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      Every ruin tells a story.

      Not just the ones in this book—though it contains thirteen of them—but all ruins, everywhere, throughout history. There they stand, weathered and worn yet refusing to fall. Or lost to the jungle and later restored, finding new life as monuments to a past we’ve forgotten.

      Each ruin holds the key to some ancient mystery.

      A knowledge, buried.

      A truth, lost.

      A people, vanished.

      This is the power that ruins hold: they open a door to the possible. Step through, and you may find yourself asking questions with no easy answers—questions that reach not just into the past, but toward the future.

      What did these people know that we’ve forgotten? What might we become if we remembered? The effect is magnified when ruins are elevated to a cosmic scale or placed in an extraplanetary context. Which is why space archaeology has always held such a grip on the science fiction imagination.

      I first fell in love with it watching Stargate and playing countless hours of Starcraft II. I later discovered its long history in short fiction while digging through Project Gutenberg’s public domain library—that’s where I found an illustrated version of “Omnilingual” by H. Beam Piper, originally published in 1957. I was instantly hooked and craved more. I found my fix in authors who had worked on similar concepts, each with their own point of view: Arthur C. Clarke, Isaac Asimov, Jack Campbell, Alan Dean Foster—and many others.

      Each of them, in their own way, felt the pull of the same question: what would we find among the ruins of a civilization older than ours?

      But for me, it was never just a literary fascination. It was also a personal experience.

      Have you ever visited one of these monuments? As a young man traveling through Granada, Spain, I toured the fortress known as the Alhambra. Used as both a royal residence and an embattled stronghold throughout its storied history, the first castle was constructed by Muslim sultans in the 1200s, and later ruled by Christian kings.

      I remember strolling along the portico of El Palacio del Partal, staring in awe at the intricately carved wooden ceilings and out through elegant archways over the city and mountainous countryside. I found myself wondering: What had these frescoes endured? What secrets had these walls overheard? How many deadly schemes had been formed on those battlements? How many lives lost or ultimately redeemed, right here where I now stand?

      Some of the ideas I generated while touring the Alhambra turned into stories. Others continued to live rent-free in my imagination.

      That’s the power these ruins hold.

      The ideas didn’t leave me when I left Granada. They traveled with me—through the years I spent honing my craft, through the freelance work and the false starts and the slow accumulation of effort over time.

      Discoveries take time to surface. But if I’m patient, if I listen carefully enough, eventually the stones will speak.

      My breakthrough encounter took place in Mexico. On a work trip to the Mayan Riviera, we signed up for a tour of Chichen Itza. I was excited to see it, having seen many photos, though I boarded the bus that morning very hungover.

      But when we plunged into the frigid waters of an underground sinkhole—known locally as a cenote—on our way to the ruins, that inspired feeling of being connected to antiquity roused itself within me. Not an hour after drying off, I stood in the baking heat, staring up at the stepped majesty of a Mayan pyramid.

      The Temple of Kukulcan, or El Castillo as it was named by the archaeologists who carved it from the jungle, is awe-inspiring. Photographs, stunning though they are, don’t do the lived experience of being there justice. As I stood at the foot of the staircase, by the head of the great serpent carved along its length, a story concept that had been kicking around in my head since the Alhambra slammed into place. That concept became my first published novel, The Auriga Project.

      The ruins, it turned out, weren’t done with me.

      In the years that followed, themes of ruins and ancient alien civilizations continued to weave through my work—sometimes deliberately, sometimes as if they found their own way onto the page. It wasn’t until I wrote Starfighter Down that I fully committed to the idea: I would take everything I loved about my favorite sci-fi series and blend them into my own take on space opera action adventure. A dash of Battlestar Galactica, a pinch of Starcraft, plus complex starfighter pilots with half a death wish and something to prove—and always, glimmering in the background like a shining gem full of brilliant potential, the alien ruins. I wrote the first three novels in Relics of the Ancients like a man on a mission.

      The early sci-fi writers of the 20th century understood the power of these ideas. Piper knew that the most haunting mystery isn’t a locked room—it’s a dead language. Clarke knew that the oldest thing in the universe is also the most terrifying. Asimov knew that ruins don’t just record the past; they predict the future.

      Each of them passed something forward—not just a theme, but a question—and the writers who followed kept asking it in new ways, in new voices, in new corners of the galaxy.

      So when I got the idea for Ruins: A Space Opera Anthology, it felt inevitable. This was the theme that had run through a decade of my own writing—now opened up—a chance to see what others have to say about it. To find out how many writers are out there asking the same questions and to gather their answers in one place.

      Inside these pages, you’ll find adventure, humor, mystery, and thrills—a story for every reader. Relics, spaceships, megastructures, alien intelligences. Time warps, time loops, time bombs—even the End Times. Like an archaeologist dusting off ancient stones, each story I encountered while editing this collection revealed something that opened my mind and made me think about the universe in a whole new way.

      That’s the power ruins hold. Over the imagination. Over history. Over us.

      The stones are speaking.

      Listen carefully.
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      Dane’s investigation into the mysterious capstones of Gatthi’s pyramids spins out of control when a young acolyte is murdered—and his wife is accused as the killer.

    

  


  
    
      I stood on the top plank of scaffolding and craned my neck back to gaze at the magnificent capstone glittering above me.

      Atop the pyramid, slowly spinning, the pointed red monument shone a blood-bright crimson in the red sun of Gatthi. Rotating in the wind, it stood a meter tall, etched on four faces with pictograms depicting a mythological battle between good and evil.

      Not for the first time on this survey, I was overcome with awe. The pyramid—an intriguing structure made of airy stone latticework—was not even the main attraction. This glowing marvel at its peak had, for decades, captivated the interplanetary community of xenoarchaeologists.

      A dozen such pyramids dotted this region of jungle, each shrouded in mystery. They must have been incredibly expensive to construct. Who had built them? Were the capstones merely decorative, or did they serve a greater purpose?

      I opened my mouth to ask the middle-aged tribesman beside me what he thought, but cries and groans erupted from the workers below. They shouted and pointed to the east, across the canyon, where swirling dust from an imminent storm whipped the horizon into a frenzy.

      “Misu, come down!” Rishi shouted from the ground.

      Misu, their word for Sir, literally meant “magnificent capstone” in the local tongue. It was the same word they used for the capstones’ sparkling crystal material, which resembled diamond but had a slightly different molecular structure. Initial tests indicated it was even harder than diamond.

      Misu were worth billions on the black market. The natives believed the capstones possessed magical power to ward off evil spirits, endowing those who touched them with spiritual protection. Some scientists theorized the material could be excellent conductors for starship engines, but thus far no new deposits had been found, here or on other worlds.

      As for the capstones that did exist, most had been stolen from the other pyramids on this small, windy planet. Only this one remained: the last capstone, the object I had traveled between star systems to investigate.

      Located in the most remote and inhospitable region, where a thick rainforest met the edge of a sudden and enormous crevasse, I had been invited by the Gatthi natives to study this last capstone—its story, craftsmanship, and most of all, its purpose.

      Though they guarded it fiercely, the people of Gatthi feared this one, too, would soon be stolen. They wished to document it in detail before it vanished. They’d asked me to create a comprehensive scientific archive.

      Receiving their invitation had been the highlight of my career.

      But it seemed I would not be able to complete my survey today. I looked down into the vast, shadowed mouth of the crevasse over which our pyramid rose. Not even at this time of day, with the sun directly overhead, could one see the canyon’s shrouded floor. The locals said that the river of the dead flowed through its depths. Somewhere down there, almost directly below this pyramid, lay the frozen entrance to the underworld itself.

      Carvings on the capstone depicted Hell’s entrance like the corolla of a black lotus. Why a black lotus? In their mythology, the flower symbolically related to the dark haboob—the violent dust storm bearing down on us.

      “Come down from there, please, Misu Dane!” Rishi called, cupping his hands to be heard over the whistling winds. Rishi had been my guide since I’d arrived. “Haboob comes. We must take shelter!”

      I ground my teeth. We were so close to reaching the capstone. Just a few more levels of scaffolding, and I’d be close enough for a better look.

      I held my hand out to the middle-aged, bearded tribesman working next to me. He passed me a clamp. I secured a carbon fiber rod, then screwed it to another rod, creating an X-brace to stabilize this shelf. We shook it to test its strength. It felt solid.

      “Raise the plank,” I said. Fen signaled two fellows on the level below us. They passed up a large wooden plank. We secured it overhead, then attached it to the X-braces on either side.

      The natives climbed these latticework pyramids barefoot and thought this was an extravagant way to approach my survey, but I wanted the scaffolding for space to work and to avoid being tightly harnessed while up here.

      Climbing onto the new plank, I stood and tested my footing. Reaching up on my tiptoes, I could just brush the edge of the red capstone. It whooshed as it rotated, seeming to speed up as the storm approached.

      “Ouch!” I hissed through my teeth.

      Blood oozed from the tip of my finger. I put it in my mouth and tasted copper. I must have cut it on the edge of the capstone as the corner swung past. I barely felt the slice, only the stinging pain afterward.

      “So sharp! Look how the material fits perfectly on top of the base—is that a metal frame holding it in place? There’s barely a hair’s breadth between them. How did they do that?”

      I glanced down at Fen, who smiled and shrugged. He spoke Galactic Standard but rarely offered his opinion.

      “That’s odd,” I said. “There’s some kind of clear resin or wax laid over the seam between the metal base and the capstone.”

      Maybe it was animal excrement or silicate residue left by the haboob. My finger continued to bleed heavily. So much for protective powers! I pulled a bandage from the emergency kit on my belt and wrapped it around the wound.

      “Misu, please!” Rishi shouted again from below. He and the other workers had already packed the ydrams and were strapping the last of the saddlebags onto the bulky creatures. “We must hurry!”

      I hefted the next rod and glanced at Fen. A polite smile was fixed on his round face, but he danced from foot to foot, nervously glancing between the storm and the spinning capstone. I sighed and stowed the rod in my pack. “Yes, okay. Fine! We’re coming down.”

      “Many thanks, Misu Dane! Many thanks to you, sir!”
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      We made the journey back at a brisk trot.

      It jarred my sore backside, which wasn’t yet accustomed to this mode of transport. I may have been an expert in ancient pyramids and alien ruins, but I was a complete novice as a ydram rider. What I would have given for a hoverbike!

      With Rishi leading the way, we jounced across the sand and cracked clay atop our stinking mounts. The beasts crashed through dense foliage of broad blue fronds and thick tangles of hanging vines laced with the choking scent of musky citrus.

      In moments, my nose was stuffed up and my eyes watered. The clarity of breath and vision I’d taken for granted on the pyramid scaffolding was whisked from me like a stolen treasure.

      It wasn’t until we started descending into the caves that I felt any relief. The temperature dropped by twenty degrees. My steed trailed Fen’s as we thundered down a corkscrew ramp into the earth.

      Here, a network of dwellings had been carved from the bedrock, like a castle fortress built deep underground. We unsaddled and stabled the ydrams in a broad barn off the entrance hall. Fen hung a grain sack on my ydram’s oversized horns, which served as its hearing organs and swiveled stiffly.

      A song like a howling gale echoed from deeper in the cave system. The haboob had arrived. I imagined it crashing through the forest overhead, tearing leaves off trees and bending their boughs. Underground, it was different. The haboob transformed the cave system into an auditorium, woven with that eerie yet harmonious song. It echoed throughout the entire structure.

      Upon our arrival, I caught a few frightened looks from the native stable hands, who exchanged murmured comments in their own language. I couldn’t translate without Amalie’s help, but they seemed irritated that we cut it so close.

      I imagined they were asking each other, Who is this foreigner, to tempt God? Their eyes glanced down to my bandaged finger, which had tinted a blotchy red during the ride. One woman made a sign, crossing her chest in a triangular pattern meant to ward off danger.

      “Misu,” murmured an older man as he brushed past me. The others followed without meeting my eyes.

      I knew it wasn’t fatal to get caught in the haboob, but it would have been mighty uncomfortable.

      High operatic notes reverberated through the stables and entryways as we traveled into the caves. Inside, the halls were lit with bioluminescent inlays painted in tribal designs of repeating diamonds, slashes, and waves. They also had battery-operated lamps and large batteries for communal areas, which they charged in the sun between storms.

      I followed the workers as they made their way down into the largest and lowest cavern, a cathedral where they worshiped. Here, the song resonated at top volume, louder than anywhere else in the system.

      They called it “The Heart of the World,” according to Amalie’s translation.

      “No one really knows how long this place has been here,” she’d said breathlessly when we arrived. “Legend has it that the cave system was a fortress made by the same people who constructed the pyramids. They obviously loved music and learned to capture wind from the storm, transforming it into song with carefully placed ductwork in the jungle above.”

      What intrigued me most was how the trees of the forest above were kept trim and tame by the recurring dust storms, yet the edges of the latticework pyramid and even the mouths of the stone ducts remained sharp and smooth.

      It was a marvel. Inside, the walls looked like they’d been poured in a mold or scooped out by a giant hand—too precise to have been done with chisels or stone tools. The walls between chambers were decorated with overlapping braids of stone—completely seamless, delicate, and perfectly shaped.

      I’d been here for weeks, and the sight of this place still amazed me. Amalie had tested the tensile strength of the latticework and inquired about its origins with the tribe’s elders while I was out building scaffolding to reach the capstone. Long ago, they’d lost the capability to build in this style. They lived here but had inherited this place from an even older culture. Amalie said they never veered from that part of their story, despite her probing.

      Consumed by these distracting thoughts, I followed the native workers down into the Heart of the World without really paying attention to where I was going. I figured Amalie would be here, so I let my mind wander. Others from around the cave heard the haboob’s song and joined the stream of people. By the time I reached the cathedral, I was lost in a thick river of Gatthins.

      They dressed in rough weaves and smelled strongly. Most danced in time with the cathedral’s haunting song, smiling broadly, laughing, shuffling along. Their arms were intertwined as they held their children’s hands. They greeted friends and family with wide smiles and open hearts.

      It was beautiful to witness. I watched them move to the music until a blood-curdling scream cut through the experience.

      The haunting and beautiful song continued, but the crowd’s mood changed as it surged. I staggered back, borne on a receding wave of bodies.

      But that scream. I knew that voice. It was familiar.

      “What’s going on?” I demanded, looking sideways in search of Amalie or someone else I recognized. It was all tribespeople, but none I knew. No sign of Fen, or even the high priestess, Ma’atwa.

      My blood ran cold. I shoved my way through the crowd, my heart hammering in my chest. I fervently prayed it wasn’t the nightmare I imagined it to be. I wanted to be wrong. I couldn’t yet see. I pushed and pressed my body between groups of people.

      Finally, I stumbled into open space, where I found Amalie holding a broken shard of clay pottery in one hand. She was soaked from the water it had contained and breathed heavily. Her eyes were wide, as if in shock.

      On the ground at her feet lay the body of a teenage girl no older than seventeen. Her face was painted elaborately in the tribal style. She wore a flowing silk robe, marking her as an acolyte of their priestess class. A halo of blood on the stone floor spread from her head. Her lips trembled.

      Without thinking, I took two steps to Amalie’s side and positioned myself between her and the girl. Tribespeople with angry, worried, or shocked faces surrounded us. As I watched, the acolyte heaved her last breath and went still.

      Amalie looked up at me with eyes like saucers and a mouth hanging open in terror. “I didn’t mean to hurt her. It was self-defense!” she said. “She came at me with a knife!”

      My wife pointed at a curved blade, the kind the natives used to skin animals. It lay inches from the dead girl’s outstretched fingers. She must have dropped it after Amalie… what, hit the girl over the head with the clay pot, the shards of which were still in her hand?

      Talking it through now would end badly. “We’re leaving,” I said. “Let’s go!”

      I took Amalie’s hand and tugged. We’d been married long enough that the tone of my voice jarred her into motion.

      “She said he needed my heart,” Amalie muttered. “Was she talking about you? Did you send for me?”

      “No,” I said. “We can talk later. Keep moving.”

      The crowd closed around us, and people shouted, spitting in our faces. I didn’t need Amalie to translate the words—they didn’t want her to leave. I drew my utility knife from my belt and waved it threateningly, scaring off a few hands that grasped at the fringes of Amalie’s shirt. Most didn’t know the blade was for fieldwork, not skinning animals or fighting, but it was all the feeble protection I had.

      At the sight of the small blade, they stepped back. I spotted a gap in the crowd and led us into it.

      “Dane, wait, we can’t run. It just makes me look more guilty!”

      “We can worry about proving your innocence once I know you’re safe.” I loved my work—I was beyond thrilled about our mission here—but no way in hell was I going to give my wife over to the whims of some tribal kangaroo court.

      We made it to the hall leading up from the cathedral before a group of native women blocked our way.

      “You may not go,” Ma’atwa said. The high priestess wore an elaborate headdress made of local leaves and black lotus petals. Chips of quartz were sewn into her white lace dress. The other priestesses were all dressed in black.

      “We’re going back to our ship,” I said.

      She glanced at Amalie, who wilted under the old woman’s gaze.

      More acolytes and several armed men arrived. They held spears pointed at us. At least two had retrieved pulse rifles from somewhere. Damn! I thought. I suspected, but hadn’t known, that they were in possession of modern firearms. My tiny utility knife felt like a toothpick in my fist.

      “She has committed murder,” Ma’atwa said. “Against one of our own.”

      “It was self-defense!” Amalie insisted. “She attacked me! I was just standing there, listening to the song. I thought I heard voices and then—wham! Look, she got me here before I grabbed the clay pot.”

      Amalie held out her forearm, where multiple cuts glistened wetly. They were fresh and must have stung horribly. Her hands shook violently. Amalie looked down and must have just realized she was still holding a bloodstained shard of pottery in the hand that wasn’t in my death grip.

      She dropped it. The murder weapon clattered to the dusty stone floor.

      “You must come with us. Misu Dane, please let her go.”

      I argued with them. Pleaded. Sobbed. I tried to grab Amalie and run. Eventually, my wife had to pry my fingers off her hand. I only let go when I realized I was hurting her.

      It was all useless. Rishi and Fen showed up at some point. The two men held me back while the high priestess and her people took my wife to an isolated jail whose walls were made of the same stone latticework I had been admiring minutes before.

      This was supposed to be a dream job.

      My dream had just turned into a nightmare.
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      I refused to continue my survey of the last misu while I camped outside of Amalie’s cell and petitioned for her release.

      The guards, all husbands, brothers, or friends of the dead priestess, frowned at me with angry eyes. They said nothing and showed no reaction other than disgust. It was a family member who had been murdered, and no one, least of all her relatives, wanted to believe Amalie’s story that the girl had attacked her first.

      “Focus on your work,” Ma’atwa said when she came down to the cell and found me waiting for her. The high priestess had been gone for a full twenty-four hours; I had no idea where she had gone. “Leave vengeance to God.”

      “I don’t want vengeance! For fuck’s sake. I just want you to let my wife go free!”

      “We cannot. We are looking into the situation.”

      I waved my hands wildly. “With what technology? With what forensics? You don’t have cameras or DNA analysis, and even if you did, you wouldn’t find anything we don’t already know. The girl had a knife. She attacked my wife, and Amalie defended herself. It was self-defense, plain and clear.”

      “It is not so simple.”

      “There have got to be other witnesses. Find and ask them!”

      “We are investigating. As I have said.”

      Ma’atwa’s stony stare gave no ground.

      “This isn’t right. How do I know one of your people didn’t put the girl up to it? Amalie could still be in danger. Hell, should I be worried they’re going to take a shot at me next?”

      Ma’atwa scoffed. “Order an acolyte, baptized by the storm’s song in The Heart of the World, to kill your wife? No. Never. That would be grounds for exile.”

      “Exile us if you have to. We’ll leave on our ship and never come back. Please!”

      “Go back to work, Misu Dane?”

      “Work? Are you shitting me? How can I work with my wife in prison?”

      “It would give your mind something productive to focus on while you wait for the investigation to conclude.”

      I stared at her. The nerve this high priestess had! But of course, they’d invited me here to study the capstone. They had a stake in my work.

      “I refuse,” I said. “I’m not doing anything until you release her.”

      Ma’atwa considered this for a long moment. I thought I had her… but then she shrugged. “Your decision.”

      “Dane, wait,” Amalie said. “Maybe she has a point.”

      Amalie had been silent while I argued for her defense, and although she took the food and water her captors handed through the stone lattices, she had not been interested in conversation, apart from confirming details of the altercation when asked. I figured she thought that saying less would be better for her defense, as no one looks as guilty as a person loudly proclaiming their innocence.

      “You can’t be serious,” I said.

      “Why not?” Amalie replied. “What else can you do right now other than piss them off even more?”

      I glanced at the young men standing guard outside her cell. “I’m not leaving you here alone.”

      “They haven’t hurt me yet. I don’t think they’re going to.”

      “Amalie, they tried to kill you.”

      Amalie looked at Ma’atwa. “They imprisoned me, but have otherwise not harmed me.”

      “And what about that angry mob in the cathedral?”

      “She won’t let them hurt me. Not now that the investigation is underway.”

      Ma’atwa nodded in agreement. “I take responsibility for her safety.”

      “No,” I said. “How do I know I can trust you?”

      “Your wife is alive and unharmed thus far.”

      “Because I’ve been here the whole time.”

      “Dane, I did it. It may have been in self-defense, but I’m not the victim here.”

      “You will be if we let these people administer their justice!”

      Amalie stepped up to the lattice and slipped her fingers through the diamond-shaped openings. “We’re not locals here, Dane,” she whispered. “If you piss them off, they may take matters into their own hands.”

      “I already pinged the ansible and asked Sol to organize a rescue mission,” I told her.

      “It’ll take them a month to get here, minimum. And in the meantime, while I’m stuck in here, you still have a job to do.”

      “Working is pointless. I won’t be able to focus unless I know you’re safe.”

      “Try,” she said. “Please. I’m safer locked in here than I would be outside this cell.”

      “You’d be safer with me! On our ship. Flying back to Sol.”

      “Dane. Please.” She frowned at me and waited. I thunked my head against the wall of the cage and sighed.

      I didn’t like it, but… Amalie had always been better with people than I was. She had compassion and deep empathy. I had always trusted her judgment more than my instincts. I always tried to listen to my wife.

      Never had it been so difficult.

      After waiting a while longer in painful silence, I left the latticework prison behind and walked the stone halls, sleep-deprived and silent as a scarecrow, pondering my situation.

      It only occurred to me later to ask why this underground fortress needed such a sturdy jail cell.
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      The next morning, worried sick and wearing my silence like a suit of armor, I gathered Rishi, Fen, and the other workers.

      They packed the ydrams with supplies for the day, and we rode out to the pyramid as a group.

      “Clear day. Sunny. Cool,” Rishi said on the way. “Good hunting weather.”

      “Hngh,” I said. I did not want to talk.

      “Remember, I told you? Always cooler after a singing.” A singing was another word for the storms. After what happened to Amalie, the quaint term for a blistering storm nauseated me. I tried to shake the sick feeling but couldn’t.

      When we reached the pyramid’s base, I was relieved to see that our scaffolding had mostly held against the dust storm. The topmost level we’d constructed last time had blown off. Fen, ever the self-starter, climbed up and began replacing the missing cross-braces and planks. After surveying to ensure the rest of the structure was stabilized and secured within the pyramid’s stone weave, another worker and I swapped with Fen and his partner to raise the scaffolding and later expand it laterally. We worked in alternating pairs over the next few hours.

      The work had lost its shine for me, but physical exertion cleared my mind. I became impatient to finish construction and pushed harder than I should have. My shoulders ached, my eyes were gritty from lack of sleep and the dusty ride. But Rishi was right—the air was cooler than before, and the work proceeded smoothly.

      “What do you hunt?” I asked Rishi while Fen and his partner took their turn. We were almost to the capstone now.

      “Pardon?” Rishi sprayed a stream of water into his mouth.

      “What kind of game do your people hunt? You said it was good hunting weather.”

      “Ahh!” he said, recalling our conversation from that morning. “Isbeki. Swift four-legged creatures with striped orange fur.”

      “Big?”

      He held his hands wide. “With long tails. It takes two hunters to carry one.”

      “Do you lay traps or shoot them?”

      “The ydrams root them out of the jungle, and we chase them to a clearing or toward the canyon’s edge.” He mimed shooting one with a rifle. “They’re surprisingly good climbers.”

      I grunted. I still didn’t want to talk, but Rishi had always been kind to me, and he was, in some ways, my patron. He hadn’t funded the trip—we had raised capital from several wealthy donors. But Rishi was the one who had invited me here, having sought me out and brokered Ma’atwa’s permission to study the last capstone of the Gatthi pyramids.

      Gatthi’s story was a well-known frustration in the academic xenoarchaeology feeds I followed. Their experience with theft was often cited as a reason to protect ancient sacred sites. Many of my colleagues suspected privateers and smugglers had stolen the missing misu and sold them to black market collectors. The natives of Gatthi hadn’t let any xenoarchaeologist near their pyramids since the thefts began nearly twenty years ago. Unfortunately, this hadn’t stopped the thieving.

      Being invited here by a Gatthi tribesman had been a thrilling career opportunity.

      Amalie had encouraged it.

      “It’s the chance of a lifetime!” she’d said. “It could be the capstone of your career. No pun intended.”

      “Hey! I’m barely middle-aged. Stop planning my retirement.”

      She’d wanted me to retire for years so we could travel together and see the galaxy.

      I rubbed my eyes and tried to fend off my anxious fear for my wife, trapped in that stone cage. If they hurt her… I didn’t know what I’d do.

      A whistle from Fen interrupted my reverie. “Misu! You can stand level with it now.”

      He was right. From down here, the scaffolding now practically encircled the peak of the pyramid. In this low wind, the misu barely spun at all.

      I nodded at Rishi and clicked the carabiner on my safety harness as I strode toward the scaffolding. He jogged to catch up.

      “You know,” Rishi said, “in my father’s days, braves would sometimes scale a pyramid barefoot just to touch the capstone’s side. It is said that touching a capstone brings the gods’ blessings.”

      I glanced down at the cut on my finger, wrapped in a fresh bandage.

      “Is that so?” I asked.

      I wanted to be optimistic, but the skepticism of my cynical scientist’s mind peered down from its ivory tower. After what had happened to Amalie, any belief that these pyramids had protective powers had all but dried up in the crimson sun.

      The man’s smile wrinkled deeply at the corners of his eyes. “Good luck.”

      I turned my back on him and began to climb.

      The safety system was simple. At each level, I unclipped a carabiner from the lower level and attached it to the next before climbing up through an opening, using hand rungs to pull myself up. Unclip, climb, clip—alternating the safety lines so that I always had at least one point of safety.

      Fen and his partner passed me on the way down. Fen’s eyes were glistening.

      “Incredible, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “Incredible, misu,” Fen said.

      “Did you touch it?” I asked.

      Fen’s partner shook his head vigorously.

      “I am not worthy,” Fen said. “Only a climber has earned the right.”

      Ah. Rishi hadn’t said that using the scaffolding would be considered cheating. Was that why I was hurt instead of healed? I marked the idea as superstition and dismissed it.

      “Pardon, Misu,” Fen said. “Go, go.”

      At the top, I paused and drew on the thick gloves I’d stored in my belt. I didn’t want to get cut again. The sun was high overhead now, and the capstone shone with a ruby light that reflected through the prism in a kaleidoscope of colors.

      I took a drone out of my bag designed to take precise dimensions of the capstone and carefully flew it around the device’s base, then its midsection, and finally its apex, scanning it from all angles.

      While the drone worked, I studied the pictograms. They were incredible carvings—a god or hero with arms thrown wide, surrounded by the pyramids on one face. Another had a circle radiating lines, a crude depiction of this system’s red sun. Yet another depicted the underworld—the lotus flower design. The final face showed a celestial body, but without rays of light beaming from it, appearing to move into its core. The circle was bent slightly, which I felt must be intentional.

      As I studied the carvings, I lingered on what I’d seen before. There was a resin coating the seams where the gemstone met its metal base, the flat platform on which it sat. Was it silicate residue, as I’d imagined before? Droppings from bats or local birds? Or had the gemstone itself melted, somehow?

      What could possibly have melted it? I didn’t notice any absence of material. The misu’s crimson face was smooth and full.

      The resin warped the light and dulled the gemstone’s brilliance. It was strange. Everywhere else I’d seen this incredible feat of stone, it was well-maintained. The corners were still sharp enough to cut flesh.

      My stomach leaped into my throat as the plank beneath me shifted. I fell three feet before my first safety line snapped taut. A carabiner pinged as it broke off. I fell several more feet to the backup line. When it snapped tight, my head whiplashed hard. My vision narrowed to a dark tunnel for a few moments. When I came to, I was dangling from a single rope, panting hard, and my ribs ached.

      Scaffolding fell away from me as the rest of the structure toppled. I cried out when the plank above me crashed into my neck before tumbling to the ground.

      I groaned and struggled to draw breath, wheezing.

      “Hang on, Misu!” Rishi shouted. “We’ll get you down!”

      He tossed a rope to Fen, who kicked off his boots and sprinted up the pyramid’s wall. He climbed the latticework like a monkey, using hands and feet, eschewing the scaffolding and occasionally using a small daisy chain for safety.

      My throat was raw by the time he got there.

      “Hang on, misu.“

      “I’m all right.” Talking hurt like hell. My throat was raw. “I think I broke something. My shoulder is killing me.”

      When Fen reached me, he began to set up a rappelling line. I passed out and came to as he was lowering us to the ground. I lost consciousness again.

      The next time I woke, I was jouncing on an ydram saddle while something itchy brushed the back of my neck.

      I turned to look through Fen’s bushy beard. The man held me upright, frowning, eyes wet and obviously concerned. We didn’t know each other that well, but I could see the compassion in his face. This man had risked his life to save me.

      “That was no accident, Fen,” I told him. “Someone tried to kill me.”
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      “I built most of that scaffolding myself. It’s possible I screwed up, or one of the other workers did. But for it to fall just as I was investigating the capstone? After what happened with Amalie?” I started to shake my head but stopped when pain radiated through my neck and shoulder. “Ma’atwa, someone is trying to get rid of us. First, the girl attacks Amalie. Then someone tries to take me out.”

      My wife chewed her lip as she watched Ma’atwa from her cell.

      “Rishi made no mention of your suspicions.”

      “Maybe he’s behind it! Maybe it’s one of the other workers. There were a dozen of us there. I don’t know. Are you sure there isn’t a group among your people that doesn’t like the work I’m doing?”

      “Of course there are.” Frown lines deepened around Ma’atwa’s mouth. “I will continue to investigate.”

      I sighed, exasperated. “There’s no time for that! We need to leave. I’ve broken something and need real medical attention. Please, let us go.”

      Ma’atwa pursed her lips and turned, her jewelry and headdress swinging as she paced in front of Amalie’s cell. Life continued as normal in the main hall, with staff heading toward the cathedral to prepare for the next singing.

      “You will be pleased to know that I have corroborated your wife’s story. Two people witnessed my acolyte attack Amalie. Your wife appears to have been defending herself, as she said.”

      “Great! That’s good news. So now you can let her go, and we’ll take our leave, thank you very much.”

      Ma’atwa’s headdress swung as she continued to pace, the skin between her eyebrows scrunching up, creating rifts in her brow.

      “Haven’t we suffered enough?” I asked.

      I was anxious to return to a star system with modern medical technology and proper security. The natives had given me a sling for my right arm, which relieved some pressure, but it still hurt like hell. The only painkiller the Gatthi tribe used was a local herb mash you chewed like a cow’s cud. I had some anti-inflammatories in my pack and stronger synthetic painkillers on the starship, but nothing to speed healing. Plus, I wasn’t moving a damn muscle until they released Amalie, no matter how much pain I was in.

      “The best thing we can do is leave,” I told the elderly priestess, trying to keep my tone level and calm. “I’ll give you what survey data I have before we go. Then I’ll come back in six months to continue working on it.” If you can guarantee our safety, I added silently. I would have said it out loud, but I was trying not to provoke her.

      When Ma’atwa shook her head, I choked back a scream of frustration.

      She sighed heavily and sat on a stone bench across from Amalie’s cell. Ma’atwa pulled off her headdress, shook out her long dark hair, and patted the empty seat next to her.

      I remained standing. My jaw ached from clenching my teeth.

      “Dane!” Amalie whispered. I glanced over my shoulder at her. She gave me a soft downward motion with both hands. Calm down. Breathe, she was saying. She jerked her chin at Ma’atwa.

      Fine, I thought. I can fake being nice for a minute. I sighed and sat down next to the High Priestess.

      “Misu, understand me,” she said. “We are one people. Both of our ancestors came from Earth. We believe in the same God. But long ago, our paths diverged. Your people went on to build great spacecraft and colonize many planets. Mine? We were entrusted with an ancient legacy far older than humanity. So we believe in one God, but the body of my people lives in these ancient chambers. Our language infuses the stone. The pyramids encircle us, their misu pointing us to a higher calling. The storms sing out for our souls.”

      She reached out and took one of my hands in both of hers. Her dark fingers trembled.

      “But ever since the misu began to disappear, my people’s spirit has been infected with deep and abiding trouble. It has spread like cancer. We believe in God, but we worship these pyramids like idols. For a Gatthin, losing the misu feels like having their hearts cut from their chests.”

      She placed her fist over her heart.

      The archaeologist in me, the lover of ancient ways and cultures, understood idols and edifices. How structures stood as an outward testament to internal faith.

      “But now, only one misu remains. We are doing everything we can to preserve it. We brought you here to help us further that mission. If what we are doing to protect the misu fails, we at least have your records—highly scientific, with precise measurements—to hold onto. Maybe, one day, we can even use them to learn how to replace what we’ve lost.” She looked into my face with watery, pain-filled eyes.

      “Release Amalie, and I’ll go back to the pyramid and try again.”

      Ma’atwa shook her head sadly. “Not good enough.”

      My throat choked up, and I let out a noisy sigh that threatened to turn into a pathetic sob.

      “What’s to stop you from taking her and flying away in your spaceship?”

      “My word,” I choked out.

      “Misu Dane,” she said. “When you finish your work, I will release your wife. Until then, all I can promise is that she will be well cared for.” Ma’atwa pointed at the latticework forming Amalie’s prison. “If someone is truly trying to kill her, I assure you that she is safer here than anywhere else in these caves.”
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      I gathered Rishi and Fen, just the two of them this time. They saddled the ydrams, and we rode back to the pyramids after making a detour to my ship to raid the medicine cabinet.

      The painkiller/steroid combo shot I found helped more than I expected. After a self-exam with the shipboard EMT, it appeared that while my clavicle wasn’t completely broken, it was definitely fractured. The injection went into my right pectoral muscle, as close to the break as possible. It hurt like hell, but after ten minutes, I regained significant mobility in my arm. I wouldn’t be doing any more manual labor, but that was fine. I had no intention of rebuilding the scaffolding.

      I had something else in mind.

      “Misu,” Rishi said when we arrived, gazing around the pyramid’s base toward the horizon. “Another storm is coming.”

      “What?” I didn’t see any dust clouds. “How can you be sure?”

      “The air is thick,” Fen said. “He’s right.”

      It was indeed more humid now than when we left the jungle. Usually, it was the reverse. But a few weeks isn’t long enough to understand a planet’s weather patterns. “How long do we have?”

      “Two hours, tops,” Rishi said.

      “That should be plenty of time.”

      “To rebuild the scaffolding?” Fen asked.

      “No,” I said, walking over to the rappelling rope they’d left secured on the wall when they rushed me back to the caves after I fell. “Initially, I wanted to spend a month or two out here, hence scaffolding strong enough to withstand the storms. But—” I caught myself. They didn’t need to know all these details. “The point is, I only have a few scans left to complete the digital twin and collect samples for materials analysis. We can do all of that on ropes.”

      He looked confused. “Then why all of this?” He gestured at the collapsed scaffolding.

      “The real work is in the analysis, but I don’t need to put myself in danger again to do that. I can do my work from the safety of my ship.”

      Rishi frowned but nodded. “As you wish.”

      It felt like he didn’t believe me. “What’s the problem?” I asked.

      “No problem, misu. My apologies. Please go ahead.”

      My hackles rose. I leaned away from the man. He gave me a polite tour guide smile. Had Rishi caused the scaffolding to collapse?

      Fortunately, Fen had tied the rope that saved my life, and it was secured near the pyramid’s peak. So Rishi couldn’t sabotage us from the ground.

      His smile didn’t crack. “Please, misu. Go ahead.” He bobbed his head and walked a short distance away.

      Maybe I was being paranoid. Maybe he was just worried about the storm. Keeping one eye on him, I stepped into my harness, then checked Fen’s harness while he checked mine to ensure they were secure.

      Fen volunteered to go first, and I was happy to let him. He climbed swiftly, hand over hand, using an auto-locking cam to pull the rappelling rope through. Once on top, he secured himself to the latticework with a daisy chain, then I followed.

      I wasn’t a skilled ydram rider, but I knew my way around ropes. The latticework grid made for relatively easy climbing—physically strenuous but nothing like the big wall sport climbing I’d done in my youth. I could see how the local braves had turned it into a race to touch the capstone, though it sounded like they did that without safety harnesses for the added thrill.

      I wondered how many of them cut their fingers on the capstone when they touched it. I was reminded of my own injury as I hooked my fingers through a hole in the latticework and let my weight hang, pleasantly numb. With the painkiller in me, I’d all but forgotten about the cut.

      I switched hands, not wanting to injure myself further in my numbness.

      I was panting hard by the time I reached Fen. He helped me secure myself with two daisy chains attached to anchors in different sections of the latticework, forming a triangle shape with me at the point.

      “Now what?” Fen asked.

      I tossed the drone scanner into the air and got to work. The remote control screen showed where to scan and indicated the percentage of the scan's completion. The goal was to capture enough angles to create a precise 3D replica of the capstone in my visualization software, including the detailed carvings. The scanner also had x-ray capability, allowing it to map the interior and its density, as well as the exterior.

      “Fascinating,” I whispered, staring at the blood-red capstone. Its light had dimmed as the sun set, but it began to spin faster as the wind picked up. I glanced at the horizon, and my heart raced. The dust clouds were now visible. I looked down at Rishi, who was pacing nervously and biting his nails.

      I finished the fourth side of the thin pyramid. The capstone measured only about four feet across on each side—small, really—but if it truly was a diamond-like gemstone, it could be worth an incredible number of credits. Hundreds of millions? A billion?

      “Okay,” I said. “Now all that’s left is to gather material samples.”

      I took out a scraper—professional term—and some sample collection bags from my pack, passing a few to Fen. I showed him how to use it, then began scraping the stone near me. First the stone latticework beneath, then the metal base holding the capstone, and finally the capstone itself.

      As I expected, the stone was incredibly hard. Still, with some effort, I collected a few grains into the bag. I sealed and labeled them, noting each of the four faces.

      When it was time to collect samples from the capstone, not even my diamond scraper worked. I took out a small laser cutter, but that didn’t help either.

      “I have an idea,” Fen said. “This way.”

      I blinked through the burning sensation as sweat and dirt dripped into my eyes. It was getting hotter, and the storm clouds were closer than before.

      I noticed the resin again. This time, I thought I saw brushstrokes, as if it had been painted on.

      Was someone trying to glue the capstone to the platform that held it above the stone? Why?

      “Misu,” Fen said. “The storm is coming! We must go.”

      I wiped my forehead. Taking the diamond-tipped scraper, I worked at the resin. It came off easily enough, but it was thick and sticky.

      “Misu, stop! Please.”

      “Hold on a second…”

      I took out a propane lighter, flicked it to life, and held the flame to the resin.

      Fen’s eyes widened in panic. The material caught fire immediately. Excited that I’d found something, I waited until the capstone spun around and ignited the entire seam. When the first corner came back around, it began to sputter out, and I was able to scrape the resin away. It was difficult because the damn capstone kept spinning, but if I held a brush at the right angle it would peel the stuff off.

      The wind howled. I blinked sweat from my eyes and winced at the dust. The capstone spun faster and faster. I wouldn’t be able to scrape all the burnt residue off right now, but I noticed how the capstone slipped from the base plate, which began to spin counterclockwise opposite the misu.

      “Whoa,” I breathed.

      “We must go!” Rishi shouted from below. “Come down, now!”

      “Please, misu, stop!” Fen tried to pull me away, but I moved laterally from him and continued using my scraper and brush to clear as much of the material as I could from the seam between the gemstone and metallic base. The capstone’s corners sliced into my thick gloves. If I got too close, I’d probably lose a finger.

      “What is this, Fen? What was that residue, and why was it here?”

      “Please, misu, you don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “Are you worried about the storm? I’m sure the sand will hurt, but it won’t kill me!”

      I scraped at the material, which hardened quickly after the flames went out. I took a sample of the stuff in a separate bag while my hair blew wildly. When I hit a hard section, I lit it on fire again. I just knew it wasn’t meant to be there. Someone had tampered with this capstone. How and why, I didn’t know, but I felt an intense need to undo it so I could get a proper scan of the misu. I’d have to redo my survey once it was removed.

      “Misu, stop!” Fen yelled into the screaming wind. “Please.”

      Why was he begging like that? I glanced up, my eyes widening as I saw his tears.

      A sudden realization struck me like a bell. “It was you! You caused the scaffolding to collapse on me, didn’t you?”

      Tears streamed from the man’s eyes, soaking his beard. “I didn’t want you to get hurt! The structure collapsed too soon. I was trying to save you from causing damage!”

      “Damage? What the hell do you mean, damage? Ma’atwa asked me to come up here herself. This resin isn’t part of the original structure, I’m sure of it.”

      His eyes grew distant. “You don’t know what you’re doing. It’s the only thing protecting us.”

      “What? Protecting you how? Are you talking about those superstitions about touching the misu, or something else?”

      His face twisted in agony. He shook his head.

      “I know one thing: you need to get the hell away from me. Rappel down! Now!” I grabbed his safety line and held my scraper against it, the blade poised to slice through the nylon.

      “Okay, okay. But please stop. The misu spin in the storms. When the base plate rotates, if it’s not glued together, the misu can be lifted free.”

      My eyes widened. That was it! The dust storms! That’s when the misu were most vulnerable.

      As I requested, Fen set himself up and rappelled down. It was only now, looking at the ground, that I saw Rishi had taken his ydram and run. Had he heard our shouting, or was he just scared of the storms?

      Fen had barely touched the ground when he threw himself at the base of the pyramid, shielding his head with his arms.

      The haboob washed over me like a tsunami of razor blades, slicing my cheeks painfully. I moved to the leeward side, somewhat sheltered from the worst of the wind, and continued to work on removing the residue. It came off like softened clay. Sand bit into my cheeks, but I barely felt it due to the painkiller’s effects.

      As the residue was removed, the capstone began to spin faster. A corner of the diamond sliced through my work shirt, allowing the sand to assault me from another angle. I let go of the lattice and fell onto my safety lines, my body jerking as they caught me below the capstone. Pain shot through my clavicle, and I groaned.

      I stared upward, stunned, at the spinning capstone above me.

      An ornithopter suddenly flew into view. Muffled by the dust storm’s roar, I only noticed it when it appeared overhead. It hovered above the capstone, centering on it.

      Then its belly opened, and a giant metal claw descended. My awe turned to horror as four round grips clamped onto the capstone, one on each ruby face.

      I shouted for the pilot to stop, but my plea was in vain.

      The ornithopter lifted the capstone in its claw. The pyramid resisted, and I felt the entire structure strain and bend. Then something snapped, and the capstone lifted clean off its metal base.

      As it separated, the red light inside it died. The ornithopter flapped back toward the jungle, carrying the capstone suspended beneath it, into the black clouds.

      I stared at the beheaded pyramid.

      What had I done?

      The haboob howled around me. I was forced to rappel down on the leeward side and take shelter while the dust storms of Gatthi tried to flay the skin from my bones.
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      Nursing my wounds and squinting against the harsh wind, I sheltered with the man who’d tried to kill me until the dust storm died down.

      When the driving winds had calmed, we remounted our harried ydrams and rode back to the caves.

      On the way, Fen tried to engage me, apologizing profusely, but I ignored him. When we got back, I leapt off my mount and left Fen in the barn to unsaddle the beasts while I hurried to Amalie’s cell. I wanted to check on her before informing the high priestess about the smugglers in her jungle who had stolen the last misu.

      I planned to give her the digital twin and material samples to fulfill my obligation, get Amalie out of jail, and fly the hell out of this godforsaken sandbox as fast as our ship could carry us.

      But when I reached Amalie’s cell, I found it empty.

      My blood chilled to ice water in my veins.

      “Where is she?” I demanded of the native guards, who had ignored my arrival. They were crouched in a group, tossing bone dice against a wall.

      “Where is my wife?”

      They shrugged and pretended not to speak Standard.

      “Bastards,” I muttered as I left.

      I hurried to the guest quarters Amalie and I had been sharing, avoiding eye contact with anyone I passed in the stone halls. She wasn’t there, either. I ran to the cathedral. The chamber sang, but it was sad and broken, howling in a minor key and lacking the beautiful resonance from before.

      The cathedral was crowded with confused people who were so worried about the song's change that they ignored me completely.

      I didn’t find Amalie among them, either.

      Panic seized my heart, pounding in my chest. I pushed through the throng of worried tribespeople. My throat constricted, and my vision blurred.

      I spotted a young acolyte who worked for Ma’atwa praying in an alcove by the entryway. Wiping my eyes, I stormed over to her.

      “Where’s the high priestess?” I demanded.

      “I don’t know, misu!” she said, looking alarmed.

      “Where’s Rishi? Where’s my wife?”

      “So sorry, misu. I don’t know.” She gestured at her throat. Apparently, she didn’t speak Standard either. “So sorry” and “I don’t know” were just two of the phrases she’d memorized.

      Several large men witnessed the interaction, heard the tone of my voice, and began to close in on me. I couldn’t let them interrupt my search. I bolted, slipping through the exit and running from the cathedral down a long stone corridor.

      The hallway ended in a T-shaped intersection. As I skidded around the corner, I bumped into Fen.

      The bearded man looked relieved. He sighed and grasped both my arms. “There you are!”

      He pushed me down an adjacent hall, back toward the prison cell.

      I shoved him away. “What did they do with Amalie? Where did they take her?”

      He blinked, looking past me. “The song. The song is dying. Ohhh,” he moaned, his face turning pale. He looked like he was going to vomit. I took another step back.

      “Please, wait,” he said, shaking his hand. He was agitated. “Maybe there is still time.”

      I frowned. “Time for what?”

      I glanced back at the men who’d been chasing me in the cathedral. They had stopped in the doorway. Fen waved at them, and one by one, they turned and went back inside.

      That was something, at least.

      Fen seized my arms with a painful grip. He looked frantic. “I need your help.”

      “Help? No way. You tried to kill me!”

      “No, Dane. Not on purpose. I tried to stop you from tampering with the misu. I’m deeply sorry you got hurt, but I knew no other way to do it. Not without giving away…”

      My eyes widened. “It was you! You painted that residue on the misu. Why?”

      “To keep it from being removed! If the base doesn’t spin, it remains tightly secured. Come. I will tell you everything. Come, this way, hurry.”

      “No! I need to find my wife.”

      “I know where they took her. Come, misu, please come quickly. She’s in danger.”

      Amalie was in harm’s way? It wasn’t even a choice. Not really. I trusted Fen about as far as I could throw him, but Ma’atwa was nowhere to be found, and neither was Rishi, that coward.

      I went with Fen.

      He led me back to the stone jail cell around the corner behind the Heart of the World. To distract the guards, he clutched his hair and claimed a riot had broken out in the cathedral. They were skeptical until he explained why the storm’s song was dying. They gasped in fear and ran off without saying goodbye.

      Fen took a key from a hook on the wall and unlocked the latticework door to the cell. Inside, he ran his hands along a crease in the corner until he found a switch. With a click, the hidden button released a slab of stone that swung open like a door.

      I gasped. “What is this?”

      “It was never meant to be a prison to keep people in, but a gate to keep them out.”

      Beyond the threshold, stone steps spiraled downward. A series of electric lights hung from the ceiling with adhesive hooks, each bulb connected by a thick electrical cord.

      What in the world? This was the first hard-wired electrical equipment I’d seen since arriving on Gatthi.

      The natives weren’t without technology, but they lived simply. They cooked over fires, and if they had a lantern, it was battery-operated or solar-powered. They foraged in the jungle for food and grew crops in fields cleared among the trees. They imported a few staples like rice to supplement their diet and ate off earthenware plates, worshiping in a stone cathedral.

      But this lighting system—this was modern technology.

      I could hear a distant hum echoing up the steps, possibly from a generator.

      “Is this some kind of trap?” I asked, not expecting an answer but needing to voice my skepticism.

      “Not for you. Hurry. I fear we may be too late.”

      As we descended, the dust storm’s broken song faded away. The walls here clearly matched the craftsmanship of the stone halls and caverns above, but the lighting had been added more recently.

      We followed the stairs down, down, down, spiraling deep into the planet’s surface.

      At the bottom, a long tunnel ended in a soft red light. The noise of the generator—or was it an engine?—rumbled loudly. I knew how quiet modern generators could be, and all I could think was that this one must be pushing a ton of power.

      Regardless, the noise muffled our footsteps, for which I was grateful. I didn’t know what I was walking into and didn’t want to announce our presence.

      Fen put a finger over his lips, confirming my suspicions, and led me toward the light.

      The tunnel opened into a large, domed chamber. The floor was not flat but cut into a series of broad steps narrowing to a central area, like a colosseum. Each layer was offset from the one above, creating the illusion that I was looking into the petals of a black flower.

      The stone was polished and reflective, like finished marble. Arranged at the corners of the layers were the missing crimson misu. The capstones radiated red light, each resting on a metal base that slowly spun. The bases were connected by thick power cables running to an enormous—and I mean huge—reactor on the far side of the chamber.

      Not a generator, then. There wasn’t any fuel smell, not like there would be from a gas or diesel engine. They must have been pulling power from a nuclear or coldfusion source. Where had they gotten the funds for something like this?

      I examined the arrangement of misu across the stunning onyx flower below us. Such impressive stonework! Is this where they’d taken the image of a black lotus? How had they built this place?

      “I guess we know what happened to the missing capstones, anyway,” I muttered. My voice got lost in the clanging of the reactor, which filled the chamber and seemed to vibrate through my feet, as if I were standing on a giant concert speaker.

      Or—wait—that clanging noise wasn’t coming from the reactor.

      It was coming from the misu!

      “Holy…” The reactor fed power to the capstones, and they sang as they slowly spun. Their song was horrible, off-key, and clamorous. “Shit.”

      Mixed with dawning horror was a sudden realization. This was why the capstones existed: to make noise. They were the source of the dust storm’s song. The capstones spun faster in the haboob, their song reverberating into the Heart of the World.

      Then it hit me⁠—

      The arrangement of the misu on the onyx lotus flower steps⁠—

      I was looking at a scale replica of the landscape above. The capstones were positioned like the corresponding pyramids on the surface.

      Eleven of them.

      Which meant only one was missing, on the empty plate near the bottom step.

      “Get back!” Fen said.

      We retreated to the mouth of the tunnel, watching as Rishi and three other men entered through a stone archway beyond the reactor, carrying a litter bearing the last capstone.

      Following them came Ma’atwa and a dozen of her acolytes—the older women, not the girls. The High Priestess led Amalie by one elbow like a prisoner, her wrists bound with rope.

      A flash of heat washed over me. I was relieved to see her upright and apparently healthy, but their plans must be nefarious to bind her like that.

      Amalie stared open-mouthed at the chamber as they entered, taking in the wondrous sight as I had a moment ago.

      I still had my pocketknife. I considered grabbing Amalie and making a run for it—down the tunnel and back up the stairs, perhaps?

      Or taking our chances in the storm? I bet that archway led outside.

      Fen grabbed my arm and held me in place. I hadn’t realized I’d started moving.

      “I have to get her out of there,” I said. “I don’t know what they’re planning, but it doesn’t look like they’re taking her to a tea party.”

      “I need your help,” he hissed.

      “With what?” I asked.

      “We have to stop them.”

      “Stop them from doing what?” I demanded, exasperated.

      He nodded toward the others. Ma’atwa had separated from the group and hurried down into the onyx flower. At the bottom, she manipulated controls of some kind—like the hidden switch in the stone jail cell above—that caused the floor at the structure’s nadir to slide smoothly open.

      My mind reeled as I struggled to comprehend what I saw.

      Inside the floor lay a hole in reality itself.

      It had a smooth oval shape, studded with stars like a portal into the abyss. When light hit the oval’s edge, it warped and bent, like a river flowing into a waterfall.

      It was the color of the void—absolute black—making the polished surface of the onyx flower appear flat in comparison.

      Tendrils of white, like grass waving in the wind, splashed against the edges of the anomaly from within. They reached for the red light, as if the two could sense each other.

      Horror gripped my chest.

      If the misu around the chamber represented the pyramids in the jungle above, then this anomaly represented the cathedral—a miniature Heart of the World.

      Or perhaps the cathedral and its song were a decoy. This was the real Heart of the World.

      “What’s in there?” I asked Fen.

      He gave me a haunted look. “Evil incarnate. We must stop them.”

      Even now, Rishi and the others were positioning the last capstone into its base and connecting the power cables.

      “We can’t let them do that,” I said, suddenly frightened not just for Amalie, but for myself, for Fen, for every human being on this planet.

      I didn’t know what they were trying to do, but it felt wrong.

      “This is what I was trying to prevent by sealing the misu in place,” Fen told me.

      “It’s not too late to rescue Amalie. We could grab her and run.”

      “If they activate that last capstone, none of us will make it out of this cave alive.”
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      “What are you talking about? What is this place?”

      “‘In the underworld lurks an ancient evil.’” He spoke as if quoting scripture.

      “Ancient evil?” I asked, my eyes widening as I connected this chamber’s location with the native mythology I’d heard. “Those pictograms on the capstone—they were a warning—about this.”

      He made a warding gesture, glancing down at the rift. I recognized it now. It was what the fourth face showed, the oblong circle with rays pointing at its core.

      “This is the underworld, isn’t it? The entrance deep in the canyon.”

      So that was how the acolytes and Rishi and his men had entered. Rishi must have flown them down in that
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