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CHAPTER 3 — RS-12

When Luo arrived in the observation section two minutes later, one side of his hair was still flattened from sleep.

— I hate all of you.

Nadia turned back to the planet.

— You're late.

— Did the planet run away?

— Not yet.

Luo stepped up to the window.

Everything he had been about to say stopped there.

RS-12 had grown large enough that it no longer needed a display screen.

Cloud systems formed thin white bands over the continents. In the northern hemisphere, a broad landmass was split by long, dark mountain ranges. There was more water to the south. Some coastlines were pale turquoise; some inland regions were brown and gray.

For a while, Luo said nothing.

Ji-ho came to stand beside him.

— Worth keeping your eyes open for?

Luo looked for a few more seconds before answering.

— They woke me up seventeen minutes late.

— You're not going to let that go, are you?

— No.

Elias opened the approach map on the table.

— First landing zone is here.

A marked area on the planet's northern continent expanded. A broad plateau sat between open plains, with low mountains to the west and a shallow basin stretching several kilometers to the east.

— The preliminary survey probes classified the ground as stable, Elias said. — Freshwater is within accessible range. Metal and crystal indicators are good. The probability of Ionex is also within acceptable levels.

Luo leaned over the map while trying to flatten the side of his hair that was still sticking up.

— How acceptable is "acceptable"?

Nadia answered.

— Acceptable enough for you to keep complaining.

— Good. We've found our unit of measurement.

Ji-ho opened the atmospheric data.

— Breathable composition confirmed. But helmets stay sealed on the first exit. No one gets heroic before the local biology scan is complete.

Luo looked at him.

— I was planning to hold my breath anyway.

— You spent ten days in the Phase Corridor. You can manage a few more hours.

The AI cut in.

— For the average adult human, the risk of loss of consciousness—

— No, the other three said at once.

The AI fell silent.

Elias gave a slight shake of his head.

— Good. Once the team is ready, we move to the landing module.

They watched the planet a little longer.

No one tried to make the moment grand.

The place they had known for eighteen point six light-years through files, simulations, and satellite images was now in front of them.

The file was closed.

RS-12 had begun.

* * *

Twenty-three minutes before atmospheric entry, everyone was in position.

The colony ship's main body would remain in orbit around RS-12. The module used for the first landing separated from the lower transport spine. Four humans, eight general-purpose field robots, two heavy construction robots, three days of initial life support, and the basic components of the temporary camp were all aboard the same craft.

Luo tugged his restraint for the second time.

— Whose idea was it to take all this down in one trip?

Elias looked across from the opposite seat.

— You approved the loading list.

— I approved the quantity. Not gravity.

Nadia spoke without looking up from the display in front of her.

— Gravity was in the file.

— A lot of things were in the file.

Ji-ho checked the life-support connections at the rear.

— A little late for regrets now.

— I don't regret it. I'm just criticizing the loading plan.

The AI's voice filled the landing module.

— Atmospheric entry will begin in ten minutes. Surface winds are fourteen percent above the initial forecast.

Elias immediately turned to the display.

— Effect on the landing zone?

— Dust transport is increasing along the northwestern edge of the primary landing ellipse. The secondary site is safer.

A second point appeared on the map.

It was approximately four hundred meters south of the planned zone.

Luo stared at it.

— Four hundred meters?

— Yes.

— That changes the entire camp layout.

Nadia looked at him.

— Four hundred meters.

— You're not the one doing structural assembly.

— You're not carrying anything either. The robots are.

Luo turned to Ji-ho.

— Is there no one here willing to support me?

Ji-ho fastened his harness.

— Four hundred meters.

Elias turned to the AI with a smile.

— Use the secondary site.

— Approved.

Luo leaned his head back against the seat.

— Democracy is dead.

— We haven't even landed yet, Nadia said.

— Fast start.

Conversation stopped the moment the atmosphere first touched the module's outer hull.

The vibration was faint at first.

Then it spread through the entire frame.

On the external camera, black space gave way to a thin blue glow. A few seconds later, trails of plasma streamed around the module in orange-white streaks.

Elias watched the readings in front of him.

— Heat shield?

— Nominal.

— Landing system?

— Nominal.

— Surface link?

— Active.

Luo turned his head.

— I never thought I'd miss the word "nominal."

Ji-ho answered without closing his eyes.

— Too early for that.

The module entered the cloud layer.

For several seconds, the image turned completely white.

Then the clouds opened beneath them.

For the first time, RS-12 truly stretched out before them.

The mountains looked dark blue in the distance. The landing zone was surrounded by a broad, rocky plain. Pale green patches marked parts of the surface; low growth resembling ground-hugging vegetation barely moved in the wind. Farther away, a thin line of water caught the sunlight.

Nadia leaned a little closer to the screen.

— It looks better than it did in the file.

Luo looked at her.

— I'm recording that.

— What?

— You liking something.

— I meant the planet. Not you.

— Detail.

The landing engines ignited.

For a moment, the weight pressed into their shoulders.

A cloud of dust swallowed the external camera.

The AI spoke.

— Twenty meters to surface.

Then ten.

Five.

Three.

The landing struts touched down.

The module tilted slightly to the left, the stabilization system corrected, and then it stopped.

No one spoke.

The AI scanned the sensors for three seconds.

— Landing complete.

Luo let out a slow breath.

— Good.

Elias released his harness.

— We begin.

* * *

The first thing to reach the surface of RS-12 was not a human, but a robot.

The first out was a six-wheeled field robot about half a meter tall, configured for environmental scanning.

Luo watched from the doorway.

— That'll look good in the history books.

Ji-ho checked the seal on his helmet.

— If you think the history books are going to put you outside before the robot, you're mistaken.

The small robot rolled down the ramp. It moved several meters forward. Took an atmospheric sample. Drove two short probes into the ground. Then it rotated a full circle and sent its data back to the module.

Nadia looked at the display.

— Radiation is within normal range.

Ji-ho checked the biological scan.

— No high-density active spores or toxic aerosols in the air. Helmets stay sealed.

Luo spread his hands.

— We got it.

— I'm repeating it while looking at you.

One of the heavy construction robots came out. It stopped at the foot of the ramp and ran a ground-compaction test.

The AI reported in.

— Load-bearing capacity is sufficient. Surface conditions are suitable for temporary structures.

Elias stood beside the hatch.

His visor was sealed. The outside light cast a faint shadow over his face.

— Order?

Luo answered immediately.

— You're the leader.

— Are you saying that for a reason?

— So the first historic fall can be yours.

Elias walked down the ramp.

Nothing happened on his first step.

The ground did not collapse.

No alarm sounded.

Under his boot was a pale gray surface, hard and fine-grained.

He took another step.

Then a third.

Luo's voice came over the helmet channel.

— Aren't you going to say something?

Elias looked around.

Mountains in the distance.

A broad plain to his right.

The sky looked a little paler than Earth's. Their suns shone with a near-white light above the horizon.

— Surface stable.

A few seconds of silence followed.

Then Luo:

— We traveled eighteen light-years to get here. That's your first sentence?

— Eighteen point six.

Nadia added as she came down the ramp.

— Historical accuracy matters.

Ji-ho stepped outside as well.

Luo came last.

— You're all very funny.

Elias turned to him.

— I didn't fall, though.

Luo stopped.

— I'll give you that part.

For the next few minutes, the four of them simply worked.

Nadia took the first surface sample. She put the soil into a sterile container, not into her palm. A small trace of satisfaction appeared on her face when the spectrometer returned its first results.

With two construction robots, Luo marked the position for the temporary power mast. A hard layer extended to roughly half a meter beneath the surface; good for anchoring, slower for excavation.

Ji-ho measured the atmosphere again, then sent a microdrone toward the eastern watercourse.

Elias checked the perimeter markers, return corridors, and camp boundary.

The AI could speak in all four helmets at once, but it spoke only when needed.

— Surface winds increasing from the west.

— Heavy construction robot two recommends an alternate anchor point for the power mast.

— Water microdrone has collected the first sample. Chemical scan initiated.

Half an hour later, the temporary power mast was standing.

The solar panels unfolded.

The first cable was drawn out from the landing module.

Luo looked up as he connected the plug to the junction box.

— Now it's real.

Nadia stood beside him.

— What is?

— Now we can call this a camp.

— You put up one mast.

— Civilization starts like this.

Ji-ho called from several meters away.

— Not without water.

— Build your own civilization.

— I am.

Elias looked at the two of them.

— Could both of you talk less and work more?

Luo turned to him.

— First order?

— No. First request.

— Then it can be refused.

The AI spoke.

— According to the mission schedule, the habitation module should be installed after the power mast.

Luo looked up at the sky.

— And then there's this.

* * *

Ji-ho was the first to remove his helmet.

He waited four hours before doing it.

By the end of the third hour, Luo had started negotiating.

— Every scan is clean.

— The first environmental culture test isn't complete.

— The air is breathable.

— Yes.

— No poison.

— None that we've measured.

— So?

— We wait.

— If we were on Earth, we'd have taken thousands of breaths by now.

Ji-ho looked at him.

— Your statistical reasoning is very strong.

At the end of the fourth hour, the first rapid-culture results came in. Nothing in the local air had been detected that posed a direct risk to the human respiratory system. A full biological assessment would of course take weeks, but short-term controlled exposure was now acceptable.

Ji-ho came to the front of the habitation module.

The other three were already waiting there.

Ji-ho released the lock on his helmet.

A soft pressure hiss followed.

He raised the visor.

No one spoke.

Ji-ho took the first breath slowly.

Then a second.

His eyes narrowed slightly.

Luo could not wait any longer.

— Well?

Ji-ho waited a few more seconds.

— Air.

Luo stared at him.

— That was worse than Elias's historic speech.

Elias laughed as he removed his helmet.

Nadia lifted her visor too.

For the first time, the wind touched their faces directly.

The air was cool. It carried a faint mineral smell, a little like rocky ground on Earth just before rain, but drier and more metallic.

Luo finally removed his helmet.

He took a deep breath.

— All right.

Ji-ho looked at him.

— What?

— It was worth it.

Nadia tilted her head slightly.

— What was?

Luo looked toward the distant mountains.

— The ten days.

This time, no one made a joke.

* * *

By evening, what they had built looked less like a camp and more like an orderly construction site.

The first temporary habitation module was complete. Only the frame of the second had been finished. The power mast was active, while the landing module remained connected as the primary backup source. Six of the eight field robots were still working outside, two were charging, and the two heavy construction robots had been placed in standby.

Perimeter sensors were active in all four directions.

The sample brought back by the water microdrone was not drinkable.

At least, not directly.

Luo's face fell as Ji-ho explained.

— They said "freshwater source."

— Freshwater doesn't mean sterile water.

— That wasn't in the brochure.

Nadia opened the ready-meal pack in front of her.

— There was no brochure in the first place.

— Didn't you see the simulations? Sun, lake, mountains... It was a brochure.

At the head of the table, Elias closed the day's mission summary.

— Tomorrow we install the purification line. Then the first permanent power connection.

Luo looked at his food.

— Is there real food tomorrow?

Ji-ho answered without looking up.

— The more you help with the purification line, the sooner the real food arrives.

— Blackmail.

— Motivation.

The AI's voice came from the ceiling of the habitation module.

— Daily energy consumption is three point two percent below plan.

Luo stirred the contents of his packet.

— See? We're very efficient.

— The primary reason is that the outside temperature after landing is two degrees higher than forecast.

Luo put down his spoon.

— One day I'm going to teach you how to say "good job."

— That phrase has no operational equivalent.

Nadia looked up.

— I think the learning period will be long.

Elias laughed and leaned back in his chair.

Outside, the light of the suns was slipping behind the mountains.

Through the narrow window of the habitation module, the horizon turned first yellow, then copper. The open sky slowly darkened. When the first stars appeared, the sky showed them a host of different constellations.

Luo finished his meal.

— Let's admit one thing.

Nadia looked at him.

— What?

— The view is good.

— That's the second thing you've liked.

— You're counting?

— I am now.

Ji-ho walked over to the window.

Elias stood as well.

The four of them looked outside for a while.

A long list of tasks would be waiting when they woke in the morning.

Water line.

Energy.

Storage.

First metal drilling.

First crystal verification.

Communications antenna.

Permanent living space.

None of them had proper names yet.

There was not yet a colony, either.

Only four humans, a handful of working robots, and a small habitation module glowing in the darkness.

Elias moved to the console beside the window.

He opened the first surface report.

RS-12 / SURFACE OPERATIONS / DAY 1

For a moment, he stared at the blank field.

Then he wrote:

Landing successful.

Crew healthy.

Temporary camp active.

He paused.

Luo looked over his shoulder at the screen.

— That's it?

— First day.

— Add some excitement.

Elias looked at him.

— Suggestion?

Luo pretended to think.

— "Planet's not bad."

Nadia called from the table.

— Stay away from the reports.

Ji-ho laughed.

Elias added the final line.

Installation begins tomorrow.

He saved the report.

Outside, one of the robots placed the final perimeter marker at the edge of the camp.

A small blue light came on.

Then another.

Then another.

And one more.

In the night of RS-12, the boundary of the first human camp was marked by four small lights.
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