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C H A P T E R O N E

THE BIG SLASH

I was in a grocery store when The Big Slash happened. I was
bagging my own groceries at the self-checkout stand, as is the

right of every post-AI human. It was the end of the workday and
near closing time, so the place was packed with tired, oblivious of-
fice workers who’d gone from one rat race to another. Some of
them were like slow zombies, and some of them were fast, shov-
ing and snarling like they needed to get somewhere other than a
honeycomb podmotel.

I was uncomfortable and anxious. Some hulking gym bro who
was ‘just buying a six-pack’ was breathing over my shoulder, the
smell assaulting my personal space like an uninvited back rub. I’d
just managed to stuff the last of my groceries into a biodegradable
bag, gray veggie-plastic stretched almost transparent, and I just
wanted to get out of there and back to my crappy apartment.

I punched the checkout button, swiped my hand over the
reader, and grabbed my stuff. ‘Hey, buddy!’ the dude with the
beer cans said, catchingmy elbow before I’d taken a second step. I
flinched at the touch, turning with cosmic reluctance toward the
possibility of confrontation, but Mr. Pecs-too-big-for-his-wife-
beater was pointing at the register. Payment declined.
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‘Sorry,’ I said without making eye contact, and I put my hand
back on the terminal, making sure the RFID scanner got a good
look at the chip in the meaty part of my hand. Payment declined.

Cold sweat dripped down my spine. Have you ever had that
feeling? Sudden impotence. I turned to apologize to the man I’d
been belittling in my head only moments before, but again, he
wasn’t looking at me, so all I saw was the back of his head. He was
looking at all the other registers, where dozens of other formerly
confident and self-sufficient customers searched, helpless, for an
attendant.

I don’t think I ever saw his face. I just remember the smell —
sweat and halitosis. It was the first waft of a new world. The Big
Slash had come for us all.

◆◆◆
I woke up the next morning in my small apartment. Well, not

exactly mine. I owned an eighth of a year in a room that barely fit
a single bed, some shelves, and a portable stove. Shared bathroom
on every floor. It sucked.

Oh, and the door was broken. The lock had been keyed to my
share tokens, and my chip still didn’t work. I was tired, hungry,
and pissed off, so I did the manliest thing I’d done until that point
in my life. What? No, of course I didn’t break the door down. I
borrowed a pry bar from my ex-con neighbor, and it was scary as
hell. Still better than sleeping in the hallway.

I’d woken up, hungry and still tired, immediately reaching for
my tablet to sign into my chip. It was still locked, both main ac-
count and subaccounts, same as the dozen times before. I still
remember that feeling. Not even anger or frustration, although
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there had been no shortage of that the night before. No, thatmorn-
ing, I felt a sense of doom that I can only describe as wide-eyed
certainty my life was over. The chip was dead. My life went with it.

If you grew up after the Slash, youmight not understand what
I’m talking about, but the thing in my hand was called a wallet al-
though, for reasons that don’tmatter anymore, it should have been
called a keyring. It held the keys to my money, my property, and
my government ID. It unlocked proof of my bachelor’s degree, my
work history, and my failed marriage to Jenny Larsh. I’d lost ac-
cess to my streaming account, my music, and my books because I
didn’t really own any of them, I just owned the right to access them.
I could only log into the tablet as a guest, so I’d lost all of my con-
tacts, and even if I’d had them, I could only call emergency services.
I’d become a non-person overnight.

I hugged my arms across my chest, staring up at the ceiling,
literally trying to get a hold of myself.

After a few hundred thunderous heartbeats, my faith in nor-
mality gasped for air. I could open a newwallet. I could get people
who knew me to vouch for my existence. My family lived in a dif-
ferent town — so did I, seven-eighths of the year — but if I could
get to them, I could partially prove my identity by association and
maybe get my pre-college education restored.

I also had a physical copy of my passphrases buried in my par-
ents’ back yard, but Iwasn’t sure if thatwouldfix this. The terminal
wasn’t giving me the option to recover anything. I was just locked
out without explanation or recourse, and that threatened to freeze
me up again. First things first, I toldmyself, draggingmyself back
from the edge of hopelessness. I need to find someone who knows
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me, andmaybe ask to borrow their tablet. As sad as itmight sound,
the only place for that was corporate headquarters since I worked
remotely frommy hometownmost of the year.

I walked down the hall to take a quick shower, pulled some
clothes from the suitcase I was living out of, and headed for work.
I was expecting an hour-long walk— I didn’t have a way to pay for
a self-driving commuter, and even public transportation required
payment or a residency pass — but after just a few steps onto the
sidewalk, I realized I hadmisunderstood the scope of the problem.

Therewere people everywhere, and they were lost, glassy-eyed,
and vacant. They looked like I’d felt after checking my chip that
morning. It was a feeling that hit us over and over in the days and
weeks afterThe Big Slash, and we came up with all kinds of names
for it — going tharn, blue screen of death, the freeze, or the deep
chill. It was the response we all had to our lives going from math-
driven economics to complete unpredictability. People only had
what they wore or clutched to their chests. The very notion of own-
ership had been upended. And we didn’t know why.

It wasn’t all bad at first. There were some good people who
hadn’t been Slashed and tried to help the rest of us out. The bus
driver for Line 46 was one of them. She was an older lady called
Sam, a veteran who didn’t get online much, and she let me ride to
work for free.

◆◆◆
Theofficewas amess. IworkedatCoinbase’s local campus, and

normally, I never would have gotten through the front door, except
the security team had all quit.

5



T H E B I G S L A S H

It turned out that the ability to protect physical property had
just gotten a lot more valuable than the ability to program a com-
puter. The speed of the change was stunning.

I made my way through the lobby. Big place, lots of glass and
polished wood, and people standing in groups of two or three talk-
ing about the end of our world. These weren’t the hardcore devs
whowere all upstairs with the CTO trying to hack into our own sys-
tems.

I didn’t care about saving the company or the world. I just
wantedmy life back, so I headed to HR.That’s where I met Phil.

Phil was having a hard day. Phil was a non-technical guy in
a technical company trying to explain to technical people why the
technical stuff had been Rekt. Bricked, actually, because Rekt im-
plied an attack, and Bricked was just incompetence or bad luck.
Our bad luck had rushed together, pooled, and poured down on
Phil’s head, which, in mymind, might have been why he was bald.

I don’t know that, mind you. And Phil wasn’t bald. He had a
healthy crop of thick hair on the sides of his head, which he was
clutching with his elbows on the table.

‘Hello?’ I said, leaning partly through the door.
Phil looked up at me, releasing those beautiful clouds of blond

puff. ‘I can’t help you.’ ‘Oh.’
‘It’s not that I don’t want to,’ Phil said, apologetic and a little

horrified. If I’d learned anything in the day since my chip went
dead, it was that people— six-pack guy, ex-con neighbor, Sam the
busdriver, andPhil inHR—were fundamentallymoredecent than
I expected before I was forced to talk to them.

‘The computers don’t work,’ I offered.
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‘I, uh,’ he started. ‘I made that mistake. I was told the comput-
ers work fine. Loudly.’

‘We just can’t access them.’
‘Yes,’ he said, brightening. ‘That’s what they said, too!’
I nodded. It had happened to me. I just didn’t realize it could

happen to... I was going to say the whole company, but then I re-
membered the people on the street. It was happening to everyone.
‘Do youmind if I sit?’ ‘Please,’ Phil said.

Phil had been working late when The Big Slash hit, and he
stayed to help people, only to spend the whole night and three
hours of themorning getting yelled at by people whowere smarter
than him (his words, not mine). From my experience, seeing hid-
den patterns in code can blind you to other things.

Their loss, my gain, because Phil was the kind of HR guy des-
perate to help people, a real social worker type with an unstain-
able core of hope. While most people would have absorbed all that
abuse and broken down, Phil had somehow pieced The Big Slash
together before almost anyone else simply by being open-minded
at the crossroads of competence and panic.

‘I think we’ve all been blacklisted,’ Phil said.
‘Okay,’ I said, trying not to look panicked. ‘What do you think

that means?’ ‘It’s a...’ Phil looked down at a small sheet of paper
he’d used to take notes in pencil, his spider scrawl filling most of
the page. ‘It’s a cascading key revocation event caused by a sequen-
tial compliance violation that is triggering an infrastructure-level
protective measure including irrevocable isolation.’ He looked up
at me, unsure of what he’d said. I was probably the first person
who’d listened.
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My heart was caught in my throat. ‘And what do you think
caused that?’

Phil frowned. ‘You’re not yelling at me.’
‘Everything you said made sense.’
Phil licked his lips. ‘I don’t understand what I said. I just puz-

zled it together from what the engineers, accountants, lawyers,
and procurement people said. How bad is it?’

‘That depends on what caused it, Phil,’ I said, really straining
not to be another personwho’d yelled at himeven though therewas
a scream building in my throat.

Phil went pale and spoke quietly. ‘I think it’s because we sanc-
tioned Saudi Arabia for the link to terrorist financing. It was all
over the news.’

‘But that happened decades ago.’
‘Yes, but... Hold on, letmefind it.’ Phil looked back at his sheet.

‘We don’t need their fucking oil anymore.’
I sat back in my chair, feeling the deep chill grip my heart.

What Phil had basically said, without realizing it, was that some
politicians decided to score points by punishing the grandchildren
of mass murderers, and the system everybody used to identify
themselves and store their valuables had automatically cut the ‘bad
people’ off and anybody related to them. Not by blood, mind you,
but by commerce. But like Phil had said, wehadused their oil. And
McKensie hadworked for them, and had alsoworked for all the big
companies. And the big companies employed and sold things to all
of us, meaning we were all connected and all cut off, quarantined
fromwhat we owned and from each other. Villagers in the heart of
the Amazon still used toothpaste, baby formula, and tampons.
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‘You look really scared,’ Phil said quietly. ‘Can’t they just take it
back?’ ‘No. That’s what irrevocable means.’

‘But it’s all on the ledger, right? Can’t they justmake a copy and
start it up again?’ I smiled at him. ‘I’m sure they’ll try, but we all
have to agree. Who do you trust to do that without fudging the
numbers?’

Phil stared back at me across the table, the truth finally hitting
him.

After a fewmore seconds, I stood up.
‘You’re leaving?’
I shrugged. ‘I have no way to prove I work here, and the com-

pany can’t pay me.’
‘But where will you go?’
‘Home,’ I told him with a sad smile. ‘You should get out of the

city, Phil. I think things will get ugly here. I hope you have some-
place you can go.’

That was the last time I saw him. I went back to the apartment,
grabbed my things, and hitch-hiked to Tander, my hometown, re-
lying on the kindness of strangers. There was a feeling on the road,
in those early days, that we were all mourning a death and that, in
times like these, we needed to stick together. Some people were
stuck in denial, believing that at any moment, the government or
the corporations would come up with a solution.

I watched it all through a dozen of rear-view mirrors. It got
worse even faster than I’d feared.

◆◆◆
It’s important to understand why the world before The Big

Slash was both better run and more fragile than any other period

9



T H E B I G S L A S H

before it. Every human on the planet had been digitized. We had
thosekeychains Iwas talkingabout, andeachkeygaveus theability
to tell people who we were, what we could do, and what we owned.
We could exchange those things between ourselves 24/7 and across
the globe at next to no cost and swap like-for-like in a dizzying
number of ways.

And it was all tracked to those wallets, everything we did, so
that every good deed could be rewarded, every sin punished. We
called those incentives, and the network was our all-seeing deity.
Wehadmore privacy and less anonymity thanwe’d ever had before,
our identities specified to the tenth decimal.

Then our god turned away.
By the second day, the looting started. It was mostly non-

violent, especially in the ‘big box’ stores that had policies against
stopping shoplifters and hadn’t clued in that their parametric in-
surance claims could no longer be processed. The trucker I was
riding with shook her head as we heard about it on the radio. Her
rig could still pick up the old open-air stations, whichwere coming
back online as governments and community leaders tried to recon-
nect with their constituents.

By the third day, the looters and store owners got organized,
and hundred-strong groups of thieves raided outlets and malls
defended by small phalanxes of employees equipped with sports
equipment. Law enforcement and military, who had already suf-
fered at close to eleven percent desertion rate but were still hold-
ing together, strong-pointed hospitals and pharmacies while gro-
cery store owners encouraged people to ‘Take now and pay later’
because the food would spoil anyway.
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Smaller family-owned businesses closed the security shutters
and bunkered up, especially if grandma or grandpa had lived
through COVID.

On the fourth day, I left the main highway and hitched with
a van full of Swifties who were traveling north to attend the fifth
stop of the septuagenarian’s grand tour. In between sing-alongs
of her greatest hits from the 20s, I found out that while govern-
ments across the globe were scrambling to relearn how to print or
mint physical currency, humans were reinventing a barter econ-
omy around the exchange of skills. People with useful skills, like
plumbers, electricians, masons, carpenters, doctors, aid workers,
soldiers, and especially teachers, traded time for supplies. People
with useless skills, like stylists, lawyers, programmers, marketers,
politicians, and anyone who had never learned to build things,
joined the kleptocratic mobs that terrorized the wealthier neigh-
borhoods.

We didn’t hear much from rural areas, except that some farm-
ing towns wouldn’t let refugees in. Our generation was hardening
fast.

The chip in my hand itched.
On the sixth day, I left the Swifties, out of gas by the side of

the road, and started the sixty-kilometer walk home. Cities were
becoming feudalwarzoneswithout the logistics to supply them, es-
pecially in placeswherewater and power had been decentralized. I
passed a church that had been fortified by its parishioners. I saw a
family living in thewoods cooking a dog. I found a self-proclaimed
billionaire beaten half to death at a rest stop, and he offered me a
gold watch and a cold wallet with twentymillion inmeme coins on
it, still white-listed, if I would just get him to a hospital.
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I had to laugh, but I helped get him to a nearby veterinary cen-
ter anyway. The time of worthless things had come to an end.

◆◆◆
It’s been three years. Things are quieter now. Seventy percent

of the world’s population had lived in cities, dependent on society
and networks. Not that many of them got out. Things got real
hard when global shipping broke down, and that triggered the fer-
tilizer shortage, but we didn’t lose everything from the old world.
We’ve got power and runningwater. Our children are fed, learning,
and safe. We’d learned to build ecosystems but, this time, we used
people and relationships instead of beams and wires, and I know
dozens of people who’d stand at my side or take me in if I called.

Sometimes, the scar onmy hand betweenmy index and thumb
itches, and I remember what it was like before, but I don’t miss it
at all.
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