
Explora 2. The Development

Did you know that the higher you soar, the harder you fall? Even on Locus, where gravity is lighter than on Earth. The "Cruel" Alliance is about to prove that old saying right — at the expense of one man who can't seem to stop climbing.

The arrogance of newcomers has a way of irritating everyone: bandits and free alliances alike.

Ron has taken on more than just construction and gunfights — now he's playing diplomat and merchant too. Has he bitten off more than he can chew? And what happens when he discovers that being stretched too thin is the least of his problems? Will the young engineer remember in time that gravity spares no one — without exception? Neither do proverbs.


Part One. Forever War




We don't know what synthesans will encounter on other planets. Will there be a harsh environment? But they're protected from that by the body's greater resistance. Hordes of monsters? But weapons and the structural features of colonial architecture will come in handy against them. Aliens, unseen anomalies or incredible life forms? We don't know.

But what we do know is that what they will NOT encounter on these new worlds is boredom and idleness.




Stuart Lee,

Coordinator of the Political and Social Settlement of the Colonies Program.


Chapter 1. Behind every great man




"THE MAIN THING is not to look at Panda," Ron repeated to himself. "The main thing is not to look at her..."

He moved to the panoramic window located in the bow of the airship "Lady Delight" and looked down.

Ray Norton's airship was executing its owner's programmed route: rising to maximum altitude and developing maximum speed, heading to base. Therefore, Ron saw nothing except the clouds rapidly passing below.

Neither Ron, nor Meirong, nor Jeanne expected such speed from the airship.

"Yes, the Vita alliance knew how to create flying things," Vladimir said, noting their surprise. "Our late father competed with them in producing high-quality drones and unmanned vehicles, but lost. After that, we focused on jingpacks."

Vladimir, Panda, Tseng, and all the other Jingis were sitting on the floor. Meirong stood on the podium in the bow. Connected to the computational core, she was monitoring the flight.

"Who came up with producing airships?" Ron asked, turning away from the panoramic window. "I don't recall airships being among the technical production instructions."

"First-wave colonists," Tseng answered. "When it became clear that Earthlings hadn't bothered to develop instructions for such an effective cargo delivery method."

Subhat interjected into the conversation:

"In Locus's history, this period was even called the 'Airship Race'. Everyone rushed to develop their own instructions for zeppelins and aerostats. And this wasn't easy, since no subject-printer or assembly shop had provisions for producing such items..."

Panda interrupted him:

"But engineers in Vector City very quickly developed the first instructions."

Ron was on edge from her tone of voice.

"Damn, did she deliberately emphasize the word quickly?"

"First versions of airships turned out clumsy and unreliable. But engineers very quickly made new corrections to the instructions..."

"There it is again!" Ron thought. "She's emphasizing quickly, or am I imagining it..."

"Within just a dozen seasons, which is very quickly for colonial industry, production of the first small airships began," Panda continued. "Then the instructions were sold to everyone interested, and competition among manufacturers started. You can very quickly see who survived in Locushost. Two types of vessels survived: those with high cargo capacity and those with amazing speed characteristics..."

Ron caught Pandora's laughing glance.

"Damn! Can't look at her!"

"'Lady Delight'," Vladimir said, "is the third type, meaning she can fly both quickly and high, while also being sufficiently cargo-capable. These were produced by the Vita alliance, which is now captured by Ramirez."

"By the way," Panda noted, "experienced engineers from Vita made their airships very slowly... paying attention to every detail."

All of Ron's doubts dissipated. Using a personal message, he wrote to Panda:




"Let's go out. We need to talk."




Moving away from the porthole, he crossed the entire empty hall of the airship.




JEANNE CHOU SAT silently on the floor in the corner, her eyes half-closed. The history of airship construction on Locus couldn't have been further from her mind. Through her barely open eyelids, she watched Ron. She noted how Panda's words had wounded him—the guy was visibly unsettled by the girl's tone of voice. Jeanne was certain that if Ron were a real human, he would have blushed.

When Ron passed by, Jeanne opened her eyes and tracked him until he disappeared into the machine compartment.

Panda rose from the floor after Ron and pretended to stretch. Though synthesans never actually needed to stretch. Their bodies always remained in the physical perfection granted by attribute upgrades.

Casually, as if taking a walk, Panda crossed the hall.

Jeanne smirked—only the blind would miss the naive conspiracy of lovers.

Now Vladimir was watching Panda too:

"Where are you going?" he demanded roughly.

"Wherever I want," she retorted boldly.

Vladimir crossed the hall and stood directly in front of Panda: "Sister, I'm warning you that I won't tolerate your... your..."

Vladimir couldn't find the right words. Jeanne understood why. On one side, Vova respected Ron as a leader and smart guy who was leading them to victory. On the other hand, he couldn't violate the idiotic Jing family code that forbade romantic relationships with those outside the family.

"I'm just walking," Panda replied, moving around Vladimir.

"Then walk where I can see you," Vladimir continued.

"I'll walk wherever I want."

"We'll be approaching Ray Norton's base in half an hour," Vladimir said. "This isn't the time for walks!"

"That's exactly why I'm anxious before the attack. I want to get some air."

These romantic passions seemed ridiculous to Jeanne. Though she admitted there was a certain sense in clan-family relationships. They did cement a collective quite effectively.

"Pandora Jing, I swear, if you don't listen to me, then I... then I..."

Vladimir again couldn't directly say he would kill Ron.

Jeanne felt a little sorry for Vladimir. After all, Ron Cooper was the formal leader of the "Cruel" alliance, so Vladimir Jing had no right to use his authority against the others... But he also couldn't violate the memory of his father, Xi Jing, whom they inexplicably worshipped like a god.

Subordination had collided with honor. Though, really, what honor was there for biorobots who even required additional devices for sex? And why threaten to kill the honor of someone who would respawn in the AKOS in a couple of minutes?

"Vova," Jeanne said, "leave the girl alone."

"You be quiet! You don't understand!"

"I understand everything," Jeanne said slowly. "You're the one who's confused. Sit next to me, and I'll explain."

Panda sent Jeanne a grateful look and walked openly to the engine compartment. Ron had already looked out a couple of times impatiently, believing no one had seen him.

Vladimir obediently returned and sat across from Jeanne. But this made Tseng, Vladimir's wife, tense. She had already hinted several times that she was uncomfortable with Jeanne and Vladimir's overly friendly relationship.

"My God," Jeanne thought. "All we need now are love hexagons! I wonder if Ramirez's people behave like this, like kids in a summer camp? Or do they understand something that the Jings and free alliance members don't?"

And only Meirong noticed none of these hidden passions. She was enthusiastically doing her job: tracking communication channels between the airship and Ray Norton's base. Ensuring not a single detail would reveal the presence of the "Cruel" alliance's landing team inside the gondola.




RON NO LONGER doubted that Panda was mocking him, constantly emphasizing speed and quickness. The damn girl was hinting at those embarrassing moments they'd shared in his room.

He was ashamed himself. There had been so much passion, such genuine intensity. Sparks had flashed between them... And then everything ended so quickly.

Actually, the "Sex" phenom allowed continuing an intimate encounter for forty-three seconds, consuming fifty orgmat units per second. That's why Ron had cut things short, trying to conserve orgmat.

He'd spent five hundred units, receiving Panda's cutting remark in return:

"Hmm, did you even start? I barely noticed anything."

Remembering her words, Ron felt himself flush, though he knew his synthetic skin hadn't changed color. He also felt like everyone on the airship was laughing at his performance. As if he were to blame for the phenoms' ridiculous initial limitations!

When Panda entered the engine compartment, Ron confronted her without preamble:

"Will you stop humiliating me in front of everyone?"

Panda made an exaggerated surprised expression:

"Hmm, was it me who was embarrassing, not your so-called sex?"

"I don't understand what you want from me!" Ron shouted.

"Don't yell," Panda said quietly. "Vova already suspects everything."

"I'm not afraid of Vova!"

Ron and Panda stood close together, compressed by the narrow space of the compartment.

Panda took a small step toward the exit.

"Stop!"

Ron removed her helmet and forcefully tugged at her UniCom's body.

"Have you lost your mind?" Panda exclaimed. "Here and now?"

Ron tugged the UniCom more insistently. Panda slowly unfastened it—the body fell to the floor. Arm components followed. Ron removed her leg components himself.

Bumping into walls and engine pipes, Ron and Panda finally shed their UniComs.

Ron impatiently embraced Panda, covering her face and shoulders with kisses.

"I would say 'don't rush,'" Panda smirked. "But we're heading to war soon."

"One more word about speed—and I'll shut your mouth!"




WHEN IT WAS over, Panda didn't say anything about speed. She just held Ron in her arms and returned the kisses.

They stood against the wall, leaning against the hot pipes of the engine. Parts of the UniCom rattled finely on the floor.

"You know, it was... I felt real passion. Real emotion"

"Me too," Ron muttered.

Stepping back from the surge of sex phenom activity, Ron slowly began to calculate the losses and gains.




- + -

Improved connections in attributes!




+ 1 to Strength.

Strength: 4 (3).




+1 to Touch.

Touch: 5 (7).




+1 to Dexterity.

Dexterity: 3 (5).




Orgmat: 3,350 / 6,000.




This time Ron didn't skimp and used the phenom's full runtime. Not only was it enjoyable, but it was something on top of that:







-^-

You have unlocked new possibilities for the Sex phenom.




Attention, choose wisely from the options offered, you can't revert the changes back!




- Insatiable Lover.

+20 seconds to the duration of sexual intercourse.




- Frugal Lover -

Orgmat consumption is reduced to 40 units per second.




- Impatient Lover

The recovery period of the Sex phenom is reduced to 11 hours.




Roman chose the first option without any hesitation.

A familiar icon nestled in the corner of the interface:







- ≈ -

New achievement: “Multiple LevelUp”.

Level 1.




You have received +20 to your social equalization rating for simultaneously increasing three attributes at once!

Your social equalization rating: -88.




Next achievement:

“Multiple LevelUp”, Level 2.

Increase four attributes at once!




Followed by a second icon:




- ≈ -

New achievement: “Like clockwork!”

Level 1




You gained +10 to your social equalization rating for two sexual acts.

Your social equalization rating: -78.




Next achievement:

“Like clockwork!” level 2.

Perform ten sexual acts.




Did you know that the sponsor of the “Like clockwork!” achievement is Your Favorite Tailor?

They are the largest civilian clothing manufacturer on Locus. They're the only one where you'll find clothes of all styles and colors!

Your favorite tailor advises you to undress with taste!




Attention, if this message offends your racial, ethnic or gender characteristics, you can disable the achievement system. All accumulated bonuses will be saved.




Apparently there was such an obvious look of happiness on Ron's face over the brief sex and the achievement he had gotten that Panda finally pushed him off of her:

“Well, I'm glad at least one of us is feeling good”.

Correcting the bodysuit, Panda bent down and picked up parts of his UniCom.

“Panda, come on, realize that I can't become a sex giant all at once,” Ron said as he helped her get dressed. “I need training. And you're just messing with me!”

Pandora jokingly replied:

"Have you heard the expression that behind every great man there is a woman who drives him on?"

"Wow! Am I that great man?"




"Honestly, your seconds of intimacy don't quite align with the definition of greatness"

"Oh, here you go again... why did you call me great then?" 

"It's not about you, it's about me. I want to be the woman standing behind a great man."

"And how exactly are you making me great?"

"Didn't I just do that?"

Ron couldn't deny that thanks to Panda's sharp wit, he had just improved three of his characteristics and even earned an achievement.

"But, Panda, couldn't you make a man great in a less humiliating way?" 

"Perhaps. But this is how I want to do it. Be patient. Soon you'll like it even more."

Ron pulled on the UniCom body:

"You know, Jeanne warned me that you would manipulate me however you want" 

"And? Will you listen to your old lady?"

"Continue manipulating. I liked it."

As Ron was hopping on one leg, pulling on another part of the UniCom, the door to the motor compartment burst open. In the narrow opening appeared an enraged Vladimir Jing.

"Get out of here!" he roared.

Jeanne loomed behind him. She was fully equipped, holding her rifle at the ready, her face hidden behind a helmet.

Ron decided that Jeanne had covered him in case Vladimir tried anything. This gave him confidence.

"Listen, Vladimir..." Ron straightened up. "Stop this already. Just accept the fact that Panda and I are adults. You have no right to tell her who... with whom... or who will... I'm speechless... Briefly, stay out of our lives!"

"I'll deal with you later," Vladimir responded. "We're approaching Ray Norton's base. It's time."

Vladimir turned and left.

Jeanne said flatly from beneath her helmet:

"Mmm, sex and war! No combination is more lovely."




NO ONE KNEW what scanners and sensors were available on Ray Norton's base. After all, he could easily scan the incoming vessel across different ranges and detect any uninvited guests inside.

In one corner of the "Lady Delight" passenger gondola, Ron had pre-equipped a special compartment, completely isolated from the rest of the hall.

The compartment walls were lined with layers of insulating materials. Meirong had to rewrite several manufacturing instructions to achieve the necessary properties of the materials.

When they were almost at the base, everyone aboard the airship crowded into this compartment, pressing tightly against each other. Ron closed the door and said:

"Okay, now we stay silent and don't move. Cut all communications and disable interfaces."

The capture group froze like statues, barely even breathing. One of the unique characteristics of synthesans was their ability to remain completely motionless, as long as they chose a pose that maintained balance.

They could also control their breathing, stopping it for almost ten minutes. Afterward, the orgmat would experience "oxygen starvation," and the rate of bond formation would slow down. However, if one constantly trained, such as underwater, it would lead to increased survivability and extend the period of breath retention.

After disabling all data exchange interfaces, only the connection to the BATS server remained, and even that was completely blocked by the compartment's isolation.

Now they could only hope that Ray Norton wouldn't notice the camouflaged compartment. In fact, it would be easy to detect during a manual search, rather than with drones.

But Ron hadn't chosen the smallest compartment for nothing—the autonomous units simply wouldn't be able to fly inside.

When the "Lady Delight" approached the perimeter of Ray Norton's base, it stopped and opened all its airlocks.

Through a small peephole specially left in the compartment wall, Ron watched as several small drones flew into the passenger gondola. Their bodies were studded with various devices and scanners.

They circled the empty hall, lingering near the damaged equipment.

This was the moment that would decide the fate of the entire operation. The Big Big Fucky Fucky jammer was not destroyed, but only appeared to be. Meirong had removed several blocks from it. Part of the plan was that at the start of the attack, she would return these blocks to their place, launching the reprogrammed jammer.

The drones slowly moved away from the Big Big Fucky Fucky. After making a final circle around the hall, they flew out through the airlocks.

Ron guessed that other drones were conducting an external inspection of the airship. There was a sense that Ray Norton suspected something was amiss, but hadn't yet understood exactly what.

Vladimir stood sideways, tightly compressed between Jeanne and his wife, Tseng. Meirong stood nearby, pressing a block from the jammer to her chest. Ron winked, which was a signal for Vladimir and Jeanne.

All three activated their digital data transmission modules.




— ((( ))) —




Ron invited Jeanne and Vladimir to a group chat.




Ron: Time?

Jeanne: No.

Vladimir: Nope.

Ron: But we're already at the base?

Vladimir: We need to wait until the airship docks with the mooring mast. That will confirm that Ray has calmed down and no longer suspects anything.

Jeanne: I can just smell that he's suspicious.

Vladimir: Yeah. He was sure we had mined the airship. But he never found the bomb.

Jeanne: Now he's wondering what happened and why we didn't shoot down the airship, letting it return.

Vladimir: Maybe he thinks the airship just slipped away from us?

Jeanne: Wow, Vladimir, sometimes I'm amazed by the depth of your strategic thinking. Actually, our entire plan is based on that assumption!

Vladimir: I just said... why are you mocking me?

Ron: Hehe, but the least Ray the thief expects is that we've become the bombs ourselves!

Jeanne: Yes, a crazy plan. We'll probably all die.

Vladimir: Hey, enough already! Morale is already at zero.

Jeanne: But not Ron's. His morale is through the roof! He even managed to hook up with your little sister.

Ron: Jeanne!




Vladimir left the group chat.




Ron and Jeanne also disabled their data transmission.




AFTER SEVERAL MINUTES of anxious waiting, the airship's hull shuddered and continued moving. The infiltrators exchanged joyful glances: we're flying!

Trying to move as little as possible, the fighters lowered their helmet visors. Some adjusted the grenade bags hanging from their fronts, someone sighed: "I don't understand what we're counting on..."

Vladimir lifted his visor and glared at the malcontent: "Everything will be fine, Anand. Or don't you trust me and Ron?"

"I believe we won't be able to stand against Ray Norton's armada of drones. We barely fought them off at our base, and now..."

Ron interjected: "Who said we're going to fight the entire armada? That's not part of our plans."

"Then what is?"

"You'll find out soon. For now, just follow orders while showing a healthy dose of initiative. And don't forget that the Trojan horse tactic proved its effectiveness thousands of years ago."

"'Horse tactic,'" someone snickered.

"What's a Trojan horse?" asked Abigail Jing.

"In Ancient Greece..." Ron began, but Jeanne cut him off.

"No history lectures. And everyone, shut up."

Everyone fell silent, listening.

The walls shuddered as a muffled wave of impact rolled through them. The gondola tilted left, nearly causing all the fighters to fall on each other.

"Seems we've docked," Vladimir said.

Raising his hand, Ron pressed his eye to the peephole, scanning the empty gondola hall. Ten minutes passed, but no one appeared. Ron lowered his hand and opened the compartment door, letting Jeanne out.

Moving softly with her rifle raised, she inspected the entire space, checked the engine compartment, and examined the rocket shafts.

Lowering her weapon, she made the "OK" sign.

All fighters emerged from hiding and took their pre-assigned positions. Meirong stood by the jammer, ready with the block that would revive the device and make it work against its owner.

Pandora, Anand, Abigail, and Tseng spread out to the compartments with rocket shafts. There were only four shafts.

Thus, only nine fighters had set out to capture the base of the powerful sky marauder lord.

Yun Jing, Yallo Jing, and Steven Jing remained at the "Cruel" alliance base. They were supposed to handle repairs. And Yallo Jing was additionally watching Steven to make sure he didn't slack off.

The airship hung at least three hundred meters high. Incidentally, Ron recognized the mooring mast—he'd seen similar structures at abandoned bases while traveling to the "Jing Family" base. Back then, he didn't know their purpose, and now he was surprised to find that mooring masts weren't uncommon.

Vladimir, Jeanne, and Ron crouched down and made their way to the observation window.

"This is insane," Jeanne said, looking out the window. "How do we figure out who to take out?"

Vladimir remained silent, while Ron's gaze wandered helplessly over the numerous structures of Norton's base.

Hundreds of buildings, workshops, dozens of chemical plants and mooring masts without airships. Drones of various types buzzed everywhere: from familiar sky marauders to mysterious, slowly hovering crafts of unknown purpose. Smoke billowed from somewhere, and occasionally bluish clouds of dust or gas would break away from the chemical plants, shrouding the structures below.

Overall, the entire "Norton" base was chaotically writhing, producing smoke, whistles, and thunder. Almost every roof bristled with an automatic fusion cannon or turret. In many places, at the airship's level, barrier aerostats hung, also preventing aerial attacks. They were equipped with turrets and rocket launchers. The base walls were completely lost behind a veil of smoke and steam. It was impossible to make out what lay beyond.

"I'm speechless," Ron said.

Jeanne and Vladimir's faces were hidden behind mirrored visors—their expressions unreadable. But Ron was sure they shared his bewilderment.

But he was wrong. Vladimir businesslike nudged his shoulder: "Well, boss, where are we heading? Show us where Ray Norton is hiding?"

"Time to dig out the bastard," Jeanne agreed, raising her rifle.


Chapter 2. Red bodysuit brings bad luck




RON HAD NO idea where to "move out" to "dig out" Ray Norton...

He recognized the weakness in their plan: they had built it based on an outdated layout of the Norton base found in Locushost. Now he was convinced that this layout had nothing in common with the actual arrangement of buildings.

He still held onto hope that Ray Norton would personally appear aboard the Lady Delight to assess its damage. That would have been the most favorable outcome.

But more than half an hour had passed, and no one seemed interested in visiting the airship.

Even the drones that had been hanging in their docking stations or stored in the hangar bay in the gondola's belly suddenly all broke away at once, formed a swarm, and disappeared into the smoke and steam.

The situation was becoming increasingly ridiculous. The initial rush of excitement had worn off. The fighters exchanged glances and whispered in private chats, discussing the stupidity of their commanders. Or rather, one commander in particular.




Even Panda sent a message: "Dude, this isn't the time to take it slow..."

Ron kept scanning the unfamiliar outlines of the buildings. Ray Norton was in one of them. But how could they know which one?

"On sparsely populated or newly constructed bases, everyone usually lives in the power block," Ron reasoned. "But could the Norton base be considered usual? No, it couldn't. Ray lives here alone; he could be in any of these buildings."

His gaze caught another drone of unknown design. Its body was made of gleaming metal and gray plastic, covered entirely in a hexagonal network of wires. Antennas and sensors protruded from everywhere. In some of the protruding parts, Ron recognized mounting points for manipulators, similar to those on buildbots. The monster's engine nozzles occasionally belched smoke as if the machine ran on coal.

"What an ugly thing," Vladimir said, following the slowly drifting apparatus.

That's when it hit Ron: if Ray Norton controlled entire swarms of drones, he must be in the building best suited for that purpose!

He carefully examined each building visible through the observation window. Many had antennas, some even had radar arrays. But they didn't convince Ron.

"I know what we're looking for," he declared. "But the building isn't visible from the panoramic window."

"You want to go outside?" Jeanne guessed. "Then I'd better do it."

"Why?"

"This is why."

Jeanne made a long jump. Flying across the entire gondola space, she landed precisely near the entrance to one of the missile shafts. Anand Jing even raised his rifle in surprise. With a second jump, Jeanne climbed into the shaft.

In Ron's helmet, he heard: "As you can see, I didn't train for nothing. Tell me what I'm looking for?"

"A building with a large number of antennas and radar arrays. It should be obvious at first glance that it's a communications hub."

Jeanne paused while making her way up the shaft. Then she said: "Heh-heh, my boy, this all reminds me of our first day on Locus. I'm crawling through narrow tubes again, and you're worrying about me."

"Except this time, we're the aggressors."

"Well... I'm at the very top now. Man, this base stinks!"

"Try not to let the patrol drones spot you!" Ron worried.

"Are you really going to teach a police special forces operative how to remain undetected?"

Both Ron and Jeanne had sufficient "Perception" and "Hearing" levels to exchange data at this distance. Soon, Jeanne sent several images.

Ron confidently stopped at one of them: "That's it!"

Jeanne shared with the whole group a photo of a hexagonal building with a roof bristling like disheveled hair with numerous antennas, wires, and several large radar arrays. On one wall was a relief of an eagle with spread wings, and part of the inscription "Eag..." The rest was hidden by nearby buildings. She added a marker on their makeshift map showing the approximate location of the communications hub.

Vladimir perked up: "Mission clear? Let's move."

Pandora, Anand, Abigail, and Tseng activated their jingpack engines. They flew up to the ceiling and vanished into the shafts like rockets themselves.

Meirong cleared away the debris that had been masquerading as a destroyed jammer and inserted the missing block. The device activated, and a project-screen deployed above it.

"I'm ready," Meirong reported. "Should I turn it on?"

"Hold off," Vladimir said. "Let's keep the jammer as a surprise for Ray. Who knows, maybe he has anti-jammers?"

"We've been spotted," Jeanne cut in. "No need to pretend we're not here anymore."

The other Jings also reported encounters with drones. They needed to hurry before Ray Norton realized what was happening and pulled all his forces to the airship.

Meirong reconnected to Lady Delight's computing core and opened the airlocks. The sounds of battle, engine whirring, and gunfire burst into the gondola. Ron saw the familiar streaks of plasma charges fired from Jeanne's rifle.

A damaged sky marauder carved diagonally across the sky, scattering debris and spraying blue sparks.

Vladimir and Ron stood by the open airlock. Vladimir strapped Ron to himself with safety lines. Then, without giving him time to prepare, jumped into the smoking void.

They fell freely for about thirty meters before Vladimir activated the jingpack engine. Ron jerked in the straps, vividly remembering the time when Yun had carried him.

Ron was completely disoriented: everything around was shrouded in smoke, through which agitated drones darted. The Jings kept talking in his helmet.

"An, there are three birds right above you! Move left," Jeanne shouted. She was apparently perched at the very top of Lady Delight, firing at the enemy.

"A swarm is moving in from the chemical plant side," Subhat reported.

"Got one!" Pandora cheered. "Shot it down."

"Ah, they damaged my pack!" Abigail complained. "I can't hold position. I'm drifting..."

"Catch her, catch her!" Anand yelled.

"Yeah, but how? She's spinning badly," Tseng added.

Abigail's voice disappeared from the general chat. Presumably, the damaged jingpack had carried her too far away.

Ron twisted in the straps, trying to spot any of the fighters, but couldn't.

"Stop squirming," Vladimir requested. "You're throwing me off course."

"Well, I'm glad you have a course," Ron said and obediently went still.

After assessing the situation, Vladimir gave corrections: "Tseng, pick up Jeanne. Subhat, return to the airship. Protect Meirong and the jammer."

After a brief silence, Vladimir added: "What's the status on Abi?"

"Not responding."

"Alright, let's hope she jumps out before it explodes."

"Damn," said Tseng. "Bad luck follows our Abi - second time she's been killed."

"And I told her," Panda exclaimed, "that her red bodysuit brings bad luck! Here's the proof."




VLADIMIR NAVIGATED THE surrounding chaos better than Ron. Moving in the right direction, he managed to dodge shots from drones and their attempts to ram the unwelcome intruder.




— ((( )))) —

Ray Norton (Norton Base) invites you to a group chat.




Judging by the voices of all fighters, they received the same message.

"Ignore it!" Vladimir ordered.

But the invitation kept appearing persistently.

"Then blacklist him," Ron added. "We have nothing to discuss with him."

Soon Ron noticed several fighters around him. He tried to spot Panda among them but couldn't. Only by their presence did he guess that they weren't far from the building where Ray Norton was supposedly located.

No one wanted to voice the thought: what if Ray wasn't there at all? That would be the end of the battle. It was impossible to check every building while fending off attacks from numerous drones and turrets.

The density of turret and cannon fire increased with each meter, forcing everyone to fly so low that Ron even tucked in his legs to avoid hitting the roofs of buildings.

But Vladimir was surprisingly positive.




— ((( ))) —

General chat of the "Cruel" alliance.




Vladimir: Can you believe what's happening? We've made it to the heart of this impregnable base! The drones don't know how to react to an enemy suddenly appearing inside the base instead of at its approaches.

Ron: Ray Norton will soon figure out how they should react.

Anand: I still have doubts...

Jeanne: What doubts? Thief Ray has become a prisoner of his own solitude.

Pandora: What makes you think the drones and turrets are confused? Seems to me they're hitting us pretty hard.

Anand: Let me suggest that...

Ron (interrupting): Their attack capabilities are severely limited.

Pandora: But why?

Anand: Probably because...

Ron (interrupting again): Because there are many of them, and this is their own territory. They have to calculate countless objects to avoid friendly fire or damage to base structures. They're simply programmed to avoid friendly fire.

Vladimir: And since we're always against the background of something friendly, we're getting lucky.

Pandora: So, we stay close to important buildings?

Ron: Yes. And we're counting on Ray Norton not having uploaded new priorities for the drones yet.

Pandora: What priorities?

Jeanne: To shoot anyhow and anywhere just to take us down.




Despite their confusion, the drones pressed in from all sides. They had made the only logical decision: instead of shooting, they tried to ram the intruders.

Jeanne's rifle once again proved its effectiveness in combat. She successfully shot down drone after drone. She fired both single shots and bursts. One lucky volley even took out an entire swarm of sky marauders.

Jeanne immediately assessed this and began deliberately firing scattered bursts, increasing the probability of hitting targets.

But Ray Norton evaluated her effectiveness too and, apparently, forbade the drones from gathering in swarms. This slightly reduced their attack capabilities but increased their survival rate.

Bearing painted shark faces on their noses, the drones constantly attempted ram attacks, but since their actions were predictable, everyone easily dodged them. After each failed ram attempt, the drones received a plasma charge to their side.

Sometimes they launched missiles, but these were either dodged or shot down. Of course, this couldn't continue for long. New units joined the drones every minute. Soon their numbers would become so great that there would simply be nowhere to dodge.

Judging by the rare missile launches, the priority update hadn't yet occurred in their electronic brains. Ray Norton was so confident in his power that he still didn't believe a group of madmen could harm him.

Ron also armed himself with a Type "E" Kalashnikov and shot at the drones. As usual, he didn't hit once. Even when during another ramming attempt, a drone's gleaming side whistled past just meters away.

"Brother, you never cease to amaze me," said Vladimir. "Are you doing this on purpose?"

"Not everyone is made for shooting," Ron grumbled. "Even in Adam Online, I played as a healer, android, or trader, anything to avoid shooting."

Personally, Ron justified his poor marksmanship by the fact that he was hanging by straps on Vladimir's belly – how could anyone expect accurate shooting in such a position?

"Then make yourself useful..."

Vladimir dodged a ram attempt and emptied a burst from his powerful machine gun into the drone's tail. The machine spun and crashed to the ground in a spiral.

Ron put away his rifle and pulled up the cards of all alliance members participating in the raid on his interface. Comparing their attributes, he found that Pandora's "Hearing" was higher than everyone else's – nine. This meant that the digital data transmission module built into her helmet would work at almost nine hundred meters.

"Panda," he said, "can you add Meirong to the chat?"

After a few seconds, he heard her voice in his helmet, distorted by noise and static:

"Everything's quiet here. First, all the drones rushed off in pursuit of you. Then they returned, but Subhat and I hid in the shielded compartment again. So Ray still doesn't know we're aboard."

After listening to Meirong, Ron asked Vladimir:

"How much further to our destination?"

Instead of answering, Vladimir began descending sharply.

"We're here!" he said. "Get off my neck."

Landing on the roof, Vladimir unfastened the straps, releasing Ron. While the connection was still active, Ron gave Meirong one final order:

"Listen. Wait another half hour and activate the respawn server jammer. Set power to maximum, don't spare energy. We need maximum interference radius. And if possible, defend the jammer's operation with your lives."

"Roger that," Meirong disconnected.

Subhat, Anand, and Tseng landed, with Jeanne hanging under the latter's belly. Notably, her awkward position hadn't affected her shooting accuracy.

Panda was the last to land, but unlike the others, she came down with a crash and whistle. Her jetpack was engulfed in blue energy discharges and spraying fuel in all directions. Panda hastily unfastened all the straps and jumped away. The jetpack exploded, showering the surroundings with debris and fuel clusters.

Ron rushed to help the girl up:

"Now you're ground forces too, not air force anymore."

Vladimir couldn't contain himself:

"Holy shit, kid, you're quite the comedian! I'm dying from laughter here."

Jeanne intervened:

"Don't curse, Vova. The boy's truly in love with your little sister if he's being this dense around her."

Meanwhile, Anand discovered a small round hatch in the roof and showed it to Jeanne. She immediately fired several shots at the hatch, then crushed the remains with her military UniCom boots.

The opening revealed a dark room below, where either missiles or some kind of pipes gleamed.

"Remove your jetpacks and get down quickly," she ordered.

Vladimir also took position by the hatch. He and Jeanne opened fire on the drones circling above the roof, providing cover for the others.

While in the air, Norton's aircraft had employed all types of weapons at their disposal: energy, ballistic, and missiles. Now they limited themselves to energy weapons only, and even reduced their power by a third. They were clearly afraid of damaging the equipment installed on the roof.

Ron took this as a good sign.

The bad sign was that drones personally controlled by Ray Norton himself seemed to have joined the battle. Which meant they wouldn't be bound by restrictions.

"But it's too late, thief," Ron said with malicious satisfaction as he jumped into the darkness of the hatch.




WHEN EVERYONE HAD disappeared into the hatch, Vladimir stopped firing. Unclipping his jingpack harness, he said to Jeanne:

"Shame to leave it behind, but they won't fit through the hatch."

"It's okay," she encouraged him. "If everything works out, we won't have anything to regret."

Vladimir jumped down, while Jeanne, taking aim, unleashed half a box of energy rounds at the approaching drone.

But the machine confidently swerved, executing a graceful rotation around its axis, avoiding even a single hit. In response, it sent a burst of plasma bolts toward Jeanne.




— / —

Connected Device Malfunction




Left arm of UniCom "Rhino" destroyed.

All its upgrades lost.




"Oh yeah?" Jeanne said. "Challenge accepted!"

"Just leave it!" Vladimir shouted from below.

But Jeanne wasn't listening. Making a great leap, she took cover behind a latticed antenna.

The damaged part of the UniCom was still burning, covered in caustic bright spots. Jeanne disengaged the special clamps, tore it off, and threw it away.

She had discovered the UniCom "Rhino" in the Jing Family's supplies. Its peculiarity was that although it was a combat UniCom, it only had six connectable parts, like engineering or farming models. However, it had built-in mechanical movement amplitude enhancers, making the "Rhino" an exoskeleton.

At her current attribute level, it gave +10 to "Strength" and a small boost to "Dexterity." Like all combat UniComs, it required the "Defender" phenom, but thanks to fewer parts, it reduced orgmat consumption for its operation by fifty percent. This was especially valuable for Jeanne, as active use of the "Assassin" phenom burned through orgmat at cosmic speeds.

Among the "Rhino's" disadvantages was, oddly enough, increased fatigue during prolonged wear, but since Jeanne had the special "Endurance" attribute granted by the "Assassin" phenom, this drawback disappeared.

And, of course, the "Rhino" provided enhanced body protection. There wasn't any special stat like "Armor," but the device's durability could certainly count as such.

Jeanne had already proven this: during the flight, she'd been hit by drone shots several times, yet the UniCom's durability was still above half. Only now had she gotten unlucky—this was the third hit to this particular part of the UniCom. Naturally, it couldn't withstand that.

Not wasting time in cover, Jeanne reloaded her rifle and, pushing off from some electronic equipment box, made an almost horizontal leap several meters forward. Mid-flight, she again unleashed half a magazine at the drone, but it activated its dynamic defense—the plasma clusters dissipated in the air without touching its hull.

The drone's nose was painted with a shark's face with eyes. To Jeanne, it seemed like the unmanned craft was smirking.

Landing on the roof, Jeanne rolled behind the foundation of the largest locator. It creaked and hummed with its motor but kept rotating rapidly, preventing the aerial opponent from getting too close.

Leaning her Assassin's Breed against the wall, Jeanne drew a small submachine gun made by Westarm-Automatic from her UniCom's left-side mount. This firearm was also a gift from Vladimir, since the capsule she and Ron had arrived in contained no firearms.

Jeanne didn't expect the soft bullets to penetrate the shark drone's armor. Not at this distance.

Waiting until the rotating part of the locator drove the drone away again, she darted out from behind the foundation's cover and ran toward the roof's edge. One jump, then another... The third was exceptionally long and high—Jeanne had surpassed all her previous records!

She landed right on the drone. The machine immediately tilted and made several rotations around its axis, trying to throw Jeanne off. But she held onto the protruding parts and didn't fall. Even when the drone shook, literally like a beast with a small dog clinging to it, Jeanne didn't slip.

"No, no, you're done for," she said through gritted teeth.

She had studied the layout of all this drone's parts back at the base, examining the wreckage of shot-down drones. Jeanne pulled herself up to the part of the hull where the computational core was located. She pressed the barrel against it, leaving a small gap though, and emptied the entire magazine.

The drone's hull withstood almost all forty shots. Several bullets ricocheted and hit Jeanne herself. But one bullet—the single one needed to blow out the drone's brains—finally penetrated the metal.

The submachine gun couldn't handle the point-blank firing and fell apart, injuring her hand.

Having lost control, the drone plummeted toward the roof. At the last moment, Jeanne planned to jump off, but it was too late—she crashed down with it.

Fortunately, the height wasn't great enough for anything in the drone to explode. Several energy conduits ruptured, and the luminous fuel burst out, showering Jeanne with droplets.




— / —

Connected Device Malfunction




UniCom "Rhino" helmet destroyed.

All its upgrades lost.




In the pile of drone debris and concrete fragments, Jeanne was dragged across the roof, and by some strange twist was thrown right back to the antenna foundation where she had started her run.




— / —

Synthetic Body Integrity Compromised




Severe damage to the left side of face. Left eye destroyed and cannot be restored through regeneration!

Probable cause: chemical burns.




Orgmat lost: 122 units.

Orgmat lost: 132 units.

Orgmat lost: 141 units.

...




The orgmat losses didn't stop because the fuel droplets remained on the helmet. They were seeping through it and burning her face. Jeanne disconnected the helmet and tossed it aside. Then, with her gloved hands, she started rubbing her face, removing the last drops that continued to corrode the synthesan flesh.

Finally, the losses stopped. The fuel crystallized in the air, covering part of Jeanne's face with a hard crust.

She got to her feet, still receiving damage reports. The "Sight" attribute instantly dropped by half. The same happened with "Hearing." And when she took a few steps, the system reported malfunctions in the left leg of the UniCom—it too had lost all its upgrades.

As if it had all been planned, Jeanne calmly walked to the foundation, picked up her rifle, and headed toward the hatch where Vladimir was peering out.

"Well?" he asked, letting Jeanne through. "Was it worth it?"

She tried to form a smile on her disfigured face:

"What, didn't you see what an epic fight that was? Of course it was worth it."

"Alright... I agree... it was cool. Though reckless."

"This is why we live in synthesan bodies, isn't it, Vova?"


Chapter 3. Neman X16


WHILE JEANNE WAS battling the drone, Ron and the others were looking around.

Ron's vision was annoyingly slow to adapt to the darkness. It took him a while to make out that the hatch had led them into a drone storage hangar similar to the one located in the gondola of "Lady Delight."

On special stands were devices that Ron immediately recognized as the ones that had attacked their base: shark mouths painted on their noses and wing-fins bristling along their sides.

Ron focused on one device.



— Sky Shark —

Unmanned Aerial Vehicle


Manufacturer: "Norton"


Engine type: ionic (modified)

Power system: argon-32 fuel

Armament: not installed


Ron attributed the lack of weapons to the fact that the devices were in standby mode. Ray Norton was probably upgrading them, adding plasma cannons or missiles as they became ready. Or as he purchased weapons from other bases.

"That's good," he thought. "Means Ray Norton isn't manufacturing weapons himself."


Special equipment features:


— Sefer Iyun —

Computational Core


Manufacturer: "Promised Land"


AIC type: combat

Number of computational clusters: 512

Number of supported AIC modes: 1


All autonomous devices manufactured in the colonies were equipped with a computational core. This core enabled the operation of the "Artificial Intelligence Controller" or AIC.

There were five types of AICs.

Combat AIC was installed in robo-infantry, certain turrets, or unmanned aerial vehicles.

Manufacturing AIC was installed in buildbots or structures like chemical plants, or high-level production chains that required separate computing power to operate.

Reconnaissance AIC worked on collecting and analyzing geological data, raw material scan results, cartography, and everything related to reconnaissance and data acquisition.

Analytical AIC managed colonist bases or other structures forming a unified system, such as: seaports, spaceports, cities, and so on. As a colonial development engineer, Ron had studied this type of intelligence in depth.

Social AIC stood apart from all others. It was designed to work on BATS servers. Under colonial production conditions, it could only be installed on a server, nothing else.

The "Number of computational clusters" line indicated the AIC's power - the higher the number, the faster it performed tasks and the fewer errors it made. But more clusters meant higher energy consumption and lower device autonomy.

A professional production cycle engineer could spend hours playing with these parameters, fine-tuning them for any task.

Another feature of the Sky Shark's equipment also interested Ron:



— Wonderwall —

Plasma Charge Remote Deactivator

Manufacturer: "Proton" base (Light Within alliance)


Creates a plasma spatial dispersion field. High probability that plasma charges created using standard energy cartridges will be dispersed in the surrounding space.


Dispersion probability depends on energy quantity.

Every 100,000 energy units add +5% to dispersion.


Plasma dispersion: 55%


According to the description, such a plasma deactivator was an invaluable addition for turrets. By supplying enough energy, plasma dispersion could be increased to one hundred percent.

For autonomous devices, such protection was episodic. The energy consumption was too high. Two or three uses of Wonderwall and the battery or fuel tank would be completely drained.

Ron was unpleasantly surprised that a free alliance had sold the computational core to Ray Norton. And judging by the number of units, they'd sold quite a few. And given the active production at Norton's base - they were still selling.

The situation with the "Light Within" alliance was clear - according to the map, they were in Ramirez's territory. They had to work for him and his allies.

"Panda, what do you know about the 'Promised Land' alliance?" Ron asked.

"As far as I remember, they're Jews."

"Meaning?"

"Well, they decided they were Jews. Live by Jewish laws."

"And they do circumcision?" Ron blurted out. "But synthesans have regeneration."

"That's something I don't know about."

"Besides, the colonial calendar doesn't have the concept of a 'week.' How do they observe Sabbath?"

Panda lifted her helmet visor and looked at Ron:

"Seriously? That's what interests you the most right now?"

"No, just saying. I just want to know why these... um... Jews are selling computational cores to Ray Norton? They're a free alliance. Why supply the enemy?"

"Why not sell?" Tseng interjected. "The Promised Land folks might not know that Ray Norton works with Ramirez. They probably think he's just an antisocial weirdo who fears Ramirez like everyone else."

"On the other hand," Panda added, "we don't know what the current relationships are within the free alliances. So there's no point in asking any of the Jings about which days of the nonexistent week synthesan Jews perform circumcision. That's something you should ask them."

"Colleagues," Ron said solemnly, "if we find proof of Ray Norton's cooperation with Ramirez, it'll be an information bomb! We need to use it properly, dropping it on the heads of pompous idiots like Paul Lecomte. The free alliances, apparently, have no idea what's happening beyond their territories."

Neither Panda nor Tseng paid attention to Ron's words. Everyone was concerned about something else: where to go next?

"What if there's no way from the hangar to the rest of the building?" Anand asked.

"I doubt it," Panda shouted from the darkness. "I found a hatch, but it's locked too. We need Jeanne's rifle again."

Looking over the rows of drones, Ron finally asked:

"I'm speechless, where's Jeanne?"

"I'm here, my boy," came from the darkness.

When she came closer, he saw her disfigured face, half eaten away by crystals of dried fuel.

"God," Ron recoiled. "What happened to you?"

"This is what a hero's face looks like," said Jeanne. "Show me what needs to be blown up?"


JEANNE'S RIFLE PERFORMED its task flawlessly—the melted remains of the metal hatch flowed downward like molten ice cream. Jeanne was about to jump through the hatch first out of habit, but Vladimir stopped her:

"You're half-blind and half-deaf. You'd make a poor scout."

Pushing her aside, he jumped down first and surveyed the area. Then he signaled the others. Ron, Panda, Tseng, and Anand jumped in after him.

At first glance, it was a hangar similar to the one above, but empty. Dim lights burned at regular intervals along the concrete walls. Identical gates were visible at opposite ends of the hangar. Red indicators on them clearly suggested that the locks were engaged.

Jeanne jumped down last. Raising her rifle, she aimed at one door and fired.

But even the powerful, multi-stream charge of her weapon did no damage—the plasma charges simply vanished before reaching the gates.

"What the—"

"Plasma charge deactivator at work," Ron sighed. "With proper implementation and an inexhaustible power source, it renders energy weapons useless."

"Got it," she reported.

Then Anand took the shotgun off his shoulder. Aiming at the lock, he fired several times. But the armor held, not even damaging the red indicator.

"Stand back, people," Vladimir said and pulled a flat box the size of an energy clip from his UniCom compartment.

Ron was close enough to read the item's stats.



— Neman X16 —

Tetryl-Argon Explosive Device

Manufacturer: "Westarm-Boom!"


Originally, the Neman series charges were used for industrial purposes: altering the form and properties of natural materials, crushing or compacting rock formations.

But we've adapted to the changing situation on Locus and modified our most popular explosive device!

Now you, valued customer, can use it to blow up enemies much more effectively than before. Compact, crush, and detonate!


Did you know that the "X" in the device name describes its power?


You can purchase the entire Neman range (from X8 to X512) both at our base and from official trading partners at free alliance bases.

Orders for devices above X512 are discussed in person.


— Warning —

Nemans marked above X256 are sold only at our base. Don't look for them in other shops. If purchased from black market dealers, we take no responsibility for device performance!


Before ordering explosive devices marked above X256 from us, ensure your personal rating or your base's rating is no lower than +500. We don't serve assholes.


If we find out you've resold or gifted even one unit of our products to Ramirez or his slaves, we reserve the right not only to drop your rating but also to blacklist you as a customer.


Forever yours — "Westarm". All types of weapons.


Vladimir tossed the box in his hand:

"Stole two of these bombs without Ramirez's commissars noticing when they sent us on a raid to some geologists' base. These charges were the actual target of the raid."

"Can't Ramirez make them himself?"

"Of course not. Westarm folks aren't idiots—they don't sell manufacturing instructions to anyone."

Vladimir attached the "Neman X16" to the center of the gate:

"By the way, this isn't just some dumb explosive. There's a seismic scanner built into the charge casing. It determines the density of surrounding rock or some other geological stuff, I don't really understand it. The point is, you can adjust the direction, volume, and even power of the explosion."

"Cool," said Ron. "But we just need to blow these gates."

Vladimir stepped back, leaving the charge in the center of the gates. Transparent strips emerged from the box. They stretched out several dozen centimeters and froze in place.

"I've set it properly," Vladimir said. "It's gonna blow."

"Shouldn't we take co—"

The floor and walls of the building shuddered. The gates became covered in smoldering flames. A small blast wave, like a gentle hand, pushed against Ron's face. Metal dust and sparks followed.

When they dissipated, a perfect square hole was visible in the gates.

"Westarm has perfected these charges," Vladimir said, stepping through the square opening. "We used them in raids on enemy bases. They're excellent for breaching barriers."

On the other side of the gates was another hangar, filled with racks of "Sky Sharks."

"Just how many drones does he have?" Jeanne marveled.

"Each rack holds five units," Ron readily answered. "Three racks per row, and the total number of rows here is... one, two, three, fo—"

"My dear boy, that was a rhetorical question. Please, no numbers!"

The intruders crossed the entire hangar and found themselves before yet another set of gates. These also showed a red indicator.

Everyone looked at Vladimir.

"What?" he responded. "I don't have a second charge. I used it when we attacked the base in the Russian Jungles... Anyway, that's not important."

Jeanne unclipped her three grenades from her belt:

"Fine, we'll do this the old-fashioned way. Now would be a good time to take cover."

Everyone backed away and hid behind the farthest rack. This ended up saving them.

Just as Jeanne was winding up
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