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Chapter 1




On Top of the Redwood.
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In the middle of the recently privatised waters of the Atlantic ocean, there exists a staggeringly tall genetically engineered redwood tree that extends far out of the planet's atmosphere into space. Its purpose for not only being so tall, but also dense, is so that it can support the artificial colony fitted close to the tree's apex.

This colony (known as House 39), forged in the shape of a gargantuan bird house, is the current base of operations for the Jansen Corporation, who have turned it into their own self-contained private nation close to the stars, where they make the laws, and control the lives of all who live within.

What this means for the residents is, human, machine, and anthropomorphics alike is that if you don't follow the rules, work for "the company" and pay your taxes....then you'll be dealt with by the enclosed justice system, which is just a private military owned by the CEO Marcel Jansen himself.

An example of this justice can be found here and now, in one of the "lower class" districts within the colony, as a young Azerbaijani seagull anthropomorph, by the name of Ramil Nazarov, runs through the smouldering remains of a bombed out district within the city that was housing unemployed workers, most of whom were looking for work, others were simply on the verge of death.

With the bombing having started some time ago however, this is the stage that could easily be described as the aftermath, as there is no soul left alive for miles from what Ramil can see. The only reason he has survived the attacks thus far, is because he doesn't live here and was already on his way somewhere when they began, he just has started running in response.

Continuing to run is all he can do at this point, as a bomb explodes a few meters away from him, leading some of the rubble to smack him on the back of the head as he jumps and dives down a sloped mound of nursing home ruins.

Not far behind him is a group of human males from the Jansen infantry, chasing him with rifles at the ready, firing shots through the explosions as Ramil runs behind a series of annihilated cars to use as cover before disappearing through the smokey fog of a freshly forged crater.

This cover only works out of him for so long however, before a unique brand of Jansen tank/bulldozer hybrid crashes through the mess of rubble to Ramil's left, opening a path for more soldiers to give chase as Ramil himself changes course and runs toward some shipping containers at the edge of a security checkpoint.

Scaling the containers with ease and jumping off the other side, the soldiers working with the disadvantage of having to carry their heavy weapons are slightly slower to follow, and end up only reaching the top of the crates in time to chase Ramil with gunfire for a couple of meters until the seagull is in the clear at the end of the road.

This is what Ramil thinks at least, as he enters a more habitable living space just safe of the bombing run.

But much to his ongoing frustration, two more Jansen corporation soldiers emerge from the alley to his left, shoving some woman and her bags of groceries on to the main road to be flattened under a truck, the subsequent gunshots fired from the heartless soldiers leads Ramil to realise he is not yet free.

Ducking out of the way of the gunshots and grabbing the lid off of a near by trash can, Ramil throws it at one of the soldiers as he draws close. After a direct hit, said man falls and accidentally shoots his comrade in the crotch, leaving them both floored as Ramil shakes his head and says.

Ramil: That's embarrassing...

Though he himself is forced to move in something of a ungraceful manner, as several assault rifle rounds test the rhythm of his feet from the opposite end of the road, where countless more soldiers arrive, forcing Ramil to run once again.

Using a car as a launching pad, Ramil runs up the vehicle's hood and jumps off of the roof to grab hold of a fire escape ladder on the edge of a building to gain access to the balconies of the local residential structure.

Not trying to break in, instead Ramil uses this position to run along the railing as he just narrowly avoids getting shot down from this poison, running along the thin bars with perfect balance, he makes his way to the opposite side and drops down on top of a stacked collection of orange crates that are ready to be loaded into a grocery store, before finally hitting the pavement once again.

Getting jumped by two Jansen men who try to take shots at Ramil from point blank range. Kicking the left man's gun seconds before he pulls the trigger, the left man ends up riddling his comrade's body with bullets, before getting a neck breaking heel kick to the side of his head from Ramil who sends the soldier flying through the glass of a shop window, where a stacked product display of canned chowder gets ruined.

As the rattling sounds of the cans making contact with the floor can be heard in the distance, Ramil runs up the left wall of the nearest alley way and uses his momentum to repel off and scale the right wall opposite to get on to the roof.

After scaling the building he jumps and grabs hold of a passing jet, latching on to the wing with a tight enough grip to swing his feet up to kick one of the fitted explosives off of it, incorrectly launching it to simply drop onto to the foot soldiers chasing him below, incinerating the might of them in a blazing inferno.

Letting go just as the plane looks set to about turn and investigate the death toll, Ramil falls onto the roof of a much further building. Running down the fire escape he makes his way back into one of the more densely populated areas of the colony, just as it begins to rain.

The rain itself being a good cover to escape through, not many people will be searching for any kind of indistinct anthropomorphic suspects through crowds of what they'd describe as...

..."Low Income Scum"...

...so he blends into the masses well, only looking over his shoulder on occasion to make sure he isn't being followed, Ramil slows his pace to catch his breath.

Eventually stopping off at a stairway leading into an old abandoned train station, Ramil takes one final look for trackers before heading down.

As he makes his way inside he is stopped only by the security door which has the word "firewall" ungracefully splattered across it with an overly generous amount of spray point to the point of ludicrous.

Not flustered by the security measures, this is actually Ramil's fifth time visiting this dilapidated place this week alone, and in accordance with protocol, he presses a buzzer on the the door which doesn't so much buzz, as it does, emit the sound of a woman's voice saying in a seductive manner....

..."Oh yeah, touch me again"...

..Almost as if the owner of this fine seedy establishment enjoys being disturbed (in more ways than one).

Not being made to wait long however, the owner does arrive, opening the door's automated lock from the mechanism inside, merely to point a gun at Ramil's face in suspicion.

This suspicion being merely a fear of anyone finding out what it is they're doing here, the second the owner spots Ramil, he instantly lets his guard down and speaks informally, having worked with Ramil for a long time.

Benny: Ramil, it's about fucking time you showed up.

Ramil: Is this what the gun in the face is for? I don't think shooting me now can make my past self move any faster.

Benny: Where the fuck were you?

Ramil: I didn't go any place special, it's just the Jansen boys got all hot and bothered about me stealing and I had to lose them.

Benny: Oh for crying out loud...

Benny not liking the general loudness of Ramil's tone, despite no one with a foreign perspective being around within their current depth to hear, he drags Ramil in by the collar until Ramil himself starts to walk on his own accord, following the man's lead into the open-floored office of sorts.

Once inside, he can see the great Benny Dorm's operation in full effect, the name being an alias of course, one which relates to his current hopes and dreams of creating a separate form of internet that exists outside of the Jansen stalked network. A project he refers to as a server of peace, which is part of what he has enlisted the help of Ramil for.

Now Ramil, being more of a martial artist than he is a computer expert, isn't really the first kind of third party employee one would expect a coding firm to be hiring.

But...when you start to realise that this operation is totally, and 100% illegal in regards to the laws put in place by the Jansen government, then hiring a martial artist doesn't seem so obscure, especially when your only doing so in respect to his long standing track record of successful thieving jobs.

This is of course what their current meeting is about right now, as Ramil is taken to stand by Benny's desk at the furthest point of the open-floored office, where countless other men and women work hard at trying to piece together some kind of master project that is beyond the scope of a seagull who doesn't even know how to use a computer.

Ignoring all of these hard working people for now, Ramil gets straight to the point as he places a flash drive down on the desk before Benny and says.

Ramil: So, is this any good?

Asking in such a vague manner, as he is uncertain about the task he was given, as it had a lot of variables that could go wrong, said variables are elaborated on as Benny picks up the flash drive and plugs it into a modified port of his compute.

Benny: That all depends on whether you did what I told you, so long as you plugged this thing into a computer, and not some dog's ass, then we'll be golden.

Ramil: Yeah, I somehow don't think that's gonna be a problem, the thing started glowing green then I put it into the server room computer like you said.

Benny: Judging from the data I'm seeing here, you at least let the automated software extract....something...so you knew half of what you were doing.

Ramil: Ugh..this has been a really long night for me Benny, perhaps you could let me know if I've actually been wasting my time or not here, because I'm really tired and I just wanna lie down.

Benny: Still staying with that old guy who thinks you're the son of his war hero buddy from his service days?

Ramil: Are you judging me?

Benny: Nope, just asking.

Ramil: Then yeah, I'm letting the guy love the lie, is that such a crime?

Benny: Well, since I did do some digging, and I did happen to find out that the guy you're loosely pretending to be died on the surface world nation of Holland somewhere 5 years ago in a car accident, I don't think you need to worry about anyone poking faults with your lie.

Ramil: Thanks, but I didn't ask you to look into that for me.

Benny: I just felt like doing you a solid for all the work you've been doing for me lately.

Ramil: I don't half kill myself for free info, I do it for money....speaking of which..

Benny rolls his eyes upon hearing this, and reaches into his drawer to pull out a small mound of cash which he gives to Ramil as he says.

Benny: There you go, ya leach.

Ramil: What is it you were wanting from that database anyway? It was pretty heavily guarded whatever it was.

Benny: Oh, so now you want to hear about my web sleuthing?

Ramil: Fine, don't tell me, I don't really care, so long as you work your magic to make me anonymous after stealing again.

Ramil, looking ready to leave on this note, is pulled back by his sleeve, as Benny tries to grab the seagull's interest, having talked everyone's ear off about the topic in here already.

Benny: It's keys.

Ramil: Keys?

Benny: Yeah, digital ones, the kinds that'll let you get through doors in the virtual world, and make some changes that'll set things up for my future baby to be born.

Ramil: I know you love your computer, but fucking its ports won't get it pregnant with your child, Benny.

Benny: That's not what I'm talking about and you know it. I'm talking about getting the administrative privileges to rewrite huge portions of the Jansen system, right under their very noses, working with the guise of their own maintenance cycles.

Ramil: So it's just getting access to the system?

Benny: In it's most blunt terms? Yes. To build the foundations of my Server of Peace.

Ramil: Don't you do that crap all of the time anyway? I've seen you hack into the Jansen server with your eyes closed, why do you need their own keys?

Benny: Hacking in to hide your ugly beak, and setting up camp to change how this colony's internet works are two very different things, both of which require different levels of access privileges.

Ramil: I don't get it.

Benny: OK, you're a lodger by objective standards right now, aren't you?

Ramil: I guess.

Benny: Well, that's great, you've got a place to live. but that's different from living in a house for real, right? I'm pretty sure if you started redecorating, building extension on the old man's rooms, and throwing parties in his house, he'd just as soon kick you out. Apply THAT logic, to the difference between hacking the system, and changing what the system does, and it becomes a little easier to understand.

Ramil: Yeah, I suppose. But still don't really know enough to say I "get" it.

Benny: You don't need to get a thing sweet heart, you just do you, keep bringing me gold, and letting me make it work for the people.

Ramil: I still need a rough idea of when you're going to need me to work for you again?

Benny: Eh...That's gonna be difficult to put an exact date on.

Ramil: Why?

Benny: What, were you born yesterday or something, don't you know what's coming this week?

Ramil: I'm not a local, I only moved here six months ago remember? The company I was going to work for was bombed to hell only a week after I moved here...and getting out of this place is harder than it is getting in.

Benny: So you've really never heard of the Bald-Cypress tournament?

Ramil: No. I take it that it's some kind of tradition among the Jansen Corporation?

Benny: Only their biggest holiday of the year. It's like Chirstmas, only instead of giving everybody festive cheer, presents...or hell, even food, they're all treated to a mass broadcast of a blood sport tournament where people battle to the death in one on one competition.

Ramil: Why, in a city where I'm struggling to make money, am I only hearing about a fighting tournament now?

Benny: Maybe because I didn't want to lose my best thief before I got everything I needed to put my plan together. We're about there now though, so...I guess you finding out about it now doesn't really hurt. I actually figured you would've heard about the tournament a while ago and ditched me, honestly.

Ramil: Didn't you get suspicious as to why I hadn't heard about it?

Benny: I just assumed it was because you're unsociable and hadn't taken the time to learn anything about this shitty sky colony, or you probably had heard of it, and just had too much of a soul to leave me without the tools to kick start my revolution.

Ramil: We'll go with the first one, given that I haven't spoken to more than five people since I've arrived here.

Benny: Regardless. Even if you told me that you didn't want to run away now to throw yourself into the blender against some of the world's best fighters, I still couldn't promise you work. Namely because security will be tighter than ever once the tournament starts...and with the real world side of things being preoccupied? I'm gonna be working full time on what I'm doing with my little project. So by the time all is said and done, there might not actually be a place for your kind of muscle here.

Ramil: Is that a quiet letter of dismissal?

Benny: More like a foreboding warning from a concerned friendly face. I'd love to have work for you, but if I make things better for everybody digitally, I'm only gonna need coders to keep it that way...unless you want to become the bouncer for this place?

Ramil: Hmph, I'll think about it. You have a fun night doing... whatever it is you do with all the stuff you get me to steal.

Benny: Take care, Ramil.

Ramil leaving the Sever of Peace base for now, heads back up to the surface level areas of the colony once again where he makes his way through the streets that are (ironically) being filled with plenty of propaganda from the Jansen Corporation.

Said propaganda is blasting out of the surrounding P.A. speakers built in across the city, along with displays on various holographic screens that are projected on to walls and passing aircraft which all feature the grand corporate CEO overlord Marcel Jansen speaking out to everyone across the city.

With prideful words relating to honour, pride, and this “nation's” superiority to all other world powers, the man continues to speak in an endless loop, as though he were some kind of wondrous warrior of a bygone era imparting words of praise on to the ignorant youth.

This of course isn't Mr Jansen speaking live in real time, it is instead a pre-recorded speech re-edited to make it longer, but essentially deliver the same information 147 times over to ensure it's burned into the minds of the population.

The real Marcel Jansen is currently pridefully watching a massive 170 man unit of his own private army train on the exterior grounds of his stadium sized HQ from a window within one of the building's corridors.

Getting approached by long time business partner and current assistant planner for the tournament, Vitor Klien, Marcel is welcoming of his arrival and the two men proceed to walk and talk, leaving the view of the training behind them as they move through the lavishly decorated building.

Marcel: Is everything ready?

He asks informally, clearly referring to the tournament. A subject which the much younger Vitor is proud to speak of himself.

Vitor: As far as I know, all the representative fighters from around the globe have arrived, barring one or two issues with some passport expirations. No worries though, we managed to smuggle the last of the problem cases in with a shipment of cocaine...and since the shipment in question wasn't touched, I'm willing to assume all the fighter's subsequent drug tests won't be affected by the shared cargo....hopefully

Marcel: Excellent. How are things faring with your recent security responsibilities?

Vitor: There have been...some minor hiccups here and there, nothing too alarming.

Marcel: Example?

Vitor: Some lunatic broke into our main server earlier on tonight, and from what I'm told, the crazy bastard didn't get anything, despite our surveillance blacking out the moment he made his move.

Marcel: Did you apprehend the fool?

Vitor: No need, he apparently hitched a ride on the wing of one our planes and fell with a dislodged explosive... according to our troops reports at least.

Marcel: And are you sure they're not just lying to make themselves look better?

Vitor: They're honourable men, sir. After all, you hired them, so they must be good.

Marcel: This is true, My judgments are usually better than anyone else's in the known world.

Vitor: And in respect to that superior judgement, I shall not fail you. And indeed, if any one district continues to let you down in an economic sense, I will spare no time in bombing them to hell.

Marcel: That is why you are indeed worthy of serving as my right hand for now, and one day you will be ready to continue my great work here when I am gone.

Vitor: When you decide to retire in the near future?

Marcel: HA! No, I speak only of the day I die. Until then, as far as I'm concerned, there isn't a soul alive who could run this colony better than myself.

Vitor not exactly agreeing with this concept in full, deals a rather unpleasant glare in the direction of his superior whilst his attention is divided with the view of the vibrant city lights through a passing window, only fixing his expression in time for Marcel looking back at him.

The two exchange polite smiles, Vitor's being somewhat less genuine than his superiors, as they take their business up to the head office to speak about funding allocations for the tournament moving forward..

Meanwhile, back in the less-than-desirable sections of the colony, Ramil is currently moving through the cramped streets of a shanty town that has been erected at the long condemned site of a previous bombing run, stepping over and around unfortunate souls who seemingly don't they have anywhere to be, or the will to even try to find a place to go to.

On his path, as he steps past the ruins and makes his way towards a more stable looking line of structures, Ramil enters the back door of a central building, having the key to open it on hand.

The moment he enters he is immediately welcomed by the elderly man who owns the establishment, a Mr Ike Bowen, who for some reason, mistakes Ramil as the son of his old war buddy, something that Ramil is shamelessly exploiting, though not to an extravagant degree.

The old man, clearly in the middle of polishing an well-tested service weapon of his, places the gun down on the counter, and approaches the door, pulling Ramil in to sit at the table, seemingly wanting to speak to him right away for no other reason than...he's a lonely old man who just want to talk to anyone, about anything, no matter how irrelevant it may be.

Bowen: Ramil, Ramil....(sighs)...Ramil my boy, you look like you've got a lot to tell me about your travels, come, share a drink with me, we can talk about the flavours of a youthful work day, whilst enjoying some fine brandy.

Pouring out two shot glasses, Ramil nervously looks down at them, not being a drinker himself, he causally reminds the old man of this as he attempts to politely decline.

Ramil: Eh...thanks Mr Bowen, but as I I told you yesterday, the day before that....and essentially every other day I've been sat here at this table, I don't drink.

Bowen: Oh, of course you don't... these are both for me.

The elderly man knocks both shots down, of a substance that is clearly more potent than mere brandy, as the seagull can literally smell the units off of the man's breath as he continues to add.

Bowen: If you ever want a drink though, you just say the word.

Ramil: Eh...yeah, that's still gonna be a no from me thanks.

Bowen: Then it's two more for me!

Quickly pouring out two more shots and knocking them back one after another, Ramil is left cringing for a few seconds as Mr Bowen has a "gums back over the teeth" moment, before banging his fist off of the table twice to cope with the fiery aftertaste of the liquor. Upon analysing this for a few seconds, Ramil is quick to nod to the bottle and curiously ask.

Ramil: Just what the hell is that you're drinking anyway? I seriously don't think it's brandy somehow?

Bowen: Are you saying I am a liar?

Ramil: No, I'm saying you're probably getting screwed over by whoever is selling you your recreational drinks. Namely I'd say that stuff is more likely rubbing alcohol.

Bowen: Bah! Don't talk bullshit, drinking that stuff would make you blind.

Ramil: And can you even see straight right now?

Bowen: All four of you should lay off! I've only been drinking for 7 or 8 hours now.

Ramil: Is this...all you do with your day?

Bowen: You mean, drink, and polish guns, longing for the days where I used to shoot them as a job? Pretty much.

Ramil: Isn't that....depressing?

Bowen: That's retirement for you, once you hit that stage people will either be jealous of you, forget you exist, or pity you, kinda like you're doing now.

Ramil: Sorry, are you offended?

Bowen: Nope, I'm too drunk to care, and tomorrow, I probably won't even remember we had this conversation.

Ramil: Is that some kind of fake-out trick to get me to spill my guts about my personal feelings?

Bowen: Nah, I just wanna hear about your day, I wanna know what's going on with the world.

Ramil: You could always watch the news.

Bowen: Fuck that! I hate the news...

Ramil: There's plenty of reasons to throw unjust hated towards it for its content alone, but I gotta ask, what about it don't you like?

Bowen: It makes me feel old.

Ramil: Well...you are 89 years old. If you were a carton of milk, you'd be expired cheese by now.

Bowen: HA! You're father said the same shit to our admiral back in the day, it's fucking hilarious how these things work.

Ramil: Skimming past that for now, what is it about the news that makes you feel old?

Bowen: All the shit they get up in arms about, you know? I'm kind of sitting there thinking...."you guys should chill the fuck out, because if you keep getting worked up up about every little thing, you'll end up not getting to eat bacon someday"...

Ramil: Not the biggest deal for people who don't eat pork though, right?

Bowen: It goes the same for all unhealthy fun stuff, once your doctor pulls out the old "you gotta stop doing this to make that better" garbage...you're already playing with one too many rules to kill the game.

Ramil: Really, you're going to say the news sucks, because it'll have you living with you own blood pressure monitor as a required peripheral to watch it?

Bowen: Do you watch the news?

Ramil: No...

Bowen: And why is that, might I ask?

Ramil: I just don't have the time, I'm too busy dealing with my own problems to listen about other ones.

Bowen: And there it is! If you watch the news, then you're tuning into other people's problems, life is too damn short for that bullshit. I'd rather hear about the people I know and help them out, rather than finding out who's pointing their missiles at who for the sixty-billionth time in one year.

Ramil: Some could say that's a selfish way to live.

Bowen: And what would you say if they told you that you're lifestyle was selfish?

Ramil: ...Well...I guess I'd tell them to fuck off, and mind their own business...since they don't know me.

Bowen: Case and point. I only care about those who matter to me, and since everybody I knew in life is now dead? I've only got you, and a bunch of doctors with their experimental drugs wanting to test everything they can on me before I'm tossed in a bread bin and buried six feet under. Word to the wise, Ramil...Live fast, crazy, and do all the shit you wanna do now, with any luck, you'll die before you're 30, and leave a handsome corpse.

Ramil: I don't know if anyone in this city considers a seagull to be handsome.

Bowen: There's plenty of Feather Fondlers out there, you just gotta strut your stuff in the right bars I'm told.

Ramil: Isn't that Fetish Term considered offensive?

Bowen: I dunno, are you offended?

Ramil: Not really..

Bowen: Then I guess we'll call that a cold hard no, it's not offensive. At least not to anyone in here.

Ramil: OK, fine, whatever. But if you do hate the news so much, answer me this.

Bowen: Yeah?...

Ramil: Have you heard anything about the Bald-Cypress tournament before?

Bowen: Oh, the old blood sport thing? Yeah, I was one of the security guards in it for a few years after the war ended. I was gonna enter it myself, honestly. But I got a stupid minor toe injury, that got me cut from the final line up of fighters.

Ramil: Are you serious? A freaking toe injury?

Bowen: Now they'll tell you it was some serious shit, because all your nerve endings in you foot, yadda yadda yadda...the point is, regulations were tighter, because the world was crawling with capable fighters willing to kill themselves for the grand cash prize. But these days? There isn't so many, so the safety protocols have been slipping all the time. Hell, if I could barely get medically cleared to leave the house on my own, I'd probably be allowed to enter now.

Ramil: No offence intended here, but wouldn't you just get killed if you did?

Bowen: Without question. But it'd be a hell of a way to go out though. Under the boots of some killing machine from Europe, or Brazil...hell anywhere would work.

Ramil: Hmm...

Bowen: Thinking about trying your luck?

Ramil: It couldn't hurt, right? If I wanted to enter I mean?

Bowen: Probably not, they let stragglers from the shitty side of the colony try their hand at getting in to warm up the crowd...usually whoever advances in is some malnourished chump who dies in the first rounds of the tournament, so it's a good safe bet for the Jansen Corporation to build hype around the high profile fighters.

Ramil: How does a guy get into the running for that match up?

Bowen: For what they delicately label, the Cage Liners round, you just need a fighter's license, a will to fight, a body that can stand on its own two legs, and...that's about it. But they usually only pick out prominent street fighters and folks with a impressive write up...guys like you, who migrated here and tricked the system, you'll have a hard time normally...However...

Ramil: However?..

Bowen: Since you're the son of an old friend, and I knew just by seeing you chase those prowlers off a few weeks ago that you could handle your shit...I went ahead and got this made up for you..

Bowen pauses as he reaches into his shirt pocket, and in a rather convenient move for Ramil's sake, the elderly man tosses a doctored licence onto the table, letting it slide over and almost off of the opposite edge, until Ramil catches it and looks it over.

Spotting the fact that it has been altered to look like a legit fighters licence, only having changed to make Ramil seem like he's been fighting on the street of this colony since he was 15. After scanning it once over, Ramil has to ask for some details to ease his confusion.

Ramil: So...what is this, a fake ID for infiltration purposes?

Bowen: In a nutshell..you take it, leave it, I don't really care, it came through the mail today, just like I'd hoped it would...It's probably better that it comes through now, than before the whole thing kicks off, because mail censorship will become a real big pass time with the city's management then.

Ramil: How did you even get my details?

Bowen: You left that fake workers ID with the different surname at home when you've been working your mystery job lately.  With the leverage your visibly relaxed boss gave us, I had the time to send the thing away to get duplicated and altered into that. Pretty clever trick, right.

Naturally, Ramil should be livid that this old man took some of his personal information (an ID no less), and sent it to a complete stranger, but...to do that, he'd need to admit that his worker ID wasn't a fake to begin with
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