
Explora 3: The Discovery

The most powerful slave of the Great Ramirez — colonial construction engineer Ron Cooper — is finally doing what he loves: building fusion cannon factories for his Master. But will the free alliances really stand by and let the man they consider Locus's top bandit get his hands on the same weapons they carry? War is on the horizon. And the one who wins will be whoever gets their fusion-cannon airships over the enemy first and annihilates their cities.

Or whoever builds a spaceport first.

Or whoever finally makes it under the dome of Vector City and learns who the demons are that seized it — and what they want on Locus.

Or…


Part One. Bug-Crusher and Sting-Flies




We grew accustomed to the idea that our consciousness is a stream of subjective experiences. We believed that one could never step into this river of consciousness twice. But when we diverted that stream into a new channel—that is, when we extracted consciousness from the biological body—skeptics immediately emerged who refused to believe it. What became of them? They died, of course. Their stream of consciousness ended, along with their bodies. Meanwhile, our copies in synthesan bodies will not die for a long time to come.

Ante Olofsen, unemployed philosopher and rock musician.


Chapter 1. We didn't expect such bullshit




A BUILDBOT ON wheeled locomotion rolled onto the dueling arena. A blue glow was visible beneath its chassis, indicating it could change movement modes. Circular saws spun on the buildbot's two front manipulators. The remaining manipulators were wrapped in opaque plastic covers, concealing their weapons from both opponent and spectators.

The buildbot lowered its front manipulators—the saws bit into the arena's concrete surface. A hideous screech accompanied showers of sparks.

The audience responded with lackluster cheering.

"Cheap trick!" someone shouted. "Show us something cooler!"

The spectator seats of the "Blood and Iron" arena were half-filled. Actually, that was a good turnout for a qualifying match for the "Death Valley Arena 33" championship.

So the manager activated all the forty-meter project-screens surrounding the hexagonal arena.

The announcer flew around the arena's perimeter on a jetpack. Dressed in a sleek UniCom consisting of black and yellow parts, he resembled a busy bee pollinating the spectators with his eloquence:

"So, ladies, gentlemen, and non-binary synthesized personalities, you could say the masks are off. The newcomer debuted with the standard: a buildbot with classic circular saws. The covered surprises still await their reveal. Let's hope the newcomer has prepared something more impressive for us than an argon flamethrower or steel spikes with acid. We've seen all that a thousand times. And I hope we won't see it for the thousand-and-first time."

The project-screen on the buildbot's side displayed captions stylized like interface messages:




— Robot Mister —

Combat Buildbot

Operator: Ron "???" Cooper (slave of Great Ramirez № 25,443)

Wins: 0. Losses: 0.

Championship participation: debut.

Sponsors: none.




Did you know that the question marks in a fighter's nickname mean he's put his callsign up for voting based on his debut fight results?

Want to suggest a name? Submit your application right now. Cost: 2,650 f. For "Champion Fathers" club members — 1,350 f.




Did you know you can get as many votes as applications you submit? Vote now before others vote.

Applications submitted: 3.




The announcer flew up to the buildbot and descended:

"Ron Cooper himself hasn't appeared in the ring yet. I hope the newcomer understands that Death Valley is named that because synthesans die here, not robots. Here they lose the integrity of their binary arrays, not nanoscale components."

Since the audience reacted weakly to the pathos, the announcer tried to recover:

"I hope the newcomer isn't scared and isn't running through Death Valley right now, saving his binary array?"

The response was just a few chuckles. An empty beer can flew at the announcer along with a shout:

"I've seen Joe Wentzel's bot who joked better than you!"

"Fly the hell out of here," added another spectator.

The announcer was saved by the second fighter emerging from the opposite side of the arena.

It was a broad midi-beetle twice the size of Robot Mister. Its black carapace was decorated with graffiti, and a steel helmet covering its eyes was placed on its short horned head. Like the ultra-beetle, the midi was a nocturnal insect—daylight interfered with its orientation by hearing or touch. Powerful mandibles hung with steel armor plates moved in the lower part of the beetle's head. Short thick legs almost hid under the carapace, but it could be seen that they were partially covered with iron bracers, and protective knee guards with spikes were placed on the joints. Some kind of covered surprises were installed on the sides of the carapace.

On top of the carapace sat a pilot's seat from an ion-jet, implanted into the chitin. Several thick IPD-cables extended from its base. Some went toward the beetle's legs, where they fused with flesh, penetrating inside the legs and glowing from within with blue veins. Others were coiled and attached to the carapace. Apparently reserves.

Finally, a rider sat in the chair, clad in an engineering UniCom. An IPD-cable protruded from each connector, connected to the external IPD-cables. The rider's seat was protected by a thick glass dome.

"So, in the blue corner of the ring..." the announcer began, but was interrupted by a shout.

"It's a hexagon, you dunce!"

Making fun of the announcer was one of the spectators' entertainments while waiting for the fight. One cannot deprive them of this joy. So he habitually ignored the wiseacres.

The project-screen on the beetle's side displayed:




— Leviathan —

Midi-beetle from Monteverde

Operator: Maeda "Masi" Spiller (alliance "Astrozoologists").

Wins: 12. Losses: 7.

Championship participation: years 25, 27, 29.




Sponsors:

"Astrozoologists" Alliance.

Manufacturer C.O.T. (Consortium of Organic Technologies)

Manufacturer GFS (Global Food Sublimates)




"So, the 'Astrozoologists' have also fielded proven weapons. Before us is yet another transmodified hand-powered midi beetle. And the question that concerns both you and me is how the 'Astrozoologists' solved the operator protection problem this year? The glass dome has always been their weak point."

"What concerns us is when you'll shut up."

"Bro," the announcer suddenly replied, "that joke was so-so. Take a couple lessons from that Joe Wentzel bot you're friends with."

Some spectators chuckled.

Ron finally entered the arena. He was dressed in an engineer's UniCom painted bright yellow. Instead of a connectable helmet, he wore a hard hat with protective glass.

With several wide leaps he covered the distance to Robot Mister and jumped onto its hull, sat on the roof and grabbed one of the covered manipulators.

"Hmm, ladies and gentlemen, as we can see, the newcomer didn't solve the operator protection problem at all—that is, protecting himself. Now I'm especially curious how he plans to survive riding on top of a buildbot?"

The betting odds appeared on the project-screens. Most were on Maeda "Masi" Spiller. He had few fights, but a promising win-loss ratio. But the main advantage was participation in championships over several years. He had passed qualifying competitions, losing only in the championship itself.

And the newcomer was just that—a newcomer. Maybe he'd "break out," bursting into the championship tops, maybe he'd get slaughtered in his very first fight. Predicting newcomer fights was like playing Schrödinger's roulette: you never know what color the dead cat will be or whether Schrödinger himself will survive.

While the opponents moved to the arena corners, accompanied by reconnaissance drones, sponsor advertisements flashed on the project-screens. Ron had none, so instead they showed his stats and an invitation to become a sponsor for just 9,999 f.

The announcer flew out to the middle of the dueling arena. The project-screens flashed, projecting stars, confetti, betting coefficients, and countdown numbers onto the spectators. All this was supposed to create an atmosphere of fun and tense anticipation. But arena regulars (and only they watched qualifying matches) irritably waved away the projections and demanded the fight start quickly:

"There's going to be a fight on the second arena soon too, don't waste our time!"

The announcer turned off the excessive effects and soared upward:

"Three, two, one—begin!"




ROBOT MISTER AND Leviathan charged toward each other simultaneously. The beetle's rider, strapped securely to his seat, sat calm and confident, while Ron gripped the manipulator with both hands and bounced on the shaking hull.

The announcer hovered above him, straining his voice:

"Well now, ladies, gentlemen, and other assorted varieties, our newcomer clearly has no grasp of the fundamentals of Arena combat. Hey kid, did anyone tell you that the main target in a fight isn't your mount—it's you?"

The buildbot accelerated faster than the beetle. Occasionally it lifted its wheels off the ground and flew several meters on an ion cushion. Flying mechanisms were prohibited by arena rules, and ion cushions and jumpers were calibrated to a height of no more than seven meters.

The Arena wasn't empty. Square blocks of stone or walls constructed from earth or wooden blocks were scattered throughout. Fighters could use this system of cover for tactical movement.

In one section of the Arena lay a small artificial swamp with nemertean nests protruding from it. If fighters approached, the unfortunate creatures—bound to their nests through genetic manipulation by astrozoologists—would lunge out and try to defend offspring that weren't even there.

Another section spread out into a minefield, with charge positions that changed before each battle. A third section featured flame fountains designed to incinerate careless fighters, though they were turned off for preliminaries—the fuel they used was expensive.

The fighters' approach lasted less than ten seconds, but the announcer managed to squeeze in a hurried phrase:

"What's Ron banking on? A midi-beetle will tear him and his buildbot to pieces! I'm afraid I'll have to apologize to the viewers for such a short-lived fight. What to do? I've got it! Perhaps I'll challenge that wiseass who's friends with bots to a verbal duel! How's that for an idea?"

Closing in on his enemy, the midi-beetle raised the front part of its body and head. Its antennae, wrapped in thin armor plates, aimed at the buildbot. The beetle lifted its two front legs for a strike, targeting the defenseless Ron.

Robot Mister only thrust out two pathetic manipulators with saws—which, incidentally, had gotten quite dull when he'd been extracting sparks from concrete.

With only a couple meters left to Leviathan, Ron sent the buildbot into the anticipated maneuver, intending to slip away from the collision at the last moment. He succeeded. But he didn't escape the strike—the beetle's legs, encased in thick iron, came down on the spot where he'd been sitting. The buildbot's hull buckled, pressing itself to the ground like a beaten kitten. But Ron was no longer on the hull—at the last moment, the buildbot had thrust forward the manipulator Ron was holding onto, sending him straight onto the beetle's back.

"Ladies, gentlemen, and various what-have-yous!" the announcer sputtered. "The newcomer's employed an unexpected technique. We call it 'direct contact,' when a fighter's operator actively participates in battle. The surprise is that it's being used by a newcomer, though sometimes it's beyond even experienced fighters! But what's our newcomer counting on? Ha-ha, that he'll smash the glass? Sure, it's not armored—that's prohibited by the rules—but it's still pretty thick."

Ron wasn't planning to smash anything. He pulled several packets of yellow paint from his belt and hurled them at the glass dome.

"Aha! He's deprived Maeda of visual observation. But damn, that works on grass xeno-lizard tigers, not beetles. Wake up, kid, vision isn't the most important attribute of midi-beetles. They don't see the world, they feel it."

Nevertheless, having lost his view, Maeda panicked slightly, which was reflected in Leviathan's flustered actions—he alternately tried to strike the buildbot as it quickly retreated to cover, or to scrape Ron off himself.

Jumping down onto the concrete, Ron ran in the opposite direction from Robot Mister.

"Another classic technique," the announcer shouted. "Split combat. The operator leaves his mount and acts independently. But… nobody fights like this anymore!"

Statistics tables appeared on the project-screen, accompanied by GFS hamburger advertisements. Holographic images of food rained down on the spectators.

"I hope the newcomer understands that in split combat he becomes doubly vulnerable?" the announcer continued. "Battle statistics are unforgiving—split combat most often leads to defeat."

The beetle hesitated briefly. Twitching its antennae, it chose its victim.

The heavy buildbot created more noise than the lightweight Ron. So the beetle chose Robot Mister, but the beetle's rider, who was in symbiosis with it, forced the insect to change priorities. Reluctantly shaking its stubby head, the beetle ran after Ron.

The announcer also shot off after them, catching up to Ron:

"Well... as I predicted, Maeda, an experienced fighter, chose the right target. Now everything depends on Ron—can he escape from a ten-ton beetle? Hmm, however, the newcomer's physical development is surprising. Just look at how he jumps! Of course, these aren't the biggest jumps on Locus, but… it's impressive for someone who arrived on the planet less than a year ago."

Ron vaulted over a wall of wooden blocks, hoping to take cover behind it. But the beetle confidently barreled into it—and brought it down. Ron barely managed to leap away.

The chase continued. Ron bounded along, trying to hide, but the midi-beetle confidently sensed his direction, turned, and charged at Ron. Destroying cover, it tried to grab him with its legs and mandibles.

After several identical rounds of "catch me if you can," the spectators whistled in disappointment. The announcer agreed:

"Kid, we're not playing tag here. You've got one minute. If this cat-and-mouse continues, I'll count it as a technical defeat for you."

Taking the threat into account, Ron stopped hiding and ran to an open area in the center of the Arena.

The announcer flew between Ron and Leviathan:

"The turning point of the match: the newcomer has nowhere to go but to accept battle. But where's his mount? Fighting a midi-beetle solo—not the best decision..."

Footage appeared on the project-screen showing Robot Mister aimlessly driving from cover to cover at the opposite end of the Arena.

"Looks like the buildbot's had its brains knocked out," the announcer declared. "It's lost and doesn't know what to do. Yeah, pretty strange behavior for an iron dummy, considering the engineer has attributes pumped up that allow for precision control of machinery at huge distances. Something's not going according to the newcomer's plan. If there even was a plan."

Running past the minefield section, Ron extended his hand—a magnetic-force wrench materialized in it.

"Hmm, what's he planning now?" The announcer hovered above Ron. But immediately flew farther away: "Hey, he's lost it too!"

Using "Pull" mode, Ron extracted a mine from the loose soil. Without losing a second—he hurled it at the charging beetle. The mine hit the beetle right in its stubby head and exploded. The beetle braked, digging its front legs into the asphalt. The explosion tore armor off its mandibles and antennae. Additionally, the left mandible hung limply, broken in half. Now at least that threat could be dismissed.

The beetle swayed and squatted on its hind legs, shaking its head like a fat pug that had dunked its muzzle in a bowl of water.

And Ron had already extracted another mine. Since he was operating at long range, the mine flew toward the beetle in an arc, tethered to Ron by a force field. Leviathan hadn't yet recovered from the first explosion when the mine hit its side. From the blast, the beetle staggered, chunks of chitin flew off its back, and a jagged crack formed in its hull. The tightly fitted elytra deformed, exposing the beetle's abdomen and transparent wings. And they began to flutter nervously.

"How does Ron even see the mines?" the announcer marveled. "Or is there something I don't know about the skills of pumped-up engineers? But to hell with how he sees them! How is he extracting them without detonation?"

The announcer seemed to have jinxed Ron—the third mine exploded during extraction. Mushroom clouds of explosions rose over the minefield—nearby mines detonated. But their roar and the ground tremors affected the midi-beetle. It began working its elytra, trying to spread its wings.

Now it was Leviathan's turn to hide behind cover. Maeda led it behind a wall of earth blocks and gave it a dozen seconds to rest. The insect needed to calm down and stop attempting to take flight.

"Now that's a twist," the announcer shouted again. "If Maeda doesn't suppress the insect's desire to fly away, victory will go to Ron! That would be a sad outcome to the match—there's no spectacle in retreat. Eh, I'll have to call out the bot-lover for a verbal duel after all. But no! Maeda's handled it! Of course he has. 'Astrozoologists' suppress the will of any animal! So the fight moves to a new stage."




WHILE RON FRANTICALLY worked his tool, trying to locate the next mine, Maeda uncovered his surprises. Plastic caps on Leviathan's flanks fell away, revealing large growths on its body that resembled volcanic craters.

Viscous liquid gushed out from them. Following it came some kind of creature the size of a large dog. Long transparent wings, glued together by the liquid, enveloped its body.

Leaving trailing threads behind it, the creature plopped onto the ground and immediately began to stir, unfurling its wings.

"Ugh, what a disgusting thing," the announcer's enlarged face appeared on the project-screen, displaying revulsion. "Our astrozoologists are at it again—they found some vile creature and subjugated it!"

Another identical insect was "born" from the second growth. Writhing like a worm, it spread its wings. Quietly at first, then faster and faster, the wings began working, turning into an invisible blur. The insects rose into the air and flew toward Ron. But they stayed strictly within the permitted seven-meter limit.

A description of the "surprise" appeared on the project-screen: the astrozoologists hadn't simply subjugated the midi-beetle, but had also implanted two other insects into it, which were used like drones. They were called sting-flies.

The astrozoologists had caught large, harmless tree flies that inhabited the Russian Jungles biome and inserted artificial stingers into them, equipped with—naturally—additional plasma damage. Energy cartridge boxes were placed in their abdomens, from which certain internal organs had been removed. In flight, these stingers slowly extended from the abdominal section.

The entire nervous system of the sting-flies was closely linked with the midi-beetle, and therefore with its symbiont rider. Maeda controlled the sting-flies through Leviathan.

The cruel intervention into the nature of the unfortunate flies affected their lifespan. After activation, they could last little more than a minute before dying.

"Pay attention, ladies and gentlemen," the announcer broke the long silence. "One of the fly-beetles... that is, sting-flies, isn't in the best shape. See how slowly it's flying? Its wings are failing. The mine explosion damaged it in its embryonic stage."

Abandoning his attempts to find the mine, Ron pulled a stone block toward him. He took aim and threw it at the nearest sting-fly. It sharply dodged to the side, made a half-circle, and with a terrible whirring of wings, descended upon Ron.

Piercing through the UniCom, the stinger plunged into the engineer's right side. The energy cartridges immediately discharged—the sting-fly's abdomen lit up with blue light, like a light bulb. Ron was thrown to the ground, writhing for several seconds, entangled in threads of energy. And the sting-fly extracted its spear, rose up, and aimed for a new strike.

The spectators watched tensely. The project-screen showed the buildbot, which had stopped its aimless wandering and moved closer to its master. It used not wheels for movement, but an ion jumper in flight mode. This allowed it to avoid ground vibrations, which would have revealed its presence to the beetle.

The sting-fly turned its abdomen downward and went for a second pass at Ron, but a saw blade whistled between them, slicing the stinger in half. The spectators exhaled joyfully: Robot Mister made it in time!

The insect spun around, knocked off course by the impact's inertia, and Ron caught the sharp tip of the stinger—not yet fallen to the ground—with his magnetic-force wrench. There was a knock and a whistle—"Pushback" activated—the stinger embedded itself in the head of the mutant fly. It crashed to the ground and went still. Transparent wings slowly descended onto the corpse.

All this took a couple of seconds, but the announcer managed to squeeze in a phrase:

"An astounding example of synchronization between engineer and buildbot! Did you even manage to see that? I think those with a Sight attribute below ten didn't understand anything. Here's a replay for you."

The project-screen displayed a slow-motion moment of the saw blade cutting off the tip of the stinger, and Ron intercepting it and throwing it at the sting-fly.

The replay was replaced by the fighter card for "Ron Cooper." He had acquired his first sponsor:




— Sponsor — 

The "MZL-Buildbot-Contract" base (MZL alliance, Mashinnye Zavody Lokusa) is pleased to sponsor Ron Cooper! We are taking on partial payment for the repair costs of Robot Mister, whatever the outcome of the duel may be.

+15,000f. 

+240,000 nanoscale components. 

+1,000 orgmat.

"MZL-Buildbot-Contract"—the most reliable tools for buildbots. We also have sharp saw blades.




The second sting-fly didn't even reach Ron. Falling to the ground, it whirred its wings briefly, trying to take off, and went silent. From the mine damage, its lifespan had been reduced to half a minute.

But the sting-flies had done their job—they distracted Ron. Leviathan burst from cover and quickly ran to him. Weakened by plasma strikes, the engineer tried to jump away, but the midi-beetle intercepted him in midair. One limb grabbed his leg, the second—his arms.

If the mandibles had been in working condition, it would have taken little time to bite Ron in half. But now that was impossible. So Maeda made a decision and forced the midi-beetle to simply tear his opponent in two. This was harder, but Ron couldn't free himself either.

Robot Mister also left its cover and rushed toward the midi-beetle.

"A last-ditch effort to save the operator," said the announcer. "But it's too late, far too late! The last tear will go to Ron—he's about to be ripped in half! Heh-heh, did you appreciate the pun? Huh? You did appreciate it, right? Especially you, bot-lover?"

The spectators buzzed excitedly, wondering what a half-wrecked buildbot could do against a midi-beetle that, though battered by mines, was still sturdy.

"Unless it's hiding some kind of surprise in those covered manipulators?" the announcer suggested.

As if hearing him, the buildbot dropped the plastic covers from its manipulators, revealing the surprise. A sigh of disappointment swept through the rows of spectators.

"Yes, my dear Locusians, we didn't expect such bullshit... I'll understand if you start leaving. The fight is over..."

The buildbot's manipulators turned out to have simply additional ion jumpers. Yes, they increased maneuverability tenfold, allowing for more effective evasion. But what was the point of evading anywhere if the operator was already in the enemy's grasp? And what was the point of powerful jumpers if you still couldn't jump higher than seven meters anyway?

Rattling its frame, the buildbot began its transformation.

First, it discarded its wheels. All six rolled in different directions, but not chaotically—along clearly controlled trajectories, carefully skirting obstacles. Soon it became clear why: the multitude of new targets made the midi-beetle lose focus, determining the danger level of each one. If there had been no paint on the operator's dome, Maeda would have easily calmed Leviathan's anxiety, but now he was in the same state of ignorance as the beetle.

Without releasing Ron, the midi-beetle backed up, trying to move farther from the incomprehensible targets. And Robot Mister's frame flattened even more, shedding unnecessary body parts. It transformed into something like a flying saucer.

"And don't ask me what it's doing," the announcer exclaimed, though no one had asked. "I'm at a loss myself!"

Finding itself near Leviathan, the flat buildbot descended to the Arena's concrete floor, leaving a gap of a couple of centimeters. Accelerating, it flipped with its ion jumper facing up, and also turned the manipulators with the surprise upward. Then it shut off all the jumpers. Dark and lifeless, carried by inertia, it rolled across the concrete and stopped under the midi-beetle's belly.

"Ladies, gentlemen, and cisgender fox-people..."

All of the buildbot's ion jumpers delivered maximum impulse. The glow was so bright it blinded the announcer, who belatedly lowered his helmet's mirrored visor. All the energy the buildbot had was invested in the impulse. The enormous midi-beetle was thrown far higher than seven meters. The helpless insect released Ron, tried to spread its wings again and fly away, but Maeda prevented this instinctive impulse. For which he paid the price.

Flipping onto its back, Leviathan crashed onto the concrete floor. Fragments of the glass dome sprayed outward, mixing with chunks of the rider's body, crushed by its own mount.

But the midi-beetle managed to flip back onto its legs. And since the rider no longer restrained it, the beetle opened its dented elytra, whirred its wings, and took flight.

Leviathan's flight was uneven; it sagged, threatening to fall onto the spectators, but soon straightened out and finally left the Arena.


Chapter 2. Fifteen seconds of fame




DEATH VALLEY WAS a large region of settled territories in the southern part of the continent. The locality received its bombastic name due to a still-unstudied anomaly that so distorted the BATS signal that rebirth became impossible.

Binary arrays transmitted from this region were so corrupted that the QCP couldn't process them and create a new body. A colonist's binary array would be marked as "depleted" and erased forever, while the colonist's name and unique identifier were moved to the list of permanently deceased.

At the same time, the signal itself displayed as one hundred percent in the interface, arousing no suspicion among colonists. Which led to several irreversible deaths. When it became clear that Death Valley presented a real danger of dying, several mega-hexagons in this area were immediately excluded from the BATS system.

In years 6-7, several small bases were built in the Valley to study the anomaly. Rich deposits of iron and certain other metals were discovered in the depths. This might have been somehow connected to the anomaly. As was the fact that Death Valley didn't have those lush forests, jungles, and swamps that so enriched the other territories.

The abundant resources attracted colonists who were willing to take risks for quick profit. These adventurers built the first base there, immediately naming it "Arena." Instead of workshops, farms, and chemical plants, there was one large platform with seating for spectators.

At first, people fought in the Arena simply for sporting interest, holding the first competitions in boxing and other martial arts. But over time, the edge wore off such competitions, giving way to increasingly brutal spectacles. After all, new colonists quickly got used to the idea that death wasn't forever.

From Year 1 to Year 15, Earth sent thousands of capsules to Locus. Among the newcomers there were fewer and fewer scientists or trained colonists, but more and more ordinary earthlings who had sold their binary arrays for bonuses. They were the ones who created the mass of consumers who needed mass culture.

In Year 9, the Arena's owner, someone named Gérard Blier, undertook a major reconstruction. In Year 10, the Arena reopened. Not only did several new competition platforms appear, but the concept changed as well. Now the death of one of the fighters was not only permitted, but desired. People, even synthesized ones, loved watching someone else risk the most precious thing—their life. So there was no shortage of spectators.

Death in Death Valley didn't necessarily result in being struck from the rebirth list. If the deceased's body was relatively intact, the fallen fighter's friends would transport it to the BATS coverage zone, where he would successfully be reborn. Though this also had its price. After all, the longer a binary array remained in a damaged body, the more its integrity deteriorated.

So champions earned their titles at the cost of life. Though that life was reusable.

Since the Valley was excluded from BATS coverage, the Central Government had no knowledge of what was happening there. The most humane and serious colonists tried to influence Gérard and his cronies. They drove them into negative ratings, but grateful fans of death matches raised them back up. By Year 15, even the most liberal and humane colonists acknowledged the Arena's existence. Though they held those who visited it in contempt.

Gérard Blier himself responded to his critics this way:




"What fucking business is it of yours what we do here, you goddamn faggots? Go to hell, along with your ideas about what's right and what's not. This ain't Earth, where your pseudo-democratic, corrupt-as-hell governments get to tell free people their place in your ‘humane’ little world. Here we decide for ourselves what to do with our lives and our deaths. Don't like it? Fuck off, you fucking faggots. Clear?"




The future chief bandit of the planet, the Great Ramirez, considered Gérard Blier an excellent guy and dreamed of befriending him.




HOWEVER, THERE WAS too much else going on on Locus to bother pacifying a few blood sport enthusiasts. Over time, the Arena became an integral part of leisure for many Locusians. Just like on Earth, the sport evolved into a carefully choreographed show, constantly inventing new ways to entertain its clientele.

New types of competitions were introduced, such as duel matches using modified buildbots. They had numerous manipulators and means to inflict damage on opponents, but at the same time an unarmored frame that broke spectacularly in combat.

Combat robots didn't catch on at the Arena—when clashing with a more poorly armed opponent, their powerful weaponry turned the duel into a brief slaughter. And in a clash with an equal opponent, the fight became a positional crawl of machines from one cover to another or holding an advantageous position.

Once the "Astrozoologists" Alliance achieved success working with Locusian fauna, tame tele-controlled grass tigers, combat midi-bugs, and trained rappoports were added to the competition roster.

Gérard Blier and his team worked tirelessly to develop new types of arenas. For instance, "Blood and Iron" was designed for battles pitting synthesans or living creatures against buildbots. Weaponry was limited to throwing, piercing, cutting, crushing, or low-energy types. More serious weapons, like grenades or assault rifles, robbed the duels of their spectacle. For shooting enthusiasts, there was "The Polygon" arena, where both solo fighters and teams competed. All weapon types were permitted there, except for powerful bombs or missiles. The Polygon hosted classic Capture the Flag battles or skirmishes between "terrorists" and "police."

Hand-to-hand combat enthusiasts competed in the "Battle of the Living" arena, while the "Machinarium" arena hosted buildbot fights—featuring both engineer-controlled units and those equipped with artificial intelligence.

Over time, crossover competitions were developed. Like mount battles or fights of combat farmers against several ordinary synthesans armed with knives or clubs.

The Main Arena was located in the center of the base—a vast field rigged with traps, mazes, cover systems, and other enhancements. The Main Arena hosted team battles involving all types of combatants.

Next to it was the "Steel Ring." It was larger than a regular arena but smaller than the Main Arena. Both solo and team fights were held there.

Gérard Blier milked the competition concept for all it was worth. At one point, he even tried to organize plant fights. Locus certainly had enough carnivorous plants, but the idea didn't catch on. The plants either refused to fight or simply caught some animal in a rather dull fashion to digest it. The plants refused to fight each other.

But plants proved useful at the second large arena, which was called "Survival Biome." It recreated a piece of Locus nature, and predatory plants served as traps for daredevils who volunteered to traverse the entire biome and find the prize.

But Gérard Blier's showman imagination wasn't limited to all this. In the last season of Year 17, he held the first "Death Valley Arena" championship. It consisted of a complex system of competitions, the results of which formed a squad of champions. They would fight in the finals for the title of Main Arena champion.

The long but well-organized succession of spectacular fights pleased spectators so much that the Death Valley Arena became an annual event.

It was precisely the championship that made Arena fighters into planet-wide stars. They became symbols of Locus mass culture. Even the eternally serious alliance leaders stopped turning up their noses at the competitions. Fielding your fighter or team at the championship became a matter of prestige.

Death Valley became a place of unity for all Locusians. After all, you didn't have to attend the fights; you could watch recordings. Live broadcasts weren't yet possible, but construction of routes and future nodes for the planet-wide Locushost network had already begun. To Gérard Blier's delight, the Last Season Genocide buried this idea. After all, it was more profitable for him when spectators came to the Arena and bought tickets, rather than watching fights while sitting at their bases.

In general, the shock from what happened in Vector City and the appearance of demons was so great that Locusians lost interest in fights and other entertainment for the first time in many years. They began contemplating eternal matters and started buying twice as many books. That very year, Timur Khidzhamudinov took the place of Locus's top author, writing the series "Under the Dome of Evil." Over eight books he described the adventures of former marine, paratrooper, and special services major Garry Kamenev in Vector City, enslaved by aliens.

Gérard Blier and other showmen, like casino owners, suffered losses.

But already in Year 32, residents calmed down: most Locusians came to the conclusion that the demons were a glitch of the Central Government that had activated hidden defensive mechanisms in the system. This version was also good because blame for what happened could be heaped on the coordinators of the Explora Project, who had once again conceived something devious.

Locusians turned back to crude entertainment, and the Year 32 championship became the most spectacular and broke attendance records. The Year 33 championship promised to be no worse.




RON COOPER WAS leaving the "Blood and Iron" arena, performing all the fighter's rituals: greeting spectators, waving his arms, and posing for cameras on drones. He had acquired a second sponsor—GFS, which had dropped Maeda "Masi" Spiller.

While Ron basked in his fifteen seconds of fame, Maeda's team, consisting of one engineer and a battered buildbot with a wooden frame, scraped the remains of the failed champion off the arena's concrete surface.

"Oh boy," the engineer shook his head, dumping the body's remnants into a cart hitched to the buildbot. "I think this time I won't even manage to get him out of Death Valley."

"Is he dead forever?" Ron asked, though there wasn't much sympathy in his voice.

"Nah, don't think so. He's got one backup left. Though I don't remember what year it was created. I think it was before we became friends. I'll have to retell him what happened to him over the last few years..."

Finally, all the spectators hurriedly left the stands, heading to the next arena.

The announcer flew up to Ron:

"So, about your nickname. Look."

A list of options chosen by spectators appeared on the project-screen. By majority vote, Ron was given the moniker "Beetlecrusher."

"I'm speechless, doesn't sound cool... Ron-Beetlecrusher-Cooper."

"It's fine, normal for a rookie. They could've called you 'Shitcrusher.' There were options like that too. If you keep performing successfully at the Arena, people will come up with a better nickname for you."

Ron shrugged and headed toward Robot Mister. The announcer flew after him:

"In two days there'll be a new fight. Already on the Steel Ring according to the tournament bracket. I don't know your opponent yet, but I'm warning you, he'll definitely be much stronger than Maeda. Will you have time to fix the metal oaf?"

Ron touched the buildbot's frame with the toe of his boot. Not a single indicator was lit, and it didn't respond to Ron's connection requests.

"Dead?" the announcer inquired.

"All the energy just went into the impulse. Need to refuel, then I'll see. But it'll be ready for the fight on time."

"Excellent," the announcer increased his jetpack thrust and went up, tossing out as a parting shot: "And don't forget to designate places on the frame for sponsor logos."

"Yeah," Ron nodded.

"And make sure the surprise is no worse than those ion jumpers," the announcer shouted from above. "You set the bar pretty high, so don't repeat yourself. Audiences love novelty."

A second buildbot had already floated out of the utility room; instead of front manipulators it had a magnetic-force crane mounted. Hooking Robot Mister's frame, it blinked an indicator, as if asking Ron, where to next?

"Don't know yet, colleague, let me think..."

And Ron truly didn't know what came next. After all, participating in the championship wasn't his idea. And not even his master's idea—the Great Ramirez. He was actually surprised when he heard the slave's request to be allowed to go to the Arena.

"You've got nothing better to do?" said Ramirez. "Did you forget that your main occupation isn't gladiatorial fights?"

But Ron had studied his master's habits sufficiently. He valued strange actions seasoned with cheap philosophy.

"You see, my Great Lord, you've endowed me with enormous power, but I can't manifest it fully by spending all my time at construction sites. I want to fight. I want to take risks, I want to kill and dominate. And I'll fight also to demonstrate your ideas to the world. Now everyone will know that even Ramirez's slave is stronger and freer than any asshole from the free alliances."

Ramirez wagged his huge finger at Ron:

"Cunning, cunning. All right. Give it a try, but only until the first defeat. I don't want you wasting rebirths at the Arena."

This conversation took place in the middle of last season. And the day before, Ron had discovered a note in his locker with his UniCom.

Standing in the center of the arena, Ron pulled out the note and reread it for the hundredth time:




Darling, I have a plan to get you out of slavery. But for that you need to get to Death Valley. The only way to do that is to become a championship participant. Persuade Ramirez.

See you, P.




Ron reread these lines again and again, while a strange thought ripened in his soul: he didn't want to be pulled out of slavery at all. But memories of Pandora stirred up forgotten feelings in his soul.

Ron himself hadn't expected that slavery would become for him...




The overseer didn't allow him to sink into memories. He emerged from the utility room gates and barked:

"Stop standing around! Let's go to the hotel."

The overseer had no need to shout at Ron; he had other methods of influence and communication. But shouting, as a demonstration of power, gave him special pleasure.

By irony of fate (or Ramirez's special nastiness), the overseer turned out to be Slave_of_the_Great_Ramirez_602. Or, as everyone called him, Six-Two. Everyone had already forgotten the colonist's real name.

"Coming, don't yell," Ron responded and jumped into the buildbot's trailer, giving it the command to drive to the "Plaza Hotel," where Ron and the overseer were staying for the duration of the championship.

"Move over, nobody," Six-Two grunted, sitting down beside him. "And anyway, walk on your own feet, slave."

"You're a slave too," Ron noted.

"But twenty-two levels above you. And the psycho-whip connects to my hand, not yours."

Ron obediently yielded his place, jumping off the trailer, and walked alongside.

"Colleague," he addressed the overseer. "How'd you like my first fight?"

"Goes down with beer," Six-Two answered. "But you could've run around less. Looked pathetic."

"The beetle turned out stronger than I calculated."

"Happens. You yourself intact?" the overseer inquired sternly. "Need a recovery chamber?"

"Nah, just scratches," Ron answered. "Everything's already regenerated. Thanks for the concern."

"Go to hell. I'm looking after Ramirez's property."

"Thanks anyway, colleague."

"And don't call me colleague, nobody!" Six-Two bellowed. "Been a while since you got the psycho-whip?"

"Been a while. Sorry... uh... I'm speechless..."

"Lord. Just call me lord. I asked."

"All right, lord."


Chapter 3. Freedom of movement




THE BUILDBOT WITH the trailer drove out of the Arena onto the road leading to the base's guest zone.

The base's territory was equipped no worse than Vector City. Roads were laid out from standard "Rome" roadway segments, but the shoulders were decorated with smooth slabs of marble or similar stone. Earth trees grew along these sidewalks—mostly palms.

The Main Arena towered in the center of the base as the primary landmark. It was above its hexagonal walls that Locus's largest project-screen systems were located. Their power allowed them to project images over the entire base territory. Instead of sky, figures of current stars, clips from recent fights, advertisements for their sponsors, or other information constantly moved above the Arena visitors' heads.

Ron managed to catch a clip of his fight. The cunning impulse flip of his opponent had appealed to many. Beetlecrusher had already been marked as a "promising rookie."

The Arena wasn't intended for colonist habitation; it had lots of open space across which massive hexagonal stadiums were scattered. Parks or cafes were situated between them, serving food and beer made from foam-food sublimate.

Most common were shops trading in championship-related goods. UniCom overlays with symbols of current and past championships. Memory cards with fight recordings in colorful packaging and posters of fighters. Books written based on the competitions filled entire cabinets.

Some shops sold weapons and armor replicating the equipment of stars. But they were expensive. So there were almost no customers near these shops.

The Museum of Championship Glory stretched along the road to the hotel. It displayed items belonging to celebrated champions of the past. As they drove by, Ron ordered the buildbot to slow down so he could carefully examine the display window. Among powerful armor, exoskeletons, or empty beetle shells, Ron spotted Golden Panda's shimmering bodysuit stretched on a mannequin. A memory stirred in his soul again...

"I don't know, colleagues... What's the point of me returning to the past? After all..."

"Whoa, whoa," Six-Two bellowed. "Look—hilarious! They caught on quick."

Ron stopped the trailer near a shop whose project-screen blazed with the sign "Loc.Action Figures," its display window occupied by shelves with Arena fighter figurines.

On the shelf "Blood and Iron Arena '33 Rookies," Ron saw a figurine that vaguely resembled himself. The figurine's left hand was raised, clutching a magnetic-force wrench, from which ran a thread with a tiny mine model at the end. Next to toy Ron stood a buildbot with two exaggeratedly large circular saws and ion jumpers.

The figurines were made hastily, without detail, and crudely painted. The base bore an inscription: "Ron Beetlecrusher Cooper and his Robot Mister." A price tag was stuck nearby—6,999f.

"Gotta buy it," Six-Two unexpectedly declared. "Give it to Ramirez. He loves that stuff."

"But the figurine looks like shit."

"Craftsmen's work always looks like that. Behind the shop is a whole workshop of woodcarving masters. During the championship they carve figurines of current fighters around the clock. The more famous you are, the better quality your new figurines will be. And the more the very first one will increase in price. Get it?"

"Forgive me, my lord, I don't understand why the Great Ramirez would need this."

"Seriously, you still don't know him as well as I do. Our Ramirez is as sentimental as a little bitch. And you need to butter him up after your failure with the third circuit of hybrid chains."

Ron looked at the overseer in amazement.

"I don't fully know you either, it seems... lord."

Catching himself, the overseer answered:

"Of course you don't, worthless slave! Buy that toy immediately before I work you over with the psycho-whip!"

"Yes, lord."

But when Ron entered the shop, he forgot about his purpose. His attention was drawn to a cabinet standing apart from all the others. It was called "Rarities and Antiques." Among heroes of the Arena unknown to him stood familiar erotic figurines from the House of a Thousand Pleasures.

His greatly enhanced vision instantly detected that there were more than thirty figurines on the shelf.

He opened his log and selected the forgotten achievement. Of fifty figurines he had found thirty-four. Sixteen remained to be found. A quick review of the figurines on the shelf confirmed—there were exactly fifteen missing ones! If he bought them, only one would remain to find and he could try to penetrate under Vector City's dome.

"So what?" Ron checked himself. "Rebirth in other AKOS is blocked by the slave phenom anyway."

Additionally, another obstacle emerged—each figurine cost from one hundred to two hundred thousand fiats. Buying all fifteen figurines from the House of a Thousand Pleasures would cost two million fiats. Not a very large sum for the leader of the "Cruel" alliance, but nearly unattainable for a slave of the Great Ramirez.

"Interested in figurines of great failures?" the seller asked. "Action figures of fighters who epically blew their final battles are valued no less than winners. And some even more."

Ron shrugged noncommittally.

The seller slid open the cabinet's thick glass and extracted a figurine:

"Here, for example, the magnificent Orc the Slayer. Made it to the Year 29 semifinals without losing once! But in the match his opponent used a surprise move that nearly tore his head off. Orc the Slayer got scared for his binary array and just fled the Arena. To this day no one knows why he was so frightened of that particular fight, or where he even ran to."

Ron examined the orc figurine closely. It cost almost a million fiats.

"Are there theories about what happened to him?"

"Most likely he stayed in Death Valley. Went to the hermits at 'Silence' base. But that's just a legend. There are others too."

"Very interesting. But I'm more interested in antiques."

"Erotic statuettes? We've got something better than that crap from the House of a Thousand Pleasures. Namely—pornographic action figures of fighters. How about Golden Panda paired with the buildbot Bender, Year 27 champion? Or Boxer Billy, Year 25 champion, copulating with a beetle..."

"I'm interested in collectible exchange. Do you trade figurines from the House of Pleasures?"

"Exchange?" the seller was confused. "Why would I need exchange? This is a shop. If you want to trade—find collectors."

Having bought his figurine, Ron left the shop.




GÉRARD BLIER, THE Arena's creator, had been an excellent businessman back on Earth. He knew that one must not only know how to make money, but also how to let others make money. So any establishments could be opened on his base's territory.

Among them were several hotels of different levels. But the largest—"Hotel Plaza" and "Plaza Hotel"—were located directly across the street from each other. They were run by different owners who hated one another, each accusing the other of plagiarizing the name.

Both hotels offered garage services, recovery chambers, and repair workshops for beginning fighters. Champions had their own garages, laboratories, and workshops paid for by their sponsors. The "Astrozoologists" alliance maintained an entire menagerie where their fighters lived—mutated beasts and beetles.

The hotel owner, learning that the room was intended for Ramirez's slaves, bustled about and "out of respect for Ramirez" allowed them to stay free for the first ten days.

Though Ron had grown accustomed to the oddities of "slavery" under Ramirez, he couldn't help but smile. The deference shown to some of Ramirez's slaves was completely at odds with the idea of slavery. While low-level slaves were still treated contemptuously, treating a fiftieth-level slave the same way could earn you a rebirth. But Ramirez's disfavor was scarier than an extra death.

And considering that the slave leveling system opened certain privileges, you could understand why many colonists voluntarily gave themselves the "Ramirizer" phenom.

The buildbot drove the trailer with Robot Mister to the garage located behind the hotel building. And Ron and Six-Two went up to the fourth floor to their room.

The room for two slaves was one of the best. It had a free AKOS installed, which the slaves couldn't use anyway, as well as a "Cradle of Life"—an accelerated regeneration chamber.

Six-Two first thing climbed into the chamber, though he had no injuries. To Ron's surprised look he answered:

"It's scientifically proven that if a healthy synthesan spends several hours in a recovery chamber, his attributes will start growing faster."

"What nonsense," Ron smirked. "What scientist proved this?"

"Look for the book 'One Hundred Tips of Alternative Eco-Medicine or Your Body's Hidden Capabilities' in the shop. I don't remember the author, but he's a scientist from the Jewish alliance. It's all described in his book. For example, did you know that a synthesan's body, like a human's, accumulates toxins? Especially if you eat lots of food sublimate."

"Toxins... I'm speechless..."

"Yeah, yeah, don't laugh, stinking slave, just read it."

"What toxins could there be in an artificial body? Apparently you didn't study at the colonist training center? Our body doesn't contain real organics. The only way to quickly raise attributes is to do a boost. But you're afraid of the consequences..."

"Silence, nobody! Don't interfere with my natural self-improvement."

"Yes, sir. May I go to the garage and work on repairing Robot Mister?"

Six-Two hesitated. Actually, he'd been assigned to Ron with orders not to let him out of his sight. Though he knew that because of the harsh "Ramirizer" settings, Ron wouldn't be able to escape, as, for example, the entire Jing family had once managed to do.

But he didn't want to deprive himself of imaginary attribute growth:

"Just try to run! I'll whip you until..."

"I know, my lord. I have nowhere to run."

Ron happily left the room. He'd spent just over a day in Six-Two's company, but already couldn't stand his ignorant stupidity.

Ron stepped out of the hotel and froze, staring at the sky.

A familiar figure of a girl in a gold bodysuit filled the entire width of the sky's project-screen. She swayed slightly, having assumed a combat stance with fists in spiked gloves held before her. From time to time she unclenched her fist and, squinting, beckoned with her finger. Around her, like Saturn's rings, inscriptions circled:




A brilliant return! Golden Panda is back in action. First fight—today. All tickets to the Steel Arena sold out! You're already too late!




Panda was replaced by an image of another fighter—a hairy, bearded man in a bodysuit stylized as farmer's overalls. Clamping a wheat stalk in his white teeth, Golden Panda's opponent stood with powerful arms folded across his chest.

Words circled around him too:




Last year's Steel Arena champion, inventor of the triple fire combo-somersault — Toro "Combine" Milligan! Didn't get a ticket? Hurry up and place your bets!




Apparently the ad had appeared recently; many passersby stopped, craning their heads back.

"Wow," one of them exclaimed. "Our golden girl is back in action."

"Again all the tickets went to those with season passes to the championship," his companion protested. "What bullshit is this? We paid for entry to the base, why should we have to buy some passes?"

"Whoever created the Arena makes the rules," Ron intervened sharply. "Don't like it, build your own stadium, without season passes and fees."

The passersby read Ron's shell data and, discovering he was a nineteenth-level slave of the Great Ramirez, decided not to get involved and silently walked on.

Lately Ron had discovered in himself a hatred for those who criticized those who created things.

In his opinion, Gérard Blier had built an amazing place. Sure, the fights were stupid. But the organization itself, the arena system itself—it was a work not just of engineering genius, but managerial genius too. Not a single mentor, not a single project coordinator could have imagined that colonists would create such things using colonial technologies.

Golden Panda appeared in the sky again, and next to her dozens of windows with clips from her past fights. Walking toward the garages, Ron watched Panda and thought:

"So this is your plan, darling? You're risking what's left of your binary array to... what? What's the point in both of us ending up at the Arena? How will this help me escape? And most importantly... how do I tell you that I have nowhere to run..."




RON BEGAN REPAIRING and upgrading Robot Mister. He'd taken stock of his debut fight's results and understood that he needed to increase the buildbot's energy capacity. For this he needed to convert it to a fuel engine. The battery hadn't justified itself. The fight's outcome would have been completely different if Ron hadn't managed to flip the midi-beetle on the first try.

The Arena had a workshop with chains of subject-printers on which parts could be produced for all colonial devices.

From time to time Ron left the garage to visit the workshop and craft what he needed. Then he would look at the sky's project-screen, as if he could see news there about the Golden Panda vs. Toro "Combine" Milligan match.

But there was nothing in the sky except advertisements.

Fights of that level were never broadcast on the Arena's project-screens. Not even clips. The Steel Arena, where the match was taking place, was surrounded by all types of jammers that prevented pirate recording or any data transmission. Combat drones circled above the arena, ready to intercept flying cameras. And two airships at once hung there, similar to Lady Delight.

The fight's progress could be guessed at by indirect signs, the main one being the crowd's roar. Ron's enhanced senses allowed him to catch even individual phrases from especially loud spectators. Sometimes they would start chanting a fighter's name. Then Ron would listen to the intonations, deciding—was this a cry of support due to a loss or jubilation due to victory?

The second indirect sign was the announcer's speech. It became especially audible when the crowd quieted down.

From all this Ron pieced together a picture of the match—Panda was losing, but responding to her opponent worthily. The battle, as he understood, was divided into three long rounds, in the intervals between which lower-ranked fighters performed. They were making a show of Golden Panda's return, stretching the event out as long as possible.

But Ron wasn't hurrying either—there was lots of work ahead with Robot Mister.

Six-Two visited the garage several times. Having satisfied himself that Ron wasn't thinking about escape or any other schemes, he said:

"I'm going to take a walk around the base. I'll have to untether you. But remember—I'm watching you!"

"Of course, my lord."

A message appeared in Ron's interface:




— System of Exalted Slavery — 

Your overseer has temporarily untethered you from himself. 

*Clang of shackles falling from your legs and arms*




Received: freedom of movement for 7 hours 99 minutes.

Remember, slave, the overseer's kindness and do not try to deceive his trust.




Six-Two left, and Ron returned to the buildbot. He needed to decide which manipulators to mount surprises on for the day after tomorrow's match.

From time to time he listened to the sounds from the Steel Arena, tracking the fight's progress.

At ten o'clock in the evening the fight ended with Golden Panda's complete victory. "Complete victory" meant she'd killed her opponent. His team loaded the corpse into an ion-jet to transport it beyond Death Valley's borders. Golden Panda had worked over her opponent so thoroughly that he would lose more than ten percent of his binary array's integrity. If the team turned out to be not too swift or flight conditions were difficult, then integrity would drop even further and then Toro "Combine" Milligan would be restored from archive. And that was, essentially, the end of his Arena career. He'd forget all his new combos and generally all the life he'd had after the backup.

Ron learned all this from conversations of spectators who poured out of the Steel Ring and dispersed across the base, exchanging impressions.

And yes, Ron had long since stopped being surprised that he heard conversations of those who were half a kilometer away from him. This wasn't even the most surprising of his abilities.

"Toro was dumb," Ron picked out part of someone's phrase. "Should've made a backup before the fight with golden girl."

"Backups also cost their percentage," his companion objected... "not rrr-aaaaaa-rrrr... every single time, right?" The voices of distant people reached him with distortions, losing intonations and timbre.

Ron also wasn't surprised that an hour after the fight he distinguished familiar footsteps on the platform in front of the hotel. Using the eye-cameras of the buildbot standing near the garage, he saw Vladimir Jing, dressed in a dark suit with a tie and an idiotic-shaped hat that once again confirmed that tailors on Locus weren't distinguished by skill. Vladimir kept his hand inside his jacket, clearly gripping some weapon that was forbidden to bring onto the Arena.

Next to him walked a girl wrapped in a long cloak with a hood on her head. Even without special abilities Ron recognized Panda.

Setting aside the buildbot's manipulator, Ron stood up. He was burdened by the upcoming conversation. His first desire was to flee the garage. Let old friends decide they were mistaken, that he wasn't here.

What stopped him was the desire to see Panda again and learn news of the "Cruel" alliance.

"How do I explain my condition to them?" Ron thought agonizingly. "I don't have..."


Chapter 4. New sensations


RON WAS SPEECHLESS trying to describe what happened after the attribute boost. The very sensation of his synthesan body became different. It was as if he'd connected to a buildbot of cosmic proportions, one equipped not only with a thousand manipulators but also a thousand strange sensors whose data he somehow managed to process.

For the first dozen hours, Ron felt uncomfortable with these capabilities. He didn't know what to do with the abundance of information his senses fed him nonstop.

In the profusion of newness, he lost the sense of self that hadn't disappeared since his arrival. He desperately tried to return to his former, limited perception. Tried to ignore the new capabilities. Attempted to cut off sources of information foreign to a humanoid body, to restore his world to its previous form.

But he realized the futility of these attempts.

Human consciousness, as had been discovered many years ago within the virtual world of Adam Online, was an incredibly plastic thing. If desired, it could be granted not just to an omnipotent being, but to absolutely anything—even a wooden log, as in the old tale of Pinocchio.

Like a fluid material, consciousness filled any form presented to it. But how long it remained in that form without draining into the void of non-existence depended on personality. On the "I" that consciousness possessed.

And Ron discovered with surprise that he accepted the new vision of the world more and more easily. All because he was accustomed to working with buildbots. Connecting to them gave a similar effect, though weakened many times over.

Previously, when probing a weld seam or module connection in some assembly shop node with a buildbot's manipulator, Ron would determine their quality by checking against the digital readouts of the interface. Now he did it simply by looking at them. And if he touched something, at the moment of contact he merged with the entire structure of the construction, absorbing data about the current position of every molecule in the structure.

Well, or so it felt to him.

The interface remained silent in such cases. Probably even its creators hadn't anticipated that any synthesan would reach such a level of sensory perception of the world.

Or had they anticipated it? And understood there was no point in confirming with numbers what the interface bearer had learned to understand "in his gut"?

Ramirez, for instance, considered the creators of synthesan bodies bastards.

"Well? Well?" Ramirez would yell, visiting the construction site. "Now do you understand what I was telling you? Now do you understand that those lying bastards from Explora deliberately limited synthesans to the confines of a humanoid body so we wouldn't learn the advantages of what it means to be superhuman?"

And Ron agreed with Ramirez not because he was his slave. The new sensations truly were close to an almost mystical experience of proximity to God.

After all, Ron tried interacting not only with the structures he erected using an army of ten thousand buildbots connected to him. A simple touch to the trunk of giant grass growing from Locus's soil awakened incredible sensations in him. He caught moments of how roots sucked water and nutrients from Locus's moist soil. Like chemicals or nanoscale components on conveyor belts, they spread through the stems.

It was precisely in such moments that the impression struck him that just a little more and he wouldn't need buildbots or tools to affect matter: a mental effort born in the depths of his binary array would suffice. But usually such sensations were harbingers of trouble, signals that it was enough work, time to rest.

Yes, his power had serious negative sides too. On a physical level, this manifested as constant body overheating. Now Ron understood why Ray Norton had needed such cooling capacity. After all, he wasn't just freezing equipment, but himself too.

It was precisely the danger of completely burning out and withering, turning into a mummy, that forced Ron to take frequent breaks from work. And building himself the same kind of cooling sarcophagus as old Ray had made no sense, since Ron didn't sit in one place but constantly moved across ten tiles of the construction site. And Ron didn't want to repeat Ray Norton's fate either.

Only these forced breaks dragged out construction.

However, Ron didn't work alone. At his disposal were other colonial construction engineers, production cycle engineers, or simply slaves to whom Ron gave orders when he disconnected from his army of buildbots to cool down.

Besides, the negative effect in psychological terms was that Ron stopped being who he'd been before. After all, the awareness that every molecule of the surrounding world was subject to you changed your mood or plans for the future.

On top of everything else, Ron couldn't help but admit: he liked what he was doing. He wasn't fighting, running from opponents or monsters. He wasn't defending or capturing bases. And he wasn't furrowing his brow, trying to figure out the most profitable way to spend fiats without getting ripped off. 

Ron Cooper built and created.

And on such a scale that the mentor at the colonist training center would have had every wrinkle smoothed from his face in sheer surprise.

He missed Pandora. But the higher he rose in the slave hierarchy, the more of life's pleasures became available to him. After the fifteenth level, access to Fantadrome's brothels opened up. It became even easier for Ron to forget his lovely combat farmer girl.


IN LECTURES AT the colonist training center, they taught that the maximum number of devices a synthesan could connect to was limited to two hundred fifty-six units. This applied to both buildbots and tools. And even then, the instructor assured them, such a number was impossible to achieve in practice.

But look at this, colleagues—on the giant construction site where assembly shops for flying fusion cannons were being erected, there crawled, rolled, and flew... Ron checked the interface data:


Buildbots connected: 10,345 units. 

Awaiting connection: 1,233.


Those awaiting connection were reserves. When one of the buildbots showed signs of malfunction, Ron sent out a replacement from reserve without interrupting work. Therefore, even in standby mode, the reserves didn't fall outside his sphere of attention.

Ron enjoyed building the enormous complex of chemical plants, workshops, conveyor belts, and tangled production chains on which fusion cannons would be manufactured.

Moreover—he pleased Ramirez with a rationalization proposal:

"Colleague..." Ramirez frowned. Ron quickly corrected himself: "That is, oh my Great Lord. I studied all the instructions for building chains and found a way to construct them so we can switch to producing small orbital-class spacecraft. The switch will be 'on the fly,' without needing to rebuild the chains themselves, conveyors, or power grid lines. I called them 'hybrid chains.'"

"No, I need fusion cannons."

"But, my Great Lord, if you have a spaceport and a spacecraft, you'll be able to develop the second continent."

Ramirez thought:

"To hell with the second continent." And immediately disputed his own statement: "Though a ship would be useful for conquering the Western Sea and the remaining alliances."

"But why do you need them if the entire Locus will be before you?"

"We can't share the planet with backward morons and their Central Government! The backward morons want to destroy me. Destroy us—the true race of Locusians. Especially now that we've begun construction of the same weapons they had."

Ron suppressed a smile: the "backward morons" turned out to have more advanced weaponry than Ramirez after all. After all, the "progressive" Ramirez was stealing technology from them, not the other way around.

"For now I'm containing the spread of rumors," Ramirez continued. "But sooner or later the backward morons will catch wind of it."

"What then?" Ron asked fearfully.

"They'll start a war with us. They'll have no choice but to wipe my Fantadrome and everything I've built in territories free from the Central Government off the face of Ear... Locus."

Flipping through countless project-screen windows with instructions for hybrid production chains, Ramirez asked:

"How much will construction be delayed?"

"By a factor of two."

"That's a lot. We risk not finishing before the Great War begins. Make it one and a half times, and you've got approval."

I'm speechless, he's already come up with a name for the future conflict.

"Yes, my Great Lord, I'll try to reduce the timeline. I'll work more."

"Will the resource consumption of the hybrids also double?"

Ron hesitated:

"It'll triple. A spacecraft isn't airships or even fusion cannons. It's the very peak of industrial colonial production. For example, fuel alone..."

"Don’t bore me with technical details, slave. That's what the 'Did You Know...' block in the interface is for. Fine, leave the blueprints and get lost, I need to think."

Ramirez deliberated for several days. Ron guessed he was tallying up all resources, looking for ways to increase their extraction or purchase them in free alliances through front men like Benny Shostakov. And consulting with commissars—was it worth the risk? After all, in the Great War even one spacecraft would be an advantage. Maybe not a decisive advantage, but as a demonstration of technological superiority—simply ideal.

"Build the hybrids," Ramirez agreed. "But make sure the fusion cannon lines are ready first."

"Yes, my Great Lord! A wise decision."

After that, things became even more interesting for Ron. Because simultaneously with the spacecraft, he'd built into the instructions a third circuit as well—assembly of a communication device with Earth. About that, of course, he kept silent.

It was precisely because of the third circuit of hybrid chains that tripled resources were required.


RON STARTED WORKING even more intensively, though even he felt that there was no room left to push harder.

After each work shift—lasting fifty to sixty hours—Ron would return to his slave hovel and open the locker to look in the mirror. He was afraid he'd see a withered mummy with charred holes where the connectors had been instead of his own reflection.

But even his perfectly ordinary appearance didn't offer reassurance.

What if I lose it like Ray and jam extra connectors into my eye sockets?

But oddly enough, it was precisely the thought of possible madness that calmed him. If you're afraid of going insane, that's the best reminder that you're still okay.

After resting and healing the heat-damaged skin around his connectors, Ron returned to the construction site. There, his consciousness habitually fractured into ten thousand buildbots, ten thousand power grid routes, and hundreds of thousands of subject-printer units linked into thousands of chains.

His Data Processing attribute handled the flow of information, the volume of which surely exceeded the information generated every second by a major Earth city with all its countless QCPs, project-screens, and millions of inhabitants.

Ron's shell wandered among the structures under construction. He participated in the building process, using tools hauled behind him by a buildbot.

When necessary, he'd climb onto the back of an ion-drive buildbot and fly up to the tops of tall structures to personally attach the needed segment.

Ron also descended underground, where enormous tunnels for the power grids—as big as subway tunnels—had been excavated by modified geological combines and were still being dug. A segment of the underground power grid line called "Power Flow" was ten meters wide and a hundred long. Nothing like it existed in the roster of colonial technologies; the instructions for its production had been developed by scientists from Progress Base.

The completed grids had already been closed into circuits and connected to the reactors. As a result, the tunnels were flooded not only with blinding light but also with radiation that instantly broke down the orgmat bonds in his synthesan body. But his two-hundred-fifth-level Vitality attribute protected Ron's body from disintegration, ceaselessly restoring the bonds.

Of course, this couldn't last long, but Ron managed to complete tasks the buildbots couldn't handle. Strong radiation
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