
Explora DLC. Monster Fox

Fox-eared mercenary Pavel Reineke needs a lot of money to feed his gambling habit — hitting the jackpot on Schrödinger's roulette. So he's thrilled to take on a strange job: writer Yun Jing received an anonymous death threat, and the terrified author wants whoever's behind it found.

While gathering evidence for the case, Pavel Reineke doesn't just uncover the tangled intrigues between publishers and writers on the planet Locus — he also discovers new possibilities for his fox-themed body modifications. The world will never be the same. Now there's only one thing Pavel wants: to become Monster Fox, permanently.

But that's going to take even more money than the casino ever could.




Author's notes:

Heads up — this is a bonus DLC novella/spinoff. Best read after “Explora 2. The Development” of the Explora Project series. Though you can give it a try without the backstory too.


1. The Client

Pavel Reineke sat in the Flying Dick casino. Across from him gleamed the wheel of Schrödinger's roulette. Pavel had just placed his last thousand fiats on the "Blue cat is dead" option. He waited for the wheel of probabilities to stop spinning, calculating quantum superpositions.

Just a little more... One more turn... And...

The wheel landed on "Yellow cat is alive, but Schrödinger is not."

"Ah, screw this," exclaimed the player to Pavel's left.

"Dumb game," agreed the player on his right.

Only Pavel said nothing. The game might be stupid, but if luck struck, the sum of all probabilities would yield a fat prize: a billion fiats. Of course, for a colonist base, this sum wasn't the largest. But for a loner—serious cash.

Pavel approached the nearest project-screen and opened his page on Locushost. Yesterday, he'd received a message that he'd left unanswered. But now he had no choice. Schrödinger's yellow cat had decided everything for him. Pavel needed money.




From: Yun Jing, Jing Family base ("Cruel" Alliance). 

Hi, there's work. Seems dangerous and you'll have to shoot. Come over, I'll tell you the details. 45,000 fiats to start—does that work?




The former slave had a low social equalization rating, so she could only send one message per day, no more than one hundred forty characters.

Pavel wrote: "On my way. Wait," and headed to the parking lot for his "Takenaka-100" armored vehicle.

"Good thing I didn't have time to lose the ride," he said, pulling out of the parking lot.




To reach the "Cruel" Alliance bases as quickly as possible, Pavel used the services of corrupt cargo airship pilots. Of course, no airship or ion-jet entered the gray zones. They rarely even flew into the green ones. But for a bribe, as usual, they made exceptions.

Pavel deployed in his armored vehicle from the cargo hold of a transport somewhere at the beginning of the Cypress Mountains. Gliding on an ion jumper, he landed near the small "Locus111" base.

A whole thousand dreary and talentless colonists languished there, spending their days manually digging iron from a nearby deposit, then selling iron blocks to Lonely Golem, the Promised Land Alliance.

Even the base's name "Locus111" evoked melancholy and thoughts about the futility of life and reincarnations. The free alliances tolerated these failures near their borders only because they posed no danger, nor any value to society.

Pavel got onto the highway, which the free alliances maintained in excellent condition since it led to a secret airfield in the Cypress Mountains that everyone knew about.

On the highway, Pavel floored it, and after a day stopped at the gates of Norton base. The security system updated his guest status and raised the gates.

Driving the armored vehicle, Pavel surveyed the base. The last time he'd been here was more than forty days ago—he'd brought "All-Seeing Eye" devices, found on assignment from Ron, leader of the "Cruel" Alliance. That's when he'd met Yun Jing.

Learning that he was a mercenary, the writer perked up: "Oh! I just introduced a character in my book who's also a mercenary! Want me to make him a foxkin like you?"

"I don't give a damn. I don't like to read. And I hate the word foxkin. My ears are for work, not beauty."

"What about the tail?"

"That too."

"Tell me about mercenary work."

Pavel Reineke twitched his fox ears: "All my clients stipulate one condition—don't tell anyone about my work."

Yun immediately pulled out a notepad from her UniCom and wrote: "...don't tell about work..."

Pavel Reineke smirked: "Also write down that I take jobs that could get me kicked out of the Western Sea."

Yun Jing nodded, writing: "Uh-huh, uh-huh. Is that exactly why they already kicked you out of the army?"

"Nobody kicked me out! And how do you even know that?" Pavel got angry and walked away from Yun.

Much had changed at the "Cruel" Alliance base over the past days. More roads and warehouses had appeared. On the horizon, the hulks of a chemical plant stuck out. And even further, farm domes gleamed under the dim sun.

The alliance's defensive capabilities had also grown. Pavel's keen hearing picked up the characteristic noise made by a combat robot on an ion cushion. The device was set to autonomous patrol in stealth mode. The robot independently chose its target and tracked it, trying not to enter its presumed field of vision. That's why the iron blockhead followed Pavel's armored vehicle, hiding behind building and warehouse hulks.

But Pavel didn't need vision—he had keen ears. Unlike scanning devices, ears emitted nothing. Therefore, the robot couldn't hide its presence the way it had hidden from the armored vehicle's scanners.

From the character of the noise, Pavel even determined the model: "Automaton-3000," manufactured by the "Dynamics" Alliance.

Driving past the chemical plants, Pavel noted that construction had been interrupted, and the buildbots were sleeping, covered with a layer of dust and insects. Climbing grasses had already thrown their branches onto their hulks. Plants on Locus grew quickly and aggressively. One could calculate that the buildbots had been in this mode for several days.

Which was strange for a base where large-scale construction was underway.

Driving through all of Norton base, Pavel never encountered a single resident.

After Norton began an empty tile that separated it from the farming and residential base. Pavel didn't understand base planning, but it seemed to him that such a sparsely populated alliance had too much territory. It was impossible to defend. Unless, of course, the "Cruel" folks had a hundred or two combat robots or drones stashed away.

Approaching the Jing Family base, Pavel tried to call Ron, but he didn't answer. Then Pavel turned onto another road and soon stopped in front of Yun Jing's house.


2. The Task

The writer met Pavel with a shotgun in her hands. She quickly let him through the door and closed it. The house was stuffy and smelled like a forest during the blooming of all flowers.

Since Pavel saw no reason for concern, he calmly asked: "Is everything that bad?"

Yun Jing approached the table, cluttered with bundles of herbs, swept them aside and brought up a file on the project-screen.

Pavel read:


From: Known Ill-Wisher. 

Hello, disgusting hack. As I understand it, you've decided to take up your old ways? I'm warning you, slave, that I won't allow fresh hack garbage from the bungler Yun Jing to appear on the shelves.

Forget about writing, it's not for you. But one who has tasted the delights of hack writing cannot be reasoned with through words.

One who writes many empty words stops understanding their power. 

My people and I will be watching you. If we learn that you're pushing your hack writing to any publisher, then I promise—we will kill you. We will destroy your precious binary array at every opportunity. 

At least this way we'll rid Locus of the vulgarity and stupidity of your texts. 

You've been warned. Better stick to herbs. A worthy occupation for a sheep like you.


Pavel Reineke nodded: "How was the message delivered?"

"Nina found the card when she was sorting through goods we brought from other bases."

"Digital traces?"

"Meirong, our chief hacker..."

"Yeah, I know her."

"She found nothing. The card is new, nothing was recorded on it before."

"Manufacturer?"

"Soho base, it's in..."

"Yeah, yeah, Western Sea, I know."

"Sorry, I have professional deformation. I need to tell a brief backstory for each character."

Pavel Reineke copied the text. Then he examined the musty room hung with leaves and branches: "Were there any attack attempts?"

Yun Jing hesitated: "Not yet... But there will be."

"Where does such certainty come from?"

Yun Jing rummaged through the table again and found a memory card. "Here are the manuscripts of my three novels in the new series."

"Why are you giving me the manuscripts?"

"You'll have to offer them to whichever publisher in West City offers the most favorable terms."

Pavel twitched his ears: "Miss, I'll be honest—I don't read shit. Didn't read on Earth, much less on Locus. Books and I are light-years apart from each other."

"Nicely put. But to sell texts, you don't have to read them."

"I don't know the prices or market conditions."

"The conditions, as you've seen, are cruel, the competition is dangerous. But finding out the price is easy. If you're a top and talented author known to everyone..."

"Like you?"

"Uh-huh. Then it's better to take a percentage from each copy sold."

"What percentage?"

Yun Jing stumbled, as if it had become uncomfortable for her to speak. She took a bundle of dry grass and nervously fingered it: "Usually thirty percent. If the series is at peak popularity, you can squeeze all fifty out of publishers."

Now it was Pavel's turn to get nervous: "Wait a minute. I don't read books, but I know prices. Even the worst ones, where it's about beautiful language and serious themes, cost no less than a thousand fiats. And popular books go for five to six thousand."

"My 'Synthesan Girl for the Leader' became a bestseller in the twenty-eighth year. Total print run was seven hundred fifty thousand. Cost per copy—five thousand."

"Holy shit. That's..."

"Three billion seven hundred fifty million. I got thirty-five percent of that sum."

"Almost a jackpot at Schrödinger's roulette!" Pavel exclaimed desperately. "I'll be damned! And that's one lousy book?"

Yun Jing was surprised by the unexpected comparison. And offended by "lousy": "Only three authors on Locus have achieved such success. In this roulette, you win through talent and hard work."

"You're dealing in billions here while I risk my tail and ears for a measly forty thousand?"

Yun Jing nodded: "Uh-huh. So I'm offering you to risk body parts for a percentage of future sales. The more you squeeze out of a publisher, the more you'll get."

"Fifty-fifty?"

Yun Jing sighed: "I'd tell you to go to hell. But I'm not in a position to bargain. I'm a former slave, so publishers will use that against me to lower the percentage. I need an intermediary who'll take on all personal conversations with these bastards."

"For three billion, I'll stuff them in capsules and send them back to Earth!"

Yun Jing perked up: "That's exactly the kind of tough negotiation skills I'm counting on. I'll make a literary agent contract with you."

"I'll defend your interests as my own."

"Uh-huh. But we need to hurry. Things in the alliance are bad..."

Pavel Reineke tore himself away from dreams of future billions: "What happened?"

"Hell if I know. Ron and Jeanne disappeared somewhere. Someone whacked Pandora and Meirong. Vladimir is running around the base in panic, deciding how to search for them and who to punish."

"Ron disappeared? Did he run away or something?"

"Uh-huh. But screw them all. This is about me. I want to break out of this alliance and this idiotic family. I want to live in West City, become a full citizen of some free alliance."

"That'll be hard for a former slave to do."

"My talent will help me with that. Well, and your protection."

Pavel Reineke headed for the exit: "I'll take the manuscripts right now."

"No," Yun Jing stopped him. "First find whoever's threatening me. I'm hiring you mainly for that, not for delivering manuscripts."

"But art won't wait! Your devoted readers should get new books as soon as possible. And I should get my share of the billion."

Yun Jing frowned: "Let me explain it differently. Imagine I'm a valuable resource. But very fragile. You see, if they kill me even once—I'll fall into depression again. I get it after every rebirth. I have to recover for a long time, convince myself that I'm still the same Yun, not her copy."

"Uh... I wish I had your problems! But I get it. You won't be able to work and write new books worth billions of chips?"

"Uh-huh."

"Hmm, the villain is aware of this character trait of yours. Any suspicions?"

Yun Jing vengefully narrowed her eyes and hissed: "Oh yes! You bet. I analyzed the note. The style, word usage, and stupid pathos—everything points to that real hack Timur Khidzhamudinov."

"Now that's a twist. Any other evidence besides word... usage?"

Yun Jing brought up and transferred to Pavel a list on the project-screen: "These are the bases and cities our trucks visited."

"And?"

"Right now Timur Khidzhamudinov lives at Fort Faithful base. That's where we bought GFS food sublimated."

"Think that's where they planted the card?"

"Uh-huh. It was found in a box of hamburgers. Nina couldn't read it since it was locked for everyone except me."

Pavel Reineke pricked up his ears: "So the villain knows your unique identifier?"

"Uh-huh. But that's not such a secret. Lots of people know it. Timur Khijamudinov definitely knows. After all, we had the same publisher."

Pavel Reineke vigorously shook his head: "I'm immediately going to interrogate the competitor. But what about your security?"

"While the 'Cruel' Alliance hasn't fallen apart, I'm relatively safe. We have powerful protection here. Much cooler than it seems at first glance. Besides, I programmed a combat robot for enhanced patrol and tracking anything suspicious."

"Yeah, I saw. It's standing under
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