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-1: Short Prologue(s)
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My dear citizens ... the sole duty of a president is to serve his country and his people and it is his duty to step back when he fails to do so. Even though I did everything possible to avoid the calamity of war, our enemies have become too strong. All of them, from North to South and from East to West represent a vile threat to what America is. Yet, my greatest desire before I leave the office and return to my humble home, is to leave my nation with a deep sentiment of hope. There shall be no father who returns to an empty house. There shall be no mother that waits for her man in the night. There shall be no child who will pierce the silence and peace of a home with his cry. There shall be no empty plates. And this country, under the glory of the Almighty, shall meet heaven on Earth. And the devils that lurk at our doors shall meet their end. There is no enemy of our beautiful country that escaped the Wrath of God. 

The last time Daniel Jacobson Tucson, the last President of The United States of America addressed the country 

Breaking news: Our country is deep terror and shock as there has been an official statement from the JFK State Hospital that Daniel J. Tucson has died of currently unknown causes. The former president officially ended his term yesterday and returned with his family in his home in Wisconsin, where they were later found by one of his relatives. While the first lady and the two sons were found dead at the location, the former president was in a critical state. His house is under thorough investigation and our field reporters are there at this moment, keeping us updated. May God forgive them! 

Part of the CNN news report from 05.24.2031, two days after the President renounced the seat

My dear friends, my dear people, sons and daughters of the United States of America! It is time to do out forefathers' work, which is to build, to aid and to educate. I and my team have already spoken to the representatives of the nations that are willing to take part in this great reconstruction of the most glorious country on this Earth, and even though we've been told to be quite secretive about this, my tongue itches to tell you that Canada and Mexico were the first to join, but it seems that the states of the South America do not love this idea so much. Do not fret, brothers and sisters, we will handle them. 

First speech after the coup d'etat led by Timothy Quint, CEO of CorpoCore on 7.01.2032

Listen, Julio, this is the last message you're gonna find from me. I'm taking the kids and we're moving north. They're already putting soldiers in our village. People say they've found traps on the roads. There are drones that look like birds. We haven't seen a bird here in five years. If you come back alive from the campaign, go straight to Utah. I heard it's safe. That's where we're headed. 

Audio message found in a house in Guanacevi, Mexico

- Yankee - 5. Give us a sitrep. 

- The town looks empty. Hold, I have a car moving. 

- You have permission to shoot, Yankee. 

[shots heard, then a person yelling] 

- What the fuck, Bridges? We got permission, not an order! 

- They could be hostiles. 

- Go check the car. 

[footsteps on dirt. Sound of a car door opening. Shouts]

- Oh, my God, they're all children! Fucking hell! Sarge, sarge, they're children! 

- Yankee - 5. Incinerate the vehicle and proceed the caution. You may encounter targets. Your objective is to take the town by nightfall. 

Audio record from the military missions in Brazil. 

Day 78. My name is Dr. Sandra Collins. I can say with certainty that there are no refugees who come in our camp that don't suffer from severe psychological trauma. The last patient consulted was a 20 years-old female. She presented incapacity to speak clearly, strong tremors in the arms and feet. Even though she claimed that she was always hungry, she is not able to eat. When we did the first medical checks, she was only 84 pounds. Her genitalia presented signs of severe physical trauma. There have been over 1200 cases like this recorded. The personnel are starting to have serious concerns regarding the way civilians are treated by the rescuing teams of the Army. No one wants to speak. Everyone is afraid. All of our equipment is under constant surveillance. 

[a door is knocked out and gunshots are heard] 

Part of Sandra Collin's journal, found on an illegal forum established on the Net, whose self-proclaimed mission is to reveal the truth of the corporate government, 2041

- Now, Mr. Quint, I want to ask you the question everyone is expecting an answer for. You are now 62 and you claimed many times that the civilians of the UA are treated with the utmost respect. On the other hand, there have been countless recordings from people in the camps, showing a rather degraded state of living. You have the 'New People Salvation' program, which should include the people from the former countries back in society with jobs and houses, yet the unemployment rate among the new people arriving is reaching almost 80%. My question is - is the new UA just as you say or should the people from the new countries be worried that their promised life was nothing but a dream? 

- Hah, my dear Angela, that's why I only choose you for interviews. You really know how to hit the spot. We are more than ready for everything. We got roofs, they already live under them. We have more than enough food rations, clean water, medicine. Some are reluctant, some are not, but sure, everyone will be willing to work for their dream, sooner or later. I never expected that there were so many people in America, that I can tell, but you can't count them all, right? Plus, how much time can it take to plant some tents in the desert? My greatest concern is my people and my people receive exactly what they deserve. 

One of the last interviews of Timothy Quint, right before his consciousness was transferred into an AI processing station. He was the first among many in the CorpoCore AI-human symbiotic integration program, 2045

As part of the CorpoCore Resource Management program, we are proud to announce that for the first time, you can contribute to the construction of United America! From now on, any deceased person will be reported straight to one of our centers and any people willing to contribute can donate the body of their dearly departed for cellular harvesting or for the closest fermentation station. Your mothers and fathers can now feed another family. Your child can become the healing cells for a whole military company. And you - you will get paid! After a consultation with one of our representatives, you will be able to know how much food, credits or many other benefits you can get from your departed! You consume; therefore, you exist! 

CorpoCore advertisement from 2047

We stand at the darkest time of our civilization. There has never been a moment when a loaf of bread has been more expensive than a gun. The records and statistics from our field agents created for us the conclusion that the human species has reached a period of new primitivism, where the technology that some use and lavish and loathe themselves with has pushed the majority to horrendous acts for survival. I ,personally, along with all the people I've ever worked with, have one simple plead for our civilization: stop! Stop right now! Destroy everything and restart! Every action that happens at this moment on this planet is not only a criminal act, but a systematic projection of a hell unleashed in front of our very eyes. 

The last official letter of Karl Isaksson, leader of WHO, right before the organization was dismissed by CorpoCore in 07.11.2050 

Patrol Drone Squad 14, over the Andes: 

Drone 31 has mis-identified enemy personnel with four-legged mammals with horns. Proceed with elimination. Reason: targets in proximity of the Net Infrastructure Hubs. 

Listen here, my friends. I know that they'll shoot me dead for this, but stop reading from your terminals or phones. The books they sell are fake. Stop being fed bullshit. I hit gold last week during one of my abandoned spaces explorations. I barely managed to get them all in one run. I got like, 20-30 books with me and just managed to scan them all. I'm putting this crypted file for people who want to read the real shit. Stop reading CorpoCore shit! 

My hero, Timothy Quint, the Unifier 

When I was little, I was so afraid. Mommy and Daddy said that moving from my small village in Argentina would be the biggest mistake, but I never believed them. And very good I did. I reached the civilian camp when I was still sucking milk from my mother and I had my best childhood over there. I still remember the taste of boiled rice and the protein mush being so tasty and playing in the weapon cleaning room with my friends was always so beautiful. Someone came to me one day and asked me if I wanted to go to school and I said yes without thinking. Mr. Timothy Quint moved me to Chicago and he along with all the beautiful people at the school taught me everything that a true UA citizen must know. In order to repay him, I did my best in school to serve the UA cause. Now, I am on my way to become one of the first military Spiders of this country and ready to serve in the war against our many enemies. If Mr. Timothy Quint gave everything for us, I am more than willing to give my life to his cause! Eternally live the UA! 

Introduction of Hailey Baldwin essay, read on the stairs of the White House during the birthday celebration of Timothy Quint, 2055

- Private Romero, what was your main objective? 

-My main objective is to defend the people of this country. 

[electric buzzing followed by a whipping sound and screams]

- We have priorities at this moment. Proceed with the interrogation. 

- To defend the greenhouses area of the agricultural compound. 

- And how did it happen that out of almost 10.000 civilians that raided the compound, almost 2000 were zeroed inside the greenhouses? 

[a male panting, then sounds of crying. Another person is tapping something heavy against metal] 

- I've let them in.

- You did what? 

- I've let them in. 

- Why? Were you taking your emotional suppressants? Were you bribed in any way? We are aware that civilians own a lot of illegal stuff.

- I've let them in so that I can take food for my boy. It's been three months without payment. 

- Your payment comes as per contract. 

- The contract expired one year ago, you fucking pig! Fuck you! Fuck your army! Fuck Quint! You already took my boy into sperm harvesting, so I wish you just one thing - I hope the devils in Hell will have just as much fire as you pour everyday over innocents, and I hope they will fucking flail you all before you burn forever! 

[many steps in the room and inaudible voices] 

Audio record of Sargeant Cristiano Romero, during the UA-wide terrorist operation of 2057-2058

Food. Food. Bread. Rice. Riso. Carne. Pollo. Sugar. فاصولياء. 牛乳. Milho. Soup. картофель. بيض. Peixe. 卵 卵 卵. вода. トウモロコシ. Water. Grão. 水 水. 

Scribblings found on cell walls of one of the last civilian camps in UA, 2059. 

This is an emergency CorpoCore broadcast. If you received this message, please go with nothing else, but your social security number to the closest CorpoCore Human Management point or CorpoCore Military Point:

Children of the UA, if you see this message, you are more than lucky. I, Timothy Quint, have established a new program and all the citizens will benefit from it. The progress of AI and technology has pushed us so far, that most of us can enjoy a life without any worries or troubles. And this can be seen by how many we are on our beautiful continent. The things around are so well, that you've bred like mice. And it is time to bring everyone closer together. I am more than proud to announce the founding of the Cities, as part of our glorious program to reintegrate everyone into one big community!

An official message from Timothy Quint on 15.12.2060. 90% of the population moved towards their designated place. 

It's been two years since the walls have emerged. I got a permit for going to one of the Cities, but they always said there was some kind of problem. I hoped for too long and I simply moved to the remains of the old cities. There are lots of terms for them, but people usually call it the Slums. I think it fits very well. And what can a young woman like me do in a place like this? I can’t compare with the other girls I have here. I turned to one of the more expensive, exotic brothels in a small, but constantly growing place called Chinatown. There's a lot to do here, mostly nasty things, but there are lots of creds going in and out. I eat pretty well, two meals a day. But the owner is a complete bitch. I work 20 hours shifts, sometimes, almost 40 customers. The other girls are complaining too much. Some big name came in a couple of days ago, saying he wants to take over the business. I think I just might help him. All I need is to put him in bed one more time. 

Journal entry of Kobata Ayaba

Ten rules in case you encounter a Slum Scum: 

1. Do not make any physical contact with the person. Any contact must be declared to the City authorities and you will need to be taken to the closest hospital for medical check-up and sanitation. 

2. Do not accept or give anything to the person. It is illegal for a Slum Scum to own any City property. 

3. Do not attempt to aid a Slum Scum in any way. Any aid provided will lead to your apprehension as well. 

4. If a Slum Scum threatens you or you feel in any danger, you have the obligation to report it for execution. 

5. If any Slum Scum cannot identify itself with a City permit, you must report it. 

6. Do not attempt to go with a Slum Scum in his area at all costs. All Slums visiting permits must be issued by the City Police and Administration. 

7. If, by any chance, a Slum Scum appears healthy and in good physical condition, you must report it for apprehension and harvesting.

8. If you are aware of any City person who aids or shelters a Slum Scum, you are obligated to report. 

9. Should you carry a fire weapon and identify an illegal Slum Scum in the City area, you have the obligation to incapacitate it for apprehension.

10. Under no circumstances, you must may these regulations be violated. Any law breaking will lead to the elimination of your status as a City person. 

The City Social Codex, issued in 2065

Good morning and welcome back to the CorpoCore news! The headline today may come as a great shock for most of our citizens. The last fertility reports across the UA have concluded that almost all the people within the walls of the Cities have reached beyond the point of being able to reproduce. Our scientists claim that the overuse of synthetic drugs have rendered both females and males completely infertile. As a striking contrast, the subjects of the Slums that have been tested reached a general fertility percent of 82, which may be due to the food being grown locally and a less exposure to pollution. This information may come at one of the darkest hours as the CorpoCore Military Department has announced the military campaigns against Russia, China and Africa at the same time, estimating the personnel need at almost 50 million people. Timothy Quint and his cabinet have gathered as I speak in order to discuss possible solutions, but nevertheless, as the population of UA, we all know where the solution lies.

News report on New Year's Eve, 2070

Subjects collected: 743,297,106

Subjects consumed: 330,065,846

Fertilized eggs stored and ready to use: 3.764.385.109

Fertilized eggs success rate: 45%

Part of the official published report of operation "Plastic Mother", 2072

- You said that you're going to meet me deep in the Slums. I've been sitting here for four fucking hours.

- It ain't easy to carry so much fragile stuff around. Vinyls, discs, old books, all in just one fucking car. I got five fucking boxes. How you gonna take all these through the walls? 

- That's not your problem. Transportation is already secured.

- What do you mean secured? 

- It is secured. Just come to the meeting point.

- Fuck off, you idiot! I ain't selling stuff to City people that smell too rotten. 

Audio record handed to the City Police by Daniel Grates, professor of the City Professional School 

To all the people of any Slums, 

Do not sell anything to any City. Their minds have been poisoned by the venom of Timothy Quint and what we have is not a cure for them. What we have is not a cure for us as well, but we have something that reminds us of better times. When water was cheaper than guns and food was cleaner than our own waste. Never let them feed you their poison, because even the tiniest drop is deadly. 

Message posted on the official Slums forum by its owner, 20.07.2074 

––––––––
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In a massive operation, the UA Military is proud to announce that almost a quarter of the Slums have been incorporated in the Cities and all the civilians have been given jobs and places to live. It has been the greatest and most successful operation since ever. This is Timothy Quint, chief of UA. 

Message sent to every UA citizen by Quint on 1.01.2077.

Many experts, both within Slums and the Cities claimed that the number is much higher and concluded that this Last War was a 'genocide'. The AI filters revealed later that Timothy Quint's consciousness was forever lost in the Net AI. Since then, the Slums started to develop as small independent cities, standing alone from the CorpoCore infrastructure, as well as from other Slums. Slowly, but surely, the population has replenished and life just started to feel normal again. But 'normal' has always been the most fucked up, twisted standard that humanity has ever used. At its base, is the human special quality of survival. Which is a paradox to the quality of life everyone wanted. But this opposition of terms is the basis of how society changes. 

- There's no need to report this shit, Isaac. It's just twenty or so Scums. Can't hurt anyone. 

- But they're going through the sewers. They're carrying backpacks and trollers. 

- Bitch, they always carry them. They expect to gather leftovers from the streets. 

- But they look full, sir! 

- You motherfucker, you're stressing too much! Sit back in the chair and look for some real threats! It's nighttime and the clubs are firing; sure as hell there's gonna be some 20-15's in the streets soon. That is an order! Let me get my XDs until the real heat comes in. 

Official record hacked by Japan Global Net Security Police, 21.02.2077

A massive shock of terror has struck the UA, as breaking news! This is Chavalla Hummington and this is the one and only official CorpoCore News Transmission! Do not trust anything outside this! 

The UA was struck by the Slums with complex modular thermite bombs across multiple Cities! Our chief, Timothy Quint has already declared a state of emergency and pleaded the Citizens to remain inside their apartments and hold their guns close at all times! The main electric grid has been damaged and the National Net Guard has confirmed that the food delivery systems are down! If you feel hungry or you hit withdrawal within the next six hours, the National Security urges the people to gather every day at local shops for provisions! Do not trust the Slums anymore!

The only thing that was heard on every terminal from 22.02.2077 up until 05.06.2077

We've used the desert for too long. I told them too many times not to do anything to the Cities. Leave them alone. At all fucking times! But out of all things, they used thermites! That fucking old man, always mingling with his complex shit, making nanobots and fucking bugs that can kill anything. But no, he would never do that. Especially since he brought in that kid ... he and that boy, are the only ones left in our Slums. I've heard that other people are going up, covering their heads in the mountains. But here in deep old USA, I can still feel it. The borders, even though it's all desert. The dust feels different as I go south. I saw some cacti as we were closing in to Texas. People cut them down to draw water. Some died. I don't know how fast we rode. We started from old Boston, but the people demanded to go south. I carry a caravan of 250.000 people. We're afraid of the Cities now. We passed Baton Rouge and it was burning, the City and Slums as well. I've never seen so many POHOZ. They were around twenty and we were around 150 miles away. It was deep in the night. It was impossible, but I felt how dust was shaking. We need to go South! They still have forests there. My grandpa gave me a full sack of seeds before saying that he would stay. 

Fragment from journal of Carlos Alvarez, leader of Slums 285. Diary found in 24.04.2077 by the UA Salvation Army, now exposed at the New Metropolitan in Quintingon, or The Center of Humanity of UA

I saw the sky only in pictures

Momma said she forgot the scriptures

No angels on the street now, just reapers

Just bringing the rice now is creeping the creepers

Can I just say that world got sick? 

Can I wonder what's mine to pick?

Will I be able to see what I will sow? 

Or everything was just freaking show?

I just can say, in a pretty short contemplation

That what you do, no matter, is just a situation

No matter I just saw, I read the books

The music through the words brings the hooks

[Chorus]

I wish I could be on the real streets of old

Where no matter the heat, the mood isn't cold

A girl is waving at me, I smile with tears at her

It's just her smile, not the toxic weather.

Song written by Romero 'Slum Chop' Gutierrez at the age of 12, one of the most popular singers among the entire Slums

- Sir, the Slums are getting together, forming alliances. keep communication active between them, set trade routes. They even started to form a council of advisors and making rules about how to act against the Citizens! 

- And what do we care about, Jules? How many Slums we have in the whole UA? 

- More than 20.000 at this point, sir. 

- Alright, and all of them, more than 70 percent of the UA population, will manage, through illiterate representatives, to form a set of rules that all will follow. 

- Reports from the Cities have shown that a new class has been forming among the Slums - the contractors. People who take dirty jobs to maintain businesses, put others at silence, steal information. Basically, hired guns. 

- So, what? The security in the Cities is too tight at every corner. 

- Sir, the main concern I have is that humans are adaptive. Humans under critical conditions are the best to survive. We're under ideal conditions; people don't lack a thing. 

- And that's the most important thing. Let them live their dreams. Those who deserve it shall meet Heaven! 

- With all due respect, I expect harder times for the Cities and the hits will come from the people of the Slums. We either loose them a bit or they will wreck hell upon us one day! As Chief of Military Security, you need to think about this! 

- And you, as a fucking lieutenant, should shut the fuck up! That is an order! Go and bring me a bottle of whiskey and three lines of Dorozopamine, then you're dismissed for the rest of the day! For a pretty young lady, you have quite the filthy mouth, talking shit like this! 

Conversation made public during the UA Internal Security Summit in 2080, the Chief has been dismissed two years later, due to numerous attacks of the UA cargo railroads

The Code of the Contractor: 

1. Never speak, unless your words can save your life or someone else's. 

2. The Slum is your home. No matter how many enemies you have there, never snitch on someone else. Cities never kill just one target. 

3. The little extra you have can help someone in need. Be generous with the people around you. You are not just doing business - you serve a community. 

4. A bullet in the right head today keeps a gang war away. One life taken can save a hundred tomorrow. 

5. The easiest thing is to take a life. The hardest thing is to figure how to save that life and complete the contract. 

6. All contracts on information must be dealt with utmost privacy. Words, files, photos can do worse than weapons. Always be wary of those contracts. 

7. Affiliate. You cannot serve an entire Slum, but you can be more useful than a gang leader in setting a deal. 

8. Train your mind and body like you use your creds - wisely and constantly for you. 

9. The contract and its terms are sacred for you and for the person who calls for you. If the terms are not fulfilled by them, it is only then when you can use the information you have against them. 

10. If you do manage to survive and gather a shitload of creds, leave everything behind. A retired contractor is a lone deer and there are many wolves in the forest. 

11. A contract is not a mission and you are not a soldier. Think and act accordingly. 

12. Don't count on luck, other people or anything else except you, your brain and your body. 

13. Once you sign off your contracts, you will have the worst life imaginable. Do not take partners, breed children, or create strong bonds. Contractors come and go. You are alone. 

Written by Blazing KDJ, the so-said First Contractor, Legend of the Slums, found dead by the City Police in 2084

The people have spoken and we have answered. From today and until forever, the Citizens of UA will have unprohibited access into the Slums, as long as they follow a series of rules regarding security and sanitation. Additionally, the UA government has developed a system that will monitor the activities in the Slums at all times, in order to allow our Citizens to have the best experience in these exotic lands. Regardless, any visit will require a contract to be signed between you and the Local City Administration that will include the entire set of regulations that need to be followed. Your one and only, Timothy Quint and the leadership. 

Official UA broadcast into the neural implants of all UA Citizens on 1.01.2085

- They're all fucking up with our businesses! They drink like animals in the desert, John, I haven't seen anything like this! 

- I know, I know, Chichi! We're just gonna have to do what everyone else does in the area. Close everything during the night. The streets are flooding with drugs and the shit they have on their streets. Can't you just smoke a fucking joint to feel fine?! 

- I've heard that our City sells almost five thousand types of drugs. And it's a small one. My sister lives in the old Washington and she said that the fuckers from beyond the walls are dropping half full inhales on the streets of the Slums. The people take them and smoke them. The doses they use kill them. Her husband works in body disposal. They had almost three hundred bodies in one day, children included. 

- Is little Hannah okay?

- How can you imagine that my sister would let her out during the night? They don't let them close anything during the night? If the monkeys don't find bars, casinos and brothels open, they start doing a mess in the streets. And we can't put a finger on them! 

- I have an idea. Do we still have that really strong kombucha in the basement? 

- You kidding? I've been fermenting it all winter. I don't know what to do with it anymore, everyone in the neighborhood has it. 

- Good. We give them to everyone tonight. They're eating only shit. Imagine what will happen to them when they will put something good in their bellies tonight. Then, we all close. 

After just of couple of years of what seemed to be a state of peace and prosperity for the Slums, it has come as a shock that they are turning their backs against our beloved Citizens. I have with me Mr. Queely Snotch, an honorable Citizen to speak about the situation: 

- Yeah, so listin to me, bitch. Damn, you got the finest ass I've seen today! So, I've been last night there, okay? You with me? Gimme that fucking mic! So I've been there last night, I have a bar right at the entrace. They're selling some good European booze, real smooth if you add some Pigalunies aftaward. I went there, to the bar, y'know, and he said that it's thirty-five thousand for one shot. I went down the street, it was double. What the fuck, you goddamn bitches? You charge me City prices for Slum stuff? I mean, it's good, I can tell you. I can't remember if it was one time when the MedCare teams haven't picked me off the Slum streets, but now it's just garbage, it doesn't worth it! C'mon, fellas, do sumting bout it! The bitches're fine as hell, the booze's good! 

Our City was struck by tragedy last night, as more than three thousand Citizens have vanished without a trace during a nightclub party held in the desert near the Slums. The City Police is searching any house and corner for any evidence, but so far, the search has proved useless. All the Slum Scums have reported that they warned the Citizens about not attending the party, as it was held by a terrorist group entitled as Raiders. During the night, the Security Systems of our City have been triggered as the people attending the party, which was held within an abandoned warehouse, had their implants deactivated. We will keep you updates with the situation. 

- Did we pay the guys? 

- A bit more than expected, but it was worth it. No one dares to come back in. All the Slums are reporting that things are going smoothly. We've recommended them to keep up invitations to shady parties and events, but it's only City Police showing up to provide protection. We have our own security posted up there. 

- Good, good. We can resume business as usual now. 

- By the way, boss. They've started to move the good cargos on water. 

- That's not a problem. We keep on attacking the railroads, reinvest the creds in creating some teams to attack the ships. They're stupid as hell. Slum people are superior now. They're finally united, small as rats, but you have time for a story? I know, I know, you have your things with your brothels, Baba, but c'mon I'll tend you with a glass of my finest ones. 

- Thank you, sir. 

- So, I was in my younger years. Bold as a bull and fast as a nuclear engine. We had a City guy, he was causing trouble in Chinatown. He was coming every week from another City special for three girls he took a liking for. They started complaining. Things were getting weirder in bed, up until he said to two of them to kill the other. They refused, got beat up and we had to kick him out. He spent all night in front of the brothel, then did the worst. Wanna know? 

- I am already intrigued, sir. 

- He threw a bottle right in the head of Hio-san. He was still the biggest name at that time and I was managing that night. The old man walked in and one of his guards told me about the situation. I went outside and he was pinned down by three boys. The guy was already crying, knowing' he threw the shit right in the fan. I had to do it, but I had no remorse about it. I even took some pleasure. He was brought into the basement and I had a big problem with the rats at those times, so I nailed the door shut. Hio told me he needed a slow death. I took off some floor boards and threw him into the basement and hung a light through the hole. I looked at the time. It took around 45 minutes for an army of hungry rats to devour a man to bones. They even chewed on bones and implants. I hope I'll be dead, Baba, when the Slums will be that hungry. 

I've managed to spend three weeks without putting even a drop of alcohol in my mouth. All I did in between contracts was to remember what I did during my last years, all the contracts, the bullets. I got this book from a shop, read it, really liked it. Tonight, I'm getting fucked up, I already put a shitload of beer in some safe cool place, somewhere not even X would be able to find it. I'll write everything down, every bullet, every kill, all the names I can remember. Statistics written over stories. God fucking damn it, Lavrik! You've read so much and you're still not able to pull out a good sentence out of your head! 

I stole a piece of paper from the office. Even though I’ll burn it after this, I need to take it somehow off my mind. It's fucking impossible for him to just disappear like that. I need to find him. He has to be alive. He has to be well! He's top soldier, the best of the best, even though he always played it safe. Think straight for a second - he had always said when, where and for how much he would leave for a SO. And he always asked me to prepare his bags and suitcase, check his weapons and attachments. How the fuck can you get all the equipment from the house over night? I'm popping another bottle now. Fucking hell, AR, you can't even write straight. You're scribbling shit! The clone should be ready by now and I have a backup car close to where I should pop it. I don't know why my hands are shaking right now! Is it C or the fact that I'm about to enter the place that became a hell for people like us and this is our fault! But I can't stand this shithole anymore! I either die tonight, shooting my own brains on the floor or that guy Lavrik shoots me the moment she sees me. Here goes nothing. 
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Intro: Welcome to Family. Welcome to Hell
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“Thank X she gave me that extra bento," he was blabbering in his mind as he was passing through the people at the club entrance. All the smoke coming out of the people’s lungs, mouths, and nostrils, the lights that were just meant to attract your mind, your body, your already-stricken soul for a small comfort. Red, green, yellow, and pink neons, flashing and dancing like an apocalypse for your retina. “Fucking hell, I need to get through this idiot crowd!” There was no sidewalk, no street, everything was blocked and the police barely controlled the crowd. “Fourteen hours inside these walls. I barely managed through the contract and now I have to walk another five kilos through the fu ... no, the Slums are way better than this. Calm down. Just walk. Avoid any conflict. Home waits for you. X waits for you. Jiji and Baba expect you.”

The fact that Jiji and Baba were not waiting, but just expecting him home pushed a thrill through his spine and legs. But going through such a crowd was excruciatingly difficult. At every step, one had to refuse a sniff, a snort, a puff. All the hands grabbing arms, trying to pull each other into the crowd and blend in. Get fucked up in the City, get all the possible and impossible stuff in your stream and by the love of anything they believe in, surviving was questionable. “I remember one time, I think it was a couple of months ago, when Preston found some really old videos from the real festivals, not now when AI killed the music industry. It was Gojira playing and, hell – that was the time to live by, I mean, of course, without my arm, but the moshpits, the whole show, the damn everything; at that time, people gave a damn about people, damn it.”

As he was having that moment of almost forgotten past, being in the middle of Preston’s and enjoying real culture, he finally felt it. The sudden dizziness kicking in from all the stuff absorbed in that impenetrable crowd, the lack of eating, sleep and hydration. His feet were starting to collapse. “Just twenty meters and we’re out, little buddy”, he said out loud. “You can’t escape the City, handsome. The City always draws you back.” A middle-aged woman shouted in his ear. He looked at her and took a long gaze at her appearance, and as usual for the inhabitants of the City, not many things were usual.

It was hard to recognize one individual from another, due to the plastic surgeries. One can’t find beauty shops or any sort of Enterprise that would offer a real extra to their ephemeral beauty. The City compensated for that by having surgery shops and they offered almost everything they wanted. Better face, better body, better hair, eyes, chest, buttocks, genitals, even skin of color, all temporary or permanent, depending on how much credits could be spent or considering the amount of desperation for change. To him, it became the usual. The work between the City and the Slums for a long time can make one see the faces of the people as abstract paintings. The details, the little things that sets a person apart from another fade and become blurred lines, irregular circles or strokes of a brush. There was no distinction anymore. It was just like looking at George Seurat's A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte.

Finally, he got through the mass. He felt like his body got rid of some heavy shackles. He was restraining his feet from running. He needed some nerves of steel for that. “I can’t draw any attention here. Get straight to the gate, deal with the guards over there and escape. It’s not the best idea to run around with almost 275 thousand credits – all non-expiry.” A couple of bumps into other people, a mouthful of insult exchanges and two or three people hanging around as purveyors of experimental drugs (most probably, a mix of already known drugs that together would fry straight through the little amount of nerve cells you have) and he finally got through the gate. Number 27 appeared above him. bright white lights and four City Ants. Cyborg soldiers that were working almost non-stop, former humans and two dogs, also modified so that they could inflict death in the most efficient ways – metal teeth, bionic, along with a suit around their torso that would pour chemicals in their bodies that would make them go berserk. 

All eyes on him. The first glances were the most important. He needed to look like he belonged to the City, yet with a look that just says “man, the City is too much for me tonight." If he went on like this around the guards, the scanning would go standard. Any weapons in possession had to be declared; anything such as drugs, substances or food, they had to be in limited quantities, very limited, as legal trading between the Slums and the City was extremely restricted. 

- Good evening, please go through the scanner, said one of the soldiers. As he walked through the small metal portal, the lasers and lights scanned his body and a ding followed by a green light appeared over his head. 

- Jeremy Oswald. Your arm is of a different technology, though, said the same soldier. 

- It’s Japanese. Pretty new. Perks of being a crippling gambler, he said.

- Please proceed and be safe out there. The Slums are quite active at this moment. “Way active, but less crowded, you AI-minded gorilla,” he thought. He took one last glance at the soldier. The only color on the soldier’s uniform was a crimson yellow drawn over his helmet, indicating his rank. Other than that, the equipment of these semi-robots was the same. Black synthetic boots with metal straps attached, military cargo pants. The utility belt was strapped on with all the tools required for calming down a rebellious soul, an everyday punk or any almost any kind of person that would be considered a nuisance or a disorder. This was consisted of electrified tonfa, paralyzing spray (if one would get just a small puff in his face, he would become blind for almost an hour and the nostrils and neck would become exhaust pipes from the hottest ride you could find in this city), taser, lethal and non-lethal magazines. Bulletproof vest, military shirt and the usual weapons: Glock-20, semi-automatic or automatic and the modified version of the classic MP5: more accuracy, less recoil, attachments. At last, beside the fact that there wasn’t a spot of skin visible on them, the masks they wore was what sent chills down your spine. One line of red laser replaces their eyes that scans everything in their site – faces, movements, locations, prints, heat marks and if there’s anything that triggers them, the soldiers send a distress signal to their dispatch. If a face, by any chance, has a bad reputation in their system, is most probably that was about to be blown off on the spot or after a rather short questioning. No one could deal with them, that was what made them dangerous. Tough to avoid, even tougher to escape them. 

He tried his best to control his movements. His pace had to be like the one he had when he got in front of the gate, his breathing not too heavy. “Don’t trigger the Panic button”, he said to himself. He sensed the look of the soldier, how that cyclops eye was penetrating his body, looking for anything that may pose a threat for the safety of the City. 

- Hey, mister Sexy Robocop, would you be kind enough to let two little birds go and have some fun on the other side?

He looked above his shoulders and saw two girls, 25 years old tops both, with trained bodies and clothes that were intended to use as little material as possible, in some cases, such as this, maybe a bit too little and a couple of shiny metallic lines around their waists, revealing the standard sexual mods used by them in the City. Sex workers. One of them wore a latex miniskirt, a pair of Sleepy Sleazy 341’s – pretty expensive models of sneakers and a pair of patches to cover the nipples. The other one seemed dressed for a more special occasion. She was wearing high heels and a lascivious dress, both silvery and her white hair glued over her scalp. They both went through the scanners – all green. 

- Samantha Anders, please proceed and be safe. The Slums are very active tonight. Hari Zakira, you are requested to wait here with us. A vehicle will be here soon and you will be transported to the closest harvest facility. The system detected that you haven’t passed your monthly blood donation.

A small hologram appeared over the soldier’s wrist which showed her personal data along with her blood type: 0 type-negative. Her sassy tone changed immediately. 

- Please, sir, I’m just two days late, I need to stock up for the day after the donation. I need some goddamn food, some dust to put in my nose afterwards, some vitamins or pills at least. I work every night and almost every day, she pleaded.

- Incompliance will lead to undetermined apprehension or worse. Please comply. 

- You fucking idiot piece of metal crap. She spat in the soldier’s face and in the next moment, she received the head of a tonfa in her stomach, so hard that she puked all guts on the ground. As he was passing through the gate, a military ambulance came and picked her up. "She won't see the neon lights for a very long time because of what she did. Possibly, never. Best case scenario, they would drain all the best she has - blood, plasma, organs, even eggs if she still has her sexual organs and then use her body to synthesize food. You can't hardly take any deals from them - male or female. Their mind is torn apart more than life itself. The loneliness, the constant disgust in their spirit, the shame after a rough night - all washed off with all the possible substances they can put your hands on. In this place, the only difference between the sex-workers and the beggars, is their perception of dignity: one believes that getting money through services maintains their dignity, while the other believes that starvation is better than this. And here I am, in my little train of thoughts, talking about dignity in this place. The only place you would be able to find dignity here is either way up in the clouds, among the highest floor of this self-loathing tempest or if you are lucky enough to have your ashes kept in a tin box by your family in the corner of the room. No, people here have to replace their dignity, their self-esteem with something else. There are no whites and blacks. Only gray areas. Morality is conducted only by how many people can see your practices. Respect is ruled by how well you can get the biggest catch; you name it - money, tech, medicine, good real food, natural products. Dignity is something very intimate, if not, it is most probably the most intimate thing you can feel these days - the amount of dignity you have left inside you after being able to sometimes do even the most heinous things for grabbing what you need or want."

As he was thinking about the shortcoming of that girl, he realized that the scenery changed. He was already walking among the narrow streets, pressing his boots against the carcasses of the dead cockroaches. For a moment, he remembered something from his readings - during the fall, people used to do the same thing with the fallen leaves of all kinds of trees in most countries. In parks, in forests. He remembered seeing a picture of children throwing themselves in a pile of dead leaves and laughing the soul out of themselves. "It must've been weird - to jump into dead things and be happy about it", he thought. He felt someone grabbing his arm:

- Hey, little boy, wanna have some fun tonight? It was the other girl that survived the checkpoint. 

- Thanks for the offer, ma'am, but I truly believe you can find something more profitable tonight. The girl's face changed from a charming princess of the decadent nightlife into the one of a hag. 

- Piss off, then, you cheap crap. You don't know what you're missing, she hissed as she shriveled her arm away. 

- Worry not, my lady, as I do believe that this night shall make your account quite hefty. Please, do take care and remember to use precision when it comes to inserting the needle into your vein, he saluted with ironic chivalry. 

She flipped him off, took a quick turn to the left and disappeared. "All of them hate this and this is actually the easiest way to get rid of them. Just treat them with respect spiced with a bit of irony. Anyway, the apartment is just a couple of streets away. Time is just eleven and half. A bit early, I'd say.", he thought. He looked up in the sky and he saw the black void of the night. He couldn't remember when was the last time he saw a star in the night sky due to the neon lights.

He walked slowly towards home, avoiding the main streets because of the little thugs that would attempt to dive their hands in your pockets. The result of such an event would be just a couple of broken bones that eventually would return to X, so that would be just an extra fuss for everyone. The last time this happened was a couple of months ago. He decided that a couple of drinks would be the best thing to do in the middle of a summer day. Those couple of drinks eventually turned into a contract that was made with a couple of much required breaks for eliminating those drinks the way they came. At that time, a couple of boys from another part of the Slums came into the bar, asking for trouble. And he gave them just enough to not be able to get back home. X came later with a couple of cars and her silence said it all. She just looked at him and her gaze made him realize that when he would get home, he would probably get some broken bones as well.

Through the narrower streets, he was able to revisit the real face of the Slums. The neon signs were reserved for the big streets and boulevards, but behind the blocks, the dim white old LED lights revealed the faces of the ones who had the toughest life. Among his feet, there were two children who were hunting for live cockroaches. During the night, the bugs filled with everything the City repulses back would end up in their plates. A skinny man was trying to fix car speakers, hoping he would be able to sell them. His twig-like arms were covered in dirt and stains of various liquids, a sign that his main activity was looking through garbage for scraps. His eyes were so absorbed in those speakers, that he was completely ignoring his surroundings. Suddenly, he lifted his face, revealing a deep malnourishing - rotten teeth, pale and sick skin and jaundiced eyes. 

- Stop fucking around and get here!

- Yes, father, the kids stepped in front of him with their faces lowered. 

- Go somewhere around and fetch me some extra nuts like this one. Run!

He kept walking, trying not to throw his eyes at anyone. That was the hardest part. Every day was like the first day of trying to quit drugs. Sometimes he just couldn’t help it. There was always a new sad story around. If there would be a hard disk to gather them around, it would require all the data that the City stored so far.

Eventually, he finally got to his building - a 30-level old corporation building that was turned into living houses by the Slum big sharks for rent. He got into the building - the same mayhem. People trying to sell their junk, drunkards, gang members trying to get their share or the everyday poor, getting day by day. He went straight to the elevator, ignoring everyone around him. Hit the button of the 30th level and the doors slammed shut. As usual, the elevator stopped for a bit at level 16 and 23, but he was finally home.

As the door opened, he was instantly struck by the smell of herbs. The best thing that could get into his nose after almost 14 hours outside. The air, which was cleaned by the industrial filters that Jiji installed when they all moved in and the combination of natural ingredients that X used every day were like hitting the 'Refresh' button for his lungs. As he was walking through the halls, he noticed that everything was unusually clean. "Most probably, Baba called someone to tidy up a bit. She always wants everything to be clean around here.", he thought. He went into his room and noticed that it was just like he left it, except for some clothes that went to the laundry. The band posters, rarities collected through time and preserved by him like holy relics. The old AT-LP120X along with a Denon DCD-600NE were clean as well; not a speck of dust on them. However, below them, one half of his all-time treasure was lying behind a plastic cabinet like a trophy. A full collection of vinyls and CDs from the age before the war. The best bands between the 2000s and the 2020s for him, mostly metal and hip-hop music. Mastodon, Agalloch, Trivium, 2 GY!BE LPs, MF DOOM, Danger Mouse, Run The Jewels, Between the Buried and Me. The entire collection would get someone in the city around 70 million credits - no expiry date, of course. That and along with his manga collection would be estimated at over a million. Above his bed was lying a complete Naoki Urasawa collection, the full Vagabond Omnibus, all 13 volumes, and half of the Berserk collection, plus volumes from other various titles that blasted the market wide-open when they came out. He wanted to go straight to bed, but the reflection of a pink ribbon caught his eye. It was holding together a package, quite large, but rather thin. He took it in his hand and removed the pink ribbon along with the black foil that was holding the package. Beneath it, he immediately recognized the cover. The picture of a young woman with her scarf being blown by the wind and the words written in red, dark blue, khaki, yellow and pink: Deafheaven - Ordinary Corrupt Human Love. He felt like this night was going to be a blast.

- Happy birthday to ... what was the name of the guy you impersonated today? Jeremy Oswhat? How should I name you?

X was standing in the door, wearing a black t-shirt and cargo pants. 

- You can simply call me the guy who got us an extra 275 big boys into our accounts and I would be more than humbled. 

- You're getting older, I know. This is the perfect reason why you seem a bit ... rusty now. I get it, it's okay. Should we get you a cane next year? 

- Funny. You stood too much around the mushrooms or is this coming from your desire to get some dope from your stashes without sharing again?

She smiled, a sign that the witty salutations were over and the capes of friendship were put back on the shoulders. She approached him and hugged him tightly. 

- Happy birthday, Lavrik. Thank you for being with us, X said. 

- Thanks, he added, but how did you manage to get one of these bad boys? There are only a couple left in the market. 

- You should thank Preston for this. He went down low the rabbit hole to get one for you. When it came, he was overly excited as well. So excited that he took the wrapping to see if it was original. Apparently, it is.

His eyes glimmered like the ones of a child looking at the full-blown masterpiece that was hidden through those little black cuts. 

- And that's not all, she said. I got you something as well. It's in the cold box. I'll go to sleep; I need to open up the clinic early in the morning tomorrow. You go, enjoy the night, not too much, 'cause Preston left you an audio in the message box. I'm out for tonight. She gave him two gentle slaps over the cheek and went into her room. 

- Ayo, Lavrik yelled. 

- The hell do you want, was heard through the door. 

- Where are the oldies? 

- Jiji is AFK for more than an hour in his bed; he worked all day. Baba is out in town, doing the errands.

- And her security?

- Four guys, all ARs, one bulletproof car. She carries two Glocks as well. She mentioned that you should rest when you come back and not to go and pick her up. She can handle herself. Plus, she's in China town, so nothing to worry about. 

-Okay, good night. 

- Bisou, and she shut down the lights.

He rushed to the fridge and found the treasure - an Asahi sixpack. He pulled them out and sweat pouring down the bottles made him realize that the only thing cooler than the magic hop potion would be his mood that night. He didn't want to blast his vinyl right away, so he grabbed his headphones and his player and walked up the roof. From there, he was able to see the unfolding show of depression and cynicism. In the middle of the Slums, the City was rising up, piercing through the clouds. The lights from all the parties and all the holograms from corporations or big clubs were flooding over the night sky in all colors and shapes. Green, pink, blue, naked women and men, fish, robots, imaginary beasts, flying whales and above the whole City, the words hovering in a circle: “You consume, therefore you exist” 

"I do believe that Duplantier would be outraged," he thought. While the City was bursting with activity and noise, the Slums were maintaining their eternal struggle. One would be able to feel the tension and the nerves from that roof. Everybody down there was trying to get their share somehow, anyhow - trade, extortion, prostitution, selling counterfeit tech or modified implants. From the roof, he was able to see the distribution of hoods owned by the big gangs in town - red Chinatown, blue Wayward, green 7th Street, viole(n)t Brasque and yellow Santa Catalina. All of them have their big families or gang businesses that absorb and control everything in their area through more or less intricate systems. Chinatown, the smallest, yet the wealthiest, has always acted as arbitrary or a counselor when it came to conflicts between the others. That was why Baba chose this town as a home. Almost no crime above the rug, at least if someone wouldn’t stick his or her nose too deep, the business was thriving no matter its nature and of course, good food if one had the money. The other four areas of the Slums, on the other hand, worked on the best economic engine there was - war. If there was peace, people would find other ways to bring discontent into their lives. There was either digging some old grudge from the past or watching over the fence and being jealous that the grass is greener. Chinatown solved most of the conflicts between the families and gangs, but there were a couple of times in the history of the Slums when the City intervened in order to maintain order. It never ended well. That is why the golden rule of the Slums is that "never bring the City in the Slums." People have either never seen the towers or the lights from the inside the walls in their lives or if they did, they’ve done it with utmost care. The ones that had the misfortune to meddle with the Citizens, their lives, or even worse with the City gangs inside simply disappear. No trace, no digital print, no location on any device. Moreover, there have been times when the City has released its hounds into the Slums. They took advantage of the desperation of the poorest, so they brought food, medicine or clothes, promising that they would receive shelter inside the City in exchange for labor.

It was during his first two years when Lavrik came to the City. During those times, incursions between the City and the Slums were more frequent. He received a contract from the top people of Santa Catalina - rescue of Martina Cortez, member of the Cortez family which was later absorbed into Santa Catalina due to the death of the leader. Martina was probably one of the most beautiful women in the entire Slums, but the dreams of living in the City were ahead of her. She was in touch with many people from the City, especially through the online public servers or chat rooms. One day, she ignored all the rules and went to a big City party invited by a shady club owner. Never came back and all her tracks were deleted by a Spider. Lavrik spent almost a week in the City, sleeping on roofs or in the sewers trying to find a clue. When he found the club owner, he got Intel that she attended the party, but went to spend the rest of the night with some other people, one of them being the owner of a digital brothel. He went to the location and found her. Naked, in a bathtub full of ice, her organs, mouth, skin, almost her entire body covered in sensorial implants. Around the bathtub, a main terminal computer, and a feeding station that was connected with tubes to her. He checked the terminal and she was hooked to some of the most popular sensorial digi-brothels, where people connect their bodies and minds, their entire being, to a sensory station in order to hire a woman. They rent a digital space; a girl and they have their way around. The catch was that more people could connect to the same person simultaneously. At the time Lavrik checked the terminal, there were 23 people connected to Martina. Jiji said that if he tried to disconnect someone who was in such a state, he would fry his or her entire nervous system, which would last about half an hour and that was the worst way she could die. Ultimately, he ended her suffering with a bullet in her brain, got her body and dragged her body through one of the old sewers that used to connect the City to the Slums right at the door of the Cortez family. The poor soul almost died that day, with around ten guns pointed at his head and a Spider ready to fry his brains. It was Baba and Jiji that saved him, after calming down Papa Cortez and explaining that what Lavrik did was to give her a quick and rather honorable death. From that day, the Cortez and later, the Catalinas were the only ones who didn't engage in the prostitution business, in the honor of Martina. Two months later, the Cortez family attacked the location Martina was found and bombed it. The City gorillas intervened into town and killed half of the Cortez.

That would be one of the stories stored in the library of the Slums. Most areas keep record of these, hoping that someday the City would fall down to their knees and they would be able to make them suffer for each soul that was taken. "Hopefully, that will never happen. An all-out war with the City with an extremely well written plan and a perfect collaboration between all the people would end up in a disaster. Moreover, the City hoped that the Slums would crack. Even they feel that something is coming. The streets are crowded, people chase too much pleasure and too much greed and the costs are getting bigger and bigger. You can't put up all this in such a small space. This fucking world imploded once, hoping to reset itself to a better one, just to end up in the same pot of crap. People always learn, but it's the non-stop greed of a handful of people that just dropped in the wrong place. People with this emperor personality and hubris mentality. They just want to defy everything for the sake of displaying their power. Such fragile beings. They just don't realize that the pile of gold they gather under their asses will turn to shit one day and they'll drown in the filth that they created.", Lavrik thought. He noticed that he was getting angry for nothing. In a way, he felt relieved that this hopelessness the world fell into kept everything in order. "Such a shit. You rise to fall and fall to rise. To some, you could bring God down from the heavens to show their demise and they would still do the same thing." 

He took a second beer and chugged almost half of it and lit up a cigarette. He decided that he wanted something a bit stronger, so he remembered that he had a Uruyu whisky bottle in his room. That way, he could also grab a book or a comic for the rest of the night. As he went back down in the apartment, he noticed that Jiji's bedroom door was open. "Probably went for a twinkle", he thought. He went to his room, grabbed the bottle, a volume of Vagabond and went back up.

Up there, on the couch, Jiji was sitting and gazing over the City. His bald head was reflecting the yellow and red lights that hung under the gazebo like a star was unfolding over the roof.

- You old bastard, you were supposed to sleep. X told you to rest, Lavrik scolded him.

- Yes, she did. But I was a cheeky one tonight and put a bug in my throat. Swallowed the pill, then the little one picked it up and took it back out. I am still a smart one, you see? Ain't going bananas yet.

- If she finds out, hell, if Baba finds out you ain't in bed yet, you're gonna be in between Satan and his mother.

- If they find out, I am going to take one of my bugs to get into your fancy arm, hack it to punch yourself in the nuts to death. You are aware I can do this very easily. I am still a smart one, you see?

Lavrik still didn't have any clue why he was obsessed with Jiji claiming he was “still a smart one”. He was a genius in tech, implants, neuroimplants, nanotech. His brain was working better than all the scientists and Spiders in the world gathered together. The entire floor was his masterpiece. The security system was so tight for strangers, that even if one would try to sniff around it from a couple of floors below, he’d get noticed, analyzed and if necessary, annihilated. The whole tech was installed by him. Lavrik was still recollecting the days when Baba was with her nerves strained more than all the internet cables spread across the globe because of the number of lists that Jiji was making - nothing that was surplus, everything was completely necessary and so on. But in three months, the whole floor was unrecognizable. It has been divided into five separate sectors. Four were for each member of the family and an area that was common for relaxation, hanging out together along with all the things one could find in a luxury apartment - bathroom with vapor shower, kitchen with all the appliances, solar panels on the roof; a whole electrical grid at their feet. Later, X occupied half of the floor with her medical cabinet and her not too little farm. Of course, that was at the indulgence of Baba, who just couldn't resist to see her happier than ever. Now, it's her clinic, Jiji's workshop - the tech wonder of the Slums; Lavrik's room, his equipment storage and training area. Baba's room was the simplest room in the whole floor, with nothing but just a bed, a desk with a computer and some drawers. Yet, Jiji set the house at the family's desire. He bugged them with all the possible details. For them, it was completely worth the wait and the nagging.

- Ah
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