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The ceiling of the room was covered by a thick cloud of cigarette smoke. They've been pumping nicotine since they received the message from Hyène. Lavrik was connected to the terminal, doing his best to weave the Net as a non-Spider, while Alessia was draining her brains in bed, trying to remember anything possible about this character. Suddenly, he disconnected the cables snapped in his neural implants as drips of blood started to burst out of Lavrik's nostrils:

- You dumb fuck, why do you think you can find something in there? If he was good enough to track you here, don't you think he's good enough to erase any of the tracks he made, Alessia said while rushing to Lavrik to disconnect him.  

- I had to try, Lavrik said while wiping his nose. The veins on his head were pumping blood like he had run the entire desert.  

- Listen, the people need you alive for as long as possible. I should've knocked you out before Weaving. The best thing to do now is to wait until the meeting. In the meantime, a knock was heard at the door. Preston entered slowly, sensing that he might get a punch as well.  

- God damn! If I knew you were gonna smoke that much, I would've set you in a room with some better ventilation. 

- Eh, it's alright, friend. We vent it through our lungs one more time. What do you need?  

- I need you to pick some uniforms for the kids that were chosen by the gangs. At Yiku’s.  

Lavrik was already exhausted and felt that this was just an extra burden. But he couldn't refuse Preston for what he'd done for him the last couple of days. All the food, the water, all the resources, he didn't want a credit for them. Lavrik asked Alessia for a cigarette and she showed him the empty pack. At that time, Lavrik found the right motivation and the energy to proceed.  

Outside, the night was warm and the desert was calm. The City was gleaming in the distance, showering the valley with a cold light and over the biggest skyscrapers, the usual slogan was spinning around like the serpent: "You consume, therefore you exist." The serpent was passing through all the other holograms, like swallowing them whole. They were riding fast and Alessia was driving. They were both hoping to grab a bite and a cold beer before getting to Preston's. They also decided that they should not ride through Chinatown, as it would be best to avoid any shunning from the incident with Sakayoto-san. Luckily, for Lavrik, Santa Catalina, if Preston wouldn't be around, the hood would've been his second home.  People respected the code of the cartel like it was holy and the code of the cartel was written with Santa Catalina's blood, the protective saint of the area. Family, knowing your place and honor. Through the first two one would work his way to gain the last. And honor was giving someone a lot of opportunities in Santa Catalina. Lavrik was revered in the area, because he along with Baba were mediators in the Last Gang War and he took the role of one of the Protectors of the peace inside and outside Santa Catalina. Lavrik had thoughts about moving within Santa Catalina and abandoning Chinatown and Baba disagreed aggressively every time he mentioned that. He thought that this could be an opportunity to be released of some of the responsibilities that came with being deep among the elites of the Chinatown. All he needed to do was to embrace the gold. "The life of a contractor should be short and very powerful, like a whiskey during a cold night. Now short and very powerful and also working as a negotiator when the Reds send you away for diplomatic chores. They would pay everything possible to keep their status as the center of the Slums,” he thought.  

There has always been a desire for more freedom inside Lavrik. Away from responsibilities, from the big contracts, from the diplomacy within the Slums. All of them have been invested within him by Baba. To him, it was like the mother who gave her son a body too heavy and wings too small. To Baba, this may seem like betrayal, but growing Lavrik as such came out of a necessity - for an heir who would be able to take the ropes of the Slums, no matter the situation.  

They finally arrived on Santa Catalina territory. During the night, the streets were not as busy as the ones in Chinatown, but it would've been an insult on Lavrik's behalf if he wouldn't walk the streets. They parked the car near a small basketball court where some children were playing ball alongside teenagers, teasing the little ones for their small height. When Lavrik and Alessia got out of the car, all the kids turned their faces towards them. One of the teenagers took the gun out of his pants and was ready to fire, but what seemed to be the leader of their gang lowered his arm:  

- ¡Qué puta! E Lavrik, pendejo!  

Lavrik waved his arm at them and they all greeted him respectfully - three pounds in the chest with the right hand. Lavrik blew a kiss in the air. Alessia asked where they needed to go, so Lavrik led the way. While walking among the streets, they encountered nothing but honor. Everyone greeted him, cheered him and the word that Lavrik was in Santa Catalina was spreading quickly. When they reached the main cul-de-sac, where Yuki was having her shop as well, Alessia felt like it was a party thrown out just for him. Rap was booming from their cars, vehicles that Alessia has never seen - all golden, pure white or crimson red, with immense engines sticking out of the hoods. The women were dressed lightly and most of the men had their faces tattooed, with weird symbols on them. But the general feeling was one of a big family. Even children were wearing tattoos on their arms and legs, flashing them before her proudly. Suddenly, some children dragged her away from Lavrik, but he didn't react. He was giving out hugs, handshakes and other weird gestures. The intention of the children was to join her to the music, but Alessia wasn't used to rap, or music at all. Except for the music that she used alongside Lavrik during training, the rhythm was very different, but the language was way more expressive, and somehow deep. Subjects were different as well - from the despair of life and anger from metal, to the mundane problems of an everyday person. She was glad that she found something else.  

Lavrik was talking with a man that looked different from the other people in the cul. He was wider in shoulders, the tattoos were golden, his skin was scarred all over the arms. Lavrik lowered his head and nodded towards Alessia. In that instant, the children stepped away from Alessia and she understood that she was to follow the man and Lavrik:  

- Julio here will take you to Yiku. I'll join you there shortly. Don't worry, you're safer here than in Chinatown.  

She followed the golden man and Lavrik took away, heading for the iglesia. He was expected by Señor, the leader of Santa Catalina, both spiritual and concerning the affairs of their turf. When he got in front of the church, Lavrik stopped for a second and bowed his head deeply. The church was pitch black, like it burned just hours ago. Above its entrance, there were small angels holding pistols and shooting wolves, guided by the shadow of Santa Catalina. On the rooftop, in the shadows of the night, there was Santa Catalina, revealing itself as a gentle ghost, only her eyes painted with great detail in shades of gold and holding a veil with letters written in gold as well: "Memento vivere." Lavrik stepped inside the church, and the only light that was spreading among the hall was given by hundreds of small candles. Golden flickers of light were playing on his metal arm, throwing reflections all over the columns and revealing the incense smoke weaving the air. At the end of the main hall, Santa Catalina was once again gazing over Lavrik. The fact that she was closer now made her more terrifying. Her piercing gaze was chilling Lavrik's soul. Her slim silhouette was giving the grace of a deadly spirit wandering the night of the desert. Her hanging veil was revealing a slim white body,  untouched by the light of the sun. Her face was of a woman that had all happiness washed away from life, but the eyes were alive, judging the very being that was in front of the eerie statue.  

Steps were getting closer and closer to Lavrik from behind. A tall man was approaching Lavrik from behind:  

- I see you're still a kind man, paying respects to our Santa, the man while stepping through the rays of light.  

- Greetings, Señor. I'm glad to see you still in one piece, Lavrik answered while bowing his head, as a sign of respect. How are you these days? In front of Lavrik sat a tall old man, but his posture revealed that he still didn't quit the weights, nor other habits that were less helpful. His face had the cross of Santa Catalina scarred over, stretching over his bald head. His hands, which were holding a cane with a golden skull at the top of it,  were covered in deep amber from all the smoking and there was a slight constant tremor in them, because of the prolonged alcohol consumption. Additionally, his clothes were different from the people of Santa Catalina. Señor was the only person who wore nothing but black, with no golden jewels, except for a rosary made out of bone pearls and a cross of obsidian. But Lavrik knew his mind was sharper than blade and quicker than a bullet.  

- The old business, chico. Keeping la familia just wild enough to secure our food and security. I'm deeply sorry for the viejo and his hija. I've heard that you're avoiding Chinatown these days.  

There was no use for Lavrik to ask about how he got this information.  

- We're both aware of their code of honor. All smiles until you screw up. The stability of Chinatown is their most important and Sakayoto-san was a pillar, in his way. 

- What makes you think that our code of honor is different? Lavrik remained silent.  

- It's because we can judge better when a hijo or a hija does something bad. With you, the nature of your business implies situations like these. Also, something tells me that the viejo was hunted down by the City maggots for a while. Considering you, I see why you feel so much guilt, but you need to let it go. It's not the world we live in, it's the way we are. We eat each other like dogs. That is why we have Santa Catalina and we trust her.  

Santa Catalina was the resort some of the people of the Slums had. Some other big gangs that formed around the other Cities of the UA preserved faith as part of their life and had different versions and different beliefs. When AI became more and more immersed in human life, people were more easy to manipulate. Actually, by the year 2035, people were so outside the box of spirituality, that it started to collect dust. Everything a person would want, AI would provide. It reached such a level that there were barely any concerts in the world, the museums were empty and almost any form of tourism simply crashed. When you can do anything you want with God's creations with one headset, why do you need to worship Him? By 2050, when books stopped printing, modified versions of religious texts started to circulate and the Churches didn't lift a finger, not because they didn't want to, but because the big corporations severed them all. They started an informational war against them and they won. AI was pushing the idea that people had reached a godlike level, that resorting to old beliefs was something primitive, that they entered into a new age. Now, in the 22nd century, the only reminder of any religion on Earth was Vatican City, who allowed the construction of temples from other religions within its walls. The last ‘authentic’ Bibles were seen at auctions and sold as antiques. Santa Catalina was a copy from the 19th century, as a gift from Preston. However, Santa Catalina was very different from the other deities. While some chose representations of saints, Santa Catalina was associated with death, disease, war, everything that humanity rejected. For the people of Santa Catalina, it was the holy mother that helped them carry their burden. With every person that died in their family, or every bullet that is shot or every table without food, Santa Catalina was there to offer two things: hope and relief. Hope that one day, her family will find a joyous life and relief that no matter how hard life was, no one had to carry more burden than her. Local legends even said that on 14th August, the day of Santa Catalina, when people brought their offerings, at night, the statue inside the church would change color into a beautiful beige, resembling the skin of children and her eyes would turn into a very deep blue.  

Señor and Lavrik stepped outside the church. He asked the contractor that once he was finished with Yiku, he should stop by his office and have a drink. Lavrik refused respectfully, explaining the exhaustion that he felt, so Señor said that he will send someone to Yiku with some food and refreshments. Lavrik took advantage of the situation and kindly asked for some cigarettes as well and Señor replied that he will give a carton out of his personal stash. Lavrik headed to Yiku's shop, which was a couple of houses away from the church. When she entered, she saw Alessia stiff on a small chair with her arms lifted in the air. Additionally, she was wearing a light jacket with a vibrant combination of colors:  

- The hell are you doing, Lavrik asked.  

- Yiku and I talked about my story, so she decided that she would make me a personal jacket and my own patch. 

- You already decided on your own patch?  

- Yup, we'll come back to take it tomorrow.  

In the meantime, Yiku stepped out from her workshop with some fabric samples for Alessia. Apparently, she decided to change her own wardrobe. And she was quite fortunate that she picked Yiku. She was an ace when it came to creating clothing that was both extremely practical and exquisitely beautiful, which meant that she was famous for her prices as well. It took a month
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