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Trout and Salmon Against The Stream

01: Trout and Salmon Against The Tide in Luna by Deafheaven

“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, heatmarks 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 cyclop 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.

- Uncompliance 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 11 past 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. Everyday 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 everyday 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 recognised 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, Lavrik 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. Lavrik 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
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