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Chapter One: The Landing

The starship Anansi came down like a green hummingbird seeking a hidden flower. The moon below glowed with its own light, a soft radiance that lifted from the ground and tinted the thin clouds, so that the whole world looked washed in emerald. Dr. Marisa Clarke sat at the descent cradle with her palms steady on the controls, helmet tilted back just enough to show the line of braids coiled neatly at the nape of her neck. The sea of space lay behind her, but Jamaica lived inside her chest, salt breeze and bush tea and the sound of morning vendors calling fresh mango in voices that travelled across old streets. She carried that memory everywhere. It steadied her hands now.

The guidance array chimed to signal the final approach. Instruments mapped the surface as a living topography of light. The moon had no ocean, yet the terrain flowed as if it remembered water. Fields of luminous grass moved in slow waves. Stone spires pierced the glow like dark teeth. Far to the east a single ridge rose high and straight, its face polished to a jade sheen that caught even the faint light of distant stars.

Marisa took a breath and tasted metal through the suit filter, then spoke for the record. "Dr. Clarke reporting for the Kingston Research Corps. Anansi has entered low orbit around target body KRC green one. Surface scans reveal crystals with high energy resonance. Proceeding with descent to primary site."

Her voice carried a warm lilt that training never softened. She smiled a little to hear it fill the cabin. In the view ahead the landing basin opened like a bowl lined with glass. She chose a shelf of dark stone near a cluster of structures that looked too precise to be the work of wind or rain. Her hands moved with a dancer’s memory, and the ship obeyed. The thrusters whispered. Dust rose and spun. Anansi touched down with a soft kiss.

Silence followed, the holy kind that makes a person remember prayer. Marisa closed her eyes for a count of ten. She had learned that from her grandmother in Portmore, who said that a woman should always mark the first moment of any new place, because the first moment decides whether that place will keep you or let you go. When she opened her eyes, the world outside the port was a lake of green light, and the structures stood like islands within it.

She checked the readouts, secured the sample cases, and touched the small pendant at her throat. It was a carved slice of lignum vitae polished by time, a gift from her mother, heavy with the scent of oil and old wood. She did not call it luck. She called it a reminder of home.

The air on the moon was thin and flavoured with copper. The suit would carry her easily, but she checked the seals as if she were heading into a squall over Kingston Harbor. She descended the ramp and felt the ground take her weight with a soft spring. The grass around the landing site glowed gently with every step she took, a trail of light that faded as she moved on. The sky was a deep blue threaded with strange auroras that did not belong to magnet or weather. They curled slowly like smoke from a censer.

The ruins waited a short walk from the ship. She had called them ruins earlier, but as she came near, she revised the word. They were not rubble. They were careful and deliberate, built with a mind for beauty. Slender columns rose from the ground in groups of three, each capped with a carved crown that suggested a cluster of leaves or the crest of a wave. Between the columns stood panels of stone so thin they looked like woven cloth. Their surfaces shimmered with embedded crystals, and when she lifted her lamp, the panels answered with a soft ripple of colour.

Marisa reached out, stopped her hand an inch from the nearest panel, and listened to the quiet. Even in silence, the place carried a tone. She could feel it in her teeth. It was not a threat. It was not quite welcome. It was the poised attention of a host who waits to see what manner of guest has come to the door.

She set out the markers and began to map the site. The scanner sent low beams across the structures and traced their inner arrangement. Beneath the visible halls lay chambers, and beneath those, another city, and beneath that, a lattice that stretched for miles like a web of green fire. Energy numbers came back like pure music. She stood very still as the data scrolled by. The Kingston Corps had sent her to find a new vein of power. She had found a heart.

She walked the outer court first, sketching with the easy discipline of long practice. The crystals within the panels breathed with a slow rhythm, brightening to her presence. When she crossed the threshold into the inner court, the air cooled and smelled faintly of rain on limestone. The floor here was a mosaic of jade and dark glass, laid in spirals that drew the eye toward a central dais. The dais was a shallow bowl of polished stone, and within it lay something that looked like water but was not. It had the clarity of a spring and the stillness of a stone. When she leaned close, her reflection unfolded on its surface and then blurred, as if the image had decided to breathe.

She spoke softly for the recorder. "Inner court discovered. Central feature resembles liquid crystal. No movement. Symmetry suggests ceremonial use." She let the stylus rest against her wrist and stood in the cool hush, watching the surface change from mirror to luminous fog and back again. The suit fed the ambient tone into her bones. It felt like the first line of a song her grandmother used to hum on evenings after rain. Not the melody, only the key.

She did not realize she had closed her eyes until a faint sound nudged them open. It was not stone settling. It was not wind. It was the soft pad of a footfall somewhere beyond the next arch.

Marisa stilled. Instinct pulled her hand toward the small stunner holstered at her hip. She did not raise it. Instead, she drew herself tall, set her shoulders, and called out in a clear voice that carried both a scientist’s patience and a Jamaican woman’s pride. "Is anyone here?"

The sound faded. The green light lifted and fell, as if the moon itself had taken a slow breath. She waited a long minute, then another. The silence returned, but now it had edges.
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