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Alessia couldn't remember the last time was when she slept that much. It was almost midday when she opened her eyes. Her body was already sweating because of the heat, and she barely put her bare feet on the cold concrete floor. Her head was still numb from the time spent in bed. She decided that a cold shower was the best thing to wake her up. When she came out, she dressed up without drying and stepped out, looking for Lavrik. She found him in the mess hall; among the teenagers he had business with before. When she was noticed, Lavrik left their table and greeted her:

- Managed to sleep well, Lavrik asked. 

- Yeah, but I think that I shouldn't sleep more than 6-7 hours. She looked at him and noticed that one of his eyes was swollen. What happened? Got into a fight without me? 

- Got in a fight with you. You sleep like a baby. Yet, you don't punch like one. 

- That means we're even about the time we first met. Got any news from Hyène? 

- I do, but not here. Let's grab something cool and head out. Before they stepped out, Lavrik signaled something to the teens. Alessia was growing wary about this. They stepped outside in the middle of the parking lot and the sun was scorching. Inside the City, the weather was much more comfortable due to the water sprinklers and industrial-level cooling systems in every building. She was already panting after staying two minutes in the sun, but he seemed pretty used to it: 

- Alright, Alessia. We're gonna meet Hyène in three days. This means no contracts until then. We need to keep our heads low and safe for this. For now, we’ll try to train inside and walk outside during nights at most, but we keep away from the Slums as much as possible.

- Okay, let's train then. 

- I can't, I've got something to do in the Slums, he said bluntly.

- You got to be shitting me, she replied sharply

Lavrik went on to explain that it was some crucial business he needed to handle. He assured her multiple times that there was nothing to worry about. She was still skeptical about his idea, but eventually he smoked a cigarette, climbed on his bike, and went off into the desert. She went on and respected her schedule - training, eating, then went on to watch some episodes of Great Teacher Onizuka in one of the AV rooms. After half of the episode, she started sweating again, and even the beer she brought was pouring sweat on the bottle like it was under a faucet. The heat was getting unbearable and it wasn't even the first day of June. She was trying to find a way to deal with it, then, she realized something terrible. How was she going to perform on contracts during the dreary days of August? The weather was a bit bearable, but outside was hell. It was probably that no one even needed a grill or a stove, but just a plain metal surface or a slatestone. She decided to call Yiku: 

- Ayo, girl, baby! What's up, Alessia? 

- Hi, Yiku! Are you busy at this moment? 

- I’m never busy enough when it comes to someone like you, baby. What do you need? 

- Summer equipment. For me and Lavrik. And some summer clothes. I would've come there myself, but the heat is killing me. 

- First year in the Slums, I know, you'll get used to it. Same materials, same quality? 

- I trust you’ll do your best. 

- Y’know me, baby! Pay now or on the spot? Alessia sent her half a million, but Yiku accepted only half of it. 

- Don't worry, consider it a gift for your birthday on the 20th. Yiku realized she slipped some words she shouldn't have, so she hung up immediately. Alessia remained on the couch, thinking about what that could have meant. She was looking at the ceiling like something was missing for her. Then she quickly snapped out of the couch. It almost looked like a cartoon where drops of sweat were left in suspension after she rose up. “I need to prepare a birthday party. I said it yesterday and I completely forgot,” she thought. Her biggest question was about how to prepare a birthday. Then, an avalanche of questions swarmed her mind - the Hyène contract, her brother, Lavrik, Arctangenta, her party and so on. Then she realized: “Since I was able to solve some of the big cases in the City, I can deal with all these as well.” She remembered the Databox Jiji gave to her, so she rushed to her room and started scrambling about the past. Jiji wasn't joking about the amount of information it had. There were billions of pictures and videos gathered from all possible sources, from documentaries to personal materials belonging to families around the world. And all the material about birthdays was so complex, she started to scratch her head while looking at all the possible activities. And in this contract, she was completely alone. She couldn't ask the kids and there was a great possibility that Lavrik had already invited some people. She couldn't ask the kids about that as well, as they were the special guests from the beginning. Was it about the idea of ‘birthday’ or ‘party’? She never had either of those before, not to mention both of them at the same time. She couldn't ask Lavrik, because she already knew the answer - “do what you want, Alessia, I'm sure it'll be perfect”. But it needed to be perfect. 

“It's the first time I've been without Lavrik since I came into the Slums, and I've never been more clueless about this. When I’ve been to PaiPan with him and X and Nik, it was hard just going to the same booth with them.” She was rushing through the Databox like it held all the possible answers. Then, she heard a knock on her door. She was startled, so she threw it under Lavrik's bed and went to open the door. In front of it, there was a small girl with tears in her eyes:

- What happened, little one, what's your name? Do you need help? 

- The big boys said you could help me. I’m Izzy. 

- Hi, Izzy, my name is Alessia. How can I help you, she said as she leaned down to her level. 

- Everybody knows who you are. They said you could help me. Can you please come with me? Alessia didn't think for another second, took Izzy by the hand and followed. The little one was in such a hurry that Alessia left the door open. They were rushing together through the shelves, and all the kids were looking at them. Since the rush, Alessia started to think about the worst. After a couple of minutes, they reached one of the biggest game rooms in the whole facility - one that held sensorial stations. Inside the light was dimmed to almost darkness, except for the tiny lights given by buttons, keyboards and small terminals. The interior, while it looked like a sleeping room, was quite active. Some were watching the terminals, while others were speaking loudly about numbers, and right below a big terminal set at the other end of the room, there was a blackboard with bets written down and teenage bookies keep track. Children of all ages were hooked to one game - a modified version of Elden Ring, where you could encounter bosses from all the games in the Dark Souls series, but also Sekiro or Bloodborne as well. It was the top game inside Preston's, and everyone was trying to beat Lavrik's high score, which was maximum level, which was implicitly set to 150, and over 3 million runes in a single run without dying. On second place was Jackie, one of the teens, but he only managed to get to level 96. Izzy was pulling her tank top, asking her to lean down: 

- I want to get on the scoreboard as well. They said you’ll teach me. 

- I’ve never played this game.

- That's okay, Alessia. You can hook up to a sensorial station. C’mon, it's just like fighting. I’ll put you in Realistic mode. Alessia nodded and went to one of the stations. Izzy said that to have the score recorded, she needed to enter a tournament. She barely had time to wipe the sweat over her forehead, before she got hooked in the character creation section. None of them seemed appealing to her, so she chose the basic character, with nothing but a club and some linen around her intimate parts. The moment she entered the game and dropped on the seemingly infinite map; the chat started to flow:

- Izzy, ready to get another beating? Alessia remained silent. 

- Richie, she’s a Wretch this time. Let's go and beat her up! That's an easy level for sure! 

Alessia was still trying to figure out the control, when Izzy talked to her through comms: 

- Just think about what you want to do and the station will do the rest. Alessia started to move around, but it took her some time to get the basic grips. Just in time, because she got surrounded by two other players. One of them engaged, but Alessia felt like the movements were a lot like the ones in real life. Everything was easy with those two, despite their high-level equipment. After the characters have been taken out, their loot was transferred to her inventory. Considering their specs, Alessia still didn't know what to do with them, so she kept her garments and just switched her club with a katana. The software of the game was pretty well done. The weight in her arms changed, so she flew a few swings to check its balance. 

- Richie was blown out, Lolo as well. We got a new player active on the map! And he’s already hitting the boys quite hard; a bookie yelled in the chat. 

- This is Alessia speaking. Bring your best to me and don't hold back. Some of you wanted training ... here it is. The entire chat blew up. The kids were trying to grab her location on the map, while she was still trying to figure out what to do. She realized that killing players was quite easy to level up, but she needed something more. She started to run across the map, killing whatever she was finding in her way, yet there weren’t enough runes to level up. She commuted back to Izzy:

- Can I level up faster? 

- On your right hand, there are some buttons. From left to right: heal, mana, mount, switch weapon, settings where you change your equipment and the map. You need to find a fortress or some sort of construction to encounter any boss. 

She summoned her mount and started looking around for any possible building. A small castle was being rendered in the distance. She galloped straight to it. Inside, there were some enemies, and she was guided by Izzy that the boss would be found on top of the castle. On the roof, a lady with a long sword and red hair was standing in front of her:

- Is this the boss, asked Alessia.

- Yes, answered Izzy. Run, you can't beat it with this level. 

- Meh, replied Alessia and rushed in. Swords started to swing around in a flurry of metal and sparks. Alessia wasn't getting any hits, and the boss was getting steady damage, but there were only tiny bits that were dropping from the boss's health bar. Alessia was getting enthusiastic. It was good training for her; the boss was matching her speed pretty well. She didn't imagine that a pre-War game could work better for her training than the programs she had during her time in the Police corps. She wished Caesar and Lavrik could see her right now, the way each parry was bringing her more life into her system. After almost half an hour of continuous battle, the boss was down and Alessia was sweating in her station like she fought a true enemy after a long time. She wanted more and it was just time. That boss alone brought her up to level 50, and she was able to put on better equipment, focusing on her DEX and FAI stats. She was getting noticed in the playroom. The kids started to challenge her on the path. Some kids changed mid-session with teens, because they couldn't compete with her. At one point during the session, Alessia was facing a skinny boss with a white snake, and two other players joined in the battle against her. Not quite the fairest with three against one and Alessia ended up getting scratched pretty good. After that, the chat wasn't bursting anymore like it did at the beginning of the game. The players were getting coordinated while Alessia was roaming the map like it was hers only. Soon enough, Alessia became the ultimate boss of the entire room. The other players were hunting her together but only managed to deal some damage. Ultimately, a pack of teens gathered their forces and hooked on the game and went to face her together. On the other side, the kids were watching the match on the main terminal like it was the best action movie they’ve ever seen. They were analyzing every build, interpreting outcomes and the bookmakers were overwhelmed. 

A grand fight was fought somewhere on the map. Everybody from Preston's, including him, gathered in front of terminals to see the glorious battle. And it was glorious indeed. As every spectator was cheering Alessia, she was dignifying the other teens with an honorable duel, where skills were mingling in with the small cheats or OP combos coming out of the kids' minds. In the end, through blood and burnt mana, Alessia came out victorious by inches away. Her character was limping and she needed to reach to a Shrine for replenishment. She summoned her mount and rushed to the closest one. Yet, the game didn't close. That wasn't the end and she sensed it very soon. Even though she was avoiding tight spaces, she had the feeling like was being followed. The scoreboard showed that there was only one player left. She needed to hurry. When she reached for the Shrine, a character was sitting in front of it, so she approached it carefully. She rested and when she got back in the game, the character stepped away, waving at her to approach. She followed and ended in a large valley, surrounded by mountains - a proper place for a final battle. At the end of the stony depression, the mysterious figure was waiting for her - very lightly armored with two knives in its hands. She took out her sword and talisman and they were both getting ready for battle. The enemy rushed in at full speed, attempting a direct blow in the chest. Alessia waited. In the last second, the blade shifted towards one of her legs, but it got parried. Alessia looked at the character, but couldn't distinguish anything beyond the heavy cloak. Then, a swift tornado of blades covered the valley; with a sound of iron striking iron that was resembling an Animals as Leaders song. She realized that spells were useless at that moment, so she grabbed a second sword and the exchange of strikes got even more intense. Everybody outside was astonished. It looked like two Saints of the Blade from different religions were clashing in Ragnarok. They were so fast that nobody was able to follow their moves, so the people on the terminals slowed down the feed. Almost every hit was precise. The reflexes were almost flawless. Yet the minds of the warriors were thinking five hits ahead. Two moves there and two parries here would allow for a cut, a hit, even a bump that would give them some advantage. Alessia was getting tired, as well as her opponent. It was time for the grand finale. The tension was rising. The mood changed from a swashbuckler duel to a samurai showdown. An all-out cut would decide everything. They were facing each other, trying to anticipate where the blade would fall. At full force and speed, they clashed with utmost precision. Then the game went blank. 

Alessia hooked off from the sensorial station and every child in the room was cheering her. Nobody realized she was that good. Then she noticed the familiar face from the other end of the room. He was getting out of the station. She was just staying there, like an apprentice, waiting for the final verdict. He approached her:

- Beer on the roof? My tab, you earned it, Lavrik said. She looked at him. He was smiling and was sweating even more than she was. 

Up there, the night was finally bringing some breathable air around. The water collectors were humming dimly as they were unfolding their polymer catchers over their heads, providing some extra privacy. Preston told them that it would take a week or so until he would manage to write a full plan of their duties, small and big. Lavrik set a sweating six pack between them and the pack of cigarettes near it. They both needed some extra time to catch their breath after the game session and the scorching day itself. They were looking in the distances as a small convoy was passing in the distance over the dunes, leaving a trail of dust in the air. He looked at her and started: 

- Talked to Carmen about our last contract. Las Chupetes is officially closed again for the City. 

- And the sit in the City, Alessia asked. 

- Tight as hell. The richies are on edge, as the City brothels are getting overcrowded. The owners took advantage as well and doubled the tariffs. If you think it was hard to walk into the City then, just see how it's gonna be now. 

- I suppose we'll be able to use one of the old Sewers. Drugs are coming in and out easier in order to keep people at peace. Every time something happened in the City that would make the population go wild, the authorities always eased up everything about drugs. I remember one time during my first years that one of the main supply lines in the City was cut due to a conflict in the ocean. They were delivering three POHOZ filled with drugs every week, just to keep the population under control. It'll be easy to get into the City, but not one has to see us there.

Lavrik realized that was the hardest part. It would be a feat to walk through the City unnoticed when everyone was looking for any way possible to satisfy their needs. 

- We'll see how the City will be when we'll need to. 

- By the way, what did Carmen find out from Ray? 

- She thanked us again for dealing with him. Apparently, Ray gave her some tips about a gang that works in and out of the City. They deal with everything. The price for Yuna was quite a hefty one. 

- Should we expect trouble in the future? 

- There is nothing but trouble to expect in the future from now on, Lavrik replied while looking blindly into the desert. Shit's brewing toward a war once again, so we need to prepare as well. We should rest as much as we can, there's no need to think about this now. 

They spent another hour drinking beers and trying to avoid any subject that would imply their future. Alessia noticed that Lavrik was an expert at deviating from a subject when it was needed. They shared stories of the past and the little things that they wanted from the world. She couldn't help herself and showed him the Databox which she snatched from under the bed when she asked for a bathroom break. They spent another hour looking over it at random moments of the world that was before them. They both hoped that there would be a day where they could enjoy a moment like that, far away from the desert and the neon lights. As they were watching the Databox together, Alessia fell asleep on the roof and Lavrik did his best to wake her up, but she was too deep in the land of the dreams. 

***
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She woke up in bed, even though she remembered well that she had fallen asleep on the roof. Lavrik was checking his terminal, reading his messages and offers. She stepped near him, greeted and looked at the screen as well. All over it, there was nothing but offers from various sources. He pinned a couple of them in the corner of the screen, while the list kept going for another two hundred offers, more or less: 

- Tough to pick them up, Alessia asked.

- No, but I'm trying to get as many as possible for us, the more we finish in a day, the better it goes. They're small things, can be done in half an hour, if you exclude the road, Lavrik replied, while jotting the interesting ones down and trying to make a mental map of the works. 

- Great, take some for me as well. 

- No, he cut it sharply. 

- Why the hell not? I think I'm doing a pretty good job at this moment. 

- I know, but I cannot put you on nine or ten contracts in one day and let you manage everything to go well. Some people call for me because they expect a certain way of handling things. Let's see, and Lavrik picked out one of the contracts that was from the Waywards. First, he continued; these guys are tech obsessed and constantly modify their bodies or any machine they have for the sake of getting some extra money. I need to go there for the last contract, so I don’t need to carry stuff from other contracts. They always haggle or steal. Or both. And there are many examples. The execution of the contract is easier than dealing with the person who writes it. Let me meet you in the middle. Alessia was sitting in front of him with her arms crossed and her face looked like she was losing her patience. Lavrik was almost sure that he heard that specific click the Mantis pads that her knuckles do when they're locked on.

- I can give you two contracts on one day. A big one and a smaller one. And they're both from Santa Catalina. The big one is from an officer, so the payment is non-negotiable and everybody knows your skill around that area. 

Alessia had two big questions in her head at that moment. The first one was why if she managed to prove herself, she still needed to do contracts in Santa Catalina. The second one was why she wasn't able to choose her own contracts. Lavrik was thinking about how to put the situation, then she launched the question: 

- How were your first missions in the City?

- A complete success. 

- As in, how involved were you in them? Alessia blushed and avoided his look. 

- See? It doesn't matter how good you think you are when it comes to putting bullets in people's heads. Here, you don't follow protocols. You follow your guts and wits and hope you don't click anyone in the room. And you learn this only the hard way. Now, shush and let me show you what I have for you. 

- The big one is signed by Sabrina. How big can it be, Alessia asked while looking at the info on the screen. 

- Big enough, since it was sent to us directly. It didn’t go public. You sure you want this? 

- Trust me like you can trust a cold beer after a long day. 

- Alright, then. I’ll check with all the people and let them know we deal with them after we finish with Hyène. By the way, we go to sleep early today. I want a full and complete rest before we head on. We don’t know what we may encounter there or how much time we’re gonna spend. Or what’s left of us after the contract. 

Lavrik resumed his activity regarding the contracts and mentioned to Alessia that Preston already had a preliminary plan for them and wanted her to check it out, so she headed straight for the office. Inside, Preston was at his desk, sunk among papers and terminals, while blasting some obscure metal music: 

- Jesus, Preston, I can barely hear myself thinking. What the hell is this? 

- Found out some underground doom metal from the old YouTube, Preston yelled from his desk, while having his eyes deep in papers and terminals. Alessia thought that if Jiji would propose some implants to Preston, he would become a quasi-Spider, considering the amount of work he always had on his head. 

- Here they are. Your plans, Preston continued, as he pointed towards a set of files that were sitting at the edge of his desk. Alessia looked over them and after the first reading, she realized something - she had no idea how the old man was getting along so well with Lavrik. While he was straight on, just pointing out to the solution in the simplest manner possible, Preston was the extreme opposite. The files represented no plan, but some sort of puzzle that had to be solved just to get one simple sentence. Alessia stopped on one part for what felt like a complete enigma: “The measurements, technicalities and inventarisation of the pieces of nourishment that are to be prepared for both the staff and the students must be handled by all sets of personnel that is responsible for SC, cuisine and lavatoring. While it is indisputable that equilibrium is most essential, it is to be thought that a little step-over must be mandatory for both the children and the staff.” During her time spent at Preston’s and Nik, she was able to look over some Victorian novels and it was quite the trick sometimes for her to understand that out of one sentence that stated the sadness of a character over the setting of pears in the fruit bowl, but this was something of another level. She heard of the post-modern novels as well from Nik, but he said that those are something that were too peculiar for him: “Sometimes, those books are like trying to make a car run without an engine. The more you try, the more complicated it gets”, he said. 

- Preston, I need to ask, is this a fixed thing, or can we work our way around this? 
- As long as you two make the compound run better and the children happier, you can even shit over my head if it needs to. 
- Great, thank you, I’ll be off, then.

- Wait, when are you going back into the City? 

- We ride off tomorrow early in the morning. Why? 

- How much time do you think you’ll be out? 

- I don’t know yet, but Lavrik already set himself and me some contracts afterwards. He mentioned that he’ll be gone two full days after that in order to deal with all of them straight on, then he’s gonna take some time off to start looking into the compound carefully. 

- And you? 

Alessia looked at Preston without knowing what to say. She still wasn’t able to estimate how much a contract would take. There were too many variables to calculate; some she was aware about and some she still had to discover. She tried to compensate by saying that she will be back before Lavrik, even though, considering the fact that even Lavrik mentioned that it was a big contract and it was signed off by Sabrina, she was lost in the mist of whens and wheres. She took the files with the plans and returned to their room, where Lavrik was doing crunches while watching cartoons: 

- What are you doing, Alessia asked. 

- Training. Physically and mentally. 

- By watching a talking dog making a sandwich? He stopped and rose up on his feet: 

- Now listen to me, ye ole lady, he said in a melodramatic tone. When we come back from the City and the contracts, I’m gonna make you my own sandwich just in the same ritualic way that Jake makes it, and you’re gonna love it and you’re gonna love me for feeding you such good shit. 

- Hmph, I bet I won’t even eat it. 

- Hmph, hmph, I bet you’ll smell it from ten miles away and you’ll want to devour it. Bet? 

- Bet. I got the plans from Preston. I told him that we’ll start once we're done with this set of contracts. Wanna look over them? 

Lavrik took the files in his sweaty hands and looked over them, then yelled: 

- Cut my ass, put it in a freezer and send it back to the Arctics to see if it turns into a glacier. Because there are more chances for this to happen than deal with all this. Did he mention how high he was when he wrote this novel? 

- No, but he mentioned that we can work around it. 

- Ah, that solves the problem easily. His main things are to work on inventory, the supply chain, security, and how we can improve the quality of food. Manageable for two experts like us. 

- You think so? 

Lavrik put his metal arm on her shoulder and assured her that everything was manageable with them. Yet, he felt that his shoulders just got a bit heavier, but - baby steps. 

The rest of the day went on like usual - food, intense training, music, some anime time, and one beer before sleeping. They went to bed at around 8PM, and surprisingly enough, around that time, the compound went silent as well. The kids were aware of their mission, so they hushed themselves into more quiet activities. When Alessia woke up, Lavrik was already inside the bathroom, taking a cold shower to wake himself up. They prepared some coffee before going to bed in order to take it on the road with a cigarette. She dressed up in the chilly room, already feeling some adrenaline rushing in her body. Some of it was out of fear, and some was due to excitement. They had no idea what kind of information Hyène could offer, but regardless of its nature, they believed in their heart that it was more valuable than scrapping the entire City in ten years. They dressed up, grabbed their jackets, and went out. At the entrance of the compound, Preston was waiting. He was leaning on a steel pole and smoking a cigarette. When they met him, he simply wished them good luck and handed them a small bag. Inside, there were simple bento boxes with rice and soy sauce, fried fish and beans. They ate it on their way to the coordinates Hyène gave them. Lavrik drove, but they switched places mid-road, as he was spilling his food while trying to scoop the rice and handling the wheel at the same time. 

Eventually, they reached the place ten minutes before 5AM. It was completely desolate. Nothing but dunes and some old windmills halfway swollen by the dust. Was everything just a stupid prank made by a too-smart Spider? Or worse - a trap? While they were waiting, Lavrik remembered about the Zippies he encountered on the contract issued by Cortez and how easy it would be for anyone to ambush them. Especially since they had no guns. Suddenly, the dust under Alessia’s feet started to vibrate. She moved away and out of it, a rat made out of steel came out: 

- Good morning, the both of you. I hope you are well. I am Hyène, the rat politely introduced itself.

They both looked at the little robot with the blue-glimmering eyes and they were wondering whether they should smash it or run for it. Lavrik was the first to speak: 

- Confirm your identity. 

- Yesterday you watched three episodes of a show called Adventure Time and then negotiated with Alessia about what reward she should get after all the contracts are completed. They both couldn’t believe it. They have been watched all the time by him. I didn’t mean to disturb your privacy, but it was necessary, unfortunately. We must go. Send the car back to Preston. You won’t need it from now on. Additionally, I will kindly ask that I should be on Alessia’s left shoulder at all times until we reach us. 

- Why and who is us, Alessia asked. 

- You are right-handed, which means you will mainly use your right arm in the City. Since you are a fugitive officer, I must cover your face at all times to all surveillance cameras. I managed to erase all the images with you during your last incursion in the City, but considering the activity within the walls at this moment, it will be better if I work in proximity. Us is Hyène. No time to ask questions for now. It is time to move towards the City. 

- It will take us around four hours to reach the City on foot from here. 

- It will take us fifteen minutes to reach the City. Follow. At that moment, another rat emerged from the sand and started running. Alessia with Lavrik followed it until they reached one of the wind mills. They looked at it, wondering what was about it, but the rat said: 

- Remove the panel in front of you, the rat pointed with its eyes towards a panel that was rusty enough to be removed by a set of strong hands, so Lavrik took it off. Inside, there was a set of stairs that was heading deep down into darkness. There was no chance to know what they were getting into and there was no way to head back at that moment. Lavrik descended first and Alessia followed him. After the path led to into what seemed a way into the depths of hell, they finally reached something that seemed to be a metallic floor. When Alessia stepped down beside Lavrik, trying to find him in the darkness, the eyes of the rat lightened up. 

They were inside an old UAICTS maintenance station. The entire place was completely deserted. Service engines were sitting empty on the dusty rails. A mausoleum of technology that was abandoned because of the Last War. 

- Do not wander. Please, find the control station. We need power. 

Lavrik turned on his optical implants as well for some extra light and after some walking around, he finally found a small concrete room that seemed like the room that was controlling the entire area. As they were slowly walking towards it, Alessia asked: 

- Hyène, there is no way these things can still be powered. 

- All stations in the UAICTS are still functional. City Police are not aware because they do not need to be aware. We do.

Inside, the terminals were filled with a thick layer for dust seasoned with cockroach husks and rat bones: 

- Such a waste for us, Hyène whispered. They both started to get wary of the peculiar character they encountered. Turn on main power, then activate engine 4. 

Alessia went to the switch that was installed in the middle of a big panel at the end of the room. She flipped it, believing that she would get fried in an instant. The moment the switch went up, the lights in the entire station turned on. The terminal lit up as well, as Lavrik noticed the dim lights through the blanket of dust: 

- You should not be afraid, Alessia. There is nothing to be afraid of. Alessia instinctively gulped and went on to the terminal to clean it. Beneath, the set of switches, screens, boards and small terminals seemed too complicated for Lavrik and Alessia together: 

- Instructions sent to Alessia. Please follow. 

Alessia opened her personal comms and went through the sequence of buttons, passwords and inputs sent by the rat. At the last command on the last terminal, an engine started, giving a loud electrical roar in the entire hall. The rat commanded them to climb on is board. Inside the control room, there was only room for two people, even though the entire structure was a megalith of engineering. Those machines were able to pull and push an entire cargo train to and from station to station until they reached the right rail at a top speed of 30 km/h. Without any train being carried, that machine could easily reach 200. The rat told them to set the speed at a stable 80 and to be ready to break at its signal. As they were riding through the dark tunnel, there were still lights to be seen on the sides of the rails. Pairs of eyes that were curious enough to turn to them. Vagabonds, the lowest scum of the City, even lower than the lowest of the Slum. 

Both Alessia and Lavrik were aware of these kinds of people. A debt too high, pressure from work too big, a monstrous malfunction in the implants that didn’t allow one to die, or simply a set of decisions that went too wrong. The Sewer Sweepers. Some haven’t seen the sun in years and they were all living on rats or other people. They were the ultimate embodiment of survival instinct. Equal among each other, but too frail for the people above, as they were distinguishing from the dim shadows. The limbs were so fragile, a simple flick would break a bone; and a broken bone for any of them would make them a quick victim. To Alessia, they looked like ghosts. She felt like she was flowing on the Styx and the spirits of the departed were watching from the reeds. She tried not to look at them, but for that quick second, sometimes, their looks were too piercing not to give them a glance. 

Eventually, Hyène ordered Lavrik to hit the brakes, which were pulled in an instant. The engine started to slow down and it stopped in front of a catwalk that was dimly lit by some maintenance lights. At the end of it, there was another set of stairs, but these seemed not rusty at all. More precise, they seemed like they were cleaned every once in a while: 

- The City maintains the UAICTS clean all the time, the raid whispered. They need it in case everything goes wrong. 

- What can go wrong? 

- That depends on what you will do. The variables are too many at this point. They will set once you finish the job. 

- What job are we talking about, Lavrik asked as they were walking the stairs. 

- Pest control, the rat whispered. Once you step out, be silent. Only I speak. I connect to your comms. You will soon enter a governmental brothel. Do not worry, no one will be able to see you. Lavrik sighed and Alessia gulped deeply, feeling her throat getting drier and drier. When they opened the hatch, they got in a small storage room filled with sexual toys, boxes and condoms: 

- It is safe. I’ve already hacked the emergency door. Use it, make left and reach the alley at the end. Look straight. Do not make eye contact with anyone, the rat whispered in the comms. They followed its words like they were the words of God. Right before they reached the end of the alley, the rat told them to take a right and stop before entering a small square. When they reached it, they realized why. The square was an open space club filled with to the brim with people

- You need to reach the other end of the square. Exit on the left. Do not lose each other. 

- Is there no other way, Alessia asked. 

- Too much surveillance. There are two medical teams on one end and a CrowdControl Team on the other. No one must recognize you, Alessia. She was getting more and more tense and grabbed Lavrik’s hand tightly. He was sensing her pulse as he was brushing his finger on her wrist to calm her down. And inside the crowd they went. The most unpleasant moment. Too many hands try to reach the same parts of the body for both of them, while trying to hold their breath when a puff was blown out in their faces. Suddenly, Lavrik lost the grip of Alessia’s hand. When he turned around, she was already lost in the crowd. He had to think quickly. The best course of action was to wait at the exit that Hyène pointed out. 

In the meantime, Alessia got pulled away by a gang of five guys that were overly aroused by the drugs they took. She couldn’t beat them up, because that would draw the attention of the security, so she was just struggling to keep their hands of her body: 

- C’mon, girl, let loose a bit. Jacob, give her a pill, maybe she’ll chill out. One of the guys pulled out a small pill from his chest pocket and tried to shove it down Alessia’s throat while two others were holding her head. At that moment, out of a sudden, the same guy who talked punched the other. Then another one. Then a kick in the nuts. The other gonks got angry and soon enough, they started beating each other, until the security stepped in and kicked them out. Around Alessia a small circle was cleared out and a girl approached her and asked if she needed medical attention. Before the rat could say something, which at that moment was hiding in her jacket, she got up and started walking calmly among the crowd. In a few seconds, the party went back to normal behind Alessia, as she was trying to pass through the people. At the exit, she met Lavrik, who was smoking and looking for her. On his face, she was reading whether he needed to kill everyone or not. When they eyes met, his face relaxed instantly: 

- Don’t apologize. They grabbed me off when I was off guard, Alessia said while brushing off her jacket with her hands.

- Be more careful. He had cheap implants. Patrol numbers are increasing. Time is thinner. 

- Where are we heading, by the way, Lavrik asked. 

- District 1, the rat said. 

At the sound of that, Alessia stopped walking and looked at Lavrik with deep worry in her eyes. To her, the loud music stopped for a second. There was no one around her, nothing around her except Lavrik. And how they will die in the most horrendous way there. She leaned her back on a wall and lit a cigarette. Then asked Lavrik to light one as well. She finally managed to look at the surroundings and realized where she actually was. She recognized the amount of garbage, the syringes on the ground and the junkies in withdrawal near her. She had some sort of hunch when she stepped into the crowd, but her focus on following Hyène was too strong, until then. “Fucking District 4. Fucking 8-1. The fucking Lowlies,” she thought. She realized that she needed to convince Lavrik to turn around. 

The structure of the City was divided in eight parts that were each divided in several districts as well. 8-1 was the “Slums of the City” in City terms. Only the low-lives were hanging around and the crime rate was so high, that the Police only dared to engage in some districts only accompanied by SA or at least CrowdControl teams. But District 1 was something different. It was divided in two: big gang headquarters and Mad Men. Both of them would slice off any outsider in no time. There was no way to get out of there in one piece. Alessia stepped only once in District 1 during one of her investigations that was led by a new commander in charge of her section. Her only luck was that she had to take her personal vehicle due to handling other duties, as the ride she was supposed to be in was blown out the moment the tires struck District 1 asphalt by a suicide bomber. 

- There is no time to stop. We need to hurry. 

- I do not need to hurry towards death. 

- You need to hurry. And not to fear anything. Battery is getting lower. If Hyène dies before entering, you will face death. 

- Alessia, what’s the deal, Lavrik asked, ignoring the rat for a second. 

- District 1 is certain death for us. 

- Since Hyène has protected us so far, we need to push further. Listen, at this moment, we are not contractors. We are gathering info for something bigger. Arctangenta. Sakayoto-san. Your brother. She took her cigarette from her mouth gently, took another smoke and smashed it on the ground. Plus, if we die, we die with a fight. I don’t know what shit we can handle, but we handle it no matter. Put your wits together and let’s go. 

She took Lavrik’s hand, but she was still afraid. Even though he was following the rat’s words, moving through the streets as it commanded, she had shivers all over her spine. All until they reached the border of District 1, when the scenery changed. 

District 1 was a small sector of the City that once stood as the old harbor. After UA decided to move all logistics at the other end of town, the place was abandoned and was taken over by the big City gangs. Then, people with no names. Then robots. Then, Mad Men. All slaves to the big criminal names in the City in D1. Everyone knew the HQs of the gangs were there, yet no one dared to enter their turf, considering what kind of threat they posed to the City security. They just let them work as the best organized system of drug distribution and prostitution. Even though there was a lot of tax evasion involved, the labor had to be paid as well, which eventually turned out to be more expensive. Lavrik tried to step into the District, but the rat stopped him, mentioning that it had to enter first. Alessia stepped forward in front of Lavrik with the rat on her shoulder, and Lavrik followed cautiously. They managed to pass by a few buildings which seemed deserted, but all of a sudden, the so-called Mad Men appeared. People who dedicated their lives to implants and tech. Their faces were gone and were replaced by screens that revealed their emotions through small icons. When Lavrik encountered what was at some point their faces, the screens turned red and a siren appeared on them. Some of them started to scream loudly and soon they were surrounded by bodies with screens on their heads and gang members armed to the teeth. Alessia and Lavrik were ready for everything. As one of the gang members approached them and was ready to end their lives with a bullet, he saw the robot rat on Alessia's shoulder. He instantly kneeled down. The other members followed and red screens turned into bright white with a golden halo in the middle, as their hands rose up into the sky, like they were crying for the Gods. 

The mercs cleared a path for Alessia, while stopping Lavrik to step forward by raising their guns to his face:

- He is with us. He and she are very important to us, the rat whispered. The gangsters were still reluctant to let him pass. And for good reason. Even though Lavrik was good at erasing his tracks while having incursions in the City, there were some people that lived underground who knew his face. And faces and information spread fast in the City criminal world. Nevertheless, Lavrik and Alessia felt that they were under the protection of something bigger than the City gangs. As the information spread into the District, no one tried to bother them anymore and all the people carried on their business as usual. They continued walking until they reached the docks, where some cargo ships were stationed. One of them drew their attention, as it looked like it was still active, with lights on the deck and in the command rooms. In front of it, a Mad Man stepped in front of the two and said:

- Welcome back, God. Are these the contractors, he asked while bowing in front of Lavrik and Alessia. 

- Yes, please. Take us deep down. 

- All the way to the core? 

- Yes. We will need to start soon. At those words, the Mad Man bowed again and asked the two to follow them inside the ship. 

The interior was not resembling a cargo ship at all. Inside the hull, Lavrik and Alessia were stepping on the catwalks and found nothing but storage monoliths along with water pumps and pipes that were crossing through the huge hall. In the middle of the hull, at the very bottom, there was an elevator that was going even lower. As they were stepping down, Alessia looked at all the people that were working on the storage monoliths. Cleaning, monitoring and keeping everything in place, with a sanctity in their movements like they were deacons of a cathedral. They stepped on the elevator and started to descend: 

- How low are we going, Lavrik asked.

- Almost one hundred meters below the UAICTS, the rat whispered as its battery died and along with it, the robot fell flat on Alessia's shoulder. 

They were both sweating and their sweat only intensified once they finally realized in what kind of world they were stepping in. The rush through the tunnels, the streets and through the District kept them on a survival instinct, but once the elevator started to descend, they both shared a look that shared one thought - dread. Alessia had some concept that was close to mysticism about the fact that there were Spiders that became so powerful, that they became some sort of super being, but never imagined that once could be revered as a God. Lavrik, on the other hand, got a stronger hit. He started to retrace its steps, even before the contract with Sakayoto-san and wondered how much was he and Alessia surveilled by just one entity. “It can't be just one. There has to be more. Hyène. Jacques Toulain. Both names are bullshit. No one in the fucking world could build something like this without the City sniffing in. Or?” he thought. In his vision, the way Alessia was when they were about to step into District 1, it could be that the area was simply working like an enclave. People could get in, but they were not guaranteed if they could get out. Other than that, he thought that there were some secrets here that were beyond his imagination. 

“There is no way this could be under the cover for every authority in the City. If someone knew, it would've been blown up to dust in a minute. When was it? Like, four years ago. Caesar was barely beyond a rookie in the SpecOps. He left for almost a month. No word about it, just the fact that in case he would die, I would know about it in a couple of hours. But then, he came back home. He looked different. He was different. I can still remember. He just bashed the door, threw his bag away and jumped on the couch. He asked for a bottle of something strong, then opened his terminal to watch the news. It was about an operation in the desert against a Spider organization that spread out several Cities. I remember how satisfied he was when he watched extracts from the soldier's video feeds smashing servers, killing Spiders and burning terminals. He said that it was one of the biggest operations in the history of the City considering the security of the Net.” She was remembering the smile he had while watching the news and gulping on that bottle of vodka. If he were there that day, he would most probably pass out straight into a coma after seeing where her sister was. For a couple of seconds, she saw the elevator descending through the UAICTS. Beyond the glass wall, there were other Mad Men working fervently on the pipe systems, valves and pumps, as some gangsters were coordinating them. But those gangsters as well had peculiar implants on their heads. Alessia turned towards Lavrik and checked if he noticed as well. The cover over their heads. They looked like children dressed as ghosts for Halloween, except that those veils were filled with circuits and they were glimmering constantly in different colors. Neuronal waves. But they were synchronous to all the gangsters. Someone was controlling them. But then again darkness. A couple of extra meters below and they would reach the end. Alessia took Lavrik by the hand and he squeezed her gently. Even though it was completely dark, she sensed that he was looking at her and smiling. 

The elevator stopped. Slowly, a set of doors opened slowly and gave way to a corridor with walls filled with pipes and cables organized in a meticulous manner. From the other end of the corridor, another Mad Man was coming their way, but he was different. Its arms were made of metal and a screen was not replacing its face, but its torso as well. From the shape of the hips, Alessia identified she
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