gathered beyond the door, then looked back along the service passage. Nobody else was moving between the cases. “Sophie, you’re last.”

	She stared at his hands locked around the release. “You go. I can hold it.”

	“You’ve got a head wound, and you don’t know how the mechanism will fail.” Daniel shifted his grip as the handle kicked against his palms. “Get through.”

	Sophie hesitated until another tremor sent stone chips from the lintel. “Daniel, when I’m clear, you follow me.”

	“That’s the plan.” He waited until she lowered herself beneath the steel edge, then shouted, “Now.”

	The firefighter caught Sophie and pulled her through. The lintel dropped with a sharp crack, wrenching the release from Daniel’s hands. The security door slammed into the floor between them, and the upper frame folded inward. Through the narrowing gap, Daniel saw Sophie turn toward him while the firefighters dragged her away from the falling masonry. Then dust filled the doorway, leaving him alone on the reserve side.

	The impact threw Daniel onto one knee. Dust swallowed the firefighters’ lamps while stone rattled across the steel on the other side. He pressed the radio to his ear and listened through the interference.

	Sophie’s voice broke through. “Daniel, answer me. We’re bringing the cutting gear back.”

	Daniel put his palm against the door and felt the damaged frame shifting under the weight above it. Cutting into that mess would bring the lintel down on everyone outside. “Don’t come back. Clear the west stair and get those people out of the building.”

	“We’re not leaving you in there.” Sophie sounded closer, as though she had already started toward the door.

	“You have six visitors, one injured man, and Mrs Palmer to move.” Daniel forced himself upright as another crack travelled through the wall. “You did your job. Let me do mine. Go.”

	The radio carried the crew leader ordering Sophie toward the stair. Daniel clipped it to his jacket and turned his phone light along the reserve aisle. The geology magazine filled two levels of steel framing inside the stone shell, with drawers, specimens, and crated material packed along walkways. One support had pulled away from its footing, leaving the whole structure leaning toward the passage.

	A secondary maintenance arch stood beyond it. Daniel moved toward the opening, keeping close to the inner wall, but a wheeled specimen cabinet rolled across the sloping floor and struck the arch. He caught it with both hands, tried to force it aside, and stopped when metal tore above him.

	His light swung across a shattered geology case. The unidentified black crystal lay in its padded tray less than three metres away, no longer merely warm. Fine green light moved beneath its surface as the reserve brightened without any working lamp.

	Daniel raised the radio. “Sophie, get them clear now.”

	The answer vanished beneath a deep impact from above. The steel magazine folded at its damaged support. Daniel threw himself toward the stone pier, but a crossbeam struck his shoulder and drove him down. Drawers burst open across the floor. Rock samples, boxed fossils, and broken shelving pinned his legs and crushed the breath from his chest.

	Another Starfall pulse passed through Meridian. White light poured through cracks in the ceiling and gathered around the black crystal. Daniel tried to pull air into lungs that no longer moved, thinking only that Sophie and the visitors were beyond the door. His heartbeat faltered, struck once more, and stopped.

	The crystal answered the pulse. Ancient systems reached for the governing intelligence they lacked and caught Daniel’s soul before it could pass beyond them.

	Daniel became aware of pressure without pain. Stone rested against him, metal pressed from three directions, and dust shifted across a surface he couldn’t name. He tried to breathe and found no lungs. He tried to pull his legs free and found no legs. Panic arrived anyway, sharp and human, carrying Sophie’s face, the slammed security door, and the certainty that everyone else had been beyond it when the reserve came down.

	He tried to shout her name. Nothing moved, but the effort spread through the darkness. Awareness reached outward in a hard, perfect sphere, stopping after barely a pace and a half. Within it, he sensed fractured concrete, twisted shelving, loose stone samples, the edge of a crushed cabinet, and a black crystal buried beneath white dust. The crystal wasn’t beside him. It was where he was. Every vibration passing through it became a crude kind of hearing, including distant alarms and the slow settling groan of damaged steel.

	Meaning entered his thoughts with the blunt certainty of an emergency panel. Dormant core systems were starting. Mana rose from zero as the last of the Starfall pulse poured into the crystal, climbed rapidly, then stopped at seventy-eight of one hundred and twenty units. A second notice followed before he could decide what mana was. Core stage registered as Unanchored Core. Temporary perception extended one and a half metres. Ambient recovery had begun at zero point one five units per hour.

	Daniel focused on the information, and it remained available without appearing on any screen. That was almost reassuring. He had spent years working with systems that presented bad news more clearly than people did. The trouble was that this system believed he belonged inside it.

	A new imperative pressed through every part of his awareness. The crystal had power, intelligence, and no stable connection to the world around it. It required stone, depth, boundaries, and a fixed place from which the rest of its functions could begin. The demand carried no explanation of what Daniel had become or what had happened to his body. It only repeated the next required action with growing urgency. The command was simple: anchor core to local substrate.

	Daniel reached for the command as he would have reached for a flashing control, then stopped. He didn’t understand the equipment, the failure, or the consequences of touching anything. Somewhere beyond the rubble, alarms still sounded and Sophie might still be calling his name. The core pushed the anchoring command at him again, while Daniel held himself motionless inside the crystal and refused to approve a procedure he hadn’t read.

	***

	 


 

	4 — Empty Core

	Daniel held himself motionless inside the crystal until the command to anchor faded from urgency into a steady pressure. It didn’t disappear. It waited, present in the same way an alarm remained present after someone silenced its bell. He turned his attention away from it and tried to understand what had replaced his body.

	The sphere of awareness around him wasn’t sight. Dust had no colour, and the twisted shelving cast no shadows. He knew each surface by where it resisted him. A slab of concrete pressed against the crystal’s upper edge. Steel touched one side. Small stones lay scattered across the crushed cabinet below, each one distinct through weight, shape, and contact. When distant machinery shifted, vibrations travelled through the rubble and reached him as movement stripped of sound.

	Daniel pushed his attention toward the nearest broken shelf. The effort tightened something inside him, and the mana count dropped from seventy-eight to seventy-seven. The shelf became clearer. He sensed a torn bolt hole, two bent brackets, and a sharp fold where the upright had buckled under the crossbeam. None of it appeared in an image. He simply knew where the damage was, as though he had run his hands across every centimetre at once.

	That recognition brought a rush of grief so sudden he tried to pull away. He had no hands. No ribs to hurt. No mouth to clench while he waited for control to return. His body remained somewhere beneath the same wreckage, unless the collapsing magazine had left nothing worth finding.

	Metal scraped beyond his reach. A voice followed, blurred by stone but unmistakably human. “Daniel!”

	Sophie’s call reached him through the crystal as a pattern of vibration rather than proper sound. He threw his awareness toward it. The boundary stopped him after one and a half metres, hard and exact. Mana fell again as he pressed against the limit, first to seventy-six, then seventy-five.

	He couldn’t answer her.

	Daniel forced himself back to the crystal. Fine fractures marked the dust around it, but its own surface remained whole. Power moved through ordered channels inside the stone, carrying instructions, stored functions, and more locked controls than he could inspect. He searched for another presence behind them, expecting an ancient mind, a trapped owner, or anything capable of explaining what had happened.

	There was nothing. No memory watched him. No second will contested the commands. The crystal was intact machinery, vast and dormant, and Daniel was the only person inside it.

	The mana count settled at seventy-four. Above him, rubble shifted again, and Sophie called his name a second time. Daniel turned toward the pressure of the anchoring command, not to obey it, but to find out what else the system could do.

	Daniel let the anchoring command open far enough to reveal what it wanted. The system answered without words. Lines of force reached from the crystal into the surrounding concrete, seeking cracks, load-bearing stone, and undisturbed ground beneath the ruined reserve. A rough chamber formed in his understanding, barely larger than the sphere he could already sense. The crystal would settle at its centre, the nearby rubble would become claimed material, and every later structure would grow outward from that fixed point.

	The proposal carried the certainty of a fire door closing. Anchor now. Stabilise. Begin filtration. Build the first chamber.

	Daniel stopped the process before the waiting force could bite into the floor. Mana slipped from seventy-four to seventy-two, and the pressure around the crystal tightened. The system presented the same operation again with a warning attached. Continued unanchored existence required active containment. Delay increased mana expenditure. Structural instability might damage the core before anchoring completed.

	Beyond the rubble, Sophie’s voice reached him through stone and twisted steel. “He was here when it came down. I heard him on the radio.”

	A man answered her, the words softened by distance. “We can’t send anyone under that frame until the engineer clears it. Another section is moving.”

	“Then clear it,” Sophie said. “Daniel got seven people through that door. We’re not leaving him beneath this.”

	Her words struck harder than the system warning. If he anchored beneath Meridian, rescuers would find the crystal at the centre of whatever chamber the process created. Even if they missed him, the museum would become a controlled disaster site. Engineers, firefighters, police, insurers, collection specialists, and government investigators would map every crack and remove every unexplained object. He would be fixed beneath a building full of people determined to understand what had happened.

	Daniel pressed back against the anchoring force. Mana fell to seventy. The temporary domain trembled at its edge, then steadied when he concentrated on holding it around the crystal rather than allowing it to sink into the floor.

	The system responded with a sharper warning. Unanchored operation was outside normal start-up tolerance. Primitive chamber formation remained available. Immediate anchoring was recommended.

	“No,” Daniel tried to say, though no sound left the crystal. He shaped the refusal through the only control he possessed and rejected the offered chamber again.

	Mana dropped to sixty-seven. The command withdrew without vanishing, leaving the strain of the temporary domain resting entirely on him. Daniel felt every point where concrete pressed against the crystal and every vibration from the rescuers beyond his reach. Anchoring would make him safer for the next hour and trapped for everything after it.

	He held the domain together and began searching the dormant controls for another option.

	Daniel searched by following the pressure behind the anchoring command. Most of what he found remained sealed, not by locks he could open, but by missing conditions. Rooms required an anchored domain. Construction required stored patterns. Creatures required approved forms, mana, and something called a governing ecology. Each control showed him enough to understand its purpose, then denied access before he could learn how it worked.

	A separate start-up process moved beneath them, patient and methodical. It checked the crystal’s integrity, measured the temporary domain, confirmed the absence of an anchor, then reached for a registered attendant.

	No response returned.

	The process repeated the search through channels Daniel couldn’t follow beyond the crystal. It looked nearby, then farther away, spending mana each time it widened the call. Sixty-six units remained, then sixty-five. The system presented a failure notice. Registered attendant unavailable. Tutorial supervision absent. Start-up assistance pending.

	Daniel focused on the word attendant. The control opened just enough to show him an expected presence linked to the core from outside, something authorised to guide activation, review dangerous choices, and prevent an inexperienced intelligence from damaging itself. The empty registration felt less like a missing employee and more like a safety system removed before commissioning.

	Beyond the rubble, a firefighter called, “Sophie, back from the frame. We’ve got movement above the service arch.”

	“I’m not leaving the radio,” Sophie answered. Her voice came through the crystal in broken vibrations. “Put it beside the gap if you want me farther back.”

	The system searched again. Mana dropped to sixty-three. Daniel pushed against the process before it could spend more. There was no attendant. Nobody was coming to explain the controls, and every automatic check treated waiting as permission to keep draining him.

	“I’m here,” he told it through the same silent intent he had used to refuse anchoring. “Stop searching. I’m the only intelligence present.”

	The response arrived at once. Governing intelligence confirmed.

	Daniel tried to withdraw the statement, but the system had already accepted it. A registration sequence passed through the crystal, binding his awareness to the core’s command structure. Mana fell to sixty-one. Primary governing authority assigned: Daniel Cole. Attendant safety layer unavailable.

	The sealed controls reorganised around him. Entire sections remained dark, but an administrator interface unfolded within reach, exposing domain maintenance, authority settings, emergency functions, pattern storage, construction controls, and warnings he hadn’t been permitted to see moments earlier.

	Access wasn’t understanding. Several options carried costs large enough to empty him, and none had an attendant’s approval beside them. Daniel held the temporary domain steady while Sophie argued with rescuers outside and began reading the emergency controls one dangerous line at a time.

	He worked through them until he found one whose warnings matched his situation. Emergency Unanchored Operation was intended for a core displaced before installation, allowing a governing intelligence to maintain a wider temporary domain while transport or recovery was arranged. The description assumed an attendant would supervise the process, set limits, and shut it down before the core exhausted itself.

	No attendant approval was available. His new authority let him replace it.

	Daniel opened the control without activating it. The system presented the cost first. Nine mana units for initial expansion. Increased maintenance drain thereafter. Ambient recovery insufficient to support prolonged use. Failure to anchor or enter approved transport before depletion could result in core shutdown, structural damage, or loss of governing intelligence.

	Beyond the rubble, the firefighter’s voice sharpened. “The frame moved again. Everyone back to the marked line.”

	Sophie answered from farther away. “Leave the radio by the opening. Daniel might hear us even if he can’t reply.”

	“He’s under tonnes of steel and concrete,” the firefighter said. His voice softened before he added, “We’re still working, but you need to prepare yourself.”

	Daniel held the activation control unopened. A wider domain would let him reach more of the wreckage, perhaps enough to find tools, power, or some way to signal Sophie. It would also spend nearly a sixth of what remained and increase the drain he was already struggling to contain. Waiting preserved mana, but waiting also left him blind beyond one and a half metres while rescuers moved closer to the crystal.

	He authorised emergency operation.

	Power left him in a controlled surge. Mana fell from sixty-one to fifty-two as his awareness pressed outward through the rubble. The boundary passed the broken shelf, crossed the crushed cabinet, and reached three metres before stopping. New detail arrived all at once: steel brackets, copper wiring torn from a conduit, brass fittings, shattered glass, concrete fragments, timber packing supports, ceramic specimen trays, bolts, screws, a bent pry bar, and the corner of an intact storage case.

	The system marked each object as material within domain reach, but pattern storage remained empty. Daniel could sense what surrounded him without yet knowing how to reproduce any of it.

	A maintenance warning appeared beneath the emergency control. Temporary domain radius confirmed at three metres. Unanchored maintenance cost multiplied. Emergency operation would continue until cancelled, depleted, anchored, or transferred.

	Daniel checked the figures twice. There was no hidden reserve and no safe automatic shutdown. He had bought reach with time, and the system couldn’t tell him how much time remained. Near the edge of his expanded awareness, something scraped across the rubble. The abandoned radio shifted closer, pushed through a narrow gap by a gloved tool, and Sophie’s voice came clearly through its casing. “Daniel, we’re still here.”

	He gathered his attention around the radio and searched the newly opened controls for any way to answer.

	***

	 


 

	5 — The Museum Thief

	Daniel gathered his attention around the radio, but none of the emergency controls offered a voice. He found channels for alarms, internal warnings, creature commands, and authorised attendants, yet every option expected systems the crystal didn’t possess. The radio’s speaker vibrated beneath Sophie’s voice while its transmit button remained less than three metres away and completely beyond his ability to press.

	Sophie spoke again. “Daniel, they’re bringing in support frames before they cut through. We haven’t stopped.”

	A firefighter answered close to the radio. “We need you behind the marked line. If that cabinet shifts, the gap closes.”

	“Then move the radio without blocking the opening,” Sophie said. “He wouldn’t leave someone alone under there. I’m not doing it to him.”

	Daniel turned away before grief consumed attention he couldn’t spare. The expanded domain showed him a bent pry bar pinned beneath a steel bracket. He reached for it through the controls, searching for anything resembling movement. The system offered no hand, force field, or remote tool. Instead, it marked the pry bar as available material and presented a simple operation: Absorb.

	Daniel opened the control cautiously. The system identified steel, surface corrosion, manufacturing defects, dimensions, mass, and stored material value. A second line showed the expected return as compressed substrate and mana. He authorised only the bent end, but nothing happened.

	The control required the whole connected object. Daniel checked the pry bar’s position, confirmed it supported no load, then approved absorption. The metal vanished without heat or movement. Its weight disappeared from the rubble, and ordered information unfolded inside the crystal. Pattern acquired: steel pry bar. Material substrate recovered. Mana rose from fifty-two to fifty-three.

	Daniel examined the new pattern. It wasn’t a drawing or a list of measurements. The system had recorded the steel composition, shape, wear, corrosion, and every flaw produced during manufacture and use. Given enough mana and suitable construction access, it could make the same pry bar again.

	He selected a splintered timber support next. The wood disappeared, adding another pattern and a smaller mana return. Broken shelf brackets followed, then loose bolts, screws, shattered glass, brass fittings, ceramic fragments, copper wire, and crushed packing boards. Daniel checked each object before taking it, making certain none supported the rubble or narrowed the rescuers’ route.

	Mana climbed steadily until sixty-three units filled the reserve. A new control opened beside the growing list, confirming that the pattern archive was available.

	Daniel looked through the first entries and understood the cost. He hadn’t scanned the pry bar or copied the timber. He had consumed them. The originals no longer existed.

	Near the radio, Sophie said, “We’re still here, Daniel.”

	He left the radio untouched and turned his attention toward the intact storage case at the edge of his domain. The case stood just inside Daniel’s reach, its aluminium frame twisted but unbroken. He examined every point where it met the rubble before touching the absorption control. One corner rested against a fallen shelf, but the shelf’s weight passed into the floor through its bent uprights. The case wasn’t holding anything above it. He selected the outer shell and found the system had already included the foam lining, brass hinges, steel fasteners, and everything sealed inside.

	Daniel approved the connected object. The case vanished, exposing a narrow section of reserve aisle beyond it. Conservation brushes, padded clamps, measuring tools, cotton tape, folded cloth, and replica mounts lay scattered across the newly opened space. Mana rose to sixty-five, while each material separated into its own pattern entry.

	The archive expanded faster than he could inspect it. Daniel resisted the urge to take everything at once and tested a grouped selection around the nearest pile. The system enclosed three broken crates, their contents, and part of a textile roll trapped beneath them. Its boundary also touched a storage rack extending beyond his domain.

	He withdrew the command. The rack supported shelving he couldn’t assess, and the textile might continue beneath something heavier. Absorption didn’t care whether he understood the consequences. It would obey the boundary he gave it, including a careless one.

	A faint scrape reached him from the aisle, followed by a frightened, uneven cry. A cat pushed its head through a gap between two fallen boards. Dust coated its ears and whiskers, but it was alive. One forepaw remained trapped beneath a strip of packing timber. Daniel narrowed the selection around the wood, checked that it carried none of the rack’s weight, then absorbed only the loose strip and its bent nails.

	The cat jerked free and scrambled beyond his awareness.

	Outside the rubble, a man groaned. Another responder called, “Stay still, Martin. We’ve got the beam supported, but I need that brace before we move you.”

	Daniel froze over the next selection. The grouped boundary had reached a canvas equipment bag whose shoulder strap ran beneath the rubble toward the injured man. He excluded the bag, the strap, and everything touching them before approving the remaining crates.

	Wood, glass, textiles, steel mounts, replica fragments, and conservation tools disappeared in controlled groups. Mana climbed to seventy-two, then stopped as pressure gathered deep inside the crystal. The recovered substrate compressed, opening new internal capacity. Maximum mana increased to one hundred and thirty units.

	Daniel held the next selection open and traced every edge twice. Faster absorption would help him survive, but only if he remained more careful than the system required. He kept the selection suspended while the responders worked beyond the rubble. Seventy-two mana units gave him more time than he’d had before, but the expanded controls now let him estimate what leaving would cost. Maintaining an unanchored domain across fifty miles required more mana than his reserve could hold, even before he created anything capable of carrying the crystal.

	The calculation adjusted as he tested different assumptions. Walking speed. Rest periods. Damaged roads. Interruptions. Every version ended

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	6 — Kemet in the Dark
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