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Chapter 1 Beautiful West Coast

The sunset over the West Coast bathed everything in golden light, breathtaking yet fleeting.

Alan Zhang sat cross-legged on the patchy roadside grass, the evening breeze brushing against his face with just the right chill—not too hot, not too cold. Yet despite this perfect weather, he still felt like dying. The temperature was just rightnot too hot, not too cold—but he still felt like dying.

In his hand was a bottle of Dr Pepper Zero Cherry, which he'd picked up for free at a local relief station. He remembered this stuff used to be considered premium back in China, but honestly, it tasted awful here. No wonder they were handing it out to the homeless.

People bustled along the streets of Los Angeles. Two- to three-story commercial buildings lined the sidewalks, their walls painted pale goose yellow and rose pink. There were 24-hour grocery stores, discount clothing shops, traffic lights, sidewalks, and the occasional graffiti mural with long queues outside soup kitchens.

The cracked pavement was littered with trash cans and lined with homeless people slumped against walls. The air was thick with a blend of stench, food aromas, and cigarette smokea mix of scents that was impossible to ignore.

And from today on, he was one of them.

Who knew why he'd woken up here on the West Coast?

No loyal dog by his side, no identity, not even the luxury of a tent. Just a pair of beach shortsno shirt, no shoes.

What kind of hell-mode urban survival start was this?

took a sip of the disgusting cherry soda, grimaced, and crushed the bottle flat.

After a moment of thought, he decided he should make use of the last few hours before the shelters and charity food trucks closed to snag a couple more bottles of Dr Pepper and some large bottles of generic water.

felt no guilt about it.

After all, Uncle Sam had already paid for these.

Daily Intel: On Wednesdays, Shelter No. 326 distributes free new phones. Basic identity information registration required.

Daily Intel: A homeless man died in Alley No. 25, Fifth District. Theres $4. 50 in his right pocket.

Daily Intel: At 6: 30 PM, the Bally Relief Food Truck on Market Street will serve beef pasta, fresh juice, and chilled fruit platters.

Daily Intel Level: E. Based on current social status and assets, up to three random daily tips related to daily life or street gang activities will be provided, covering shelters, recycling centers, commercial deals, personal privacy, day jobs, gang trades, and more.

Life Skills: Driving Lv. 2 (Amateur), Mixed Martial Arts Lv. 3 (Professional), Shooting Lv. 0 (Beginner)

pulled out his Chinese-made phone. No signal. He opened an app called Simulated Life.

It was like GTA, except in real life.

Thankfully, he knew English, so he wouldn't be a mute out here.

The app had mysteriously appeared on his phone and couldn't be uninstalled, but it could be transferred to other devices registered under his namelike smartwatches, iPads, tablets, or AR glasses.

Nice. Hed already dreamed that someday in the distant future, he'd buy a private island in the Gulf of Colombia and name it Perico, gather top-tier tech geniuses and heavy weaponry, and dominate an entire region, commanding orbital strikes to flatten America from his underground fortress. (Not happening. )

For now, he needed to figure out where to sleep tonight and get that free phone.

These kinds of deals were no different from free haircut with membership card traps. In California and elsewhere, they were commonthis was how personal information leaked everywhere.

Nothing good ever came free. Never trust a falling pie from the sky.

As Alan got up to toss his crushed bottle into the bin, a white boy with a black trash bag full of cans and plastic bottles walked over.

Hey, man, mind if I take your bottle?

Man? Woman?

Alan hesitated for a second.

I'm Dominic. I know what you're thinking, broIm a guy.

The boys gentle face radiated kindness. He had long golden hair and delicate features, no Adams apple. He wore a faded grey Adidas hoodie, light grey worn-out jeans, and black sneakers.

smiled and stretched out his hand for the bottle. Can I have it? I need it.

I'm Alan, he replied, handing him the bottle without hesitation. No offense, but dude, you're seriously pretty. I couldn't even tell what gender you were. Has anyone ever told you that you look like a young Byrne Anderson?

Thankswhos that? Dominic asked, confused.

He was an actor who looked like an angel when he was young and like God when he was old.

Wo~

Dominic didn't know who that was, but being compared to an angel and God definitely felt flattering.

Still, he didn't look too pleased. He shook his head. Thanks for the compliment, but I don't really like how I look. You know, in this district there are tons of homeless people, and someone like me needs to be careful. People target you, bully you, ortry to get in your pants.

Alan nodded in agreement.

Even as a straight guy, he felt tempted to touch Dominics face. He couldn't imagine what gay men thought.

So, whats your situation now, bro? Are you homeless? Alan asked.

Dominic, seeing that Alan was friendly, an Asian guy with decent looks, put down his trash bag and sat beside him.

Its complicated. I don't get along with my mom. We fight a lot. I don't like living at home, so I ran away.

Alan was stunned. Really? Maybe you should try reconciling with your family. Its better than living out here alone.

Dominic shrugged. Its complicated. When my dad was alive, my mom cheated on him. After he died, she kept bringing guys homesometimes Asians, Mexicans, Black guys, Native Americans. She drank, partied, smoked weed. The neighbors couldn't sleep at night and kept reporting her. She didn't care how I felt.

I couldn't stand it anymore, so I left. In the two and a half years I've been on the streets, she hasnt looked for me once. I thinkshes better off without me.

"

Alan didn't know what to say.

Maybe you're right, he finally managed.

But living on the streets wasn't any better.

Relying on shelters and charity might keep you from starving, but sleeping rough could easily lead to addictions or run-ins with dangerous people.

Goddamn American freedom.

Many young homeless people actually had families, but due to family problems, they ran away and ended up in the same placestealing and getting arrested, racking up debts they could never repay, or getting hooked on drugs.

Homeless once, homeless forever.

Dominic, are you even an adult yet? Alan asked curiously.

Dont underestimate me, okay? I'm actually nineteen, Dominic said with a grin. And my other Texas ID says I'm twenty-six.

Oh, so you can go clubbing and drinking legally, Alan laughed.

America.

The beacon of world civilization.

A country flooded with fake IDs.

Half the students in schools carried fakes, mostly to buy cigarettes and alcohol, book hotels, or get into clubs. No one bothered checking thoroughly.

As long as you werent stupid enough to walk into a store as a 17-year-old white kid with a fake ID showing you as a 21-year-old Black man claiming you had vitiligo, youd be fine.

The police didn't care. Immigration handled IDs, but their staff never set foot on the streets, so no one bothered.

Unless you tried bombing the Pentagon, nobody would waste time investigating a worthless loser like you.

Like people sayAmerica has a population of 300 million, but over a billion registered online identities. Where are the other 700 million? Ghosts? Alan chuckled.

Exactly. Welcome to the free West Coast! Dominic fist-bumped him.

Thanks for the warm welcome, bro, but honestly, I'd rather be sleeping in my own bed right now. Alan sighed.

A broken ship still has three pounds of nails, as the saying went.

The West Coast was no paradise.

Dominic, by the way, where did you get your Texas ID? Alan asked.

Easy. Its no secret, Dominic said. You just go to OnlyFake, pay fifteen bucks, and their AI generates a realistic California license with any name, info, address, expiry date, and signature you want.

With that, you can apply for bank cards online, drive cars, transfer property, buy cigarettes and alcohol, verify social media, shop online, and pass crypto exchange verifications.

Offline is harder, though. Barcodes and passport chips need professional machines and people to print them. Immigration will catch you if they check.

But honestly, as long as you don't travel abroad or do anything stupid, nobody will check.

Teaching others how to get fake IDs would land you in jail in most countries.

But this was America.

Even the police chiefs son probably carried a stack of fakes, and politicians ignored it like they did everything else.

Since AI emerged, fake ID generation had exploded. Online was easier than offline, foreign IDs were better than local ones, and out-of-state IDs were better than in-state because nobody bothered to check distant places.

Back then you needed Photoshop to manually tweak details before printing. Now AI could exploit every loophole. It was unstoppable.

But fake was still fake. Only legit channels could get you real status. That was the rule of the bald eagle nation.

Alan had just arrived here, broke and with no connections. A fake ID was better than nothing to fool ordinary people.

Forged Documents Lv. 0: Dominic has taught you some basic techniques.

Land of the free. Home of daily shootouts.

Chapter 2 Getting Rich Collecting Cans

Alan, what about you? Why are you living on the streets? Dominic asked.

Homeless? Why? What makes you say that? Dont I look like a tourist from Asia who just got here?

Alan thought he didn't look that much like a homeless guy.

Look at my clothes, manthis is a brand-new starter skin.

In survival games, most characters start out wearing nothing but boxers anyway.

You don't, Dominic shrugged. But no one sits around in just beach shorts for two hours in February. Most people are still wearing hoodies. You also came out of the shelter, and unless you're talking so clearly because you're high, that place only serves people without jobs.

Alan blinked in surprise. You could be a detective, bro.

Wait you were watching me for two hours?

narrowed his eyes at Dominic suspiciously. Look, I'm not into guys, okay? Dont tell me you're trying to take me home.

Dominic rolled his eyes. I was just after your can. I hang around these streets all the time. Collecting cans is one of my main sources of income.

added, I don't really have a home, but at least I've got a tent.

How much can you make selling cans? Alan perked up at the mention of money.

was completely broke. Living off free food at shelters wasn't a long-term plan.

Without an ID, he couldn't get a normal job. As an Asian guy at the bottom of the food chain, he couldn't wash dishes faster than the Mexicans, and he couldn't loot stores better than the Black dudes.

Collecting recyclables, opening loot boxesmaybe that was the most dignified and profitable option for now.

There were over a million can collectors in the U. S. each year. At least it was a job that kept you alive.

Prices vary by location and day, Dominic explained. The place I usually go to is at 156 16th Street in the Fifth District. Five cents per can, four cents per clear plastic bottle. If you sell by weight, its much cheaper per pound.

Last time, I spent a few hours behind the Orange Bar and Carnation Club digging cans out of dumpsters. Made 64 bucks. I even found a Cartier watch!

In rich neighborhoods, you can find anythinggold, diamonds, cocoa, cigarettes, weed, cash, brand-new unopened rice cookers, wine, daily necessities, even designer clothes. You can sell it all at the recycling station.

I make about 200 to 800 dollars a week just from picking up recyclables. If I find valuables in the rich areas, I can even make 2, 000 a week.

Holy crap.

Was collecting recyclables in America really that profitable?

Was the loot drop rate that high?

Alan felt tempted.

Hed looked up local prices before. If you only ate fast food, it wasn't too expensive. A thick burger from McDonalds was $2. 80, street food trucks sold burgers and hot dogs for $1. 50, and a $10 meal could feed an entire family.

I'm eating fast food anywaywho cares about health?

For clothes and shoes, the dollar store or higher-end thrift shops were good enough.

Discount stores even had deals like two T-shirts for $2. 80. But sadly, Alans pockets were emptier than his dignity.

only had a single coin he'd picked up from the streetnot enough to buy anything.

Even Dominics Adidas tracksuit wasn't worth much. Outdated models were cleared out for a few bucks in discount stores.

Branded goods werent a big deal here. Every homeless person had at least one.

Hed just seen a Black girl wearing a full Nike outfit earlier. No idea if it was from looting or something else.

But isnt competition fierce for this kind of work? Alan asked.

Of course. Its hard to get into rich areas. Every street has homeless people staking their claim. Shelters also have people collecting cans. I mostly rummage through mall dumpsters or follow people like you and grab their empties. The income is unstable.

Dominic continued, But this isnt my main income source. You know, collecting recyclables causes lots of conflicts. To make real money, you need to avoid fights. Its hard work.

A lot of homeless people are addicts. They don't have the patience or strength for this. Sometimes my friends and I just take stuff from stores or alleys.

said it calmly, like it was the most normal thing in the world.

Okay, got it. But I'm homeless now. Do you know where I can get a free tent or supplies?

Alan pulled out a coin and sighed. This is my only dollar. I can't buy anything with it.

Dominic glanced at it and corrected him, Thats a penny, Alan.

?

Alan froze.

Then he exploded. Fxxk! ! This is a penny? ! Who the hell bothers minting coins worth less than the metal theyre made of? Are Americans all this bored? Or is there some hidden profit behind it?

honestly couldn't tell the difference between a dollar coin and a penny. Who would pay attention to that? In an age where mobile payments were everywhere, no one carried cash anymore.

barely recognized his own countrys currency these days. The new designs always looked fake to him.

One dollar turning into one cent.

It was like kicking a poor man when he was down.

Dominic watched Alan rant and sighed. Alan, I wish I could help, but I don't have any extra money either. Maybe you can pawn something valuable to buy a cheap tent. Otherwise, someone will steal whatever you're carrying.

Youre right, but bro, look at me. Seriously, tell mewhat do I have that's worth pawning? My ass?

Alan spread his hands helplessly.

All he had on was a pair of beach shorts.

Did he look like he was shirtless in February to show off his body? Like he was doing street art?

No. He just didn't have any clothes.

If you don't mind, you can stay with me under Bridge 19 tonight. Theres an extra mattress and tent from a friend. Shelters also hand out tents and clothes for free every week, or you can figure something else out, Dominic suggested after thinking it over.

Thanks so much, man.

Alans gratitude was genuine. Then he froze again. Wait you really do want to take me home, don't you

Did Americans harvest kidneys too?

grew wary. But your friend wont mind?

She got arrested, Dominic said casually.

oh. My condolences.

That one line left Alan speechless. But at least it confirmed Dominic was probably genuinely being kind.

After all, tents in California were expensive! San Francisco once spent $18. 2 million to provide 260 tents across six homeless camps, which averaged $60, 000 per tent per year

Oh! Shit! !

What kind of garbage bureaucracy was this?

If not for Dominic, he wouldve been sleeping on the street tonight for sure.

Its fine. Shell be out soon. She only took stuff worth less than $950. Just unlucky that a patrolling cop caught her in the rich area. The owner reported the stuff missing, and she was charged with theft. She needs to pay a $200 fine or stay locked up for twenty days.

Dominic didn't seem bothered at all. California law treated theft under $950 as a misdemeanor if no one was harmed.

Yeah, it was technically a crime. But unless you were caught red-handed, the cops usually didn't care.

Even if you were caught, if it was your first offense, youd just get a verbal warning.

But if the cop was having a bad day or you were a repeat offender, theyd fine you $200 to $1, 000 and lock you up for half a month.

Serious cases could get you half a year to five years in prison, and bail was expensive.

Alan could only sighWest Coast freedom, indeed.

Chapter 3 Claiming Starter Supplies

Walking along the street, stopping here and there, Alan learned more survival tips from Dominic.

Before he knew it, they arrived near the Bali Relief Food Truck on Market Street, where a long line had already formed.

Dominic shared his two and a half years of wilderness survival experience on the West Coast.

Alan, see this? When you go for free meals, always pick the places with long lines. The food actually tastes better. The ones with no line serve rock-hard bread, bitter drinks, and chicken that's basically cardboard. Its like theyre just dumping expired stock onto the homeless.

No need to doubt that, bro.

As long as homeless people didn't starve to death, no one cared.

Who were they to be picky anyway?

In glorious America, even taxpayers drank sweet lead-flavored water, let alone social trash like them.

At least the drinks and water they gave out didn't contain chemical castrating agents to sterilize you or cause heart disease and cancer that doubled your sudden death risk. Just being able to breathe on the streets was already a mercy from their dear congressmen.

Urban Street Survival Lv. 1 (Basic): Essential skills for the homeless, covering scavenging, avoiding trouble, and general street survival. Influences your intelligence gathering focus.

Bro, I can already smell the beef. Sure, it might be zombie meat that's been frozen for who knows how long, but whateverfood is food.

Alan chuckled. He wasn't picky.

Unless it was completely inedible, he could eat anything.

What, could it taste worse than plain boiled chicken breast?

No way.

Hed chewed down bitter melon, black garlic, and fermented eggs without flinching. Was he going to cry about American street food?

People whod never truly starvedshaking from hunger at midnight, trembling all over, feeling like anything could fill that voidwouldnt understand this feeling. Back then, his blood sugar had probably dropped too low.

At this point, he'd eat whatever he could get. Free food meant he wouldn't starve.

No money, no statusno matter the country, poor people ate crap.

The Bali Food Truck is funded by a Fortune 500 food company in California. They travel around to homeless camps, and the foods decent. They even hand out daily necessities sometimes, Dominic explained.

Among the homeless in Fifth District LA, Balis meals were legendary.

If five stars was the maximum, they were easily a 4. 5-star welfare spot.

The downside was their unpredictable schedule. They never announced arrival times, and supplies ran out fast.

In two and a half years scavenging the streets, Dominic had only eaten their food a few dozen times. Hed gotten towels, thermos flasks, and even a pack of off-brand weed cigarettes once.

sold them immediately. There were always Black brothers on the street needing that stuff.

After half an hour in line, Alan finally got his meal.

Beef pasta, a box of fresh juice with a straw, and a chilled fruit platter.

gave a thumbs-up to the Black guy handing out meals. Thank you, he said, earning a smile and blessing in return.

When asked where he was from, Alan replied without hesitation:

I come from Japan! !

Germany? Good! Very, very good! !

The old Black man apparently had hearing problems. Alan clearly said he was Japanese, but the guy heard German.

And he believed it, grinning as he said in broken German, Ich mag deutsche Schnheiten! !

Wtf.

You like German beauties? Whats that got to do with me?

I sure don't care.

Finding a spot on the street, Alan sat down to eat. After tasting the Bali meal, he nodded in approval. Not bad.

Fresh Juice turned out to be both the product name and brand.

The chilled fruit platter was just chopped fruit tossed with ice cubes in a plastic bag, plus a white foam tray and a plastic fork.

The fruit was so cold it almost hurt his teeth.

No wonder Bali Food Truck was listed as an E-tier daily intel.

The food was healthy and decent quality.

Of course, not bad was compared to other charity meals. At least it was nutritious and wouldn't kill you.

Bali Foods donated their unsold stock to the homeless, scoring tax deductions, clearing inventory, gaining a good reputation, and boosting sales. Win-win.

polished off the beef pasta in minutes, drank the juice, and forked the last mango piece into his mouth. Balanced nutrition. Full of energy.

Dominic tossed his trash in the bin and asked, Alan, wanna come get some daily supplies? I know a shelter nearby. The staff there are my friends. Theyre cool with helping me out.

Of course, Alan agreed immediately. He was short on everything.

Following behind Dominic felt like being a newbie tagging along with a max-level player to farm loot.

After winding through several alleys, they arrived at the back door of Green Shelter. Dominic typed out a text and sent it. Two minutes later, he knocked.

The blue metal door opened, and a tall East Slavic woman in her thirties stepped out.

Seeing Dominics pretty face, she smiled warmly.

Hey, Dominic, havent seen you in days. Whatve you been up to lately?

Hi, Reena. Same old stuff. This is my friend Alan. He just got here today and couldn't get supplies earlier. Could you spare him some daily items and old clothes? I also need a bottle of water.

Proof that good looks and a smooth tongue never failed.

Reenas eyes mostly stayed on Dominic, only glancing at Alan before focusing back on Dominic with a smile.

Of course, sweetheart. Tell your friend to wait a moment.

She turned back inside.

Dominic noticed Alans meaningful gaze and explained quickly, Reenas a really good friend. Shes marriedwell, was. Divorced years ago after some relationship issues. Shes strong and kind, lives alone, used to run a car wash and even paid alimony to her ex.

But with the economic crash, businesses shut down everywhere. She couldn't afford rent, so she closed the car wash and took this stable shelter job. She lives here too.

I sometimes stay here overnight. Winters are freezing, you know. Reena has hot water, and there are spare beds with old heaters in the staff rooms upstairs.

I get it, bro. You don't need to explain, Alan said immediately, nodding with a serious I wont gossip expression.

With looks like Dominics, itd be weird if he didn't have women helping him.

Soon Reena came back out with supplies.

Alan received a large 2. 5L bottle of generic bottled water, a black backpack filled with travel-sized toiletriestowel, shower gel, shampoo, lotionand even a few blue condoms.

Hidden perks. The starter pack for every street newbie.

Chapter 4 Before Marriage Shes Ashe, After Marriage Illaoi

There arent many clothes left. Just this hoodie and these shoes, Reena said apologetically.

No worries, as long as theyre clothes, Alan replied.

took the black hoodie and size-43 sneakers, slipped them on, and stomped his feet. Finally, he felt some warmth return to his body.

Thank you, Reena, Dominic said, giving her a grateful hug.

Reena used the moment to extend an invitation. Dominic, do you want to stay here tonight?

Oh, I'd love to, but I need to look after my friend Alan. He just got here. He doesnt know the street rules and could get into trouble easily.

Dominic turned her down gently.

Alright, your friend does need help, Reena said understandingly.

Then she added suddenly, I almost forgot, there's something I need to give your friend. Could you come inside and find it for me, Dominic? Its a red plastic mug.

Of course. Dominic went inside without hesitation, clearly familiar with the place.

Now only Alan and Reena remained in the alley.

Reena looked him over with a slight smile. Hello, Alan. I'm Reena. Dominic probably already told you about me.

She wore a sleeveless tank top, denim shorts, and sandals. Her golden hair and blue eyes framed a delicate face. Over thirty, divorced, she radiated a mature elegance tinged with quiet exhaustion from life.

She folded her arms under her ample chest, leaning casually against the doorway.

Hello, Reena, nice to meet you.

Alan felt a little awkward. Are you Russian?

Yeah, I'm Russian. Dominic said you're from Japan, right? she asked with a polite smile.

"

When did I say I was Japanese oh right, at the food truck earlier.

Damn it, Dominic!

Selective hearing much?

Everyone knew Russians didn't like Japanese. They always joked about shipping them off to Siberia to farm potatoes. On the battlefield, Japanese POWs often got castrated without anesthesiabucket in one hand, knife in the other, snip and bleed, like livestock.

Even the pig farmers in his village werent that brutal.

Alan thought for a second, then replied quickly, I come from China.

Oh, Khitan! Reena nodded, suddenly perking up.

Shed read online that calling a Chinese person Japanese was an insult. But Chinese and Japanese abroad often pretended to be each other, fueling endless drama.

She said, I love your Seoul historical dramasJewel in the Palace, Empresses in the Palace, and Three Kingdoms.

I love them too Alan started to say, then froze. Something felt off.

Reenas face was lit up with excitement, like a failing student finally answering a history question correctly. Alan didn't have the heart to correct her.

So he forced a smile and said, Youre right. When Liu Bei visited Zhuge Liangs cottage three times, that was in Seoul. Seoul has always been an inseparable part of Khitan. I also love the boy band EXO, especially Li Xianghehes amazing at sniping in Banana Dao.

That last bit completely went over Reenas head. She didn't know the reference and just asked, Alan, you just arrived today. What are your plans next?

I'm homeless and undocumented. Its probably impossible for me to find work, so I'll just take it one day at a time, Alan said honestly.

Reena nodded without judgment. In California, his situation was nothing unusual.

She said softly, Then I wish you good luck. I hope this City of Angels brings you some kind of change.

Thank you, Reena. I hope so too, Alan replied gratefully.

They fell silent for a moment.

Alan, how long have you known Dominic? Reena asked.

Even though we get along really well, we actually just met today. Not even three hours ago. It all started with a can worth five cents, Alan chuckled.

Hes a good friend. Always helpful. Meeting him on the streets of LA I consider myself lucky.

Yeah, Dominics well known around here. A lot of people know him, and he helps a lot of them. But many of those people are bad news, Reena said seriously.

Promise me, don't get involved with them. And don't drag Dominic into anything shady, okay? She looked at him like a protective mother.

I was raised to be a decent, honest person. And given my countrys history, I have no interest in dealing with people like that, Alan answered without hesitation.

Good. Alan, if you ever need anything, come to me. At least you can shower here without fighting other homeless people at public baths or bus stations. Out there, its easy to catch AIDS or other diseases. If you ever plan to sleep with someone, use protection.

If you run into trouble, bring Dominic and stay here overnight.

Reena seemed satisfied with his answer. At least this Chinese boy wouldn't cause endless problems for her and Dominic like others had.

I'm sure I'll need help sometime. Thank you, Reena. Your heart is so pure and beautiful, Alan said with a smile.

Oh? Just my heart? Am I not beautiful on the outside too? Reena teased, laughing.

Alan froze for a second.

Before marriage, Ashe; after marriage, Illaoi. Those who knew, knew.

Still, he couldn't say that out loud. So he quickly replied, Of course, you're beautiful too. East Slavic women are very much our countrys type.

Reena beamed at the compliment. Their conversation grew warmer, and she soon learned more about him, confirming he really was Chinese.

Dominic came out with a matcha green plastic cup and a pair of jeans.

I couldn't find a red mug anywhere, Reena, so I brought a green one. And look, there were clothes after all. You probably just didn't check thoroughly.

Oh, I must have remembered wrong, Reena said casually.

Its getting late. We should go. Bye, Reena.

Dominic and Alan waved goodbye.

See you later, handsome boys, Reena said happily, waving back.

Chapter 5 Beacon of Civilization, Dark Forest

Welcome to my home.

Following Dominic, Alan arrived at Bridge 19 in LAs Fifth District.

Dominic set down his bag, turned around with his arms outstretched, a proud smile on his face as he stood on a rock, declaring ownership like a king.

Alan looked around the surprisingly cozy bridge underpass.

There were two blue two-person tents. The area was clean and tidy. A solar lamp lit the space, with wires running to a solar panel fixed to the wall. In one corner stood an old couch and a soot-blackened oil drum.

Iron hooks embedded in the wall held a clothesline with a few garments hanging from it. Next to the blue tent were stacks of black garbage bags full of cans.

Honestly, the living conditions here were far better than he'd expected!

No showers, no heating, unstable electricitybut still, it felt like a remodeled cozy den. Not bad for the base camp of a street survival god whod lived here for two and a half years.

New area unlocked.

You just leave these cans here? Arent you afraid someone might steal them while you're out scavenging? Alan asked, puzzled.

If you're out all day, who stops someone from robbing your stash?

Dont worry.

Dominic shrugged. Yeah, there are plenty of homeless people around here, but I know them all. Strangers get chased off immediately. Surviving on the streets isnt that hard if you follow the rules. No one bothers you.

pulled out a sign with colorful graffiti. At first glance, it looked like a silly rubber duck drawing.

See this? Its the symbol of Lorry Louis 19. Its a group formed by friends whove stayed in these bridge camps long-term. As long as you're one of us, no one steals from you, and no one dares bully you.

Sometimes, when the shelters stop distributing food for too long, people invite you to go shopping at the 24-hour supermarkets and discount stores nearby.

"

You guys really make looting sound so poetic.

If you ever see groups of Black guys wearing red or blue, don't hesitateturn around and leave immediately, Dominic warned seriously.

then gave Alan a detailed breakdown of LAs gang map and street survival rules.

Here he was, supposedly standing beneath the beacon of human civilization, yet it felt like he was trapped under the laws of the Dark Forest. So this was the legendary West Coast?

Alan doubted his life choices.

The gangs here were beyond what he'd imagineddozens, if not hundreds, each controlling their own turf.

Hed only ever seen them in movies or games like GTA: San Andreas. Reality was far worse.

This was the West Coast. Accidentally stepping into gang territory, lingering too long, or looking a Black guy in the eyes could get you surrounded by thugs cursing you outor worse, shot.

Every district in LA had gang activity. District 13 was the most concentrated, even featured in documentaries.

The famous African American gangs: Crips and Bloods. Deadly rivalsblue and red. As always, red and blue made the ultimate ship.

Hispanic (Latino) gangs: Californias 18th Street, Florence 13, MS-13.

18th Street was the undisputed king among LA gangs, rivaled only by Florence 13. Even Crips and Bloods didn't mess with them.

MS-13, squeezed between them, survived off scrapsdrug dealing, extortion, human trafficking.

Motorcycle gangs: Hells Angels MC, Outlaws MC.

The former started as WWII veterans who rode Harleys, preaching freedom and justice. But they were anything but cleanguns, drugs, and sex club monopolies funded them. Nearly every strip club branch ran weed grow houses.

Quick growth cycles, fast cashone grow house could rake in over $40, 000 weekly.

Outlaws MC, on the other hand, were unorganized young white criminalspsychos on bikes, traveling state to state committing random murders.

Other gangs included the Mafia, Asian Boyz, Wah Ching, United Bamboo, Aryan Brotherhood, and countless street-level cliques.

Dominic explained that Lorry Louis 19 wasn't really a gang. It was just a homeless mutual aid group under Bridge 19, basically a beggars union.

Such groupings were commonjunkies stuck with junkies, the homeless with the homeless, scavengers with scavengers. Different circles, same lack of a home.

Most female junkies and beggars were controlled by gangsters, forced to pay protection fees and provide sexual services. Nights on these streets were dangerous. Without a group, you wouldn't survive.

Street homeless gangs often fought each other, but sometimes they had shared missionslike supermarket looting.

Usually, small gangs would lead, recruiting the homeless and even slum residents, handing out cash, weed, and bats to get them involved.

If you refused, youd get ostracized. Next time you queued for food at a shelter, youd be pushed to the end.

Try snitching? See what happens. Youd be dead within a day.

But Lorry Louis 19 rarely participated in such activities. Most of them could get by on their own. Only when truly desperate would they join looting sprees.

Dominic introduced Alan to some of the other bridge dwellers.

Alan didn't remember most of them, except for one Black guy.

The group was named after him.

Big Lorry was a 2. 1-meter tall Black man, once a star football defensive tackle. Hed been in gangs too, but an accident ruined his knee, ending his career.

His car and house got repossessed. Student loans unpaid, credit ruined, he ended up on the streets.

Hed received six months of unemployment benefits, barely scraping by, then the payments stopped. God knows where that money ended up.

Now he survived by collecting trash, washing car windows at intersections, just drifting through life. All his money went to weed. Meals came from shelters. He lived like a wasted shell of a man.

Still, he was their deterrent. At 2. 1 meters, he was intimidating as hell. Who wouldn't think twice?

Big Lorry lived in the east tunnel of Bridge 19, basically the neighborhoods gold-plated signboard. Other homeless wouldn't dare come here uninvited.

Even the gangs gave him face. Hed been a pro athlete. In the Black community, that meant something. As long as he didn't cause trouble, no one would mess with him.

Alan didn't know much about football, but he'd heard only monsters played it. The rest played basketball.

What a waste. If he'd gone into basketball instead, he mightve been the next Shaquille ONeal.

So if I want to stay here long-term without getting harassed or chased off by cops, do I need to pay Big Lorry a fee every month? Is that how I guarantee safety? Alan asked.

You don't need to worry about that, Alan. This area is an abandoned zone. Cops rarely come here. If something happens, our friends will warn us in advance.

No one charges rent here. Everyone gathers voluntarily. But if someone hurts one of us, you need to stand up and help. Keep your hands clean, too. Otherwise, youll end up like those truly homeless, sleeping on random sidewalks, getting kicked around until you die alone.

People like uswere entrepreneurs in a way. Some of us will eventually leave the streets, Dominic said.

But try not to get too close to street people. They do a lot of bad things.

Starting a business from looting and recycling, huh?

It was an idea.

A rough patch wasn't the end of the world.

Chapter 6 Credit System

Alan gradually understood that there were two types of homeless people.

One was the hopeless typeillegal immigrants with no papers, addicts, and the mentally ill.

The other consisted of the bankrupt or those forced onto the streets by family problems.

Among them were many highly educated people.

There were senior programmers who ended up homeless after their companies went bankrupt and they couldn't find new jobs. There were PhD scientists whod worked at Microsoft and Compaq but spent all their money on medical bills and lost their homes.

There were veterans declared legally dead, millionaires ruined when their companies collapsed, celebrities drowning in debt, and old redneck couples collecting cans to make ends meet after harvest season.

Even once-successful city council members whod been fired after political scandals, unable to pay rent, ended up on the streets.

Talent everywhere.

But most were just social rejects, bottom-tier labor with nowhere else to go.

In America, no house meant no job. No job meant no money.

You needed a place to live to get a job.

But you needed a job to pay for a place to live.

If your credit collapsed, it broke this cycle. You were eliminated from the system, permanently locked out.

From one extreme to another. From law-abiding citizen to petty thief. From heaven to hell. That was the bottom logic of the credit system.

No credit meant no rental, no job, and eventually starvation. If you refused to beg, loot stores, scavenge trash, or sell your bodywhat else could you do?

The lucky ones lived in cars, with stable camps and friends. The less fortunate slept in tents, or simply on the street.

Having a car counted as an asset. You could still get low-end jobs. But at best youd earn $2, 000 a month.

That was in California, where minimum wage was relatively high. In other states, it was only $7. 25 an hour. In some, as low as $5. 15.

After paying federal tax, state tax, personal income tax, and daily consumption tax, you couldn't save anything. You barely stayed afloat. Some said it was easier just to live on the streets.

If you had no job, you were homeless, but you could get a few hundred dollars in benefits, SNAP food stamps, welfare, free meals, and charity health checks. Because you were a vulnerable group.

If you got a bottom-tier job, you paid taxes, rent, utilities, food, transportyour welfare vanished instantly. No more food stamps, no more shelter help.

Because you were no longer vulnerable.

Homeless people attracted public attention, whether for genuine charity or just to polish liberal reputations.

No one cared how a poor worker lived. They cared about homeless peoples stories. A single viral tale could trigger an outpouring of sympathy.

Like that homeless man who spent his last twenty bucks on gas for a stranded female driver. The story went viral, raising over $400, 000 on GoFundMe.

Later it turned out to be a scam. The couple and the homeless man fell out over splitting the money and ended up suing each other. All three went to prison for fraud.

After that, homeless people found it harder to panhandle both online and on the streets.

Having a job and a house meant no one judged you. Even if you worked yourself to death, you kept your dignity.

But dignity didn't feed you.

Low-end jobs barely covered living costs. Only after years of saving and slowly building credit could you afford a proper rental and escape the motel life.

And because you earned a thousand dollars more per month through hard labor, it was like youd committed a sinyour benefits vanished overnight. Who could endure that?

If you could survive without working, why break your back for scraps?

That was the mentality of many hopeless homeless people. But not everyone.

Not all homeless people accepted their fate. Especially those with ambition, who had once tasted luxury. They burned with the desire to climb back up.

Others, like Dominic, chose homelessness themselves due to family issues.

had no debts, no credit problems, no addictions. Even without hustling for cans every morning, he could use his blue passport to get a few hundred dollars in benefits each month. Life was still okay, and he had hope of returning to normal society.

But he was used to street life. His circle was all homeless people. Reintegrating into society was hard, and he lacked practical skills.

Ask him how many cans itd take to buy a buildinghed answer in a second, his brain calibrated to can metrics.

A coffee costs how many cans, a sandwich how many cans, a car how many cans.

Put him in an office pushing stocks and adscould he do it?

No way.

Dominic couldn't live without cans, just like Black gangs couldn't live without looting, or homeless people without soup kitchens.

was the Emperor of Cans. Forcing him to abandon it would ruin him.

No wonder some grouped all homeless people together and marched in protests. It wasn't unjustified.

Many were once educated eliteswine, champagne, luxury cars, dignity, dreams, ambition. Until reality knocked them down.

But as long as you didn't fall into gambling, drugs, or prostitution, if you worked hard, saved money, rebuilt your credit, rented a place, found a jobyou could climb back up.

Even washing car windows for a dollar each, collecting cans, looting stores to reselllittle by little, you could rise again.

But only if your spirit didn't break. You needed a will of iron.

Opiates and legal weed were the final obstacles for many old-timers.

Even if you made it back up, taxes, marketing scams, workplace betrayals, credit crises, bankruptcythey waited just beyond.

Looking back, maybe rotting in place was easier.

As they said: once homeless, always homeless.

Homelessness was an attitude. Buying a car or renting an apartment was just a phase. Resetting to zero was the end.

Listening to Dominics stories, Alan thoughtliving in America was exhausting.

A paradise for the rich, a hell for the poor.

just didn't want to live so hard.

They sat on the old couch, chatting. The topics soon lightenedgames, food, guns, martial arts, their favorite adult film actresses.

When it grew late, Dominic got up and gathered his belongings from his tent.

Alan, you sleep in my tent tonight. I'll sleep in my friends tent.

Good arrangement, Alan nodded. Hed felt awkward about sleeping in a strange girls tent, but Dominic had thought ahead.

Good night, Alan.

Good night, Dominic.

Alan lay down in the blue tent. His first night surviving in the wild felt novel. But sleep soon claimed him.

The next morning.

Alan was woken by his Daily Intel notifications.

Daily Intel: Bali Relief Food Truck will serve double cheeseburgers with 330ml Pepsi and cream ice cream cake at 9: 30 AM on Twin Alley Street.

Daily Intel: Carnation Club, 134 Hopson Street, green dumpster in the alley contains a large number of recyclable cans and clear plastic bottles.

Daily Intel: A homeless man died in Alley 27, Fifth District. Theres $3. 80 in his back pocket.

Another homeless death?

The mortality rate here was ridiculous.

Freedom, West Coast style.

checked the time. 8: 45 AM.

Without hesitation, Alan shook Dominic awake.

If they were late, theyd miss the feast.

Chapter 7 The Early Bird Gets the Worm

Morning, Alan. Its not even ten yet. Isnt it a bit early for you to be up? Dominic mumbled sleepily, his golden hair cascading over his shoulders.

Damn, Alan thought, if only he were a woman

probably suffered a lot growing up looking like that.

Come on, man, time to eat. The early bird gets the worm. You don't want to spend your whole life under a bridge, do you? Alan urged him.

Youre right but I still wanna sleep a bit. Can you bring me back some food later? Dominic yawned, rejecting the hunting invitation.

Ok, no problem.

Thank you, buddy.

Alan watched him pull the tent flap shut again, feeling a bit helpless.

Looks like he'd be foraging solo on his first full day here.

On the free-spirited West Coast, besides the sweet air, the homeless really did live however they pleased, only doing what they felt like.

For now, relying on Dominics generosity, Alan felt it would be rude to push further. He didn't even own a tent yet.

washed quickly to save water, stretched on the open ground, and went through his striking drills before warming up with a run.

Hed always had a good fitness routine. His muscles were dense and powerful, giving him strength beyond an average man. Friends once joked his skeleton was built for combat.

Hed trained systematically in MMA at their suggestion.

Hed fought plenty of street matches and bounty fights, with a record of 72 wins, 2 losses, and 2 draws, including 66 KOs.

Brute force made miracles.

Yesterday, returning with Dominic in the dark, he hadnt noticed his surroundings. Now he saw colorful graffiti and goofy yellow duck drawings on the buildings.

The whole area from Bridge 19 to the abandoned construction site was part of Lorry Louis 19s territory.

Americas street art culturemarking territory, just like dogs pissing on poles.

Near the buildings and shelters, countless colorful tents clustered like little tombs. Empty liquor bottles, piles of ash from burnt trash, soot-blackened oil drums littered the streets.

A beautiful sight indeed.

Up ahead, he saw a mixed-race Black girl emerge from her tent, stretching her arms high above her head.

Her curves were insane. Narrow waist, wide hips, a killer figure.

Outside her camo tent sat a battered skateboard and a Target foldable bike.

West Coast women really didn't care about exposure. In the morning sun, her smooth brown butt gleamed like satin.

Black girls really did have the smoothest skin he'd ever seen.

Waitwhat was she doing now?

Oh my god.

A fountain? !

She really was that bold? !

Alan was stunned.

Maybe she assumed no other homeless would be awake at this hour.

She squatted by the road to relieve herself, then lazily picked up a water bottle and toothbrush to start washing up.

Alan jogged closer, admiring the view, and greeted her cheerfully, Hey, good morning! Girl, youve got an amazing body! Do you have a boyfriend?

The girl froze, staring at him, then her eyes widened in horror. Tears welled up as she scrambled to stand. Fxxk! ! Where the hell did you come from? !

Alan stopped, watching her panic and rush back into her tent, leaving little puddles behind.

Did she dig a hole in the dirt with that stream?

Impressive.

When she re-emerged in a beige tank top and camo shorts, Alan quickly apologized. Sorry, I didn't mean to scare you. I'm new here. You can call me Alan.

Simone, she said gruffly, still glaring at him. Youre lucky, bro. My boyfriend dumped me recently. If he was here, he'd beat the crap out of you!

Oh, sorry to hear that. But honestly, he must be blind to let a girl like you go, Alan said sincerely.

Simone softened at the compliment, her glare fading.

She sighed, Its complicated, bro. Relationships always are. But I dumped him. He was an addict, there was no future.

Hed been hooked on ketamine, which landed him on the streets. He kept promising to quit and find work to pay his debts, but he relapsed in days, stole her money, and lied about it. She finally kicked him out.

Worse, he was all show and no substance. In high school, he was popular, always at clubs and strip joints. Years of wild living wrecked his body.

Later he tried masking his insecurity with extreme bodybuildingprotein powder, painkillers, ketamine ending up with prostate issues, kidney problems, hair loss.

Hed once been a quick finisher. Now, even with Viagra, he couldn't get it up at all.

White boys useless.

Alan listened, nodding. To make amends, he said, Well, since were neighbors now, if your ex ever comes back to bother you, just let me know. I'll make sure he gets a beating hell never forget.

cracked his knuckles.

Simone gave him a skeptical look. Bro are you kidding me?

She saw a tall, slim Asian guy, maybe 5'11", hidden under an oversized hoodie. He looked completely unthreatening.

Alan said confidently, Dont underestimate me. I'm an Asian UFO MMA boxing champion. You know, boxers never fear street fights. They call me Little Mike Tyson!

UFO? Dont you mean UFC? Simone asked, rolling her eyes.

She had a signed Conor McGregor poster at homegranted, it was an old tattered one her ex left behind as a breakup gift because he was too broke for anything else.

In my country, we call it UFO. Only alien-level fighters like me qualify, Alan grinned. Girl, your ex was trash. Good thing you dumped him. Otherwise, you wouldn't have met me today.

Simone couldn't help but laugh at his self-assured charm.

Sometimes, confidence was the most attractive trait.

Ok, so you're an Asian boxing champ, ha? Annyeonghaseyo? she teased.

I come from China, Alan corrected firmly.

Oh, sorry.

N ho, she said with an apologetic smile.

Chapter 8 Checking In for Supplies

You too.

Alan smiled. I'm about to grab some relief food. I got a tip about where the Bali Relief Food Truck will be today. Want to come with me?

Yeah.

Simone agreed happily. She grabbed her toothbrush and cup. Give me three minutes, okay?

Of course.

Alan answered without hesitation.

Three minutes later, Simone finished freshening up. She threw on a jacket, pulled a knitted beanie over her hair, grabbed her folding bike and backpack, and walked onto the road. Clearly, she wasn't the type to waste time.

Maybe it was her natural laid-back attitude, but she quickly brushed aside what happened earlier. Alan, how did you end up here anyway?

Dominic brought me. Hes a good friend of mine, Alan replied.

Oh. Simone visibly relaxed. So you're going to be staying here too? Welcome to Lorry Louis 19.

She raised her fist ceremoniously.

Thanks. Alan bumped her fist with his own.

Were you working out earlier? Dominic usually doesnt wake up until noon. Why didn't you sleep in too? Simone asked, curious.

Shed been here a long time, but this was the first time she saw such an energetic homeless guy.

Most homeless people wandered around half-dead, never quite full but never fully starving either.

They only showed any hint of joy when picking up their welfare checks or food stamps.

Otherwise, they drifted aimlessly, pushing carts piled high with bags scavenged from zero-dollar store raids.

What wore them down wasn't just hunger but the constant mental exhaustion. Without firm boundaries, most lost their sanity over time.

Alan smiled. Maybe its because I just got here. I'm used to sleeping and waking early, and its hard to break the habit. But you're up early too, Simone. Youre the only person I saw outside. Youre really hardworking.

Of course. I still have to work.

Simone seemed pleased by the compliment. I found a decent day job on the streets. I clean and deliver food at an Indian restaurant. But, of course, that also means dealing with workplace harassment sometimes.

How did you get a job without a permanent address? Alan asked, genuinely curious.

Its complicated. I stayed with a friend for a while. They helped me fill out paperwork and pass the housing verification checks so the company thought I had a stable address, Simone explained.

But community services do random checks. I couldn't keep imposing on my friend, so I paid a rental company to rent me a non-existent apartment. Its just paperwork. The place is uninhabitablecollapsed buildings or gutted motelsbut the address is still legally registered. It only costs a small fee per week. That way, my info checks out online, and I can get a job.

The benefit was that on welfare distribution days, you could cancel the rental instantly, become homeless again, and re-qualify for benefits and food stamps.

Simone shrugged. But sometimes mail from work gets lost, or employees at the rental place throw it out as trash. Thats how I lost a few jobs before. I almost ended up blacklisted as untrustworthy.

Policy loopholes within loopholes Alan thought, amazed.

These old locals really knew how to survive.

But if you're working now, shouldnt you have enough to stay off the streets?

Thats where my ex comes in! Simone snapped, her mood turning sour. My life was almost back on track, but he didn't want to break up. He came to my job and caused a scene, got me fired, and they blacklisted me as untrustworthy. I hate him so much.

She sighed. Now I work at this Indian restaurant. Its shady as hell. They pay me $15. 20 an houronly twenty cents above Californias minimum wage.

And the way those Indian guys look at me its disgusting. Always trying to cop a feel. Sometimes I wanna smash a tray into their faces and storm out.

If I were you, I'd definitely punch them. Make sure they never dare harass anyone again, Alan said seriously.

I want to. But honestly, bro, I like money more than dignity, Simone said helplessly. This is life. Welcome to the West Coast. Welcome to Los Santos. Everyone here loves smoking something.

I get you.

Alan laughed. Yo, West Coast, we selling music and coco.

Wo~

Simone laughed out loud. Now he sounded like a true West Coast local. Gangsta rap always talked about music and coke. She respected that he knew his stuff.

They chatted as they walked, quickly becoming closer.

She officially became Alans third friend on the West Coast.

Human interaction was simple, really.

Aside from extremists and outright scum, racism wasn't as widespread as people thought.

Confidence attracted respect, as long as you were on the same social level and had topics in common.

A homeless guy couldn't exactly pat the California governor on the back, after all.

A few minutes later.

They reached the Bali Relief Food Truck, arriving with the first group in line.

Alan picked up two meals. Double cheeseburgers, Pepsi, and cream ice cream cake.

Damn, he thought. I'm eating better than I used to.

And it was all free.

Sometimes, the basic welfare for homeless people here really wasn't bad.

That cake alone probably cost over ten bucks. Topped with strawberries, rich with industrial cream.

Unlike back home, where teach a man to fish was the policy, here they didn't care about providing jobs. They needed homeless people to exist, so they just gave them the basicslet them rot in peace. The government had nothing left but debt and money anyway.

During elections, giving out $6001000 monthly was enough to buy their loyalty.

Feed them so they don't bite the hand that feeds them. Then theyd vote exactly as told.

Under eviction policies, if you couldn't pay rent, youd be thrown out. Single mothers with kids filled the streets. The richer the city, the more homeless people it had, because welfare was more generous.

Many homeless came from out of state, traveling thousands of miles for relief meals. Then they were trapped, never able to leave.

After all, it wasn't senators paying for thisit was capital. Corporations wrote it off as tax deductions, just a drop in the bucket enough to feed millions of homeless. Even then, some still skimmed off the top.

When they needed votes, the homeless were treated as people. When they werent useful anymore they were left to die.

Who cared?

Chapter 9 Loot Boxes

Simone grabbed two boxes of donuts from another relief station.

The two of them exchanged food and sat by the roadside. It was past nine in Los Angeles, but the streets werent too busy yet. Homeless people were already pushing their carts, wandering around.

Some staggered like zombies, half-conscious, clearly still high from last nights fix.

Cops from the South District were starting their shifts, tapping on tents with batons. If no one was inside, theyd slap on eviction notices, forcing any homeless blocking main streets to move.

Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh Avenues were notorious for being packed with homeless peoplehundreds of streets lined with tents.

Just like the 13th Street District, where gang conflicts were so intense that even heavily armed cops wouldn't set foot in its alleys without coming out full of bullet holes.

This area wasn't some fancy urban center either. It was in the southern ghetto of Los Angeles, just under half an hours drive from downtown.

Los Santos, as Americas second-largest city, was sprawling, with nearly 50, 000 streets in total.

The rich and famous only lived in places like Beverly Hills, Santa Monica beachfront villas, Manhattan Beach in South LA, Brentwood, Seville Beach, or Corona del Marfar from Skid Row.

Those with some means would move to downtown or other districts: Hollywood Boulevard, Sunset Boulevard, Perro Avenue, Dragon Avenue, West Hollywood. Anywhere but the southern ghettos.

Here, it was just homeless people and addicts huddled together. The local economy was dead, tax income dried up, and police resources were scarce.

Crime rates skyrocketed, chaos reigned, and no capital wanted to invest and create jobs, creating a vicious, irreversible cycle.

The poor got poorer, the rich got richer.

Walking these streets, youd see two worlds separated by a single block.

One street gleamed with luxury cars, mansions, champagne nights, and tight security.

The next was filled with junkies shooting up, rotting garbage, and the stench of decay.

Gangbangers fired shots all day, bullets whizzing past your scalp.

I don't like ice cream cakes. Makes me fat. You can have mine.

Seeing Alan wolf down his ice cream cake, Simone handed hers to him too.

Thank you, sweetheart, Alan said solemnly, giving her a salute.

Hed only eaten two meals since yesterday. His protein and calorie intake were dangerously low. To maintain his shredded physique and fighting power, he needed proper nutrition.

This cake came at the perfect time. Junk food or not, it was better than nothing.

Bless this girl.

I'm off to work. See you, Alan.

After finishing her four-star relief meal, Simone was in a good mood. She gave him her social media handle before hopping on her bike and riding away.

See you, Simone.

Watching her leave, Alan felt genuine respect for her.

It wasn't just about her curves or perfect ass.

admired her optimistic, hardworking spiritrare among the homeless.

finished eating, crushed his Pepsi can, and stuffed it into his pocket before heading off to handle business.

Homeless or not, he still had things to do.

walked to Public Alley 24, where his Daily Intel said a body with cash could be found.

His phone still displayed the info, meaning it was still valid.

Prepared to loot the corpse, he arrived to find the alley cordoned off by two police cars, with curious onlookers gathered nearby.

Something was wrong. Alan stopped and asked a homeless black man what happened.

Turns out, a street fight had gone wrong. A group of white bikers had rolled in last night, offering $100 to homeless people to brawl for their entertainment. The winner would get the cash.

But one hit too hard and killed a man. Several others were injured.

The cops werent there to investigate. They were just cleaning up the body and silencing rumors.

One dead homeless man meant nothing.

But apparently the guy who landed the killing blow was pretty strong.

Or maybe the victim was just a frail junkie, his body so wrecked that a light punch shattered him like glass.

Thanks, man, Alan said, turning away.

Good thing he hadnt rushed here first thing. Getting questioned by cops wouldve been a hassle.

strolled over to 134 Wapson Streets Carnation Club.

From the outside, it looked unimpressive, its neon sign chipped and faded. Only at night did its true nature reveal itself.

It was closed during the day, just cleaners dumping bags of trashpaper scraps, used condoms, bottlesinto the back alley dumpsters.

Alan rounded the corner into the alley and saw the place was already occupied.

A few homeless men loitered near the entrance, smoking god-knows-what. Their carts were piled high with all their belongings and bulging trash bags.

From their glazed eyes and blissed-out faces, Alan could tell their cigarettes werent exactly tobacco.

ignored them and walked right in.

Hey, man, didn't anyone tell you this is our turf? one called out.

Seeing an unfamiliar Asian face strut past them, they flicked their butts to the ground, stomped them out, and surrounded him.

Get out of here! one growled, waving him away.

Alan laughed. Homeless people claiming turf like gangs? Thats hilarious.

What the fuck did you just say? Say that again! snarled a tall man with a patchy beard, stepping forward to loom over Alan, eyes bloodshot. He jabbed a dirty finger into Alans chest. Leave. Now. This place is ours.

Alan slapped his hand away without a word, grabbed his collar, and in one swift movestep, pivot, throwsent him flying into a trash can with a crash.

You guys wanna fight? Alan rolled up his sleeves, flexing his forearms. Thick cords of muscle rippled with terrifying power. Come on. Show me what you street junkies got.

The other homeless men sobered up instantly.

O-okay, its yours, man! Were leaving! they stammered, scrambling to haul their fallen friend up and back away.

Theyd never meant to cause trouble. They just wanted to scare him off. But faced with a guy this ripped, they knew they were outmatched.

His wrists alone looked thicker than their ankles. One punch from him could kill.

Hold it.

Alan stopped them, pointing at their trash bags and the overturned dumpster. Pick it up. Clean this shit up.

Day two on the West Coast, and he was already beating down local white hobos.

Damn, this Asian dude was ruthless.

Fearing another beating, they scurried to gather up the cans and bottles for him.

Alan watched their skilled scavenging hands, impressed. These guys were naturals.

Especially the tall one, whod tried to act toughat least 63, scruffy but imposing.

Alan didn't bother them further. Once theyd cleaned up and bagged everything, he handed each of them a dollar as payment.

Of course, the money came from their own pocketsspoils of war.

only had a single cent himself. No way he'd use it on them.

One dollar for the job. Trash for cash. Pure street gangster behavior.

Theyd seen muggers rob cash before, but this was the first time someone robbed both their money and their trash.

Chapter 10 Income from Work

Tell me where you guys live. If I need workers later, I'll call you, Alan said.

Thanks, boss. We don't have a place to stay. Most of the time, were just wandering around these streets, one of the homeless men replied, taking the dollar. They exchanged glances. It wasn't much, but heyat least they werent working for free.

The guy looked tough, but he hadnt bullied them too badly. At least he paid them for their labor, even if he did take their cans

Were they touched by his kindness?

Hell no. They were terrified.

Alan waved them off, telling them not to go too far in case he needed them again.

They agreed verbally, but in their hearts, theyd already decided to relocate as soon as possible.

Stay here and become his unpaid labor forever? No freedom? Might as well be dead.

The group quickly scurried away.

Alan didn't care. To him, they were just free labor.

carried his bags of cans back triumphantly, earning puzzled looks from the Carnation Club janitors as he passed by.

When he reached a plaza, he pulled out his phone and used a convenience stores free WiFi to search Google Maps. He
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