
Explora 1. The Arrival

What do you think a colonial construction engineer does? That's right — he builds industrial infrastructure on planets. Arriving on the planet Locus, a young engineer discovers that the society there is on the verge of collapse: the Colonial Constitution is being ignored, and the territory is carved up between warring alliances on one side and bandits on the other.

The system that allows colonists to be reborn after death is still running. But how much longer will it last? On top of everything else, the capital of Locus — where the system's servers are housed — has been seized by "demons," and the city itself is sealed behind an impenetrable force field.

Ron doesn't like violence… But what he likes even less is lawlessness. He'll have to set aside his principles and try to live by the local rule: might makes right.


Part One. Atoms Of Consciousness




Our mission is not to improve people, for we do not compete with Allah in this endeavor. Rather, our mission is to help people realize their inherent perfection.

The modifications to the human body developed at Labsetec serve to amplify the extraordinary capabilities of the human mind that controls this body. These enhancements underscore the remarkable nature of human consciousness and its potential.

From the Labsetec Corporation Brand Book


Chapter 1. The eternal problem of balance




EVEN DURING TRAINING, few people referred to the emergence of a synthesan as a "birth." Everyone used the term "arrival."

But the real arrival was very different from what the students had practiced during virtual reality training sessions.

And now Ron Cooper understood that difference firsthand.

The arrival felt like waking from a dream. Except it came with panic and an overwhelming urge to bang your head against a wall.

"The panic will be so bad you'll soil yourselves," the mentor at the colonist training center had warned. "That's exactly the moment when it's crucial to remember who you are and where you've arrived. And one more thing — you will never soil yourselves again. Synthesans are your new bodies. And they are waste-free biorobots."




— Arrival complete — 

Virtual buffer activated




Estimated transit time through the wormhole: 1,147,560 hours (131 years). 

Transfer of object "Ron Cooper (No. 2,456,777)" within normal parameters. 

Local date and time will be obtained upon synchronization with the BATS server at the point of arrival.




Ron Cooper remembered perfectly well who he was and why he had come to the planet Locus. But the mentor's warning was no idle threat. According to statistics — the kind no one could verify anyway — it was precisely the panic following arrival that led to integrity loss in a newcomer's binary consciousness array.

The panic would pass. The mentor had promised as much. But, like the statistics, his promises were impossible to verify back on Earth.

The entire time, Ron was enveloped in darkness. Then a faint blue light appeared, and data overlaid the dim glow.




— ! — 

Warning: the retention period for binary array "Ron Cooper (No. 2,456,777)" in the virtual buffer is limited. 

Upon expiration of the inactivity period, automatic transfer into a body will be initiated. Body parameters will be set according to template settings. 

Time remaining: 1,134 seconds until auto-transfer.

Integrity of binary array "Ron Cooper" — 99.4%.




Nearly one hundred percent integrity — an outstanding result. According to statistics (the kind no one back on Earth could double-check), the average binary array integrity following a capsule's wormhole transit was 97%.

A 3% loss didn't sound like much. Until you considered that every fraction of a percent represented a sliver of your personality. That's when the unease crept in. You started to wonder: what was in those lost percentages? What if something important was gone — something that made you you? Yeah… thoughts like that only made the panic worse.

The virtual buffer was the place where a human's binary consciousness array "came alive" after the capsule carried it through the wormhole to one of the planets in the Explora Project.

The mentor had called the buffer "purgatory," and added:

"Only you won't linger there to be cleansed of your sins — you'll be there to receive an artificial body and continue sinning on another planet."

The mentor was a devout Catholic, which irritated Jeanne Chou, one of the project's participants and a committed atheist. Jeanne had filed complaints about "religious propaganda," but the colonist training center's administration replied that the mentor's conduct fell within "acceptable norms."

Jeanne was now in the same capsule as Ron. In all likelihood, like everyone else, she was in a hurry to build herself a body.




Activation of BATS complete. 

Interface language — default: English. 

Launching synthesan configuration mode… 3… 2… 1…




The data flashed into his consciousness all at once, as if they were his own thoughts. Then came the jingle he had heard thousands of times during training. A woman's voice announced:

"Labsetec Corporation welcomes you to the planet Locus and reminds you that your consciousness is always wherever its atoms are."

After that, there were no more voices. Only interface messages, printing themselves into the flow of his thoughts, weaving seamlessly into the inner monologue.

Among them, an urgent alert flared:




— !!! — 

Transfer capsule status: unsatisfactory! 

Warning: organic material reservoir damaged! 

Organic material detected: 43,564 units.




The number was dropping fast, confirming the leak was ongoing.




Warning: port maneuvering thruster damaged. Risk of crystallization in energy conduits. Fuel supply to port thruster has been shut off.




Could the capsule have been damaged on landing? Ron thought. I wonder how my companions are doing. Haven't they entered their bodies yet?

Ron's anxiety spiked. The reservoir held exactly fifty thousand units of orgmat — ten thousand per synthesan, plus another ten thousand held in reserve specifically for emergency losses. Which meant none of the four colonists had made it out yet? But in just a few seconds, the orgmat count would fall below forty thousand — and that meant someone was going to come up short.

And it's definitely not going to be me! Ron declared inwardly, and pulled up the interface for creating his future body.




RON SELECTED "CREATE Body." Nothing complicated — just like training. They had rehearsed catastrophic arrivals too.

The first step was choosing the synthesan's attributes. By default, each started at one, but there was an option to customize them for future tasks. Four additional points were allocated for distribution among the attributes.

It reminded him of creating a character in a game — the interface had been built on game mechanics borrowed from Adam Online.

But there was a difference: attribute points couldn't be saved for later distribution, nor could they be obtained by any means after the body was created. Further improvement of a synthesan's attributes happened through the course of everyday activity.

"The reason for that," the mentor had explained, "is that there are no such things as attribute points in reality. What you're being offered is a simplified way to configure your body through numbers you can understand. In reality, a synthesan's attributes are an enormously complex system of interactions between molecular pseudo-structures in the material that makes up its body. So remember — behind those simple numbers lie billions of intricate calculations."

Ron distributed the available points as follows:


— Ron Cooper — 

Colonial Construction Engineer

Shell Integrity: 1,000 / 1,000. 

Orgmat: 6,000 / 6,000. 

Binary Array Integrity: 99.3%.

Strength: 2. 

Dexterity: 1. 

Data Processing: 1. 

Vitality: 1. 

Perception: 2. 

Touch: 2. 

Sight: 2. 

Hearing: 1.




Ron noted with a pang of regret the drop in array integrity following embodiment. Such was the side effect — each incarnation chipped away at the integrity of the personality. Every time a binary array was rewritten into a new body, information was lost in the process.

"The eternal problem of balance" Ron recalled the mentor's words. "The better your synthesan's body becomes, the less of you remains inside it."

After confirming these attributes, Ron opened the list of available traits — the so-called "phenoms." Short for "phenomenal abilities of synthetic bodies."

Initially, five phenoms were available. But only two could be installed at a time. A synthesan's body gained access to more as its attributes were developed.

Ron's first selection was:




— Phenom: "Sex" —

Manufacturer: Labsetek.

Duration of sexual intercourse: 43 seconds. Orgmat consumption: 50 units per second of use. Recovery period: 12 hours.

Confirm phenom?




Less than a minute — that's embarrassing, Ron thought. But it's fine. Once I improve the right attributes, I'll push that number up.

When creating a body, you could also choose the synthesan's sex — though this affected only its appearance and body shape. There were no meaningful qualitative differences between "male," "female," and "other." A true triumph of gender equality.

In lectures at the colonist training center, the young students were always advised to install the sex phenom, with psychological comfort cited as the reason.

"It's those who will be defenders or scouts who cherish every phenom, slot," the mentor had laughed. "A fighter would rather boost strength or dexterity than waste a slot on sex. But for you civilians — doesn't make a damn bit of difference either way."




— Phenom: "Builder" —

Manufacturer: China Binary.

+2 to "Data Processing." –1 to "Strength." Orgmat consumption: 2.2 units per second of use.

Buildbots under command: 1. Buildbots available: 0.

Did you know? Raising certain attributes unlocks new phenom capabilities.




Construction robots — or "buildbots" — were a colonial construction engineer's primary asset. The more buildbots under his command, the more complex the structures he could build. And to gain control over more buildbots, the "Data Processing" attribute needed to be developed.

When creating a body, appearance could also be customized, but that was a lengthy procedure and time was running out. Ron had no time to fiddle with eye color, skin tone, or penis shape. Without those adjustments, the synthesan's appearance defaulted to the original — the person whose consciousness had been copied — with the only difference being that the body carried standard muscle and bone configurations. All other changes were purely cosmetic.

By the time the body was ready, just over twenty thousand units of orgmat remained. Minus one more person… or rather, synthesan.




Initiate embodiment procedure?




Ron confirmed the transfer of his binary array into the synthetic organism. Someone had poetically named this procedure "embodiment."

…

He arrived in the new world a second time. But now he could feel that he was floating in a dense, viscous liquid. A dissociative compound burned his eyes, and his lungs screamed for air.

Now he could see — with his own eyes! — the murky blue of the solution and the flickering indicators on the capsule's project-screen.

Ron frantically thrashed his arms and legs, hammering against the glass of the flask he was floating in. He even — finally! — managed to crack his head against it.

Now he could feel pain.

He beat his knees and elbows against the thick glass in a frenzy. It was nothing like the pain he had known as a human. The first few seconds it was sharp, but it faded fast. Each impact was accompanied by interface messages reporting that the synthesan's body had sustained a certain amount of damage.

At last, Ron stopped thrashing and tried to relax, drifting in the dense blue darkness. He remembered that a synthesan's body didn't need nearly as much air as a human one.

A muffled metallic clang reached him. A vortex formed in the liquid surrounding his body, caught him, and swept him forward.

A second later, he found himself lying on a cold iron floor. The spent dissociative electrolyte seeped away through tiny holes in its surface.

Steam rose from the freshly minted body. Ron leaped to his feet and coughed — a mouthful of residual dissociative splashed out.

"We have arrived!" Ron announced loudly, testing his new voice, and looked around.




THE CAPSULE THE settlers used to transit through the wormhole was a rectangular container. At the rear sat the propulsion section — engines that allowed the capsule to maneuver after exiting the wormhole and beginning its descent toward the planet.

Inside, the capsule looked like an enormous freight car stuffed with containers and crates. The ceiling was so low that Ron nearly brushed it with his bald head.

He ran a palm over the top of his skull:

"Damn! Forgot about the hair!"

Along one long wall of the capsule stood four tall flasks. These were the AKOS units — the Apparatus Complex for Organic Synthesis. The colonists' bodies had been grown inside them. These same machines would later restore synthesans after rebirths or assist in the installation of new phenoms.

Ron's flask was open and blinking a yellow indicator. Inside the second, the murky outline of a human figure was just visible. Jeanne was about to emerge.

He walked over and tapped his finger against the glass of one of the flasks:

"You know, colleagues, it's odd that you're taking so long in there. Can't you see the orgmat is running out?"

Ron moved to the storage locker and selected a Universal Combsuit — a UniCom. It was a complex assembly of colonist equipment, each section of which had to be put on separately: helmet, torso, two legs, two arms. Six pieces in total.

Combat UniComs had a helmet split into two sections — "helmet-head" and "helmet-neck" — and in addition to the arm and leg sections, included separate pieces for the hands and feet, plus a torso divided into chest and back. Twelve pieces in total.

A combat UniCom granted greater attribute bonuses but consumed more orgmat.

All UniComs resembled spacesuits, providing additional protection for the synthesan's body. But that wasn't their primary purpose.

Each section of a UniCom was an independent device that connected to the corresponding port on the synthesan's body. And within each section were built-in enhancements that granted the wearer new capabilities.

Ron pulled on the helmet first and felt a slight jab at the back of his neck — the helmet had connected to its socket. The torso, arms, and legs followed in the same fashion.

A hiss of compressed air and a metallic clang. One of the synthesis unit flasks began to hiss and opened. Blue liquid flooded the floor, and with it tumbled a naked female body.

Ron walked over and helped her to her feet:

"Welcome, colleague."

Spitting out the last of the blue liquid, she muttered:

"You too."

Ron looked her over:

"Now I understand why you took so long to embody. Spent some serious time on the looks, didn't you?"

Jeanne brushed the clumped strands of short white hair from her forehead:

"What happened? Why wasn't there enough orgmat?"

Ron went to the project-screen of the onboard computer and checked the counter readings.

Sure enough, all the orgmat had been exhausted on synthesizing Jeanne's body. The other two colonists wouldn't be able to embody. Their flasks stood empty, blinking red.

"The reservoir was damaged," Ron said, examining the capsule's hull through one of the external cameras. "Strange, though. The damage pattern doesn't match what you'd expect from a landing impact."

Jeanne turned her back to Ron and walked to the UniCom locker. Two blue dots were visible along her spine — indicators for her installed phenoms. Ron dropped his gaze below Jeanne's back:

"I like what you did with the looks, old girl. Especially from behind."

"You really should have done something with yours, my boy. Especially from the front. I don't know if anyone's ever told you this, but your real face is nothing to write home about."

"You have, actually. Several times. Try coming up with something funnier."

While Jeanne suited up in her combat UniCom, Ron drifted back to the capsule's onboard computer project-screen:

"Strange, isn't it — we managed to build our bodies, but our fellow passengers didn't."

"What's strange about it?" Jeanne snapped the two halves of the UniCom — chest and back — together across her torso. "Given the orgmat shortage, the system made a judgment call: embody the construction engineer first. That's you. So you could build a base and grow orgmat farms. Then it created me second — to protect the engineer. Standard emergency protocol."

Jeanne pulled on the last piece of the UniCom — the helmet. Ron's reflection stared back at him from the visor, along with the walls of the capsule.

He could no longer see her pretty artificial face — the large blue eyes, the small upturned nose. There was nothing of the old Jeanne in that face anyway.

Jeanne gave the back of the helmet a firm tap to seat it properly in the neck socket:

"Besides, we can't stand each other. Perfect team."




JEANNE PULLED A long-barreled, smoothbore rifle from her locker. She turned it on and waited for the weapon to connect to the interface. She put ammunition in the special slots of the UniCom and added five grenades to her belt. She completed her outfit with a pistol, slipping it into a special slot on her hip.

She tossed the second pistol to Ron.

"Try not to shoot until your Sight is at least a three," she warned. "You're bound to shoot yourself in the leg, and we don't have the extra orgmat to treat you."

The interface reacted to the weapon in Ron's hand with a description from the gun itself.




— The colonist's assistant —

Energy weapon

Manufacturer: Labsetec.

Magazine: 30 energy rounds.

UniCom Connect: 1 connector (arm).

Warning, your UniCom does not have a connector for this type of device. You cannot use its advanced features."




Ron attached the weapon to his belt, where the engineer's tools should be attached.

"How long will it take you to line up?" Jeanne asked. "We need farms to grow orgmat."

"Farms are a long way off," Ron replied. "They are built last, when all the infrastructure is in place. We need to build the power unit first... and then the rest of the dozens and hundreds of backyards, like production halls, converters, or warehouses. And that takes a lot of resources. What we brought in is only enough for the base buildings."

"I see. Do you need a scout to pick a place to build?"

"Yes. But I'm counting on the help of other colonists, though we don't know where we've landed yet. In fact, construction will take a little longer than usual. I've got one buildbot in command for the time being."

"Why one?" Jeanne interrupted. "What did you spend the second phenom on?"

Ron hesitated. "Sex. I spent it on sex."

"Who are you going to have sex with? Buildbots?"

"Colleague, why are you acting like we're on a battlefield? We're on a peaceful planet where we're going to build and develop civilization in peace."

"Do you hear—"

But Ron waved it away. "What's more, all your fighting skills may not be needed. Those colonists who arrived earlier have long ago cleared out the local fauna. There will be no wild animal attacks, no aliens. You're the one who'll have to swap your military phenoms for peaceful ones."

"Hey, you!"

"We were trained to survive together, but we don't have to be together. We can share the pod's resources and build our own bases. Except then you'd have to swap your phenoms for useful ones."

"Shut up, asshole! You hear me?"

Ron stopped talking. He heard someone scratching insistently from the side of the airlock. Jeanne's hearing was more enhanced, or she had the appropriate UniCom upgrades, so she'd heard those rustles earlier.

Ron called up the camera controls on the pod on the project-screen. At the same time, he launched the exploration drone. After that, the engineer displayed the image from the cameras on the project-screen. The wind noise of the planet Locus rumbled in the speakers...

Standing in front of the airlock doors were two men wearing UniComs of unfamiliar design. Their arms were covered with beads and colored headbands. One of them had shoulder pads with rusty spikes attached to his shoulders. The other had metal horns gleaming on the sides of his helmet. It was noticeable that they had lovingly tuned their costumes with decorative elements.

Both strangers were examining the airlock opening mechanism.

"Don't worry," Ron said to Jeanne. "Although there is a lock on the outside, they won't be able to pick the code."

"I'm not worried," Jeanne replied and flipped the safety lever on her rifle. "Let them worry."

The reconnaissance drone rose quickly above the ship, revealing scorched grass, fallen trees, and blasted earth. In the center of the crater lay a capsule. It was shaped like a rectangular box of energy cartridges.

From the height, it was clearly visible that the left side of the capsule had been disintegrated by the shell. A puddle of orgmat shone near the hole like blue blood. Far from the capsule stood two tracked armored trucks that bore the features of the standard Ford-Explore transports that had been used to supply previous batches of colonist capsules. One truck carried a missile launcher.

The drone didn't have time to get any higher; the speakers crackled and the image faded.

"It was shot down by those assholes," Jeanne hissed. "What, engineer, are you still sure we're on a peaceful planet?"

"But... it's strange..." Ron muttered. "Locus is the first exoplanet to be developed. There's been a civilization here for years. A highly advanced civilization, not bandits in rusty armored cars. Almost a million synthesans."

"Civilizations come in many forms, my boy."

Back there on Earth, Jeanne was sixty-three years old, and Ron Cooper was nineteen. In Jeanne's opinion, this allowed her to look down on him. However, she looked down on everyone. Even her mentor, who was older than her.

Meanwhile, a third man joined the two men near the airlock, carrying a long sniper rifle on his shoulder. His UniCom, by the way, was unadorned. Lifting the mirrored visor of his helmet, the sniper looked up at the camera:

"Well, what's up, aliens? Open up! Let the welcoming committee of natives in."

"Aye," laughed another. "We'll take you to our leader."

The sniper had the typical smooth and handsome face of a synthesan, adorned with an elaborate shapely beard that a real human would never grow. The curls of the beard framed his cheeks in a pattern, and on his chin they branched out like tentacles.

"Seriously, dudes, you do realize that resistance is futile," the bearded man continued. "And forgive us in advance, it's not our fault."

Ron touched the project-screen, highlighting the bearded man's face, and set a search on the colonists' database. But the system returned a response that no matches were found.

"He's changed his face a hundred times," Jeanne said. "It will be possible to identify him only after receiving information from the shell of his synthesan. To do that, you need to be three meters away from him."

"Well?" the bearded man asked. "Are you going to remain silent like that?"

"And what if there is no one there?" said the horned man. "I mean, we breached their orgmat tank... What if none of them incarnated?"

The bearded man nodded. "Maybe... I bet Ramirez is going tear us a new one with his psychobabble."

"He certainly will," the horned man sighed sadly.

The third of the attackers, the one with the spikes on his shoulders, silently pulled a standard plasma cutter from behind his back. He turned it on and leaned it against the capsule's airlock.

Ron and Jeanne saw a red-hot spot appear on the airlock flaps and grow rapidly.


Chapter 2. But can you build anything?




"THAT'S IT, I'VE had enough," Jeanne pounded her fist on the project-screen, dispersing the holographic windows. "Put me on speakerphone."

Ron complied, and Jeanne announced, "Step away from the capsule, assholes!"

"Well, well, looks like our aliens are still kicking," the horned bandit sneered.

"Ma'am," the bearded one addressed the camera, "we shot you down, now you're our prey. Don't make this any harder than it has to be. You don't understand the conditions you're in... Locus isn't what it used to be. Believe me, we don't like what we're doing."

The third bandit continued to wield the torch, widening the slit in the airlock.

"In about twenty minutes, he'll cut it open," Ron said, his voice tight with tension. "That's a powerful torch..."

"In twenty minutes, he won't have hands to cut anything!" Jeanne declared, her eyes flashing with determination. "Show me the blueprint of our capsule."

Ron displayed a three-dimensional model on the project-screen. Jeanne jabbed her finger into the image. "Right here. It's possible to get out through these corridors, isn't it?"

"These are the drone launch shafts," Ron explained. "They're blocked by airlocks, but I can open them."

Jeanne stepped to the center of the room and looked up at the ceiling. With a swift motion, she knocked out a panel with her fist and pulled herself up into the square manhole.

"Communications check," Ron heard her voice in his helmet. "While I'm crawling, you think about how we can save Trevor and Meirong."

"We can't!" Ron answered immediately, frustration evident in his voice. "Unless we hook up the orgmat tanks to the AKOS, they'll remain inactive."

"I don't know anything, boy. Think of something. You're an engineer," Jeanne snapped. "But it's your responsibility to get them out of the buffer."

"But why? What's the point of moving them from one storage to another?"

"If we have to leave the capsule behind, I don't want the consciousnesses of our comrades to fall to those rogue bandits."

Ron listened confusedly to Jeanne. "There is no logic in your order... Wait, are you all right? Didn't you go crazy after incarnation?"

"If you're so fond of rules, then remember that in combat situations, all command passes to the member of the group who has the proper training."

"But your order is dumb!"

"Nevertheless, you will do as I ordered."

"But don't you understand?" Ron pleaded, his voice rising in pitch. "A binary array of human consciousness is not the sort of thing you can save to a memory card and carry around in your pocket!"

"Anyway, I'm not interested. Do it."

"Fool!" Ron couldn't stand it anymore. "Even if I do find a storage unit of the right size, you need a constant power source to store the binary."

"As I mentioned, my boy, I don't care about the technical details. Just do it."

"But understand this..."

"You call me fool again, I'll fuck you with a rifle barrel. You wanted sex, didn't you?"

"We're about to get fucked by these thugs," Ron muttered, his face flushing with anger and embarrassment. "Take your turn."

He called up the schematic of the onboard computer on the project-screen. He highlighted the data storage block on it and began to think. He glimpsed at the picture from the external camera. The bandit with the torch continued to work, while the bearded bandit and the horned bandit wandered along the capsule, kicking its walls and discussing something in low voices.

"In theory... actually, we could disconnect the storage unit from the mainframe," Ron mused aloud. "But what about the power supply? That's the real question..."

"I told you, I'm not interested in the details."

"I'm not talking to you!" Ron waved her off, exasperated. "Crawl back to where you were crawling. I'm thinking out loud."

"I'm in position, by the way. Open the airlocks."

Ron touched the right icons, his fingers moving swiftly across the panel.

"Even the most powerful portable power source won't be enough to connect them," Ron continued, his mind racing. "Even if you combine them into one big battery, it will last a hundred or two hours at most. So we need a power source that can replenish itself. Or something like a fuel generator... Like..."

Ron crossed the capsule room and stood in front of a large container with buildbots painted on it, a glimmer of an idea forming in his mind.




THE CONTAINER WAS the bulkiest cargo in the capsule, occupying almost half of the total usable space. Magnetic bolts secured the container's front lid, which could only be unscrewed with a magnetic-force wrench tuned to the appropriate frequency.

Ron returned to the UniCom storage cabinet. He rolled out a toolbox, chose the right tool, and took it in his hand. The clamps tightened around his wrist, and Ron felt a prick.




A new device was connected:

— Schilling — 

A magnetic-force wrench.




Manufacturer: China Binary.

UniCom Connect: 1 connector (arm).




Warning, this device has multiple modes of operation. Your level of the Data Processing attribute allows you to choose one. Increasing this attribute increases the number of simultaneously active modes.




Did you know that background mode is active regardless of the selected wrench mode?




Attention, background mode works only when the device is connected.




Ron selected a mode:




Engineering Precision. 

+1 to Touch. 

-1 to Vitality. 

Orgmat consumption: 3.3 units per second of use.




Orgmat consumption is dangerously high for now, but the longer you work, the faster the synthesan's body adapts to perform the necessary actions. The body's attributes increase, reducing orgmat consumption. 

At first you have to be careful and watch the amount of orgmat. Of course, it's unlikely that Ron would get so carried away that he would twist the bolts until he was exhausted.

Ron unscrewed the magnetic bolts on the container—the necessary wrench frequency already built into his interface.

A message flashed in the corner of his vision: 




6 seconds of wrench Schilling. 

Spent: 19.8 Orgmat. 

Orgmat: 5,985/6,000.




Each use of the device or active operation of the phenoms cost time and orgmat. When orgmat ran out, the synthesan didn't die but simply couldn't use phenomenal abilities or tools requiring UniCom connection. An "empty" fighter could shoot, but their accuracy and range were no match for a fighter using phenomenal abilities. An empty engineer, conversely, could no longer operate the buildbots.

Ron didn't remove the magnetic-force wrench after finishing. The familiar tool provided a sense of reassurance, as it could be used for close combat if necessary.

"Not as effective as a gun," Ron grinned, "But in skillful hands, a dildo is a weapon."

"What are you babbling about?" Jeanne asked immediately.

"Saving your lover Trevor," Ron replied. "I think I've found a way, but I need more time than there is strength left in the airlock flaps."

"I'm working on it," Jeanne responded.

One of the cameras at the top of the capsule showed a helmeted head emerging from a square drone hatch. Jeanne climbed out and, clinging to the surface, crawled carefully to the edge. The camera didn't lose sight of her.

Ron threw back the lid of the container. Inside sat a squad of five construction robots, equipped with various manipulators needed for building structures, from plasma cutters to atomic welding or polyester steel atomizers.

The buildbots moved on an ionic cushion, allowing them to overcome any terrain. They were also equipped with ionic jumpers, which consumed significant battery power but allowed quick ascents to necessary heights while dragging building materials.

Four units were actual builders and laborers. The fifth unit of the link had only two manipulators and silicone caterpillars instead of jumpers. This unit, however, was crucial—a small neutron-free fusion reactor without which the entire link, and indeed the colony, would be doomed.

According to the Explora project strategists, the deuterium reserves in the buildbot, plus the remaining fuel in the capsule's engines, should provide thirty thousand hours of energy for the four colonists.

Ron activated the Builder phenom and examined the row of buildbots:




— 005 — 

Building robot

Manufacturer: 현대자동차 

Status: online. 

Class: mobile power generator.




Reactor type: BTS-12. 

Reactor efficiency: 99.4%. 

Deuterium reserves: 999.2/1,000.




Ron confirmed the connection, feeling a prick in his neck as the buildbot reactor came under his control. He placed a mark in the interface at the center of the room. Buildbot 005 flashed its indicators and rolled out of the container, freezing at the designated spot.

"Well, colleague, now let's put you back to sleep," Ron said, ordering the buildbot to shut down completely rather than enter hibernation mode.

The buildbot protested with a red warning:




Shutting down unit 005 will cause the reactor to shut down. Restarting the reactor will reduce deuterium reserves. 

Continue?




"Sorry, colleague, but yes," Ron replied.

005 retracted its manipulators into the hull and powered down. Ron stepped in from the side and unscrewed the bolts with his magnetic-force wrench, removing the entire left side of the buildbot's casing.

At that moment, the hissing of the plasma torch outside the door stopped. Ron turned his attention to the camera image, ready for whatever challenge awaited him next.




JEANNE RELISHED HER favorite activity: shooting and killing.

The torch-wielding bandit lay dead, his plasma torch scorching a ditch in the ground before stalling. The indicator on his UniCom blinked rapidly, showing an emergency binary array transfer to the server in progress, then went dark.

The bearded sniper had managed to take cover behind an earthen berm, while the horned one made long jumps, aiming to escape the firing sector and hide behind the armored vehicles.

"What a nimble fellow you are," Jeanne muttered.

"One thing's good," Ron told her. "When you knocked out the one with the torch, there was a binary transfer. So everything's all right on Locus if BATS is working."

"What's joyful about that?" Jeanne retorted. "The asshole's about to be reborn somewhere. We won't have that luxury."

"That's right," Ron sighed. "We should register on the Locus server as soon as possible."

"First, save your comrades. Then we'll register," Jeanne commanded.

Each shot of her rifle sent a group of plasma discharges toward the enemy. Some dissipated in flight; others, subject to the planet's unpredictable magnetic or gravitational features, scattered. This firing mode sacrificed accuracy and wasted ammunition but increased the chances of penetrating the unknown UniComs' defenses.

Finally, one group of charges hit the horned man's leg, turning it into a shaggy mess of orgmat and UniCom remnants. He rolled on the ground—it was a matter of seconds to finish him off. But then Jeanne got her answer—the bearded man's sniper shot struck her shoulder. Her weapon disconnected from the UniCom's palm connectors, and Jeanne herself was thrown to the center of the capsule's roof, disappearing from the camera's view.

The horned man seized his opportunity, standing on his healthy leg and waddling toward the armored vehicles, using his assault rifle as a crutch.

Ron ran to the project-screen as if it might help Jeanne. "Are you alive? Are you all right?"

"Don't distract me, boy. Get back to work."

The camera turned slowly, searching for Jeanne. Finally, it found her. The sixty-three-year-old woman crawled toward the edge of the capsule again, using one hand while the other dragged listlessly behind her.

Without raising her head, Jeanne removed a grenade from her belt and threw it toward the sniper. Then a second, a third. She hurled the last three in the direction of the trucks.

The earth ditch shielding the sniper vanished, replaced by a small crater inside a larger one. But the synthesan's body was far stronger and more resilient than a human's. Even the grenade explosions couldn't tear the bearded man to pieces. However, the blinking indicators on the remnants of the UniCom showed that he, too, had gone to rebirth.

"Jeanne, you're the best!" Ron couldn't resist praising her.

"And you doubted me?"

The grenades did no damage to the armored cars but forced the horned bandit to take shelter inside. A machine gun barrel on the armored car's turret slid into view but didn't fire.

"He's afraid of damaging his prey," Ron deduced. "I bet their boss, this Ramirez character, wouldn't like that very much."

Jeanne crawled away from the edge of the capsule to retrieve her rifle. Her wounded arm was beginning to move and heal, but it would take at least a couple of hours before it fully recovered—and that was assuming Jeanne had upgraded her Resilience.

Glancing at the project-screen, Ron resumed his work. He removed the data storage unit from the buildbot, then approached the panel concealing the capsule's onboard computer. He loosened the bolts, overriding the alarming interface messages about the danger of interfering with the QCP (Quantum Computation Platform) when not all binary arrays had completed the embodiment procedure.

"I know, I know, colleague," Ron muttered. "But our unfriendly locusians left us no choice."

With these words, he connected the battery from the buildbot to the QCP data storage unit. He pulled up a black command line window on the project-screen and entered the command:




shutdown -a




This instantly initiated the QCP shutdown process, bypassing all warning signs and program termination protocols. The project-screen went dark, and the lights on the capsule's ceiling followed suit.

"I hope I did everything right," Ron addressed the buildbots. "Actually, colleagues, Meirong should be the one digging into the insides of quantum platforms or buildbots."

He extracted the data storage unit from the QCP case and inserted it into the buildbot case. The block was slightly larger, requiring some effort to push it in deeper. Even then, part of the block protruded, preventing the casing from closing completely.

"Okay, you can live like this for now, parts hanging out," Ron said.

He inserted the data storage unit from the buildbot into the QCP and restarted the system. As the project-screen loaded, several failure warnings popped up, and the computer rebooted again.

"I broke something after all," Ron smirked. "Now we're left without camera or drone data."

Ron fumbled for the power button on the bottom of the buildbot. The machine came to life, its LEDs flashing in a friendly manner. Ron froze in anticipation—if there was a download failure now, Trevor and Meirong's binary arrays might be gone forever.

"I wonder if this could be called negligent homicide," he mused.

"Well, colleague, come on!"

The robot extended its arm, making circular motions, and Ron's interface prompted a request to reconnect unit 005.




— ! — 

Attention, a non-standard data storage unit has been detected on unit 005. 

Scan the block to automatically start new instructions?




"Uh, colleague, I have no idea what that means. We'll postpone that decision for now."




— ! — 

Unit 005's reactor has been forced to shut down. 

Restart the reactor?




"Of course!" Ron rejoiced. "I'm sure of it."




The reactor startup procedure has begun.

Till completion: 1/1,000.




A rustling and banging sound came from under the ceiling. Jeanne jumped out of the hatch. "Did you do what I asked?"

"Yes," Ron pointed at the buildbot. "Our comrades are in there now."

"Well done. And you said it was impossible. You just lacked motivation, didn't you?"

"Maybe," Ron laughed harshly.

But in reality, he didn't feel like laughing. The insistence with which Jeanne had forced him to fulfill a questionable order was frightening and made him doubt her sanity.




JEANNE WALKED OVER to the equipment locker. Grimacing, she pried the mangled UniCom from her left arm. A black hole gaped in the shoulder area, its edges melted. Deep inside, white muscle tissue was visible, along with part of the synthesan skeleton—habitually referred to as a "skeleton," although its structure differed from that of a human.

Ron averted his gaze from her injured arm, reminded of how autopsies of synthesan bodies revealed their inherently unhuman nature. The only thing human about them was their consciousness.

Jeanne walked around the capsule, searching for the right container. "Hey, engineer, need your help. How do you unscrew these bolts?"

Ron activated the magnetic-force wrench, its field humming as he applied it to the bolts. From the opened container, Jeanne pulled out a box of fixing spray. She took out one can and held it out to Ron. "Help."

Trying not to stare at the disgusting mess of inanimate fibers and muscle tissue, from which drips of red orgmat oozed, Ron treated the wounds with the spray. It didn't accelerate the regeneration of the orgmat, but it fixed the tissue to the damaged areas, preventing further tearing.

A layer of clear jelly covered Jeanne's entire arm, quickly hardening into a film. She then took out new UniCom parts from her locker and connected them to her damaged arm.

"What are we going to do next?" Ron asked.

Jeanne's eyes hardened as she assessed their situation. "Now we need to create weapons. Lots of them. I'm sure other natives will be coming here soon. We need mines, turrets, bomb drones, grenade launchers, rocket launchers. You can build some robot warriors, too. Get to it."

"But—"

"Ron, it's kill or be killed out here. We need to defend ourselves. Or we'll have to abandon the capsule and flee, taking an armored aboriginal vehicle. But even for that, we need heavy weapons."

"I can't believe we'll have to leave the pod," Ron shook his head. "We can't survive on Locus without its resources."

"Exactly. That's why running away is a last resort. Start working."

"But—"

"What else? Are you lacking motivation again?"

Ron's anger flared. "Do you even realize that it's impossible to create all these weapons on the fly? Not only am I not capable of it—that's Meirong's job—but we don't have the facilities. Do you really think you can build a combat robot just by popping up a few windows in the interface? No. First, we have to build an assembly hall. Then you assemble and install several subject-printers in the shop, creating a production chain. Then you have to find the raw materials, create the necessary materials..."

"But can you build anything? Hell, at least craft a rocket launcher. I can't just fight with grenades."

"Jeanne, realize that real production is not like crafting in a game. There are only two subject-printers in our capsule, designed to create other subject-printers. We can talk about normal production of 'some rocket launcher' only when there's a workshop of ten subject-printers. And even then, it's impossible without Meirong."

"Why?" Jeanne flared up. "You're an engineer, aren't you? And she's an engineer."

"I'm a colonial engineer, and she's a production cycle engineer. I build the infrastructure for her, and she produces items for all of us. Didn't you study all this?"

"While you were studying the planning of colonial settlements, I was studying how to defend them," Jeanne snapped back. "And, as you can see, so far my knowledge is more useful than yours. In fact, think of me as an engineer in assassination technology."

Jeanne restocked the grenades and scattered the boxes of energy cartridges in the UniCom slots. "Okay. Let's think about this." She tapped her foot on the floor. "Can you launch this pod so we can all get the hell out of here? If you say it's impossible again, I'll—"

"The capsules have a short flight mode," Ron said hastily. "It's necessary for the colonists to be able to move closer to valuable resources for the construction of the base."

Jeanne moved closer to Ron. "Now you're going to say, 'But we're prevented from this and that?'"

"Yes. The onboard computer has gone into an endless reboot. So we'll have to operate the capsule manually. No maps, no navigation."

"Whatever, we just want to get as far away from here as possible."

"But Trevor was our scout. I don't know how to fly a capsule."

"It's nothing," Jeanne said. "I can fly anything, even a kite."

"But here's the other thing—"

Jeanne sighed and made a movement with her rifle as if she were putting it into Ron. "I sometimes think you're making up your own problems for us."

"The pod was hit, in case you've forgotten. One maneuvering engine was damaged."

"Why do we need to maneuver? All we want to do is take off."

"The pod won't take off if one of the engines is offline. I need to go outside and fix it. Besides, the Buildbot has to come with me. I can't get the materials I need on my own."

Jeanne thought fast. "I'll go back to my original position. Wait for my orders and then go out through the airlock."

"But the aborigine has heavy weapons on his armored car..."

"And I have the highest military science score of any colonist training center graduate. Trust a professional, boy."

While Ron selected and strapped the necessary tools to his belt, Jeanne climbed back onto the container and through the ceiling.

"Eh," her muffled voice rumbled. "If I had an army of robots, combat drones, and trained fighters, I'd show Locus who's boss on the planet."

"Maybe it's because of people like you that Locus has become a blighted place," Ron shouted.

Jeanne's reply echoed through Ron's UniCom helmet: "It's because of people like me that you're still alive."


Chapter 3. Outrage and lawlessness


THE CAPSULE'S ONBOARD computer was no longer helping the crew keep in touch, so Ron and Jeanne switched to communicating through the helmets' data module. The batteries in the helmets had been dead for a hundred and thirty years of traveling through the wormhole, so they each had to spend ten units of Orgmat to recharge them. Transmission range depended on Perception, and speed depended on Data Processing.

In general, the bodies of synthesans were themselves devices, apparatus built on organic principles. Any synthesan could communicate with devices and other synthesans without the module in the helmet, but in this case, the range was greatly reduced. Without a helmet, the signal range was equal to Perception. For Ron , it was now only two meters. The module in the helmet greatly increased the transmission range.

Ron stood before the airlock doors, eyeing the darkening stain from the plasma torch, as he awaited Jeanne's signal. Next to him, the 005 buildbot was puffing. Its hull gave off a palpable heat, and the reactor startup process was at 564 / 1,000.

"Hey, colleague," Ron said. "As if you don't need any additional cooling?"

Ron displayed the buildbot's status data in front of him. The temperature was above normal, in the yellow zone. But that was because Ron had tampered with the buildbot and removed the casing that was involved in heat transfer. In addition, the entire hull was covered with rolls of polyester steel, with which the engine was to be patched. This did not contribute to heat dissipation either.

"I hope, colleague, you don't intend to suddenly explode, ending our inglorious attempt to colonize Locus?"

The buildbot winked its indicators as if to say, "After what you've done to me, colleague, I'm not promising anything anymore..."

Jeanne came on the comms:

"Open the airlock, and move immediately to the right. Stay as close to the side of the capsule as possible. Whatever happens, stay close to the side. Don't try to go back or run in any other direction. Understood?"

Ron opened the lock cover and manually moved the airlock opening slider.

The flaps started to slide open, but immediately froze. Because the bandits had tried to hack them from the outside with a torch, the opening mechanism had jammed. Ron had to use the buildbot. With its mechanical manipulators, he forced one door panel fully open.

"What's taking so long?" Jeanne asked irritably. "And why are you making noise like a squad of battle robots?"

Ron stepped onto the ground of the new planet, not without trepidation...

He had seen this landscape through cameras before, but in person, the planet Locus looked different. He felt a wave of disorientation as he took in the sky cluttered with gray clouds, the pale blue chain of mountains on the horizon, and the unbearably green thickets of unknown plants scattered across the steppe in small groups. Near one group of thickets stood two armored bandit vehicles.

The synthesan's senses picked up the thick and humid atmosphere of the planet, full of odors: swamp, grass, and fresh soil that the capsule had turned around during the emergency landing.

But each of these smells felt different than they did on Earth, in virtual reality, or even in the greenhouses beneath the Moon Domes. And it wasn't just the synthetic body's system of touch. After all, synthesans copied the functions of human bodies as much as possible, excluding some cases. It's just that everything on Locus was different. Even the familiar smells.

"I’m speechles, colleague," Ron muttered. "Are we really on another planet?"

"You idiot!" Jeanne suddenly shouted in her helmet. "I told you to go straight to the right! Where are you going? What the hell are you thinking?"

Ron hurriedly ran to the right and pressed himself against the side of the capsule. And just in time! At the spot where he had just stood, dozens of earthen whirlwinds surged up. They were accompanied by the distinctive sound of gunfire. The whirlwinds did not subside, gradually approaching Ron. He panicked, wondering where to escape to.

"Freeze in place," Jeanne ordered. "He has a limited firing sector. There's a safe zone along the side."

Before Ron reached half a meter, the whirlwinds showered him with earth one last time and fell silent.

"What a waste," Ron said. "At least two hundred bullets! Yes, and gunpowder requires complex production chains and a chemical plant."

"If he's that wasteful of bullets," Jeanne agreed, "that means he has a lot of them."
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