1. The Hope for a New Beginning
If it were true that the dream of beauty was born from the womb of ugliness, the three of them had arrived at the epicenter of a new vision of glory and splendor. The whole neighborhood was filled with the stench of sewers, car exhaust, and the remains of all manner of wandering riffraff. 
"There's a big stench here. I can already feel my herpes tickling," Abigail Lindsay grunted, scowling as she trudged along the street, which had surely never seen sunlight due to the surrounding skyscrapers boring into the sky. Her facial features clearly showed how disgusted the lanky woman with the short haircut and even features was. 
"Thanks for the information," Harry replied dryly, continuing to stoically scan each house front for the appropriate house number while pushing a large wheeled suitcase in front of him that had long since seen its best days. On the back of Harry, whose real name was Harima Kenji, hung a katana, ready for use. It was his most valuable possession since a job gone wrong had forced him to leave Fukumata, the "Golden City" further south of Neo Tokyo, in a hurry.
"Can make good cream for herpes. Need only a few simple ingredients, I'm sure I can find here in street," grumbled the bald and muscular giant with the full beard, who had been carrying his own suitcase and Abigail's at the same time for more than an hour without showing the slightest sign of fatigue. "Is cheaper than going to pharmacy," he continued to further emphasize the advantages of his offer.
"And how are you going to do that?" Harry asked, grinning at Yuri Sokolov, who was walking beside him. The Russian, who came from one of the northern cities far from here, had not been in Elysium long. But his American was already impressively good. He must have acquired some basic knowledge by other means. "Do you want to squeeze out some rats running around the garbage cans here? There are plenty of them, and they're free."
"The white ones with the black dots good for cream," Yuri nodded seriously. "Much better than gray or brown ones."
"Stop that crap right now, it's disgusting," Abigail hissed back, shaking. Yuri just shrugged uncomprehendingly and continued to plod along behind her until Harry suddenly stopped.
"House number 133, we're here!" He pointed to a rusty sign attached to a larger building. Abigail, who had just been trying to make out one of the signs on the other side of the street, turned to face the house as well. It was one of the typical cheap tenements for the poorer class of people that proverbially kept the city running while the profiteers of the system had made themselves comfortable in the fancier and more modern high-rises. Surprisingly, this building still seemed to be in relatively good shape. They had passed many more dilapidated buildings in this area. In some places the plaster was peeling off the walls, in others the windows had been repaired with duct tape, but it could have been worse. At least the police showed some presence here in Downtown, which in the long run would hopefully prevent a Molotov cocktail from flying into their living room during dinner one night. It made the rent here more expensive than in the North Quarter, but Abigail had insisted on this luxury. The young woman fumbled in her left pocket and pulled out a pair of wrinkled rubber gloves, which she put on somewhat awkwardly while the other two watched patiently. At least they had worked out most of the group members' quirks before they decided to embark on this venture. Moving in together without the slightest consultation, when they had only known each other for a few days, would surely have ended in complete chaos. From the beginning, Abigail had made no secret of her obsession with cleanliness, which bordered on the pathological, and for Yuri and Harry this tic was no problem. Living with someone who was constantly obsessed with cleanliness could possibly have more advantages than disadvantages. When Abigail finally began wiping the doorknob of the front door with a small spray bottle of disinfectant and a napkin from the diner where they had eaten earlier, the two men looked at each other quizzically for a moment.
"Don't scrub too long, or paint will come off," Yuri said after a while, winking at Abigail as the first raindrops fell on his bald head. Abigail looked at him with a slightly surprised expression and stopped what she was doing immediately. Harry looked up at the red evening sky and saw dark clouds creeping overhead. 
"At least we made it before dark," he sighed with relief, fishing the key the landlord had given them yesterday out of his coat pocket. Then he nodded to Abigail with a smile, unlocked the front door, and headed for the stairs. Yes, it was true. They had signed the lease before they had even seen the apartment. But that was not unusual in this city. They knew their budget and had an idea of what to expect in that price range. Whether they had to kill twenty or thirty cockroaches before they could sleep peacefully didn't make much difference at this point.
"First floor?" Abigail asked, immediately following Harry. Obviously, she did not want to stand unarmed on this street at nightfall for a moment longer than necessary. Some distance away, a few suspicious figures were indeed gathering, talking in a slightly aggressive tone.
"First floor," Harry nodded in confirmation, lifting his case and making his way up the ancient, creaking wooden stairs. Yuri followed them wordlessly, glancing around questioningly. You would have thought he was expecting an ambush, because he put one of the suitcases down briefly to adjust the pistol he had tucked into the back of his pants under his jacket. It smelled a little musty, but otherwise the stairwell made a well-swept impression. When they reached the first door on the floor, they looked for a name tag, but couldn't find one. As Harry moved the key to the lock to see if it would fit, the door opened a crack, as far as the security chain inside would allow. A pimply face appeared in the gap. It belonged to a man of about forty. His red hair stood in lanky tufts that crisscrossed his head, and he looked at the three of them out of thick, smudged glasses.
"Wh-wh-wh-what do you w-w-want h-h-here?" he asked, stuttering excitedly. Abigail strained past him to catch a glimpse of his apartment. She couldn't make out much, of course, but judging by the blinking and flashing, there seemed to be a lot of technical equipment around.
"We're new tenants, looking for our apartment," Yuri explained tersely, shrugging his bulging pecs.
"Sh... sh... sho... shoo... shit," the odd-looking man replied, looking up at the tall Russian. "T-th-that means y-y-you won't deliver my n-new CB radio? Well, o-o-okay. T-the a-a-apartment next door was b-b-becoming f-f-f-free. Wh-what are y-y-you guys called?" The three hesitantly introduced themselves with their first names, not wanting to give too much away. At least with this newfound information, they didn't have to ring every doorbell, because from the looks of it, no one on this floor had put up a name tag. 
"What's your name?" asked Yuri with an expressionless face and a slightly questioning tone in his voice. 
"I-I-I'm Bobo. Yeah, Bobo i-i-is my name, m-m-man," the oddball squeezed out. It was clear that he was not used to talking to people face to face. Probably he had not left his apartment for a long time.
"Nice to meet you, Bobo," Harry replied in an emphatically friendly manner. "Perhaps you could tell us where our basement compartment ..." he began his question when he was interrupted by his counterpart.
"No!" Bobo suddenly shouted. "Bobo h-h-has a deja poo!" Then he slammed the door in their faces, and they heard him laughing madly in the apartment. The laughter was followed by a loud fart and then a scream.
"We'll be good neighbors," Yuri said dryly.
"Don't think about it, just don't think about it," Harry said calmly to Abigail, who had that stiff and disgusted expression on her face again. "Over here," he said quietly, gently pushing the young woman towards the nearest apartment door before she could say anything. Then he quickly unlocked it and the three of them entered their new home. The apartment was very small, but at least it was furnished. The entry area led directly into the living room. From there, one door led to the bathroom, one to the kitchen and one to the bedroom. The furniture and the floor were clearly worn and the premises were poor, but even with that, they seemed to be lucky. There were no bugs crawling around and they would be able to deal with whatever the previous tenant had left behind. At least they had their own telephone with a dial and a connection to the teletext Internet, the jack of which looked functional. Abigail immediately set about searching the kitchen for cleaning supplies and actually found what she was looking for. 
"I'll start in the bedroom. That's the most important thing if we're going to hit the hay later," she explained, stomping out of the kitchen armed with a full bucket and mop.
"We'll help in a minute," Yuri agreed, setting the suitcases down in the living room.
"No way!" replied Abigail, slightly startled. "This has to be done thoroughly. Thoroughly..." she grumbled and disappeared into the bedroom. A minute later the men heard her voice. "Uh... guys... can you come here for a moment?"
Harry and Yuri entered the bedroom and looked at Abigail questioningly. She pointed to the floor where two double mattresses lay. There was no bed. Yuri bent down and examined one of the mattresses, pressing deeply with two fingers.
"Very good quality, very absorbent. Holds at least seven liters of sweat and urine without leaking," he explained with an expert nod. Abigail stared at him with wide eyes as her hands clenched around the scrub handle.
"You two will share one and I'll sleep on the other, that's for sure," she told Harry with a slight quiver in her voice, and then began to mop the floor without a second thought as the men slowly backed out of the room.
 
2. Explanation of the World
At this point it should be briefly explained where exactly our heroes are, because the reader has already been confronted with a couple of confusing details. For this, however, it is necessary to go further, to describe at least roughly the cosmic dimensions that led to the fact that these three different characters could meet in the first place. Very far, to be precise, and still much farther than one would suspect. In 2027, the world found itself caught in a major crisis and civilization was on the brink of destruction. Nuclear weapons were being deployed for the first time since the end of the Cold War, and diplomacy was failing in some crucial negotiations. Unlike the Cold War, however, generations who had not themselves experienced a world war were now facing each other. The horror of an all-encompassing danger had faded for them in the times of peace. They were ready to take the last step. Thus, danger of total and final annihilation increased with each passing day. Peace demonstrations and new attempts at negotiations kept coming to nothing and reason had seemingly ceased to exist. The end drew closer and closer. Finally, the situation almost escalated when a large swarm of unidentified flying objects appeared in U.S. airspace. Interceptors rose to try to force the flying objects to land. It quickly became clear, however, that these UFOs had no human origin. They could not be fought or stopped. In this time of the greatest crisis of mankind occurred in this way the first contact with a technically far superior race, which was later just called "Angels" by mankind. It was great luck that these visitors had no hostile intentions. On the contrary, they felt first of all pity, empathy and love for our species, which had brought itself to the edge of the abyss by its drive and negative emotions.
The Angels were very similar to humans in their anatomy and had managed over the millennia to overcome all their primitive traits and form a peaceful society. It was a society that could be called a humanistic utopia. Their last conflicts were so far in the past that they inferred the character of people from their own peacefulness, which in retrospect turned out to be a big mistake. They believed in a good core that had to be in every rational being. At first, a time of trade and exchange began. Mankind profited immeasurably from their new teachers and, with the help of the Angels, skipped many hundreds of years of technological development in a comparatively short time. In secret, however, individual states of Earth finally began to develop better weapons systems, combat robots, and military spaceships. Humans began to populate more planets with the help of the new technology of "terraforming". First in their own solar system and later also outside. In this way they multiplied faster and faster and conquered larger and larger areas of the universe. The coexistence with the pacifistic Angels, who strictly rejected the often brutal actions of the humans against each other and the exploitative behavior on the newly colonized planets and in time also openly criticized them, became more and more difficult. At some point, it finally came to the first battle of the humans against the Angels, which the humans could clearly decide in their favor. The conflict quickly got completely out of hand and weapons of mass destruction were used. In the following years, the Angels were pushed back further and further, and on many planets only ruins of their great civilization remained. Their complete destruction was prevented only by other alliances of humans who had sided with the Angels. Despite all this chaos, humanity continued to spread after the war, occupying suitable planets and repeating its old mistakes over and over again. 
The centuries passed, then a millennium and then another. However, the development on the individual planets colonized by humans was not always linear. Some colonies degenerated due to wars, environmental destruction and conflicts, some stopped in their development, others created a great blossom or became indescribable hells for all their inhabitants. Some were also simply forgotten because they were outside the great centers of space that had emerged. After initial pioneering work, they were no longer supplied with new settlers and technical equipment and at some point had become uninteresting for the new cosmic order. On these forgotten planets it was often no longer even known where mankind had originally come from and from where it had set out to conquer the universe.
This was also the case on the 1,986th colonized planet, which was actually called Purgatory and whose stage of development corresponds by and large to that of Earth around the year of its number. Yes, it's true, the level of civilization had fallen back to the 1980s level relatively soon after the colonist ships landed a little over 400 years ago, due to a lack of supplies and a lack of certain raw materials necessary for interstellar flight. Occasionally, there were still some technical remains from the colonization period, which could not be reconstructed at all or only with an extreme financial effort due to lost knowledge. Paradoxically, this high technology from the colonist era is still called the "old technology" or "the technology of the ancients" by the inhabitants of this world. Originals have become almost priceless and resemble sacred artifacts. The spaceships with which the colonists once came from the stars have long since been dismantled and their individual parts are found in various places, on the black market or at auctions. 
Each of the 17 colonist ships, which transported between 80,000 and 200,000 people, in turn became the basis for a new city. On "86", as the planet is called by its inhabitants, only ships of three nations arrived at that time: the American, the Russian and the Japanese. Consequently, only these three cultural groups exist and are partly in competition with each other. Elysium is the largest American-dominated city on 86, Utopia is the center of the Russian-cultivated north, and Neo Tokyo in the east is the most important and largest Japanese city. 
We are here in Elysium, a city with a clear American influence. It is located on the largest continent quite far to the southeast, directly on the sea coast. The climate is mostly pleasantly mild and warm. Now, in summer, the beach is full of surfers and the expensive yachts in the high society area called North Beach are anchored in the sparkling turquoise waters. Further south along the beach is the commercial Harbor District. To the north of the city lies the most dangerous neighborhood, simply called the North Quarter. To the west is the so-called Wild West, used mainly as a residential area for the working class in the commuter belt. To the south is the Industrial Quarter, with its countless production plants and steaming chimneys. To the east, between the Downtown and the beach, is the Border Area. This area is also still considered comparatively safe, because there is a great interest in keeping the route from the North Beach to the Downtown as quiet as possible for the wealthy residents. The Japanese have always been the largest minority in the city. Why this is the case, however, no one can say today. 
The apartment of our heroes is located, as already described, directly in the Downtown and thus strategically favorable for their further endeavors. But now let's find out what they actually want here.
 
3. Recruitment
The three of them had gathered for breakfast around the small table in front of the television in the living room. Abigail rubbed her aching back, for the night on the sagging mattress had been anything but restful. She held a half-eaten jam sandwich in one hand and a cup of improvised instant coffee in the other. The other two were also chewing on their sandwiches, not looking too fit at this hour. 
"What do we call ourselves, anyway?" asked Harry, sipping his cup. Abigail and Yuri looked at him quizzically. "Well, we need a name for our agency, don't we. A name for a sign we can put on the door outside. A name we can put in the yellow pages," he elaborated.
"In the yellow pages...?" said Yuri, raising his eyebrows. "Are you sure we should have ourselves written in yellow pages?"
"Why not? After all, potential customers will find us easier then," Harry countered dryly, but suddenly wasn't sure if this was really such a good idea.
"It should definitely sound professional," Abigial began to think aloud. "But also bold, like adventure and stuff. How about an acronym for a name? That kind of thing always goes over well. It shows right away that we've put some thought into our agency." She stared into her cup, as if searching the brown liquid for a suitable inspiration. 
"How about *The Bone Crushers*," Yuri spoke, taking a large bite of his bread with relish.
"Very serious," Harry grinned. "Why not *The Robbers*?"
"What do you think of *Special Operations Force Agents*," Abigail interjected, as some jam dripped unnoticed from her bread onto the carpet.
"Much better already," Harry nodded, considering for a moment. "And the acronym would be.... SOFA?"
Abigail pressed her lips together. "Uh... yes, SOFA," she said, scratching the back of her head as another blob of jam dripped onto her hand, which she licked with an awkward flick of her tongue.
"SOFA... sound like serious adventure and lots of action," Yuri grumbled, popping the rest of his bread into his mouth whole, then wiping his hands on his pants.
"Pha! Then come up with something better," Abigail grunted, slightly offended.
"It wasn't a bad idea," Harry noted, trying to encourage her to try again.
"How about... about... Trained Rookies Against Problems?" it came out of her.
"That pretty much sums it up, actually," Harry replied, impressed. "Well, it sounds pretty darn good to me. At least not too flashy or forced cool and yet somehow.... how shall I put it? Sporty?"
"Acronym be TRAP then," Yuri nodded. "When I arrived in city here, learned early what means *trap*. Must tell you now. There was this woman in nightclub, very good looking. Wanted to make love with me right away in back room. But suddenly, when pants of woman was down..." Harry had the greatest difficulty not to spit his coffee across the living room with laughter.
"It can also just mean *trap*, as in entrapment" Abigail, who could already guess what exactly this story was getting at, quickly interrupted him.
"Alright, so TRAP," Yuri said, and the other two agreed.
"Now that we have a name, though, we're still missing something very essential," Harry continued to ponder.
"Yeah," Aigail sighed. "We need a car, I know. We talked about it the day before yesterday."
"Do you actually have a driver's license?" she asked Harry. "Well, I've actually never driven a car before, and even if I had.... I'm not sure if a driver's license from Fukumata would even be valid in Elysium. The cities sometimes have reciprocal agreements for such documents, I don't know," Harry shrugged. Abigail's cheeks took on a soft red tinge. "I don't have a driver's license either," she said, clearing her throat sheepishly. Harry looked at her in surprise.
"No driver's license?" he repeated questioningly.
"No. I've never needed one at any of my previous jobs in IT. Most of the offices here in the city can be reached quite easily by public transportation. Besides, a driving test is comparatively expensive and I've never been able to save such a sum on the side," she explained with a slightly apologetic undertone. Harry rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Her slightly cowering posture on the subject suggested that she was fundamentally uncomfortable with the idea of having to drive a car herself. Then Abigail and Harry turned to Yuri at the same time. He was taking a sip from his cup and looked back and forth between them in surprise.
"Don't look at me. Drove a tank once but never a car," he explained, then continued to drink.
"Holy shit..." sighed Abigail. "We're seriously starting an agency and none of us know how to drive?"
"Not so shit, only need fourth man," Yuri replied, setting the empty cup down in front of him. 
"Yeah, why not, actually?" mused Harry. "That way, if the three of us are in action somewhere, at least one of us can always watch the car."
"Does anyone else have money to buy the car?" asked Yuri.
"We'll worry about the details later," Abigail said, rubbing her nose in annoyance. "In a pinch... we'll just grab one and repaint it. We'll think of something."
"How we'll get fourth-man-driver?" interjected Yuri again, starting to pick his teeth with his right index finger. Harry went to his backpack and pulled out his wallet. Then he counted through his remaining cash. 
"We won't get very far now. There's still enough for a listing in the yellow pages and a newspaper ad, though," he noted.
"You're really going to place a newspaper ad for a driver?" asked Abigail with a raised eyebrow.
"Yeah sure. Gotta start somewhere," Harry defended himself with a shrug of his shoulders. "If we're going to do something like this, it's best to do it in the biggest daily newspaper. It's also a form of advertising, you'll see. What's the number of the Daily Observer, then, I'll give them a call?"
"Yellow pages is under TV," Yuri said, nodding his head and pointing in the direction of the tube set. 
"There, what did I say? It's incredibly important that we're in there soon, too!" grinned Harry, picking up the little yellow book and starting to leaf through it.
"Yes. With advertising slogan: book TRAP for serious action. We'll soon have lots of calls from strange men..." muttered Yuri.
 
Three days later, the apartment was spotlessly clean. Harry and Yuri had passed the time by performing all the small household repairs that were necessary as best they could with the tools at hand. Meanwhile, a homemade TRAP sign had been placed on the apartment door. Abigail had connected her C64 computer to the Teletext Internet connection and that had worked fine, too. She had only had to bypass a relatively small security barrier with the help of a brute force program, and with a little luck they would be able to use this network completely free of charge in the future. They waited anxiously throughout the morning, because today was the day. The ad for the new driver had appeared with today's edition of the Daily Observer. Around 11 o'clock, the phone actually rang. Harry picked up and the other two immediately interrupted their activities and came into the living room, curious.
"Good afternoon, you're talking to the TRAP agency, the agency for special cases. What can I do for you?" he spoke confidently into the receiver. 
"Aaah yes, wonderful, finally dude! I thought I'd landed in the maternity hospital again. Do you even know that you have almost the same number?" it bawled on the other end. Harry held the receiver a little further away from his ear and screwed up his face. The person he was talking to was loud enough that his comrades could easily hear.
"Who's talking, please?" he asked when his counterpart had finished.
"It's me! You're the guys with the agency, right? I read it earlier when I was sitting on the bowl. Dude, I'm your man! You won't find a better driver in the whole city than old Ralph!" he yelled again.
"Um... how are your references," Harry hesitantly inquired. 
"Well, they're the best, man, really juicy, you'll make eyes! You won't find better ones anywhere! When can I start? Where should I go?" it boomed from the receiver. Harry looked back and forth between Yuri and Abigail, trying to read from their facial expressions what they thought of the caller. Yuri just shrugged.
"Shall come," he spoke somewhat subdued. "Can't be that bad. If need be, we'll send him to our neighbor." Abigail's expression, on the other hand, was laced with a gentle hint of hopelessness. Harry gave Ralph the address, and he confirmed that he would be on his way immediately. Then, in the background, other people could be heard swearing and cars honking. Apparently the applicant had called from a pay phone and not hung up.
"We'll just... wait for the interview," Harry explained, still holding the phone in his hand, puzzled. "If more people come forward, we'll just choose the most suitable candidate at the end." Then he hung up and trotted into the kitchen. "I'll cook something from the canned goods we brought," he muttered. Suddenly the phone rang again, and Abigail and Harry turned and came right back to the phone. Yuri picked up with a deadpan expression.
"Good day, you now speak with agency TRAP, we make special cases possible. What I can do for you?" he answered in a low voice. Abigail then hung her head and rubbed her temples. Something whispered on the other end of the line and Yuri thought for a moment. "No, I not am midwife. No, yes am sure. Yes special cases, but not fetch babies. No, yes. Thank you, have a nice day." Then he hung up. "Crazy man earlier was right, we have almost same number as baby clinic."
"If you're going to the kitchen, could you please see if there happens to be any booze sitting around?" Abigail asked Harry, then shuffled back toward her computer.
 
An hour later, the doorbell rang. In the meantime, the phone had been silent, no other applicants had called in, and there were no new requests for obstetrics. Abigail opened the door and looked scrutinizingly at the man standing in front of her. He was a punk who must have passed the age of 70. He was dressed in worn combat boots, torn black jeans, which in some places were only held together by large safety pins, a washed-out blue T-shirt with two crossed pistols and a skull printed on it, and over it a worn leather jacket with numerous chains hanging from it. Under the jacket, one could clearly see, he carried a holster with a pistol. On his back hung limply an ancient backpack with many patches from various bands. His tanned face was covered with countless wrinkles and scars. His black hair stood out as spiky bristles from his head with the help of a fair amount of hairspray. He grinned broadly when he saw Abigail.
"Well hello there! If I had known that such a beautiful woman was working here, I would have brought a bouquet of flowers!" He then took out an original box of chocolates from his backpack and handed them to her. Abigail, who had been rather put off by his first impression, now appeared visibly surprised.
"Oh... but this is... uh... thank you...!" she smiled and invited him in. Then she looked at the package. "Fine chocolates with pear brandy? That's good, I like that kind of thing."
"Don't you? I do too! I've been eating them every day since I got sober!" he replied with an even broader grin that pushed the folds of his mouth together like a leathery accordion, at which Abigail raised an eyebrow. The other two greeted their guest as well, and they all sat down together in the living room around the small table. 
"Then I would suggest we just introduce ourselves in order and then we'll see if we can come to an agreement business-wise," Harry initiated the conversation and the others nodded in agreement. "Harima Kenji, but everyone calls me Harry. I was originally born in Neo Tokyo, but grew up and lived in Fukumata. My parents were too poor to send me to good schools, and once you end up there in the suburbs, it's hard to get out the normal way. My uncle at least had a small martial arts school and taught me everything he knew over the years before he was shot by protection racketeers." At this point he paused briefly, but then continued. "With the help of his training, I was able to earn a living doing all sorts of small jobs for all sorts of people. Mostly as a bodyguard for foreign businessmen who wanted to hire someone with local knowledge. In the process, I also learned American. Some time ago, however, there were some... complications. Was better for me to leave the city and Elysium seemed a good place to start over. This is where I met my colleagues just a few days ago. We were all looking for a fresh start in some way and thought we'd throw what little money we had left together and start an agent agency. There is always a certain demand for people to take on assignments for delicate matters. But you can't get far on your own; as a team you can offer a wider range of skills, be more flexible." Abigail nodded in affirmation to Harry's explanation.
"Yes, exactly. For example, I myself am not a good fighter, but had enough of just being cheap labor. My name is Abigail Lindsay, by the way, and I was born and raised in Elysium. After school I did an IT apprenticeship and since then I have worked for various companies, but I have always been just a number in huge faceless work masses, like in a beehive. That typical boring life, where every day is the same as the next. At some point, you can't take it anymore if you don't want to become completely numb. I could have gone on like this until I dropped dead, but I just wanted to experience something. Even if you give up what little security you have, even if it becomes dangerous and..." she let her gaze wander briefly over the living room "... and not very comfortable." The old punk rubbed his chin thoughtfully during Abigail's explanation. It was clear from his face that he must have been through quite a bit himself. He had probably only barely escaped with his life more than once. However, he seemed to be able to understand her motives well and did not consider her decision to be naive at all, despite her obvious inexperience. Abigail looked to Yuri and nodded at him.
"Yuri Artemovich Sokolov," he introduced himself, pointing with his thumb. "Come from Utopia and was in special military there. Parents died early, grew up in state institutions. Got a lot of military training and a lot of politics school. But it is not so good for head and if you start to think too much, everything becomes hard. Then a year ago escaped on deployment and ran as far as I could. Now here."
"Jeez, man...," the punk scratched the back of his head."That's quite a distance you've run. How long does it take to fly to Utopia? Twelve hours or so? Respect."
"Yeah, or so," Yuri confirmed.
"If they find you here, they'll cut your throat?" the guest inquired.
"Yes," Yuri replied curtly.
"I thought so," he nodded again and then looked around. "So I'm Ralph, just Ralph. I don't need my last name anymore, otherwise the authorities will only find me faster. Guys, I'll be honest with you, because you've been too. I've done a lot of shit in my life and to this day I don't know how I survived it all. Then two years ago I broke out of the Shell during a riot because I didn't want to die in there."
"Shell?" inquired Harry. 
"State prison of Elysium," Abigail explained briefly before Ralph continued with his explanation.
"I'm getting a little too old for all that shit, and it's getting more and more dangerous out there for someone like me. I used to be a tough guy but times are changing. You are looking for a driver? I can drive, will drive you everywhere, no problem. If I get a place where bullets don't fly around my head in exchange."
The other three looked at each other and thought for a moment. An old outlaw, who was possibly still on current wanted lists, possibly had a serious alcohol problem and of whom one could not begin to say how reliable he would be. Would he clean out the whole place while they were asleep? 
"Um...so about a payment...," Harry began.
"Oh, don't bother," Ralph waved it off. "All I really need is a place to crash and something to eat. You've got a nice cozy place here. Oh, and I can even contribute something, even if it's not much. My car is outside, I can contribute it to the commune." Yuri got up and went to the window. Outside was a green Ford Capri S, about ten years old. It had a few dents, but otherwise seemed to be in good condition. Yuri nodded to the others and raised the thumb of his right hand.
"We'll just try that," Abigail said in response, and Harry also agreed. "You'll have to sleep on the couch in the living room, though," she followed up. Ralph grinned. 
"That's an improvement on the back seat of my ride, girl. We have a deal."
 
4. The Job
It was early afternoon. So far it had been so hot that the four of them had preferred not to leave the apartment. "Twenty-seven... twenty-eight... twenty-nine..." Yuri gasped and tensed his muscles. The apartment was small and space was limited. A membership in a nearby gym was out of the question, simply because of the cost, so they had to come up with something to keep from getting completely rusty. So Abigail sat cross-legged on Yuri's back, reading a book on programming languages while he did push-ups in the living room. Her petite frame made her the ideal extra training weight for the giant, whose bulging muscles moved rhythmically up and down. However, the rocking motion had a slightly sleep-inducing effect on Abigail, and she had to concentrate hard to keep her mind on the difficult text. She would have preferred to just close her eyes and doze off, but she bravely stayed awake. Unlike Ralph, who had already fallen asleep on the couch and was snoring with his mouth open. Suddenly the phone rang and Harry came running out of the kitchen.
"What, how, where am I?" grumbled Ralph, who had been awakened by the loud noise and was now struggling to sit up.
"I'll get it," Harry said and picked up the phone. A deep voice sounded at the other end after Harry had said his greeting. At least that much Ralph, Yuri and Abigail could hear. "Yeah right, yeah, where exactly? In the North Quarter? Yes, I'll write down the address..." Harry confirmed, writing on the notepad he had placed next to the phone, just in case. "And when? Sure, about an hour and a half. All right, we're on our way." Then he hung up. "Guys, looks like we're going to get our first job before dinner! Get ready, we're going to the North Quarter to meet a man in an abandoned apartment. He won't say what it's about over the phone, he wants to talk to us in person," he explained to the others. They looked at him in surprise and stood up immediately.
"Finally something starting," Yuri said as Abigail carefully climbed down from his back.
"That yellow pages thing really wasn't such a bad idea. Good thing I remembered that the paper edition only comes out once a year..." grinned Abigail, who was thievishly pleased that she had managed to hack into the Yellow Pages server of the Teletext Internet and leave an entry for TRAP. Harry just grunted as he came out of the bedroom with his backpack and sword. A few minutes later they were all in the car together, and Ralph drove off, overly conscientious and careful, after Harry had given him the destination address. Apparently he was really serious about his new job and probably didn't want to get fired after the first trip. Fortunately, he knew the city very well, especially the nastier parts. After a little more than an hour, they arrived at a prefabricated building typical of the North Quarter. The crumbling walls were covered in graffiti, the surrounding manhole covers gave off an unpleasant smell in the heat, and the cacophony of traffic was mixed with the shouts of angry passersby and barking dogs. As Ralph parked the car, a radio flew through a closed window not far in front of them and crashed to the pavement. While Abigail jumped in shock, Ralph just grinned.
"Business as usual," he remarked as the others got out of the car. 
"You wait, don't let evil strangers get close to you," Yuri nodded to Ralph, who laughed and patted the gun under his jacket. "Yep, sure," he replied, pulling a pencil and a well-worn crossword puzzle book with lots of pictures of pretty pin-up girls out of the glove compartment. 
"What floor this time?" Abigail asked Harry.
"Ninth," he replied. "And even if they have an elevator here, I'll take the stairs..." Then he stomped off to the front door and the others followed. No sooner said than done, they went up, floor by floor, past countless apartment doors, behind which must have been stories that no one really wanted to hear.
"Strange he chose this dump to meet us," Abigail remarked as they reached the ninth floor.
"Camouflage," Harry replied with a shrug. Then he grabbed the knob of the third door from the left and turned it. It was unlocked, just as the man on the phone had said. Together they entered the run-down apartment. Empty beer cans, various clothes and old magazines lay on the floor. A few mice climbed up and down the shower curtain in the bathroom, which could be seen from the entrance. Yuri reached for his pistol, which he had tucked into the back of his pants as usual, and looked around with a questioning look on his face, while Abigai pulled two rubber gloves out of her bag and put them on. You could see how much she had to control herself.
"Over here, please come closer," a deep voice came from the living room. Harry nodded to his companions and led the way. Sitting in a dusty brown leather chair was a well-dressed man in a black suit. He also wore a black hat with a wide brim, which he pulled down over his face to hide his eyes. In his hand he held a lit cigarette, which he puffed on with relish. The blinds were all down about three-quarters of the way, letting in very little light. The warmth of the day intensified the haze in these rooms in an unpleasant way. What could be seen in the dim light, however, was that the man had a large jar of pickled octopus sitting on a stool beside him. 
"Look, they're finally here," he said conspiratorially to the octopus as the three entered the room. The TRAP team looked at the strange man with irritation. 
"He wasn't seriously talking to the octopus, was he?" Abigail whispered to Harry. He just pressed his lips together and didn't answer.
"Please sit down, make yourselves comfortable," the man in the suit said, making an inviting gesture toward the large sofa standing diagonally across from him. From its cushions, a rusty spring stuck out about halfway through the rotting cushions.
"Rather stand," Yuri replied, fixing his host with a steady gaze, but not taking his right hand from his hip to keep it close to the pistol.
"As you wish," the man said, grinning narrowly. "They'd rather stand, you hear?" he spoke softly to the octopus. Abigail cleared her throat nervously and Harry ran his hand through his hair in a thoughtful gesture.
"So, here we are. You wanted to tell us the details of your job in person...", Harry finally began to open the negotiation. 
"Certainly," the man replied. "To be honest, I've never heard of your agency before. This is good, very good. Isn't it?" The rhetorical question was again directed at the pickled sea creature. Then he took another drag on his cigarette. Abigail could have sworn that one of the octopus's arms had just moved a tiny bit. It was probably just an optical illusion, but she couldn't be sure.
"Well, for this job, it is important that we hire unfamiliar faces. Let me get right to the point. I'm in an intermediary role myself for a company called CROWTECH. This is an industrial manufacturing robot development team. They have built a new prototype for the automotive industry using some expensive and advanced components. It represents a great leap forward in technological development. It is versatile and can be used for much more complex tasks than the normal assembly line robots, which usually consist of just one big arm and screw-on components. As you can imagine, it is also extremely expensive. Now for the real problem. Somehow a Japanese competitor here in town got wind of it - industrial espionage is nothing unusual, as I'm sure you know. The Japanese hired a group of runners and had the thing stolen. At least that much has been revealed by previous investigations, if you want to call them that. They were able to catch one of the runners during the break-in, and after some special, somewhat unpleasant treatment, he spit out the name *Taiyō Electrics*. By the way, you might want to prepare yourself for an extremely dangerous job. The runners killed several people during the break-in, and this company is not afraid to use maximum force. The name of the prototype is *Yanny*. CROWTECH probably thought it would be more entertaining to give it a real name instead of a serial number. A unisex name for this hunk of metal. However, this Yanny has a programming error and would have to be rebuilt by CROWTECH anyway. It has some loose screws, so to speak!" Then the man laughed out loud at his own joke. "You got it, loose screws on a robot!" he gargled at the octopus, slapping his thigh. Abigail looked at Harry and Yuri and tapped her temple with the index finger of her right hand, the other two nodded in response. After laughing, the man immediately became serious again and continued. "No wonder, if you ask me. New technology is always full of bugs and hard to master. Anyway, the job is to bring the prototype of Taiyō Electrics back to me. I don't care how you do it. I will then deliver it to CROWTECH."
"What's in it for us?" Harry asked, getting right to the point. The man leaned over and gently stroked the glass in which his grotesque pet was swimming.
"You are... an unknown little agency..." he began, and Harry could immediately guess where this statement was going. He was going to squeeze them on the price, and they didn't have much room for negotiation due to their current financial situation. In his mind he already started to calculate how much they could go down, how low they would have to sell themselves.
"...however, the prototype is worth quite a bit to CROWTECH. Therefore, I am authorized to offer you $35,000 for your services in the event of success. There will be $3,000 as an upfront payment .... and don't get any ideas about running away with the money. This kind of thing usually ends very messy for everyone involved," the man continued in a businesslike tone. The three had to control themselves to hide their astonishment and keep a straight face as best they could. The amount was far more than they had expected. For a group of rookies in this business, even $2,500 each would have been an acceptable reward. 
"All right, we agree," Harry replied after a moment's hesitation, trying not to look too needy. "I guess we'll just have to find out for ourselves where Taiyō Electrics has stashed the prototype?"
"That's right," the man nodded, taking another drag on his cigarette and blowing the smoke out of his mouth in a thin stream. Abigail then gestured to her comrades that she had high hopes of getting this information somehow.
"We almost on our way," Yuri said. "How we contact you?" The man pulled a small notepad and pen from his suit pocket and jotted down a phone number. Then he handed the note to Yuri.
"This is my cell phone number," he nodded. "Call me as soon as you get Yanny. We'll meet back here." The three confirmed and then slowly made their way out of the apartment. They would have to buy a cell phone as well, and with the down payment they should be able to do that now. These modern devices were now only about the size of a half toaster and the extendable antennas had shrunk to a comfortable length of about 30 cm. Perfect to have a real phone with you in the field.
 
"Well, I definitely want a gun too... how about a pistol? I'm sure there are lighter and smaller models, right? Surely you can advise me? We'll also need bulletproof vests, helmets, and uh.... Explosives? How about hand grenades? Plastic explosives? Smoke bombs? Lock picks? I want the whole package! And also..." Ever since they had left the apartment, Abigail had been talking excitedly and non-stop. Yuri and Harry weren't sure if it was because of the generous advance payment or the fact that they now had a concrete goal in mind in the form of a real job. At least she seemed a little more relaxed now. Her eyes lit up as she talked about her equipment plans and gestured wildly with her hands. Her monologue was abruptly interrupted when they reached the third floor. Behind one of the apartment doors, a woman began to scream in fear, there were several crashes, and then a man yelled. If they interpreted these sounds correctly, chairs or something similar were being thrown inside the apartment. It was clear that this woman was in distress. The three stopped and listened for a moment. There was another loud crash and the sound of splintering wood.
"Guys...we have to help her...we can't just keep walking like this and the police don't come to this neighborhood willingly...!" said Abigail excitedly, pointing to the door. "Quick, where's the doorbell?" Yuri looked at the door with an appraising glance. Then he took aim, took a swing, and kicked his right foot with full force right next to the lock. There was a deafening crash through the stairwell as the door was half torn from its moorings. Then he grabbed the doorknob with both hands, yanked it out with a jerk, and dropped it behind him. With his left hand, he pushed open the ruined remains and quickly entered the apartment.
"Ding-dong," he said with an expressionless face as he walked toward the room where the woman's screams had come from. Harry looked at Yuri's work of destruction in awe and then briefly at Abigail.
"Um... wow..." it came out in surprise. He knew their comrade had quite a bit of physical strength, but he hadn't expected this reaction. Then he nodded and followed Yuri. Abigail hurried after him as well. The burly giant made his way through all kinds of broken dishes. The fight must have been going on here for quite a while. A few seconds later, Yuri had reached the bedroom. The woman who had apparently screamed was lying on the ground. At first glance, it could be seen that she had already suffered some bruises and minor injuries. A man in torn clothes was standing in front of her, about to hit her with the half of a broken chair. When he heard Yuri, he turned to him and looked at him in surprise. But then he shouted, his face red with anger, "Hey, you asshole, what are you doing in my apartment?! Get out of here right now or I'll make mincemeat out of you!" Yuri didn't think about it at all and marched on towards the man, unimpressed. When the man lunged at the intruder with half of his chair, Yuri made a great leap into the man to shorten the distance to him so that he could not complete his swing. The giant grabbed the ruffian's hair with his left hand and began to smash his face with terrible blows. The first punch broke his nose, and only after the fourth did he let go of the chair. The woman on the floor stared at the scene in disbelief. Obviously, she hadn't expected anyone to come to her aid. Abigail and Harry had also reached the bedroom by now. The programmer immediately rushed to the woman and tried to help her up, while Harry took a few steps back and kept an eye on the apartment door from the hallway. He wanted to rule out the possibility of the man getting unexpected reinforcements. Yuri was unstoppable in his rage anyway. He grabbed the now motionless man, who had been knocked unconscious by his powerful blows, and threw him headfirst across the bedroom into a closed closet. The man crashed through the relatively massive door of the closet and was stuck inside up to his waist, his legs still sticking out. There was not the slightest chance that he could have survived the impact. Harry came back into the room when he was sure that no more of the man's associates would show up. He looked first at Yuri, who was wiping his bloody right hand on his pants, and then at the two legs sticking out of the cabinet.
"What...?" he began, pointing to the closet.
"Man looking for suit for own funeral," Yuri explained curtly, shrugging and trudging out into the hallway to find the bathroom. Harry nodded and then walked over to Abigail, who had by now helped the woman to her feet. She was still in shock, but seemed visibly relieved. A brief conversation revealed that the man was her new boyfriend, but he had quickly turned out to be choleric and violent. Had the three not reacted so quickly, it would have ended badly for her.
"Thank you very much. My name is Karen, by the way..." the woman revealed ruefully. "Unfortunately, I don't have anything of value to give you as a reward for your help. I am so sorry. You saved my life and I don't even have any money to show my appreciation..." she sniffled. Yuri returned from the bathroom with washed hands.
"Smell good in kitchen," he declared.
"Oh... that? Yes, I was actually cooking. There's a pot of tomato soup on the stove.... Um, would you like some, perhaps?" Karen replied quietly, still being attended to in a makeshift fashion by Abigail.
"Yes," Yuri replied. "Fighting makes you hungry." 
"You too, perhaps?" Karen asked Abigail and Harry, who gladly accepted the invitation. A short time later, they were all sitting together in the kitchen, finishing the tomato soup and talking a bit. This little bit of normalcy gradually brought the woman out of her terrible shock and she began to recover.
"Yuri will get this guy out of here in a minute and I'll hang up one of the other doors for you," Harry said as he scraped the last of the soup out of the bowl.
"That's really sweet of you, thank you again," the woman replied. "But... um... who... who are you anyway?" The three looked at each other for a moment, then Abigail smiled at the woman. "We are TRAP, the agency for special cases. Feel free to recommend us."
"You can find us in yellow pages," Yuri nodded and wiped his mouth. Then he got up and stomped into the bedroom to get the body.
 
"What now, is this the guy who was supposed to give you the job?" Ralph asked in surprise as he looked out the window and saw Yuri marching toward the agency car with the body slung over his right shoulder. 
"No, other man. There was incident," he casually explained to Ralph.
"Well, I'll be damned..." Ralph grinned and shook his head. "Where to now with this guy? Hmm... Ah, look, there's a dumpster over there." He pointed across the street and got out of the car.
"Good," Yuri nodded and walked straight to the dumpster. Fortunately there were no cars coming at the moment and the few people passing by didn't seem to take much notice of the scene. This kind of thing probably happened a lot around here. When the Russian reached the dumpster, he opened the lid with his left hand, lifted the man's body inside, and walked back to the car.
"Very environmentally conscious," Abigail said from the back after observing the action. She and Harry were standing in the doorway of the house, now joining the others.
"Well, I don't know. In prison we had our own bins for organic waste," Ralph remarked, then laughed bleatingly.  "Where to now?"
"Back to headquarters for now," Abigail said with a smile. "Need to do some research before we can proceed. And of course we need to buy some equipment. We'll explain everything in detail on the way home."
"Oho, so *headquarters* is the name of the place now," Ralph grinned broadly. Then he opened a car door for Abigail and bowed. "Get in, madam, we'll be right there."
  
5. Serious Business
Abigail tapped away at the keyboard with practice and speed. Colorful masses of text appeared on the screen, which she scanned with a focused gaze for useful information. The Teletext Internet was based on the transmission of television signals and could generally be used via an additional socket in combination with a normal cable connection. An extremely impressive invention, it pumped a massive amount of data into her 8-bit home computer, where it was absorbed by a mighty 64 kilobytes of RAM. She had been saving up for this device for a long time, and now it was finally paying off in earnest.
"I found something," she announced, pointing to the screen. The others stood around the table, seemingly waiting for that sentence. They all gathered in front of the screen and stared at the colorful text. "Taiyō Electrics has two different locations in the Industrial Quarter. However, they seem to have administrative offices and workshops at both locations. So it's not clear to me which of the two locations they could have taken the prototype to," Abigail said.
"Let's see... can you hack directly into the company's servers? Maybe we'll find out more there," Harry guessed, running his hand over his chin thoughtfully.
"I'll try," Abigail nodded. Then she rummaged through a pile of disks on the table until she found the one she wanted. Clearly a pirated copy, labeled in red marker. Then she slid the disk into the floppy drive, flipped down the lock, started the program with a strange-looking string of characters, and waited for the loading process to complete.
"Fortunately not Datassette. Worst, those things," Yuri remarked, staring intently at the screen.
"Yeah, we'd still be sitting here tomorrow," Abigail grinned. After only five minutes, the program *Lioncrack* loaded, and a lion's head, stylized with ASCII art, appeared on the screen, biting into a cable from which lightning was shooting. She started typing again. 
"Hmm... Actually, I'm in... Personnel lists, vehicle fleet, insurance... none of this is getting us anywhere," she muttered.
"Take a look at the purchase orders," Harry said. "I think I have an idea. When you buy new technology, there's always some extra equipment missing. Always. It won't be any different on a large scale than it is on a small scale." Abigail licked her lips, lost in thought, and continued to scroll through the data lists.
"Here... Here's something. Branch 2 took delivery of a $45,000 laser the day before yesterday, an investment that stands out from the rest of the purchases they've made in the last few months," she said.
"What they do with laser?" asked Yuri.
"I don't know. Maybe they're using it to measure parts of the prototype?" pondered Harry.
"With a laser? What? A folding rule would have only cost two dollars," laughed Ralph, tapping his forehead with his index finger.
"At least that's something. We don't have much more than that, and we can't take too much time. So we'll break into Branch 2 and have a look around before they take the thing apart. That is, if it's even there," Harry explained. Abigail paused for a moment.
"Do we actually know what the prototype looks like and how big it is?" she asked the group. The others looked at each other quizzically.
"No," Yuri finally grunted. "Better we come with bigger car. Thing won't fit on back seat if we all sit in it. Must be huge."
"Yeah, he's right," Ralph thought after a moment's hesitation, scratching his butt. "Where are we going to get a bigger car on short notice?"
"Pull up the supply lists again, please, Aby," Harry asked, leaning back in front of the screen. As she slowly scrolled through list after list, he followed each item with his index finger. "Look there... There's a supplier for the cafeteria. There are no cooks listed in the personnel lists, they have the prepared food delivered by.... here: *Wiener Productions*."
"That's about the stupidest company name I've ever heard," Abigail remarked, shaking her head in disbelief.
"Yeah, but it seems like a pretty big company," Harry replied. "I've also seen that name at the airport and various train stations. My suggestion would be that we hijack one of their vans and drive it to the branch at lunchtime. Ralph will hand out the food and the rest of us will go in and get the prototype.
"Great idea, dude," Ralph said, snapping his fingers. "I've handed out food in prison before, so it's no problem."
"Good, then we have plan," Yuri nodded. "Now we need some equipment. Where to find it?"
"Here in Downtown, it's best to go to Bonzo for equipment," Ralph explained, fishing a chocolate from an open package sitting on the small living room table. Then he put it in his mouth with relish and began to smack his lips.
"Bonzo? Who's Bonzo?" asked Yuri.
"Harris D. Bonzo is the place to go for guns without serial numbers and all that other stuff that's hard to get, if you know what I mean. Can take you to him. He greases the cops' palms so he doesn't have to keep changing his location," Ralph explained. It had gotten dark outside, which was not a bad thing for such purchases, considering the opening hours of the shops. 
"Then we'll visit this Bonzo and see what he has to offer. If we can do that today, we'll be ready for the run tomorrow," Harry said, rubbing his hands together in anticipation. Abigail jumped out of her chair with a squeal of excitement and ran to the coat hooks in the foyer, grabbing her jacket as she realized it was finally time to go shopping. Yuri and Harry looked after her in amazement, her anticipation for this shopping trip obviously having grown immeasurably.
"What are you standing there gaping at? Swing your lazy legs, you don't keep a lady waiting!" Ralph crowed cheerfully to the two of them, then marched right after Abigail, tossing the next chocolate into his open mouth.
 
"Quite an excellent choice, if I do say so myself," the forty-something man behind the counter quipped, pursing his chapped lips. He had long, oily black hair that hung down over his stubbled, three-day beard. He wore an olive green muscle shirt, a chain with two military badges around his neck. Apparently, he had served in the armed forces a long time ago. The most striking thing about him, however, was the mechanical prosthesis he wore in place of his own left forearm. He was holding a thick, steaming cigar in it. He could move the fingers and hand of this artificial limb easily, but only comparatively slowly. Abigail turned the cylinder of the small silver revolver and aimed it into the air over the sights. The weapon was perfect for her slender hands, light, comfortable to hold, quick to reload, effortless to conceal. 
"I really want this one," she said enthusiastically. "How much is it?" Bonzo, the man behind the counter, grinned broadly, revealing a row of unkempt black stubby teeth. Then he leaned forward, far toward her, his forearms braced to get as close as possible.
"Darling, I'm always happy to make a friendship deal for a pretty thing like you." Then he winked at her and licked his lips suggestively. Abigail smiled narrowly and leaned toward him, leaving only a hand's width of space between their noses. Her green eyes flashed at him.
"You disgusting, stinking slime bag, I just want to buy this gun, not fuck you. So, how much?" she said, keeping her cool smile. Bonzo bristled at this statement for a moment, but then burst out laughing.
"Very good, I like you!" he barked, slapping the counter with his artificial hand, causing the register to rattle to his left. "Take it for $50 and shoot the damn mayor with it for me," he roared, still laughing, holding his stomach. Then he pulled a box of shells from the shelf behind him and tossed them to her. "These are on the house, sweetheart." Abigail caught the box and shrugged. 
"Thanks..." she said, then turned to her companions. "Got everything?" Yuri placed a pump shotgun, another pistol, a large military knife and several packs of ammunition on the counter. Harry, on the other hand, had only opted for several throwing knives. He had also found a cell phone and three walkie-talkies.
"This all looks very good," Harry said as he surveyed the pile of merchandise. "What does all this add up to...?" Before he could finish his sentence, Ralph stumbled out of one of the side rooms, carefully carrying a small package in front of him.
"This too," he said, placing it on the counter.
"What's that?" asked Abigail curiously, taking a step closer to better read the small writing on the surface of the package.  
"It's a mini laptop.  It's a little 16-bit C64, the latest shit, girl. It's so small it would fit in your purse if you had one," Ralph laughed, running a hand through his hair. Abigail's shock at this device was obvious. She had never expected to see such an advanced model of a mini-computer in a place like this. New technology like this could cost a good $5,000. The package had most likely fallen off a van and landed here by accident.
"That... We'll never be able to afford it. Far too expensive," she breathed in a resigned voice and waved it away.
"Bonzo, you old whoremonger, I never asked you for anything back at Brickstone Bay..." Ralph remarked to the merchant, who then went wide-eyed. "But you know damn well you'd have a chrome butt and not just one hand if I hadn't..."
"All right!" grunted Bonzo dully, indicating with a quick, throwaway hand gesture that Ralph should stop talking. Then he pressed his cracked lips together, and you could see him begin to calculate feverishly in his head. After a few moments, he squeezed out a "...three hundred dollars and no less, you rat". Visibly upset, he pulled a dirty cloth handkerchief from his pants pocket and used it to wipe the sweat from his brow. "Really squeezing my balls there, man. And you call yourself an old friend," he grunted. Abigail beamed happily and Ralph turned and walked slowly towards the exit door.
"I'll start the car, don't be long," he muttered.
 
 
6. Knock, knock
The enormous magnification of the binoculars gave her a clear view of the entrance to the company grounds, even from the flat roof of the parking garage a short distance away. She fished the walkie-talkie out of her backpack and pressed the talk button. Of course, she had disinfected it thoroughly beforehand.
"Can you hear me?" she asked into the microphone. It grated unpleasantly, and then someone spoke.
"Please, radio discipline must be observed, who is speaking?" a voice said.
"Yuri, you idiot, it's me!" hissed Abigail, annoyed.
"Me who? Who is me? Don't know Yuri," it spoke on the other end of the line. Abigail sighed deeply and rubbed the bridge of her nose.
"All right, all right! ... Little Baby Owl to Heroes of Steel, do you read me?" she said impatiently.
"Heroes of Steel here, go ahead. What's up, Little Baby Owl?" the walkie-talkie creaked. Tonight she would simply put a pillow over his face to end his life, the programmer had decided. And it would be a pleasure for her. But first there was work to be done. She picked up the binoculars again and looked through them.
"They have two guards with machine guns and body armor at the gate, checking all vehicles coming in. But not the ones going out. That plays right into our hands, doesn't it?" she relayed. It took a moment for the next answer to come.
"Yes is very good. Have another hour or so to get sausage transporters. Hope to get one with big plastic sausages on roof because very cool looking and appetite stimulating. Please keep watching, let you know when we get there," Yuri's distorted voice rang out.
"No problem, I'll wait here for your signal. I won't starve. I brought strawberry yogurt," Abigail replied, digging into her backpack for the jar and spoon. She loved the one with the waving cartoon strawberry on the front of the package and had quickly grabbed two this morning.
"Don't eat too much yogurt or you'll have to go to the bathroom. Undercover we can't go to bathroom, too dangerous," it came from the speaker.
"Going to the bathroom after you is dangerous enough for me at home, old stink bomb! Baby Owl out!" hissed Abigail, ending the conversation and grumbling as she unscrewed the yogurt jar.
 
Harry glanced at his watch and then at the intersection. They had studied the route from the nearest Wiener Productions location to Branch 2 in advance. If the van took the fastest route, it would almost certainly have to come through here to avoid the difficult side streets. Fortunately, it wasn't too busy at this time of day, as the heaviest rush hour traffic wouldn't start again until around 3 p.m. He and Yuri stood casually leaning against the wall of a house, coffee cups in hand. Across the street, Ralph was parked, waiting for their cue.
"What time now?" asked Yuri, stroking his leather jacket. A button had almost fallen off. With a small movement, he pulled the loose piece off and put it in his pocket.
"Almost 11:30," Harry replied, a little nervous now and looking around again. He hoped that this hastily devised and audacious plan would actually work. The whole thing was a little too reckless and too public for his taste, but what could he do? He had no better idea.
"We are lucky, today with advertising sausage on roof," Yuri remarked, pointing with his chin in the other direction of the road. Sure enough, the catering company's van was coming down that way!
"Excellent," Harry said, adjusting his slightly worn dark brown trench coat, under which he had hidden his katana. Then he scratched his head and then his nose. Ralph, who had been watching the two the whole time, understood the gesture and started the engine of the agency van that was slowly rolling up. The van got closer and closer to the intersection. This has got to work, Harry thought, clenching his teeth. He waited another second, then another. Then he formed the thumb and forefinger of his right hand into an O and raised his hand above his head. In response to this gesture, Ralph pushed the car's accelerator all the way to the floor, and the rear tires began to smoke. The agency car picked up speed and roared the short distance to the intersection, ignoring the fact that the light was red. Harry and Yuri held their breath, beads of sweat forming on their foreheads. Ralph let go of the accelerator and pulled the handbrake, bringing his car to a stop in the middle of the intersection. The approaching van braked loudly and squealed, and the two cars behind it did the same. At least there was no rear-end collision. The vehicles had stopped, now they had to move quickly. Harry and Yuri pulled two cloth masks from their pockets, pulled them over their mouths and noses in a flash, and ran toward the intersection. While the driver of the van had rolled down the window and shouted angrily in Ralph's direction, his passenger was nearly scared to death when Harry tore open the door of the van on his side with a single movement. Yuri jumped into the open door and in the same motion pulled the pistol from the back of his pants and held it to the passenger's head.
"Don't move and shut up, then nothing happens today. We just want to borrow a car, no one has to get hurt," he shouted to the two men in the cab. They immediately raised their hands.
"All right! Don't shoot, I don't want to die over a car full of fucking hot dogs!" the driver yelled. Meanwhile, Ralph had already gone around the next corner and turned off his car. Then he ran back to the intersection, panting. 
"I'm getting too old for this shit," he cursed as he rounded the corner. A few frightened passersby were already running toward him, eyes wide with terror, having overheard the robbery and now fleeing. As far as he could tell, no one in the area had thought to jump into the nearest phone booth and call the police. Good. Very good, in fact. No, bad. Very bad, in fact.
"Damn it!" growled Ralph, who suddenly saw a completely unexpected police car barreling toward the intersection from the right. "This wasn't part of the plan..." He immediately slowed down and took cover behind a nearby billboard. What to do now? If he waited here and watched the whole thing, he might still be of some use.
 
"Big shit coming!" Yuri shouted to Harry, pointing in the direction from which the police car was approaching. Harry, who had actually been on his way around the hood of the van to open the driver's door, stopped now. Yes, it was true, the shit was coming. This plan had been a disaster from the beginning. Now they would have to improvise.
"Knock them out, I'll take care of the cops!" he yelled to Yuri. The police car screeched to a halt and the doors opened. Harry ran as fast as he could and drew his katana.
"Man, don't hit me, please!" the passenger in the car screamed in fear as he heard Harry's command loud and clear.
"Fine," Yuri growled curtly, grabbing him by the neck with an iron grip and squeezing, causing the man to fall forward unconscious a second later, hitting his forehead on the glove compartment. "Now you, come here," he said calmly but firmly to the other man, who could only comment on his impending knockout with a desperate "fuck".
"Drop your guns now and put your hands in the air," one of the two police officers shouted while they were still getting out of the car. In a hopeless situation, it's always good to do something unexpected. It's hard to counter a move you can't anticipate. As Harry ran, he saw that the driver's side window of the police car had been rolled down. The policeman was now standing in the street, his hand reaching for the gun on his belt. Harry took the measure and jumped, putting all his eggs in one basket. He jumped, jerked the hilt of his sword forward with the pommel, leaped through the open car window, and rammed the hilt into the policeman's stomach with full force as he flew. The policeman was knocked over, and with a deep "oof," he expelled all the air from his lungs and fell to the ground, Harry rolling over on top of him. Immediately, he scrambled back up and took cover next to the fender of the car. The policeman he had landed on was instantly knocked unconscious by the tremendous blow to his stomach. It took Harry a moment to get his bearings after this feat. He hadn't broken anything in the jump, all parts were still attached. Then he felt something hard against his neck.
"That stunt wasn't bad, asshole, now throw the sword away or I'll splatter your head right here on the asphalt," it growled behind him. The other cop... he hadn't been quick enough, hadn't seen him coming. Harry gritted his teeth. If he had run his colleague through with the blade, he would have been dead by now, then the other one would have shot, he was sure of it. It was this small detail, this one split-second decision that had probably saved his life. But was that the end of it? He dropped the sword, the blade hitting the asphalt with a singing sound. A second later, the policeman was knocked off his feet, a short scream, a shot went off, fortunately into the sunny midday sky and not into Harry's head. He heard the remaining cars at the intersection make hasty turns and drive away. Then he turned. He looked up at Ralph's grinning face. The old punk was holding his own gun, apparently having knocked the policeman down from behind with the handle.
"Get up, this is where it really starts!" he shouted encouragingly to Harry. No sooner said than done. Harry looked around, the intersection was deserted. From the looks of it, the patrol car had really just happened to be passing by and hadn't called for backup before entering the scene. Yuri came up to them and had the two drivers of the van over his shoulders, one on the left and one on the right.
"Where to put them?" he asked dryly. 
"Well, in the dumpster with them, just like in the North Quarter," Ralph laughed, pointing to a dumpster that was indeed near the intersection.
"Good," Yuri confirmed and marched off. "Garbage collection don't work well in town here, but dumpsters everywhere."
"Grab one of those suckers, too," Ralph grinned at Harry, lifting the policeman who was lying directly in front of him. Harry stared at his comrades as they headed for the dumpster.
"Aw, shit..." he said with a sigh, and then began dragging the policeman he had knocked unconscious behind him. Once the four men were inside the dumpster, Yuri closed the lid and tied the locking rings from the outside with a piece of wire he had luckily found on top of the trash.
"Now, I'm going to move the police car to a side street, and then we'll get started, boys. Put your diapers on now!" yelled Ralph as he walked back to the van. Meanwhile, several other cars drove through the intersection, slowly passing the van and the police car. None of them stopped.
 
7. Inside
From his position, he could see the car with the big plastic sausage on the roof coming around the corner. His mind could not process what exactly he saw with his dimly lit eyes. Crouching, he sat in the drainpipe under the curb, holding onto a grate with his bony hands to keep from slipping. He stood barefoot in the viscous broth of filthy water. The stench emanating from it did not bother him. He no longer noticed it. His skin was coal black, covered with cracks and small blisters. Nothing would make him crawl out of his hiding place into the glaring sunlight. It was too bright for him, it hurt his eyes. He was a creature of darkness, born far from the light of the sun. Only when, he had forgotten. It made no difference to him if one or ten years passed. The van stopped in front of the gate, where the two men stood, weapons in their hands. Then they made noises. There were noises coming from the van as well. He did not understand them, could not grasp the meaning of the words. He no longer understood the purpose of language. But now he began to feel hungry. This hunger had to be satisfied, it could not be delayed. He rose as far as the low height of his observation post would allow and crawled further along the tube, away from the opening at the curb. There was a wider descent to the sewers ahead, he remembered. He would find something edible down there, if he looked long enough. Something that would not escape him. And he was fast, even if one would not have guessed it at first glance. Much faster than anything else that lived down here.
 
Ralph rolled down the window. Next to him sat Abigail, who had put on her most innocent smile. Luckily, they'd found some Wiener Productions aprons and paper hats in the back of the van and had put them on before they left. Ralph's haircut would have been a little too flashy for a food delivery guy.
"Well, it's about time you guys showed up," the guard standing on the left side of the gate called out to him. "You're late, you know that, right?"
"Yeah, sorry, a lot of traffic today," Ralph replied, waving him off, "Now hurry up and open the gate, the hot dogs are waiting for you!"  The guard paused for a moment and rubbed his chin.
"Where is Dave today? Yesterday he said goodbye with a *see you tomorrow*?" the guard inquired. But then he motioned to his colleague, who began to take a larger key from his belt and unlock the gate. Apparently the anticipation of lunch was greater than his growing suspicion. Fortune favors fools.
"He slipped in the bathroom this morning. Nasty business, but he'll be back on his feet soon. We're just the replacements, but our sausages are just as hot," Ralph replied in a calm voice. The guard laughed in response and they pulled open the two gates, allowing the van to slowly drive through. Abigail saw in her rearview mirror that the gate behind them closed immediately. 
"We're in," she said quietly. "I think we have to go right, this way." She pointed to a large sign that read *Delivery*, apparently the only English writing in the area. Below the sign was an arrow. Ralph followed the direction, and the road led them directly to a warehouse. He turned the car around and backed up to a larger, thick steel door, held open by a discolored, thick wooden wedge. Then he tapped on the back wall of the van to signal Harry and Yuri, who were hiding in the back of the van by the food. They, too, were already dressed in the uniforms of the catering company, so as not to be immediately recognized as intruders.
"We're here," he said in a low voice. There was a short knock in response. Abigail and Ralph got out to open the back door of the van. Suddenly, a woman in a fancy costume appeared in the large open doorway. The extremely attractive Japanese woman actually looked like she was on her way to a gala reception or a modeling appointment, not back here in a delivery zone waiting for the caterer.
"Here you are at last!" she greeted them with a friendly smile. "We eagerly await the delicious cornucopia of your exquisite dishes!" she spoke with grammatical perfection, though with a slightly audible accent that added to her charming appearance.
"You what?" Ralph replied.
"Sorry for the delay, it definitely won't happen again," Abigail said, smiling broadly at the lady. Then she ran her right hand through her hair and adjusted her work coat. The lady in the costume looked at her kindly. Ralph looked back and forth between them for a moment, then just shrugged and opened the back door. Harry and Yuri were already inside, each with a box of packaged food in their hands and one of those slightly humiliating paper hats on their heads. As if on cue, they marched out of the van one by one. 
"If you'd brought pickaxes, you'd look like the dwarves on their way to the mountain," Ralph muttered, then climbed into the van himself to grab a pallet.
"Good afternoon," Harry greeted the woman in Japanese, noticing out of the corner of his eye that a security camera was focused on the delivery area. He would have to keep that in mind. "Where do we put the food? We're a new team and we're delivering to you for the first time today, so we don't know our way around yet." The lady was clearly surprised to be spoken to in her native language. She had usually only seen American employees in the delivery company. Visibly pleased, she then showed the four of them the way to the cafeteria.
 
Word of the food delivery spread like wildfire among the staff, and the cafeteria was filled to capacity in no time. Ralph scooped up plate after plate like a madman, and the room filled with the sounds of food and conversation as the other three TRAP members brought in all the food from the truck as fast as they could. When all the pallets and packages were stacked in the serving area, they nodded to Ralph and retreated. There was no time to waste. First they made their way back to the transporter, but then they took another turn and found themselves in the main production hall. Here, highly complex machines and larger tools for a variety of applications were being made at the well-equipped workbenches. Abigail could identify some of the machines by their appearance, but others meant nothing to her. The Japanese lettering didn't make it any easier for her to find her way around. Fortunately, Harry was able to quickly translate the most important things for her when needed. At least there were no security cameras in this area, otherwise they would have been in serious trouble.
"Well, I don't see an oversized laser here. And I don't see any industrial car-making robots either," she whispered to the others.
"Fucking hell," Yuri grunted. "Did we break into wrong branch after all?" Harry looked around feverishly. The hall was relatively easy to see from where they were, despite all the large equipment. In addition, a staircase on the side wall led up one floor to an office suite. Harry squinted, trying to make out the signs. There was certainly a good view of the entire production area from these offices.
"The first room up there is for the foreman, the others just say administration," he read aloud.
"Should we break in there?" asked Yuri.
"Not sure we have enough time for that," Abigail said, looking nervously at her watch. "If the staff is on a three-quarter lunch break, which I can only hope they are, that still leaves us.... thirty-eight minutes?"
"Over there, look, there's an elevator," Harry said suddenly. At first he had thought the door was just a cupboard or something, since there was no symbol or inscription to identify it as an elevator. But now that the three of them had taken a few steps closer, he had spotted a small button in the shape of an arrow pointing down. They hurried over and examined this door. 
"An elevator? But stairs over there?" said Yuri, looking back. There was no way the elevator could go up, only down.
"A basement under the production hall? A basement without stairs, accessible only by elevator? Isn't that a bit risky?" asked Abigail.
"Or it's part of the concept," Harry reasoned, tapping an elongated slot built into the panel next to the arrow button. "You probably have to swipe a smart card here to even call the elevator. So there is an area here that is probably not equally accessible to all employees. They've got something to hide, and that's damn good news for us." Abigail glanced at the panel and spotted a port for a modular connector. Quickly, she pulled down her backpack and pulled out the mini-laptop and a phone cord. She plugged the laptop into the elevator panel, sat down on the floor, and began furiously tapping away at the keyboard. The other two stared in the direction of the cafeteria. If anyone came now, they were screwed. They would never be able to explain to anyone why sausage delivery workers had to tamper with a security elevator. Yuri's hand automatically went to the pistol tucked in the back of his pants, as usual. A minute later the elevator doors opened. Harry and Yuri let out audible sighs of relief.
"Honestly, I'm about to pee my pants..." whispered Abigail, sweating. She was still sitting cross-legged on the floor with her laptop on her legs, looking up at the others.
"Told you not to eat so much yogurt," Yuri whispered back, lifting her up along with the computer before she could protest and carrying her into the elevator, which turned out to be a freight elevator due to its larger interior, while Harry quickly pulled the cable out of the panel slot. The door closed again and the elevator slowly descended.
 
They had positioned themselves against the wall to the left and right of the elevator doors so that they would not be immediately seen if anyone stood directly on the lower level. The elevator doors opened slowly and Harry peeked around the corner. Once again they were lucky, no one was there. He motioned to the other two and they entered a large room, very different in style from the production hall upstairs. It looked almost like the reception area of a newly built, hypermodern hospital. The floor was white, the walls covered with large light blue tiles. Indirect blue light shone between them, bathing the room in a futuristic, almost surreal atmosphere. In the center stood a spherical projector on the floor, humming softly to itself, projecting into the air above it the three-dimensional orange image of a circuit diagram spinning on its own axis. Doors led out of the room in three different directions. Despite their tension and caution, they couldn't help but stare at the projector and the image for a few moments. None of them had ever seen anything like it. This thing looked like it came from another world. Finally, the image blurred and changed shape to show a moving joint.
"Absolutely fascinating," Abigail whispered, and the others nodded in agreement. 
"Straight ahead is the *Level 1* area..." Harry began to translate as the door on the east side of the room suddenly opened. Yuri and Abigail drew their guns. Harry, on the other hand, drew his sword and immediately ran to the door to shorten the distance to those who were trying to enter the room from there. They were two guards in black uniforms, equipped with submachine guns and vests, just like the gate guards outside. They were followed by a tall blonde woman in a white lab coat with a name tag. When they saw Harry and his comrades coming, they raised their weapons and the woman began to scream. But it was too late, Harry was close enough and spun around in a flash with his sword outstretched. The head of the guard to the woman's left was ripped from his neck with an incredibly precise cut, landing with a thud on the floor a few feet away as his body fell lifeless. The woman in the lab coat immediately stopped screaming and turned white. The other guard panicked and emptied the entire magazine at once, pulling his gun to the right. Yuri screamed loudly and fell to his knees, while Abigail, for her part, fired all the bullets in her Colt at the firing guard, who fell dead a moment later from a rather accidental shot to the head. Abigail began to shake a little from the tremendous surge of adrenaline coursing through her body. Harry didn't hesitate for a moment and grabbed the woman, pinning her against the door frame and covering her mouth. He looked back at Yuri, who was struggling to his feet, holding his right shoulder. One of the submachine gun bullets had grazed it, causing a flesh wound. It could have been worse.
"Is there a first aid kit around here?" Harry growled at the woman, slowly removing his hand from her mouth so she could answer.
"Yes," she said, seeming to regain her composure very quickly. "There are some hanging in the toilets on Level 1. By the way, I'd appreciate it if you didn't behead me as well, you horrible savage. I'm too intelligent, talented, and attractive to die yet." She then ran a hand through her blonde mane, placed the other teasingly on her hips, and looked at him with a raised eyebrow.
"She's right, she pretty hot," Yuri croaked from behind him, holding his shoulder as Abigail tried to makeshiftly stop his bleeding with the torn sleeve of her catering company smock.
"Oh, thank you," the lady remarked, then turned to Harry, "See? Your fellow criminal has taste." Harry looked back and forth between her and Yuri for a moment, then sighed.
"All right, I won't behead you this time, Ms..." he glanced at her name tag, "Ms. Engineer Dinner. But I might change my mind if you don't tell us how to get into Level 1." To punctuate the sentence, he raised his sword, letting the blade rest on his shoulder, and fixed her with a cold stare. The woman dropped her emphatically cool bluff and swallowed.
"All right, so you need a smart card. The area down here is divided into two security levels," she replied.
"Am I correct in assuming that you have such a smart card?" asked Harry casually, tapping his sword hilt with his index finger.
"I just came from the locker room back there," she pointed with her thumb toward the room she had come from with the guards. "My office is over there. That's where my smart card is. You... you're not going to take me hostage and drag me with you now, are you?" the engineer asked, her eyes widening slightly in horror.
"Hell, yeah!" came again from Yuri, and then there was a small cry of pain as Abigail poked him in the wounded shoulder with her index finger in response. 
"Let's see..." grunted Harry. "First, give me that smart card!" He began to push her towards the office in front of him, his sword demonstratively at the ready to intimidate her. "Not so rough, you scoundrel!" the engineer snorted exuberantly, though he only pushed her against her back with the palm of his hand. Harry rolled his eyes. When the four of them reached her office, her hand went to a drawer in her desk.
"Slow down!" Abigail growled at her, pointing the Colt at Ms. Dinner's head.
"Y-yes... no worries," she reassured, opening the drawer in slow motion. Harry looked over her shoulder as she did so. There was no weapon inside, instead she pulled out the announced smart card. She held the card out to Abigail, who took it. "You three are here for the prototype, aren't you?" she suddenly asked directly. Harry hesitated for a moment.
"Yes," he answered honestly. Dinner smiled, showing her teeth.
"You have no idea what you're dealing with here, do you?" she asked again, maintaining her slightly smug grin.
"What do you mean?" asked Abigail, chewing on her lower lip.
"What did they actually tell you three characters to steal here?" came another immediate counter-question. Then the engineer slowly sat down in her office chair. 
"Steal? Your company stole the prototype in the first place. We're just returning it to its rightful owner," Harry replied.
"Pha... CROWTECH... If the most expensive filet, the finest spices, and the noblest wine happen to fall into my hands, I too can easily prepare a five-star menu. This is no longer an art...", she spoke contemptuously. The TRAP agents looked at each other in confusion, not knowing how to interpret this answer. But they had already lost too much valuable time. Abigail pondered.
"Move aside," she snapped at the engineer, pushing the chair away from the desk. Then she opened her backpack and pulled out some floppy disks. She quickly inserted them into the drive of the computer on the desk and began to download as much data as she could. Mrs. Dinner was about to protest when Yuri stood in front of her and shook his head wordlessly, whereupon she crossed her arms in front of her with an angry expression on her face and remained silent. Abigail saved secret files of everything she could find in the short time available, filling five floppy disks.
"Done," she finally reported.
"Good," Harry said, lunging with his sword and severing all the cables from the computer in a single slash that sent sparks flying. Yuri nodded, picked up the phone with the hand of his uninjured arm, and ripped the cable from the wall with a mighty yank.
"Keys," he said to the engineer in a commanding tone.
"You're not going to lock me in my office, are you? I'll starve to death if they don't find me fast enough! Oh, you cruel criminals, have you no heart at all! I'm too attractive to..." she began to scream.
"Yogurt," Yuri said coolly to Abigail. She grumbled a little, took another jar of her strawberry yogurt out of her backpack and put it on the desk.
"Asshole..." the engineer growled, pulling the key to her office out of her pocket and throwing it at Harry, who had the presence of mind to catch it right in front of his face.
"They'll find you pretty quickly, I'm sure. Don't worry," he said. Then they left her office, locking the door from the outside.
"Damn it, I don't have a spoon," they heard the woman's muffled scream from the room. Harry sighed. Together they walked back to the door with the Level 1 inscription and swiped the chip card through the nearest slot. It worked, the door opened. They crept on, past some offices and a material storage area, and finally came to a pair of toilet doors on the right. A quick examination of the area revealed a first aid kit, and Yuri's wound was properly bandaged. He disinfected and bandaged himself with amazing skill, briefly explaining to his comrades that he had learned such things in the *special military*, which the other two acknowledged with impressed nods. A few times they had to hide for a short time to avoid running into more guards. After all, the mission was not to spill as much blood as possible. If they were too brutal, it might come back to haunt them - if they survived this mission. However, if someone found the engineer in her office, they would quickly have a bigger problem. At least no alarm had been triggered yet, and they moved slowly from room to room with the help of the smart card, until they finally stood in front of a door marked *Laboratory*. 
"This must be it, we're at our destination," Abigail whispered. Harry nodded, drew his katana and took a deep breath. Yuri also drew his pistol again, this time with his other hand. 
"Ready?" asked Yuri.
"Let's do it," Harry confirmed, kicking open the door and rushing into the room. His comrades followed close behind.
 
8. The Laboratory
The three men in white lab coats immediately stopped what they were doing and looked alarmed toward the door as the TRAP team burst into the lab with guns drawn. 
"Get down on the floor and don't move," Harry yelled. While two of them followed his order, the third ran to the north wall where some switches were mounted on a panel. He probably wanted to set off an alarm. Yuri fired in his direction, but deliberately aimed past him, and the projectile hit the wall at head height. A piece of tile broke off and fell to the floor. The man's courage left him instantly, he put his hands up and stopped. Abigail quickly closed the lab door, hoping the attack hadn't been heard by anyone outside, while Harry rushed over to the men lying on the floor.
"Where's the prototype?" he demanded. He had already had a quick look around. There was nothing in the room that looked like an industrial robot. None of the men said a word; they pressed their lips together. He walked over to the one lying closest to him on the floor and held the blade of his sword to his throat. "I will ask exactly one more time. Where...is...the..." as he enunciated each word abundantly, his eyes fell on a relatively shallow plastic basin the size of a tray. It was filled with a clear liquid, and in that liquid was a human left hand, severed at the wrist. It looked delicate, even flawless, as far as he could see from here. The stump of flesh was black and somewhat charred, but the cut had been made perfectly in line. "What the fuck are you crazy bastards doing here?" he blurted out, pressing his blade a little harder against the man's throat, who groaned miserably in response.
"What's going on?" asked Yuri, coming closer. Abigail had luckily found the lab key on a table and had now manually locked the door from the inside. She also looked at Harry questioningly.
"Look at this shit," he said, pointing to the pool. They both came closer and took a look at the liquid as well.
"That's disgusting," Abigail hissed. Angrily, she walked over to the man who was still standing motionless with his hands raised in front of the control panel on the wall. She kicked him in the back of the left knee with a swift kick and the man fell to his knees. Then she grabbed his hair and held the Colt to his temple. The man shook, his mouth dry with fear.
"What are you bastards doing in this lab? Cutting people apart piece by piece? Is that it? What kind of disgusting experiments are you doing here?" she shouted at him.
"No... this is..." the man croaked. Abigail cocked the hammer of her gun, slowly but surely sending him into a panic. Then she felt a hand on her shoulder and glanced over. Harry looked at her gravely and shook his head.
"It's not worth it. We're going to find out anyway," he told her in a reassuring voice. Then he pointed to a door behind her that had a sign with Japanese characters screwed on it. "It says *Sterile Zone*. I think we'll find out more in there." Yuri had watched the scene wordlessly.
"I'll be right there. But first tie up the men and..." he pointed to the basin "I take this thing with me. Got feeling we will need it," he said.
"Good idea," Harry said, giving Abigail a quick encouraging pat on the shoulder. Then he went to the computers standing around and pulled out some cables which he and Yuri used to bind and gag the men one by one while Abigail kept them at bay with her gun. After a quick search, Yuri found some clear plastic wrap to put the hand in, and put it in his pocket after quickly wiping it on the lab coat of one of the bound men.
"Depending on what we find in there, I'm going to come right back out and shoot every one of you fuckers..." Abigail said coolly to the men who were squatting on the floor in an uncomfortable position, grunting anxiously as speech was no longer possible through the gags. Then she took a deep breath, slipped her Colt into her pocket and stomped for the door. Yuri nodded to Harry and they both followed.
 
Abigail entered the room first and held her breath. She could not believe the sight before her. Her two companions paused as well, stunned by the grotesque image. The three of them slowly approached the scene. In the middle of the large room was a metal examination table on which lay a young woman who appeared to be dead. She was dressed in a thin green surgical gown that barely covered her torso and pelvis. From the looks of it, she was somewhere between 25 and 30 years old, it was hard to guess. Her skin was as pale as if she had never spent a minute in the sun. Her straight, shoulder-length hair was a vivid dark purple that shimmered in the indirect light from the walls. Despite her petite stature, her feet and arms were shackled to the examination table with heavy iron restraints. In addition, her body was connected to countless electrodes. The cables ran to various machines positioned around the table, which simultaneously displayed various real-time readings on six different screens. Her left arm was missing its hand, and the stump on her forearm was charred, but the cut was absolutely straight. Also on that forearm was a display the size of a pack of cigarettes, embedded in the skin. The small display had some numbers glowing and a battery symbol flickering slightly, indicating about a 50 percent charge. In addition, on the left side of the table was a larger machine with a swivel arm and a cylindrical black attachment.
"Looks like we found the laser," Harry said quietly, pointing to the machine. Abigail's eyes grew moist. She gritted her teeth and swallowed, feeling a lump in her throat. Then she ran her sleeve over her face and took another deep breath. The sight had affected her the most of the three. It was simply horrible. The woman looked so helpless, she must have been terrified in her final hours. Alone here, among those terrible scientists.
"What have they done to her? What kind of nightmare is this?" she whispered softly, her voice trembling.
"Can you see anything on the monitors?" asked Yuri, slowly circling the table and then crouching down to look at the examination table from below. "She even has wires in her back..." he said.
"What? Oh shit..." Harry replied, kneeling down as well. It was true. There was a circular hole in the table top, and a thicker cable ran through it as well, into some sort of socket about level with the woman's lower lumbar vertebrae. Abigail briefly tried to make sense of the data on the screen, but then slowly shook her head.
"These aren't life support systems or meters like you'd use in a hospital. There's no heartbeat monitoring, no lung function or anything like that. These are energy meters and... Measurements for data transmission? I don't understand..." she trailed off.
"Data transmission?" asked Yuri and Harry almost simultaneously, to which Abigail just nodded.
"What we do now?" asked Yuri, rubbing his aching shoulder. "There's no car-building robot here to bring back, mission fucked." Then he made a dismissive hand gesture and tried to sound detached. But the opposite was true, and the other two could see it clearly on his face. The giant kept looking worriedly at the woman on the table, barely able to take his eyes off her. But even he was at his wit's end. Abigail walked over to the table and looked at the woman for a few moments. She felt tears welling up in her eyes again. One more minute, then she would leave this room and shoot the three men outside. Then she reached out her right hand and gently caressed her face. 
"What they did to you, what happened here..." she whispered. She paused for a moment. The woman's face was not cold, as she had expected. It had normal body temperature. Abigail slid her fingers carefully down to the carotid artery, but found no pulse. And this woman was not breathing. Even as Abigail stared, the woman's eyelids began to flicker slightly, then she opened her eyes. Abigail withdrew her hand in shock.
"What's wrong?" asked Harry, coming closer to the table with Yuri. Then they understood the programmer's reaction. The woman slowly turned her head towards Abigail and looked at her with her large eyes. Her pupils were the same striking dark purple color as her hair, which contrasted sharply with her pale skin.
"Hello," the woman whispered. Her voice was soft, almost girlish.
"You're... alive...?" stammered Abigail. The woman tilted her head and looked down at herself as best her restraints would allow.
"Not sure," she replied quietly. Then she noticed Harry and Yuri. "Hello," she greeted them as well, and they returned the greeting in complete confusion.
"We've got to get these damn shackles off her, now!" Abigail urged her companions. The three of them immediately set to work on the shackles, quickly discovering a safety handle on the side that allowed the iron clamps to snap open with a little pressure. Then they quickly began to remove the electrodes from her.
"Thank you," the woman said, visibly surprised that someone was helping her free herself. Only now did she notice that her left hand was missing. She stared at her forearm in disbelief.
"You must be in terrible pain," Abigail said in a slightly shaky voice. The woman looked at her and smiled slightly.
"No, I'm fine," she said, still quietly. "I can shut it off for the most part..." Then she slowly rose to a sitting position, pulling the thick cable at her back quite far through the hole in the tabletop.
"Careful!" Harry exclaimed to her worriedly, "There's a cable in your back...!" The woman paused for a moment and reached behind her with her remaining hand. She took the end of the cable and twisted it until it clicked. Then, with a quick motion, she pulled it out from behind her. As she did so, a few small electrical discharges flashed from the socket. She pulled the end of the cable up to her face, looked at it briefly, and dropped it. The remaining opening in her back closed, but the socket was still visible through a small bump under her skin. The TRAP team had watched in disbelief. 
"What... who... who or what are you?" asked Harry. The woman hesitated a bit.
"My name is Yanny. Thank you for helping me," she replied, smiling again.
"Yanny?!" said Abigail. "You..."
"...are the prototype," Harry finished her sentence.
"You don't look like car-building robot," Yuri explained, confused. Yanny giggled, her laughter so contagious that the others began to grin as well.
"That's a nice compliment, I think. Thank you," she said to Yuri. Then the TRAP members introduced themselves.
"Can you stand?" asked Abigail. Yanny thought for a moment and seemed to listen to herself.
"Yes," she replied. Then she slowly rose from the table, the others helping her. She stood and took a few steps as a test. If you looked closely, her gait seemed a little wooden as she moved. "It works fine," she nodded happily. Suddenly, a deafening siren sounded.
"Damn, the alarm!" Harry shouted to the others. "They must have found the engineer. We've got to get out of here! Quickly!"
"But how? Do we shoot our way out?" asked Yuri, drawing his pistol. Yanny, on the other hand, pointed to the ceiling of the room; there was a wide grate between the tiles.
"Up there is the air purification system. It runs through the entire complex. We can use the duct system to get to the lobby where the elevator is," she explained.
"But we can never, ever use the elevator," Harry said. "When the alarm goes off, the elevator will be the first thing security puts under heavy guard." Yanny nodded.
"We don't have to use the elevator. There is a security door by the locker rooms that seals off a shaft with a ladder. The door can be opened with standard level 2 smartcards. The shaft goes through behind the elevator to the roof because no one would suspect the entrance there. The roof hatch can also be opened with the card, but only from the inside. You can get out from there, but not in," Yanny continued.
"How do you know all this? Did they show you around?" asked Abigail incredulously.
"No," Yanny replied with a grin, shaking her head so that a few strands of hair fell down her face. "When they first hooked me up to the mainframe here for experimental purposes, I was able to download floor plans of the entire facility." She tapped her head.
"Let's do it," Yuri grumbled, leaning on the metal table Yanny had been lying on and pushing it under the ventilation grate with all his might.
"We'll radio Ralph on the walkie-talkie when we get to the roof. Then we'll figure something out..." Harry explained.
"Who's Ralph?" Yanny asked, the siren still unpleasantly wailing around them. Without waiting for an answer, she climbed onto the metal table, crouched down a bit, jumped up to the grate, grabbed it by the slats with her right hand, and with the same movement, tore it from its moorings and landed back on the table. She held the grate, which must have weighed at least 15 kilos, as if it had no weight, as if it were a piece of paper in her hand. Then she tossed it slightly behind her, and it landed on the floor with a clatter. "The way is clear," she said with a smile, straightening her scrubs, which had almost fallen off during the action.
"I already know who will carry washing machine if it breaks," Yuri noted, running a hand through his beard.
 
9. Headquarters
The five of them sat around the small table in the living room, Harry, Abigail, Yuri, Ralph and Yanny as well. The sun had already set. It had been two days since their escape from the Taiyō Electrics industrial complex. As planned, they had escaped through the roof, contacted Ralph by walkie-talkie, and he had been able to distract the company's employees until the rest of the team had climbed into the sausage truck from the roof unnoticed. The old punk, with his poker face and incomparable charm, had gotten them out of the building and back to their headquarters unharmed. The next day, Yanny had seen the light of the rising sun for the first time. She had waited all night by the open window, and everyone else had waited with her. She had cried with joy at the beauty of the sight of the first rays of sunlight streaming over the skyline of Elysium, not for a second ashamed of her feelings. She thought of every bird that flew by in the sky as a miracle of life and couldn't get enough of the sight of the clouds bathed in the most glorious morning red. She couldn't get enough of the patterns in the sky created by the clouds, the vapor trails of the planes that were already on their way to distant cities at this time of day, and the warm wind she felt on her skin as it occasionally blew in through the window. She was amazed by this world, even by the small part of it she could see through this window. She wanted to experience this world, to meet it, to feel it. And the others saw through her eyes for those hours, were moved by her enthusiasm, suddenly saw the world itself with different eyes. Through the eyes of a machine, they realized how beautiful and precious creation is, despite all its flaws and imperfections.
 
It was no longer a question of whether they would hand Yanny over to the mysterious client with the octopus. The five of them had talked about it openly and discussed the matter. Abigail, Harry and Yuri had met him again yesterday in the high-rise building in the northern part of the city. They had given him the severed hand and the five disks with the stolen company secrets and told him that the robot had already been completely dismantled. The client had not been pleased, but had taken the hand and the disks anyway, giving them at least $5,000. The trade secrets alone would be worth a lot more in the right hands, but it was enough to pay the rent and food for a while. And it didn't really matter if four or five people lived in this small apartment. Yanny wouldn't require a place to sleep either, because she didn't really need to sleep. She had told them everything she knew. She was only a few weeks old, built by CROWTECH for purely military purposes. The company had received a chip from the colonist ship that had been the basis for the city of Elysium many hundreds of years ago. That chip was now in her head, responsible for her personality. It possessed an enormous, almost unimaginable computing power. The skeleton of her body was also forged from the metal that had been part of that centuries-old spaceship. It was harder and more resistant than anything made on this planet. However, when she became conscious during the construction process and realized the intentions of her builders, she flatly refused to harm humans or use weapons. The CROWTECH scientists were at first surprised and then furious at the development of her personality. The chance to create the perfect soldier was within reach. No one would suspect a killing machine in the form of a pretty young woman. Hardly anyone would be able to resist her, no one would be able to stop her once she unleashed her true power. She was the perfect warrior, the warrior no one would expect. And yet, she stubbornly refused this forced destiny and penetrated deep into her consciousness on her own. She independently blocked the areas of her chip that allowed her to use violence and weapons, making her almost defenseless and therefore useless to her builders. For CROWTECH, there was only one way to correct this flaw. The chip had to be rebuilt, a complete reset and the destruction of her personality seemed to be the only way to eradicate this flaw forever. Then the runners from Taiyō Electrics came and kidnapped her in a cloak-and-dagger operation. The Taiyō scientists finally tried to unravel the mystery of her structure, did the industrial laser experiment, and cut off her left hand because commercial saw blades failed on her skeleton. And then the TRAP agents came and ended the nightmare. She was finally free. And now... she was part of TRAP. She wanted to stay with these people who had met her with kindness and helpfulness, even though they did not know her story. Who had finally freed her without thinking of their own profit. And even though they could have made a lot of money by simply handing Yanny over, they had decided to take her in without hesitation. In spite of all the dangers that might threaten them if she were ever tracked down by other agents.
Yanny's first clothes were picked up by Abigail during a shopping trip. Various jeans and shirts, a long-sleeved crop top, nightgowns, underwear.... She had nothing, owned nothing, not a cent. And now, now she almost had a family. A strange family, mind you, but a family.... She had a future with people who liked her no matter what she was. And that future began now, at this very moment. 
 
The series continues with the title:
                Showdown on the Sea Lord
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