1. Handwork
The sun had long since set and the rain had slowly stopped during their drive into the Wild West. The lights of the city reflected on the wet and steamy streets as Ralph parked the agency car unerringly in front of the target address. The district was as dangerous as the North Quarter at this hour, and they had been careful on the drive. He turned the key and killed the engine. From where they stood, they could see that there was a large fight going on at the end of the street, involving about 20 people. Harry, sitting in the passenger seat, watched the scene appraisingly, running his hands through his hair. The people were preoccupied with themselves and hopefully wouldn't pay any attention to them.
"Don't worry about it, kid," Ralph grinned as he chewed on a toothpick. "If the brats try anything, I'll just drive away. You guys call me on the radio." He tapped the walkie-talkie he had placed over the gearshift with the index finger of his right hand. The chains on his leather jacket jingled.
"Don't take any chances," Harry nodded to him as his hand instinctively moved to the handle of the knife he had tucked in his boot. The fact that he wasn't completely unarmed reassured him. He would not be able to take his sword on this appointment, but it was in the trunk just in case. Then he turned to the back seat where Yanny sat. She was wearing a long, breezy black summer dress with short sleeves. A carefully wrapped white bandage on her left forearm stood out. She hadn't bothered to hide the display built into that forearm. Wearing oversized digital watches and other tech gadgets as accessories was all the rage right now, and it didn't make her stand out. She smiled happily at Harry when he looked back at her.
"I'm ready," she said in a bright voice, then put her hand on Ralph's shoulder from behind. "Take care of yourself, will you? I hope it won't take too long. We'll hurry."
"Sure thing, Madame, no worries," Ralph said with a thumbs up. Meanwhile, Harry had already left the car and was opening the door for Yanny at the curb.
"Thank you," she whispered to him as she got out of the car. "You... are a real gentleman..." Harry cleared his throat sheepishly and was about to launch into an evasive response when a loud bang thundered through the street from the direction of the fighting mob. Someone in the crowd had thrown an incendiary device at a parked car, and the blazing flames covered the vehicle in an instant. Yanny and Harry looked somewhat alarmed in the direction of the action, while Ralph in the car laughed like a bleating goat.
"Hot stuff over there! If I'd known those idiots were having a barbecue, I'd have brought sausages. Well, I'll park further back anyway," he explained calmly. Then he started the engine, backed the car up slowly and looked for a parking space with a larger safety distance. As he did so, an obviously homeless old woman staggered toward them from behind with a rusty shopping cart in which she seemed to have piled up all her belongings in plastic bags. She was muttering unintelligible words to herself. As she passed Yanny and Harry, they could clearly see that the woman did not have a single tooth left in her mouth. Seconds later, the burning car exploded at the end of the street. Startled, Yanny jumped forward and clung to Harry. The homeless woman, on the other hand, just pointed in the direction of the explosion and started laughing madly, while the fighters there didn't even think about stopping their fight and continued to beat each other merrily. This city was obviously a real madhouse, and yet there was no place Harry would rather have been at that moment. Completely surprised, he held Yanny in his arms and his heart began to beat faster as he felt her warm body against him. She blushed slightly and the two of them slowly pulled away.
"I'm sorry," she said sheepishly, looking down uncertainly. 
"I didn't know you could get scared," he replied, smiling but definitely a little confused.
"This body, with all the emotions that seem to come with it, is still .... a little difficult to control sometimes. I apologize again," she spoke so softly in Japanese that he could barely hear her over the shouting in the distance and the squeaking of the shopping cart wheels as the babbling homeless woman moved on.
"No need to apologize for anything," he replied in a soothing voice, looking at her gently, and she smiled tentatively, tucking a strand of hair behind her right ear. Yes, sometimes emotions were hard to control, he was no exception despite his years of martial arts training. Reluctantly, he looked away from her mesmerizing eyes, which had an almost mystical glow in the darkness, broken only by the streetlights. Then he examined the row of houses in front of them.
"Here," he reported, pointing to a polished metal plaque with ornate letters bolted to the front of the building. It read *Dr. Frank Stein, Specialist in Cutting, Sewing and Fitting - Treat Yourself to an Implant of Your Choice Today*. When they had received the contact information from the arms dealer Harris D. Bonzo, Harry had at first thought the name was a bad joke. He was familiar with the old book by Mary Shelley about the reclusive young man who created an artificial human being that everyone ended up calling a monster. How different reality was from that old classic.
"Dr. Frank Stein..." Harry sighed as he read the sign and shook his head slightly.
"Is something wrong?" Yanny asked in a soft voice, looking at him expectantly with her big purple eyes.
"Uh, no, everything's fine. Let's go inside," he replied, opening the front door of the house for her.
"Thank you..." she said with a smile and slowly entered the building. Dr. Stein's office was in the basement. As she walked down the stairs, there was hardly a centimeter of wall that wasn't plastered with advertisements for implants of all kinds. It seemed you could get anything from a bionic eye to a new set of teeth screwed into your body here, as long as your bank account allowed it. Some of the posters even had ads in Russian and Japanese. After a short walk, they reached the door of the office. Before ringing the bell, Harry hesitated for a moment.
"Are you nervous at all?" he asked her. Yanny ran her hand over the bandage on her left forearm. If she listened carefully, if it was quiet enough and she concentrated, she could hear his heartbeat through her high-powered artificial hearing. From the speed of the beats, she could tell with great accuracy how well the spoken words matched the physical reactions. Little was hidden from her eyes. Did the other person's pupils dilate, or did they begin to sweat? All of this made her, if she wanted to and if the situation was favorable, a pretty reliable walking lie detector. The TRAP members knew about these abilities, and it hadn't bothered any of them. Still, Yanny had promised not to use these analysis techniques on them. And now she had found herself listening to his heartbeat for a few moments. She had done this because in some situations she was not sure how people meant the things they said. Because she was still studying all the levels on which humans communicated with each other. Words alone were not enough, all in all it was a very complex process. Because of this, a quiet feeling arose in her, a feeling she had experienced from time to time in the past few weeks. It was called a guilty conscience. She had not meant to eavesdrop, but she had. His heart always beat faster when they talked alone or looked into each other's eyes, she could hear it. And even now he was worried about her. She knew she had to stop her curiosity once and for all, and she couldn't even explain what had triggered it in the first place.
"Yes," she breathed, "I'm a little nervous. But... Not as much as I was in the lab..." He nodded slowly and adjusted his trench coat a little, clearly a gesture of embarrassment. He would never forget the image of Yanny on that examination table in the Taiyō Electrics lab.
"It'll all work out," he said encouragingly, smiling at her. After ringing the doorbell, a loud buzzing sounded and they were able to enter. Dr. Stein's office was about what you would expect from someone who offered his services in the medical field without official government approval. His main clientele were probably runners and mercenaries working for wealthy clients. The doctor patched them up when they were injured or provided them with synthetic parts when their own body parts were lost in this dangerous profession. Everything was done as discreetly as possible, and Stein was well paid for his discretion. To that end, TRAP had successfully completed a number of smaller jobs in recent weeks and had collected enough money for this visit.
The two waited in an anteroom with a few chairs and a round table with a stack of tattered newspapers on it. The one on top featured Fabio Stanford, the incumbent and extremely toned mayor of Elysium, bare-chested and with a flowing blond mane in a victory pose. As he admired his shapely muscles, he seemed surprised by his own fitness. He was said to regularly receive 95% approval from female voters, but such rumors left much room for doubt.
A pool of blood, still wet, was visible under one of the chairs. It took about five minutes for the doctor himself to enter the room. He must have been about 40 years old, with brown hair cut short in the front and long in the back. A yellow cigarette was stuck in his frog-like, wide mouth, from which a neat cloud of blue vapor emanated. He wore a turquoise smock stained with a few splashes of blood.
"Ah, there you are. We spoke on the phone yesterday, didn't we? The TRAP agency, if I'm not mistaken?" he said in a raspy voice as he wiped his hands on the dirty gown. "You'll have to excuse the mess here, the last patient was bleeding all over the place. It's amazing how some people can't follow the simplest rules of hygiene, isn't it? Suddenly coming in here and splashing his blood all over the place, what kind of impression does that make on other customers?" Then he coughed, and you could clearly hear the mucus rattling in his lungs.
"Um... yeah, sure..." Harry replied, looking at the doctor extremely skeptically.
"Then we'd better get started. You already told me on the phone what it's all about. Come along, come along. We don't want to waste any time, do we?" grunted Dr. Stein and left the room. Harry looked at Yanny and she just shrugged. Of course, it was her first visit to a doctor in her life and she had no comparison, but at that moment he was more than happy that she couldn't die of blood poisoning or something like that. The two of them followed the doctor into a larger treatment room where all sorts of medical equipment was set up. On the western wall was a locked cabinet with all kinds of mechanical body parts of varying quality. There was also an oversized freezer in the corner. After telling Harry to sit down on a chair in front of a desk covered with a transparent, extremely dirty plastic sheet, he looked closely at Yanny, who had stopped and was waiting in the middle of the room.
"Hmm... it really is a rarity to have such a pretty young woman among my customers," he murmured, wiping his hands on his smock again. "So this is about your hand, isn't it?" he finally asked, pointing to her left arm.
"That's right," she replied, holding up the bandaged forearm.
"Hmm... well..." he spoke thoughtfully. "Your colleague told me on the phone that you already have prosthetic arms on both sides?"
"Yes," Yanny replied quietly. She and Abigail had come up with this lie to avoid telling the doctor that she was a cyborg. The components of ancient technology built into her would surely have attracted too much attention. Even for someone for whom discretion was part of the business model, such valuable technology would have been a hard temptation to resist.
"I must say, excellent work. You can't see the slightest trace of surgery from the outside. No scars, no stitches, nothing," Dr. Stein remarked as he began to probe her arms with his thick fingers. Then he pulled a scalpel from his coat pocket, and Harry, whose skepticism had already increased noticeably, focused on him even more intently in response. "I'm just going to cut the bandage," the doctor explained and went to work. As the cut gauze fell to the floor, he looked closely at her forearm and the stump on her wrist. "The wound is already completely closed. How long ago was this injury?"
"About a year," Yanny lied again. She could speed up the healing of her tissues to an extreme degree when she was injured, but it required a considerable amount of energy. When attaching a new hand, she would need an external power source to grow her flesh over the mechanical bones. Her own generator built into her torso was quite powerful, but such a regeneration would take several months without additional energy.
"So my plan would be that we x-ray the other hand, measure it, and then create a mirror image," the doctor said confidently. "That's the usual procedure for making prostheses. Of course, I also have an X-ray machine here." He pointed to a larger machine with a black panel on a swivel arm and a large white back panel. Then he looked at Yanny again and the corners of his mouth twitched briefly, which Harry didn't miss. "Why don't you take off your dress and I'll take an x-ray of your entire torso." 
"You want me to take off my dress?" she asked, "It's only my right hand, isn't it?"
"Yes, well..." Dr. Stein replied, unable to hide his slightly lustful look for a moment. "After all, this is all about symmetry, isn't it? It's always important to include the whole body in such procedures to ensure balance..." Yanny shrugged and was about to comply by lifting the skirt of her one-piece dress when Harry interrupted with a cold voice.
"I also have a very private question, Stein..." he began, his hand slipping to the knife handle in his right boot. He drew the blade in one swift motion and rammed it loudly into the doctor's desk, making him jump in shock and draining the color from his face.
"... Are you circumcised? If not, we can have it done right here and now," he said. You could tell he wasn't kidding.
"Now that I think about it, it'll probably be enough if we just do a scan of the remaining hand... .... Then... uh... we'll have the connection to the intact joint and can... get the appropriate parts or... make them ourselves, right?" Dr. Stein croaked nervously, then walked over to the X-ray machine.
"Isn't it amazing sometimes how quickly medicine advances?" Harry remarked with a smug smile.
 
2. Until Death Do You Apart
So far, it had been a quiet day, with no calls or other special events. Yanny sat in her new seat at a recently acquired desk in the middle of the living room and typed the inventory list of available weapons and ammunition into Abigail's computer. Technically, she could have used a cable to connect directly to the computer using the jack hidden at the back of her head to perform the data transfer. However, it was much more fun for her to perform this activity like a normal person with a keyboard. It felt more natural. With her new left hand, she picked up a large silver Colt that they had snatched during the last run, which was lying on the desk in front of her. As soon as she picked it up, the aiming device in her artificial eyes activated and a crosshair appeared in front of her field of vision. She shook her head, closed her eyes, and said a little too loudly, "No, I don't want to!" The aiming device immediately deactivated. 
"Are you okay, Yanny?" Harry, who was busy with Yuri building a new shelf for all kinds of equipment in the already too small bedroom, stuck his head through the door worriedly.
"Thank you, everything's fine," she replied slightly embarrassed. A few small pieces of metal could be heard falling to the floor of the bedroom. Yuri then grunted something that sounded vaguely like "you hold board dammit, or else shit". A moment later, Harry was yanked away from the door and back to the shelf by a strong arm. Yanny tilted her head, trying to figure out how to categorize what she had just seen. The behavior of the two men was sometimes a little difficult to interpret, but she would surely learn to understand all the subtleties of human behavior one day. While she thought about it, she opened the cylinder of the Colt, counted the remaining cartridges and carefully entered them into her digital list.
The apartment door - or rather, the door to the TRAP agency headquarters - opened and Abigail and Ralph dragged in two large boxes of groceries. From Ralph's baggy leather jacket shone the silver paper of an untouched box of liquor chocolates. Puffing, he set the box down in the corner, grinned, and announced: "Well, that's a job well done. All the discount stamps are used up, we'll be feasting for the next few days!" While Abigail carried her box into the kitchen, the old punk threw himself on the couch and turned on the TV. With the money from the last jobs, they had been able to buy a better stove, and the furniture had been upgraded. They even had enough for beds and partitions to put between them. The most expensive purchase, however, was Yanny's hand. Dr. Stein, working with a mechanical engineer, had actually managed to find a satisfactory solution that was still reasonably affordable. The left hand was made of hardened steel parts and, as planned, was a mirror image of her right hand. As a result, it was much weaker, less precise, and more susceptible to damage than the original made from the metal of the colonist ship, but it was fully functional. Growing her flesh over the new hand had required a great deal of electricity. With some effort, Abigail was able to replicate a connection for the power outlet in Yanny's pelvis. To keep her own power costs as low as possible, she had also tapped into her eccentric neighbor Bobo's lines unnoticed, causing a very loud scream in the adjacent apartment at the end of the month when the bills came in. Connecting the cyborg to the power grid had caused a temporary voltage drop throughout the house, but at least it had worked.
 
Ralph flicked listlessly between channels until he landed on a crime show on the private ENC Elysium Network Channel. A report about a break-in at one of Taiyō Electrics' two branches a month ago was blaring from the TV. A tall blonde woman in a white coat was being interviewed. 
"Come quickly, Mrs. Dinner is on TV!" Yanny called to the others. Harry and Abigail rushed over immediately, while in the bedroom there was more jingling and cracking, followed by Yuri's cursing.
"Yes, it was horrible, I tell you! They brutally beat me down and raped me, because I woke up completely naked! My breasts were exposed, my clothes torn to shreds! They then locked me in my office and tried to starve me to death," the engineer told the interviewer with overly dramatic gestures and a highly inappropriate pout and eye roll at the camera that made her statement more ridiculous than dramatic. "It was a horde of horrible beasts, our guards had no chance! They attacked us like wild animals!"
"That's absolutely outrageous, Mrs. Dinner. You must have gone through hell! We'll go into all the details of the loss of your clothes and your defilement," the interviewer replied luridly. His hand, holding the microphone to her face, trembled a little with excitement. He knew this story would get a decent rating. He would just have to keep the tension curve of the conversation in check for a bit, one more cliffhanger before the commercial break. "But, um... let's get back to the stolen production robot your supervisor told us about. Was that robot an in-house development? Do you know who might have sent the group..." The engineer immediately waved her hand in indignation, and the corners of her mouth tightened for a moment.
"But if I tell you, their greedy tongues were all over me! Listen to me: they were horrible, absolute sex monsters! And they shot my colleague's head off at point-blank range with an elephant hunter's rifle and then violated me on his bloody corpse!" scoffed Dinner dramatically.
"Yes, but, uh... the police reports say it was a beheading, didn't they? And didn't you say before... uh... and what about the robot now?" It had happened, the conversation had slipped away from him, and already the commercial break scheduled by the station was upon him:
"Now for a short commercial break: eat Bar Raider, the first chocolate bar without real chocolate! Don't ask about the ingredients - let the taste speak for itself! BAAAAAAAAAR-RAAAIDER!!! You can't get more chocolate without chocolate!" Harry and Abigail looked at each other in silence for a few moments.
"What the hell, that crazy hen..." Abigail started, pointing at the TV, when suddenly the doorbell rang. Yanny got up, hurried to the door and opened it a crack. 
"Is this the place for the TRAP agency?" they heard a woman's voice from the hallway and Ralph turned off the TV. 
"Yes, this is the place, please come in," Yanny replied pleasantly and let a very elegant lady in. She was wearing a gray and black business suit, her shoulder-length blonde hair tied up in a ponytail with a black silk bow. Two large gold triangle earrings and a very expensive looking brown leather handbag completed her appearance. 
"Welcome to TRAP, the agency for special cases," Abigail greeted her officially. The lady looked around the living room a little confused at first. She had probably expected something completely different. But then she smiled and nodded to the others.
"It's really clever of you to use this place as a cover. No one would believe that serious agents would hide in a dump like this. How about it, have I figured out your little game?" she said, obviously in a good mood, rattling her long artificial nails on the handbag. 
"Sure did! Just a few more hours in this stinking squat and then I'm finally going back to my penthouse for a pedicure!" bleated Ralph from the couch, deftly tossing an alcoholic chocolate into his mouth and belching loudly.
"Wow, how refreshing! You are completely in character. That's what I'm looking for! I expected such professionalism from your ad in the yellow pages," the woman said enthusiastically. "Allow me to introduce myself, my name is Carla Brandon. Perhaps you have heard of me..." At that moment Yuri came out of the bedroom, dressed only in a muscle shirt and sweatpants. He was holding a hammer. Carla's eyes immediately lingered on his torn torso. 
"Good afternoon," Yuri greeted in a deep voice, his pronounced pecs twitching teasingly as he casually twirled the hammer between his fingers.
"Well, I must say..." Carla breathed.
"Didn't you host that charity reception a week ago to benefit surfer boys with extreme sunburns on North Beach?" Yanny asked curiously. By now she was the one most familiar with current events. Since she didn't have to sleep, she had all night to read books, newspapers and magazines or watch all the news and talk shows on TV. She was interested in everything and had an exceptionally good memory. This led her to memorize commercial jingles and sing them to herself from time to time. "I saw the report on TV. Your husband was there too..."
"That's right, sweetheart," Carla nodded to Yanny, "and that's the bastard I'm here to talk about."
"Then we sit down, best to talk. In my country they say business standing is like stinky beaver on roof of new house," Yuri explained, winking at Mrs. Brandon and making a welcoming gesture toward the chairs that stood around the small living room table.
"Uh... what?" Harry asked Yuri confusedly, but then just shook his head and offered Carla something to drink, which she gratefully declined, biting her lower lip noticeably as Yuri placed the hammer on the small table, bending low. When they were all seated, including Ralph, Carla began to explain.
"The thing is, my husband, Dennis Dexter, is... well, how do I put this? He's actually pretty much in control of the drug business in Elysium."
"Don't you import sugar from the eastern growing areas?" Yanny asked, slightly confused.
"Yes, that too," Carla confirmed. "And it's financially profitable too, but it's just to keep up a certain appearance to the outside world. The drugs are shipped along with the sugar, and Dennis then makes the really big bucks with it. He has hired a small private army for his protection, plus many employees of the sugar company and then the domestic workers. Selling the drugs on the street is done for him by the Bronko Boyz."
"That's that biker gang, isn't it, where the members have a thing for leather clothes and other gentlemen?" Harry noted questioningly.
"Exactly," Carla confirmed, snapping her fingers again. "Dennis made the deal with the Boyz because he felt they wouldn't be distracted by anything else at work. Apparently he was right. Drug sales are going better than ever." Abigail scratched the back of her head as she thought about what she had heard.
"So you live in luxury, have countless employees, and can afford just about anything you want. How exactly can we help you now?" she asked.
"I recently learned from a very well-informed source that Dennis had my brother murdered about five years ago because he was in the way of a certain business deal that I knew nothing about. The informant provided me with definitive proof of this. It was *made to look like an accident*. And I have lived with this monster for years. Can you even begin to imagine what it feels like to find out," Carla reported, still smiling, but her voice now as cold as a frosty breeze blowing through the small room.
"Tough shit!" Abigail replied with wide eyes. "What do you have in mind...?"
"I want my husband dead, that's for sure. But not only him, also his personal bodyguard who killed my brother back then. And I know exactly how it should be done. Next week, Dennis is hosting the final rounds of a major martial arts tournament on our yacht, the Sea Lord. All the big names in show business and high society will be there for the spectacle. His bodyguard - by the way, his name is Roy Hellfist - is already in the semi-finals. In the finals, Roy will kick the bucket right in the ring in front of everyone to publicly humiliate Dennis. If you accept the job, I will bribe one of the other semi-finalists and one of you will take his place for this fight. All you have to do is get through the semi-finals and beat Roy in the final," Carla explained.
"How can you be so sure that this Roy will win his semi-final?" asked Harry.
"I've met his opponent before, he's no match for Roy," Carla waved him off. "But that's only part of the job. Dennis has to die on the yacht that very night. How exactly is not my concern. But you have to cut off his left nipple and then take it to Bronko, the leader of the Bronko Boyz, and tell him that the deal with Dennis Dexter is over."
"How Bronko know it is correct nipple?" inquired Yuri. "Could also be fake nipple?"
"No, quite impossible. My husband has been wearing a nipple piercing with a heart-shaped ruby for ages. Bronko knows that too, he will immediately recognize the authenticity of the nipple," Carla reported seriously.
"You rich folks are all nuts, eh?" remarked Ralph, popping another chocolate into his mouth, while Yanny couldn't help grinning.
"What's in it for us if we agree?" Harry asked quickly, glossing over Ralph's comment. In response, Carla named a sum that sounded too good not to take the deal. It was a big risk in many ways, and it would be dangerous. But with that kind of money, they wouldn't have to chase discount coupons in supermarket ads for a while. A deal was struck.
 
3. Shadow Play
It was late in the evening. There wasn't much going on at the end of the North Beach subway line at this time of day, and it had been that way since the station was built some 120 years ago. Coastal residents, the vast majority of whom were wealthy, had no need to crowd into public transportation. The subway was mainly there to bring people to North Beach who worked for others and couldn't afford their own cars. At such a late hour, most of them had already returned to their small apartments in the other neighborhoods of Elysium.
He knew nothing about it. The only thing that mattered to him was that there were far fewer people on the platform now than at rush hour. The fewer there were, the better it was for his hunt. And the hunt was inevitable, because his pack had grown too big in a short time to feed only on the crocodiles, the big rats and other vermin in the sewers and subway shafts. Food was scarce, so they had to take the risk of attacking the large upper-worlders in their areas flooded with artificial light. It was hunger that left them no choice. None of the humans had noticed his dim eyes behind the grating of the wide cable shaft. He had been sitting there in a crouched position for about an hour, watching them and slowly realizing that the best time to attack would be just after a subway train had left. It would be some time before the next train arrived, which would further reduce the possibility of people escaping if they managed to block the stairway entrances. He looked down the shaft beside him. About 50 pairs of glowing eyes were focused on him. Tightly clustered, his pack sat waiting, beings upon beings with coal-black skin huddled together. They were waiting for him, the Alpha, to break through the bars and give the signal for the hunt to begin. The time had finally come. He stuck his fingers through the grate and pushed with all his might, breaking it from its moorings and throwing it forward.
There were five people on the platform who were startled by the loud clanking of the metal grating. The initial confused glances around for the source of the unpleasant sound quickly turned to sheer horror. One woman began to scream as she saw a horde of humanoid, naked creatures leaping out of the hole in the wall one by one. They were all no more than 1.50 meters tall and moved quickly and deftly on their hands and feet. Their appearance was downright disturbing. Their black, chapped skin, covered with blisters and cracks, their glowing eyes, and their grotesque movements made them look like shadows made flesh, like a horror story from days gone by. Their bodies were haggard and emaciated, muscles and tendons clearly visible.
As the hole in the wall spewed more and more of these hideous creatures, the first of them, already in a wild frenzy, ran toward the humans. The attack was too sudden for them to offer much resistance. Alpha himself was the one who had chased the last upper-worlder all the way to the stairs. The big man was fast and had thrown away his big bag right at the beginning so that it would not hinder him in his run. But he would not escape him. Alpha concentrated and felt the power coursing through his veins. He had no idea where it came from. It was nothing more than an old instinct that he followed. That power now discharged as all the atoms of his body simultaneously dematerialized in an inexplicable process, hurled through three-dimensional space and reassembled in front of the fleeing man about 50 meters from Alpha's previous location on the stairs. There was a popping sound as the air atoms at that location were shifted in a split second and Alpha appeared there. The fleeing man was scared to death as he realized that any hope of leaving this place alive was in vain. Everything happened very quickly and the screams of the people went unheard deep underground.
 
A few kilometers from the subway station, Ralph parked the agency car in a small side street. With the old, slightly dented middle-class car, they would have immediately attracted negative attention among all the expensive limousines at their destination. That's why they decided to walk the last few hundred meters. For a few weeks now, TRAP even had a real police car, which Ralph had been able to secure after the incident at the intersection when they had hijacked the van from Wiener Productions. After the raid on Taiyō Electrics, he had returned to that car and then taken it to a parking lot in an abandoned warehouse not far from their Downtown headquarters. Although this car was of course much more modern and in better condition than the agency's car, they obviously could not have gone to the harbor in the patrol car without attracting unwanted attention.
Yuri, Harry, Abigail and Yanny got out. For the last three it had become quite cramped in the back of the Ford during the ride, despite the petite stature of the two ladies. Abigail wore an elegant red evening gown, Yanny a black one, the gentlemen each a classic tuxedo.
"Well, take care of yourselves," said Ralph, who remained behind the wheel and now lit a cigarette. "And if you steal any silverware, remember to wrap it in a handkerchief so it doesn't rattle on the way out." Yuri stretched a little and looked between the row of houses at the calm sea, its surface glistening in the moonlight. Then he gave a thumbs up in Ralph's direction.
"It will be all right. Or as they say in my homeland with old wisdom: *If you smash skulls on sea, soon fat bear will dance,*" Yuri lectured with a grumble.
"Oh God, no more of these sayings!" groaned Abigail in exasperation, while Yanny chuckled softly. "How do you even come up with such nonsense?" Yuri then made a slightly offended face and checked the pistol that was hidden, as usual, in the back of his pants on his belt. He had wrapped a matching silencer for the gun in silver paper and put it in his jacket pocket disguised as a cigar. Since the injury to his shoulder had healed completely, he was fortunately able to reach his back without restriction. The ladies had a little more difficulty smuggling some equipment on board in their tiny handbags. Abigail had come up with the idea of attaching a small dagger to the top of the lace band of one of her stockings. It made her feel more secure. Carla Brandon had assured them that the bodies of invited guests would not be searched for weapons by the guards, but better safe than sorry. Yuri, on the other hand, was once again taking great risks with his pistol.
"We'd better get going, then," Harry said, tapping the green roof of the car. "Just wait for us somewhere nearby and we'll signal when we're back on land," he told the punk. "We'll just find a phone booth and call you."
"Gotcha!" confirmed Ralph. "Lots to do around here this time of night.  Best corner in all of Elysium," he grinned.
"Stay sober!" Abigail called out to him with a slightly stern undertone.
"Of course, Madame!" he said with a laugh, starting the engine and waving back to Yanny, who had waved goodbye to him. As the four of them made their way to the yacht's anchorage, Yanny whispered to Harry, "I hope the ship is really safe. Because I can't swim..." Harry thought about the remark. Actually, they hadn't considered that before they had decided to take the cyborg on this mission. Her metal skeleton would drag her to the bottom of the sea like a rock in an emergency. 
"What happens if you really go under?" he asked worriedly.
"If it's not too deep, I can walk along the bottom to the shore," she replied, looking at him as they walked side by side.
"What if it's too deep? What exactly would be too deep?" asked Harry. You could tell by the tone of his voice that her vague explanation wasn't enough for him. Abigail and Yuri walked ahead of them, their ears pricked up by the conversation. Yanny seemed to think for a moment, listening inwardly.
"At about 40 meters, it becomes extremely dangerous for my organic components, just like for humans. At 100 meters, it should also become problematic for the rest of my functions due to the pressure and the salt water. But that's just a rough estimate, I don't want to test it," she explained, smiling at him. He cleared his throat and looked away from her enchanting eyes as a gentle breeze caressed her hair. The heavy scent of the sea was in the air, mingling with her subtly fruity perfume.
"This... um..." he began the sentence, trying to concentrate. "The sea isn't that deep here near the coast, and the Sea Lord won't go out too far tonight. It won't be deeper than 30 meters. You don't have to worry about that."
"Thank you," she said quietly, and then after a few moments, "But now it's my turn to ask if you're nervous. Actually, I should be much more worried about you, shouldn't I?" He paused, noticing that his mouth was going dry. When Abigail, Yuri and he had divvied up the tasks for this mission, Yanny had become noticeably quieter at headquarters, seeming rather depressed. The others had interpreted it as a kind of stage fright before her first big task. Yanny was supposed to be a distraction. She conformed to a classical ideal of beauty to a high degree and could quickly draw attention to herself when needed. On the other hand, she had also studied human anatomy and the medical field and would assist Harry in the ring corner. In fact, Harry had been chosen to kill the bodyguard in the tournament finals and had already received the tag from Carla by messenger. It fell to Abigail to mingle with the crowd and get enough information about Dennis Dexter's movements on the ship, as his wife would have been too conspicuous as an informant. She would have her own hands full as a hostess. Yuri, on the other hand, was destined to deal directly with Dexter at just the right moment.
"I'm nervous, yes," Harry answered her question honestly. "You have to have respect for every opponent, every fight could be your last. Respect... But not fear."
"I want to do everything I can to help you," she whispered so quietly that only he could hear, fiddling slightly nervously with her dress. "I have..."
"Over there, look!" Yuri interrupted, pointing to the harbor scene that had become visible as they rounded the corner. There she lay, the Sea Lord. One of the most beautiful, modern, and, at 160 meters long and 25 meters wide, one of the largest yachts Elysium's shipyard had ever produced. Its four circular decks were brightly lit, giving the ship a majestic glow that was almost surreal in the darkness of the night. Hundreds of people gathered around a red carpet. There were many camera crews and reporters present, and a flurry of camera flashes washed over the celebrities and wealthy personalities. They strolled down the Walk of Fame, their bodies sculpted by private fitness trainers, and made their way to the ship. Fancy dresses, fashionable hairstyles, expensive jewelry, pearly white mouths grinning into long camera lenses or giving short interviews into tabloid microphones stretched out in front of them. The TRAP team watched this spectacle for a few minutes until Harry spotted the beginning of the runway. "We need to get over there, get your VIP passes ready." Abigail looked down at herself in her fancy but still comparatively simple dress.
"Guys, I hate to say it, but compared to the others we look like we were outfitted by a provincial costume shop," she said with a hint of disappointment in her voice.
"Come on, pretty lady, nipples don't cut themselves," Yuri grumbled at Abigail and then stomped off in the direction of security. The programmer was about to retort when she realized what the giant had just said. 
"Ugh... you rude... horribly charming mountain of muscle..." she grumbled, hurrying to keep up with him. Harry and Yanny followed close behind.
 
4. Cast off
All the hustle and bustle, all the people, all the excitement, and now she had done something she never thought she would do in her life: she had stepped onto a real red carpet. It wasn't that Abigail had ever wanted fame and high society. She was a lower middle class girl who had never been given anything. For the most part, she was headstrong, realistic, and had never hoped for a prince on a white horse to rescue her from her average life. She was used to working hard, living frugally, and not believing in miracles. However, the decision to start the TRAP agency with the other two fortune seekers had changed her life a lot in a short time. She liked the fact that she could now experience situations that were often dangerous, and the adventure still appealed to her. Now she was standing in an elegant dress at a festive reception in the most expensive area of the city. All this on an intoxicatingly warm summer night. The thrill, the curiosity and the anticipation of what lay ahead made her shiver. A few months ago, after long days at the office, she had been too tired at this hour to even turn on the television, listen to a radio play on tape, or read a book.... Suddenly, her thoughts were interrupted.
"Oh, hello here, please look this way!" one of the photographers called to her from the crowd. Abigail looked left and right, then pointed at herself. "Yes, yes, just you! Would you please turn halfway around, put your right hand on your hip and give us a smile?" the photographer waved at her eagerly.
"I... uh..." Abigail saw that for some reason Yuri had already stomped further down the carpet. Yanny and Harry were waiting about two meters away, nodding encouragingly at her. Abigail blushed slightly, but then did as the photographer asked.
"Wonderful, glorious, excellent!" he exulted, snapping picture after picture as if his life depended on it. "Unbelievable, this fresh look! What designer do you represent?" the photographer exclaimed again. Abigail blushed even more and didn't know what to say. Instead, she waved insecurely with a smile and continued to walk behind Yuri.
"Looks like Aby just missed out on a modeling career," Harry said to Yanny with a laugh, and they slowly followed the others as well. Yuri had almost reached the gangway when he stopped abruptly. The person a few meters away looked very familiar to him. When a small camera crew jumped on the lady and started to interview her, even his last doubts disappeared. It was indeed the blonde icon of countless aerobics and music videos, Gigi Chiwawa. She was wearing a cobalt blue evening gown studded with hundreds of rhinestones and a long golden feather boa, her mane carefully tamed in an elaborate updo. Yuri ran a hand through his beard and looked closely at Gigi, her seductive curves exquisitely accentuated by the tight gown. Then he noticed that she looked at him out of the corner of her eye and smiled at him. He smiled back, hoping she would catch it despite his handsome beard. Finally, she waved him over and into the camera. Yuri hesitated for a moment, but then just shrugged and walked over to her and the reporter.
"He's not seriously going to give an interview to that TV station over there, is he?" Harry said in amazement to Abigail, whom they had caught up with by now.
"If he advertises our agency now, we'll have a huge reach ... And be screwed at the same time," Abigail sighed. Gigi Chiwawa immediately linked arms with Yuri as he stepped in front of the camera, as best she could with the height difference. Yuri towered over her almost two heads. Then she put on her million dollar smile and immediately babbled to the reporter and the camera.
"Aaah, you know, in show business we're all one big family, even if you haven't seen each other for a while. Right? What did you say your name was, handsome?"
"Yuri," Yuri replied curtly.
"Of course, Yuri, sorry handsome, how could I forget," she whooped. Then she patted his stomach in an emphatically familiar way. His muscular physique had not escaped her notice, of course, even under the tuxedo. "You've really worked on your six-pack since the last time I saw you. Why don't you tell us and don't let us pull everything out of your nose, you were the fitness trainer of.... of uh... ", she snapped her fingers wildly while searching for the right name, which was apparently already on the tip of her tongue.
"Ricardo," Yuri guessed into the blue.
"Ricaaardo... Yes, of course, Ricardo! How is he?" she continued, punctuating her words with gestures with her still free hand, while the dyed feathers of her boa shook rhythmically.
"Very well, we just made movie together," Yuri fibbed expressionlessly and continued to shoot into the blue. A few meters behind the scene, Abigail's face had already lost all color, while Harry fought not to laugh. Yanny, on the other hand, was listening intently, looking as if she was taking notes in her head of everything that was happening around her.
"This is exciting, what movie is this?" the reporter asked Yuri with interest.
"*Strapping Flutes at Half Past Three*," he replied. Gigi looked at him stunned for a moment, then burst out laughing.
"Isn't he adorable, our Yuri? Still the same. Well, I guess I'll see you later, sweetheart," she trilled to him. Her hand slipped a little from his hip and she pinched his bottom teasingly. Then, swinging her feather boa, she strutted down the gangway and onto the ship. Yuri watched her go, trying to guess from her tight dress if she was wearing underwear.
"Do you have a message for us before you board the ship?" the reporter called out to him. The question interrupted the giant's interesting observation.
"Brushing your teeth is very important," he replied, then walked to the gangway, leaving the reporter standing there.
 
The ship was buzzing with activity. Among the many festively dressed people, eager service staff scurried about, handing out appetizers, canapés, all kinds of drinks, and taking special requests. Right here on the first deck, a string quartet played dignified chamber music, adding an extra touch of nobility to the scene.
"The ring where the fights take place must be on the second deck, one level above us. I'll go ahead and check it out," Harry said, casting a searching glance at his wristwatch.  
"I'll come with you. As your handler in the ring corner, I'm sure I need to check in as well," Yanny said as she stood next to him.
"All right. I hope we don't get lost in the shuffle," Harry nodded at her. Yanny looked up at him, took his hand and smiled. 
"Problem solved," she said proudly, winking at him as he noticed his heart starting to beat faster again.
"Is good. While you lovecrows go up, I'll check situation here on this deck," Yuri grumbled. 
"What does *lovecrows* mean?" Yanny asked curiously. But before Harry could protest and Yuri could launch into an explanation, they were interrupted by Abigail.
"All right, this is what we're going to do. Yuri will check deck one, you two will go to the ring on deck two and I'll check the upper deck. We probably won't have to go all the way up to the bridge. Dexter won't be running the ship himself. The meeting place will be cabin 13, which Carla has reserved for us." The others confirmed this plan and they set off.
 
Each floor of the huge luxury yacht was connected by stairs. Harry and Yanny made their way up to the fighting ring, passing a few guards who seemed to be placed very discreetly at neuralgic points around the ship. If you paid attention, you could easily spot these inconspicuous figures in the crowd. The ring, surprisingly, was an octagonal cage made of steel struts and surrounded by a net. The two studied the construction carefully. Yanny still hadn't let go of Harry's hand, even though they had reached their destination. 
"Harry?" she asked him quietly.
"Yes?" he replied and their eyes met.
"I know you can do it, fighting is your profession. But promise me you'll be careful..." she told him, this time in Japanese. "If it gets really bad, I have something for you..." she let go of his hand and slowly started to pull up the long skirt of her evening dress with both hands.
"What... oh my God, stop, stop, stop...!" he said startled and she lowered her skirt again with a confused look on her face. He knew, of course, that she still had a lot to learn about social interaction and some things like shame she couldn't fully understand. As human as she seemed, maybe it had something to do with the fact that she still thought like a machine in some situations? He wasn't sure.
"Oh, I'm sorry, I was just..." she started to explain as a handsome gentleman in a white suit approached and greeted them politely.
"Mr. Harima, I presume?" he asked in a calm voice. The man was about 50 years old, with a close-cropped gray beard and fashionable hairstyle. Numerous gold rings adorned his fingers. 
"Yes, I'm here to be confirmed for the semi-final," Harry replied.
"Splendid, my man," the gentleman said, reaching into his waistcoat pocket and pulling out a key with a small plate engraved with the number 13 in Roman numerals. "My name is Travis Campbell. I'm the manager of tonight's finals and I'm also the ring announcer. The fight begins in one hour. Feel free to look around your booth. We've also left the appropriate attire for you there." Then he looked at Yanny. "You must be Mr. Kenji's medical assistant, Ms..."
"Yanny," she replied. Travis then took her hand. Instead of shaking it, however, he bowed deeply and skillfully indicated a kiss on the hand. 
"It is an extraordinary pleasure to make your acquaintance, Madame. Your presence brings splendor to this humble barge, good to have you here," he said in a practiced, charming voice, then took a deep breath of her scent. Harry gave him a look that was unprecedented in its cold explicitness. He wondered if it was against the rules to throw the first punch of the semi-final directly at the ring announcer.
"This is *Blaze of a new Horizon*, isn't it?" he asked her matter-of-factly after finishing his olfactory examination. Yanny looked at him in surprise. This person must have a very good sense of smell, because he had recognized her perfume perfectly.
"Yes, that's exactly it," Yanny said with a smile.
"It complements the scent of your skin in the most excellent way, madam, a delight to behold your aura," he continued, looking deep into her eyes, letting his eyebrows twitch lasciviously once.
"Oh... thank you..." she replied. Conflicting feelings stirred within her. On the one hand, she was flattered, but at the same time, she was unsettled and surprised by the brash manner of the gentleman. His language seemed rehearsed and dishonest; he had probably said similar sentences to countless other women. And then that strange sniffing.... She didn't know exactly how to react. But surely the social norm demanded that she return the compliment with a friendly response, and she certainly didn't want to seem conspicuous. 
"Impressive how you recognized the perfume on my hand. But I only sprayed it on my shoulders and between my breasts..." she said, hoping she had hit the right note.
"Um... we'll go check out the cabin then. Thanks for your help, Mr. Campbell," Harry interrupted with a growl, quickly grabbing Yanny's hand and gently pulling her along. "This way, Doctor..." She followed him. He didn't like strange men kissing her hand and embarrassing her with pushy compliments. He had just taken her hand of his own accord for the first time since they had met. It made her feel good. Why didn't he do it more often? He was so reserved around her. Maybe she shouldn't ask him directly about it, so as not to put her foot in her mouth again? She would have to think about it.
 
Yuri strolled casually through the hustle and bustle, grabbed a few finger foods from the trays offered here and there, and was finally handed a glass of the finest champagne, which he poured down his throat with a sweeping motion, then burped properly. Surely there had to be something of interest for their mission here? Maybe he'd get lucky and run into Dennis Dexter? He stomped further into the interior of the ship and suddenly the strong smell of food rose to his nose. The clatter of pans, pots, and all sorts of tools could be heard. So the kitchen was on this deck. He followed the sounds and smells further down the corridor and came to two double doors facing each other. A quick glance told him that the dining room was on the left and the kitchen was just across the hall, where things were getting busy. According to the schedule, dinner would be served between the semifinals and the finals, and everything was already being prepared at full speed to serve as many dishes as possible at the same time. Yuri thought for a moment. There was still one thing missing to complete the task, and this was a good opportunity. He opened the right double door and entered the kitchen. As expected, the large kitchen was buzzing with activity. At least a dozen cooks were frying, baking, chopping, stirring, and shouting instructions to each other over the noise. Two of them had already begun garnishing appetizer plates. Steam and smoke came from every direction. Yuri, who had been ignored so far, looked for a work table where fish could be prepared and immediately had luck. In the front right corner, a short, chubby cook with a slight double chin and a cap much too large for him was filleting fresh fish. Time to improvise. Yuri stretched a bit to appear even taller, marched up to the cook and said in a decisive tone:
"Good evening. I'm supposed to get knife from kitchen that is really sharp. Maybe you can help me." The cook stopped working and looked up at Yuri skeptically. Then he lifted his cap briefly and wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve.
"And what exactly do you need a sharp knife for, if I may ask?" the cook inquired.
"Was sent by wife of boss, she wants to open many gifts of guests, need sharp knife. Sharpest there is on ship," Yuri explained. The cook hesitated for a moment, then addressed him in fluent Russian:
"Could it be that you are also from the northern cities? You really have a thick accent." Yuri was pleasantly surprised to hear the language of his homeland. He immediately recognized the heavy and sluggish dialect of Utopia, his hometown.
"I can't believe it! You're from Utopia too, aren't you? I haven't met anyone from that far north here in Elysium," he replied, also in Russian, grinning broadly. The cook, in turn, was excited, introduced himself as Andrej, and the two greeted each other with a handshake. Andrej asked Yuri to wait a moment and returned from the pantry with an unused filleting knife with a brown wooden handle, a bottle of imported vodka, and two small glasses, which he promptly filled and handed to Yuri. The two began chatting about their hometown and emptying the glasses while the chef continued to casually fillet fish. It felt good to be able to talk in their mother tongue again after many months, and the conversation became more entertaining with each sip. Between the fourth and fifth glasses, Yuri discreetly tucked the knife into the inside pocket of his tuxedo. By the eighth glass, the two were drinking in brotherhood, laughing out loud and squiffy, telling each other dirty jokes. The ninth glass was the farewell drink, during which they wished each other a good night, and then the cook staggered to the freezer to get more fish. As Yuri left the kitchen, he realized that he didn't seem to be able to handle so much alcohol anymore. He hoped he had not forgotten all the American he had so painstakingly acquired in one fell swoop through this enormous intake of high-proof liquor. The ship left North Beach at the same moment he came out of the kitchen. As the engines started, a brief vibration was felt throughout the Sea Lord. The giant staggered through the double doors and patted his tuxedo pocket, where the knife was tucked away, with satisfaction. 
 
5. Seconds out!
The upper deck was much less crowded than the other decks. Occasionally, a few guests would gather at bar tables or sit on comfortable-looking benches and loungers set up around a large pool. Many small lights were set into the bottom of the pool, illuminating the water in an atmospheric way. Abigail stood at the edge of the pool, admiring the glistening water reflecting the stars and the waxing moon. She would have liked to jump in and swim a few laps, but there was no time. Who knew, maybe one day she could have a pool of her own if she saved diligently and survived the next few years at this job.
"Madame, may I disturb you for a moment?" a voice came from behind her. Abigail turned to see an older gentleman who, from his appearance, had to be a butler. He motioned for her to bow.
"Yes, please, what do you need? How can I help you?" Abigail asked in surprise.
"If I may introduce myself, my name is James and I am Mr. Konakov's butler," the gentleman began. Abigail smiled broadly. James the butler, what cliché had she fallen into now? "Mr. Konakov would very much like to meet you and politely asks if you would give him a few moments of your precious time?" With these words, James turned 90 degrees and with an inviting gesture of his hand, pointed to a bench further back by the pool, in front of which was a small table with a candle, some bottles and a plate of fruit. On the bench sat an extremely attractive and, it seemed, rather tall gentleman with dark blond hair. Like most of the men that night, he was wearing a black tuxedo. He held a champagne glass in his hand, and with a winning smile, he made a toast in her direction.
"Who is... Mr. Konakov?" Abigail asked James, then smiled in the gentleman's direction.
"Mr. Konakov describes himself as a private citizen. He used to be part owner of a large oil production company in Voligrad until he sold his shares. We've been traveling the world ever since," James told her, crossing his arms behind his back. Abigail had not taken her eyes off Konakov. He was still looking at her expectantly. A Russian millionaire, then, who had sent his servant to meet her. It had to be that red dress, there could be no other reason. In the office, she had mostly worn baggy second-hand clothes, and no one had given her a second glance. Now she wore this tight outfit, was suddenly mistaken for a model, and was being propositioned by handsome and wealthy gentlemen.
"I'll give Mr. Konakov a moment," she heard herself say. What exactly was she doing here? She was supposed to find out Dennis Dexter's whereabouts and walking routes; this wasn't a pleasure trip. As she followed James, she chewed her bottom lip a little. Her back tingled, what kind of night was this? She had never felt this sexy. A few moments with the gentleman couldn't hurt. When they arrived at Konakov's, he immediately rose from the bench and Abigail looked up at him. He was almost as tall as Yuri, she thought. When she shook his hand, he shook it gently and bowed slightly.
"In the North, we do not kiss ladies on the hand. I hope you won't hold that against me," he spoke softly, looking at her with his steel blue eyes and a sympathetic smile. "My name is Viktor Konakov. Thank you for accepting my invitation."
"Abigail Lindsay, the pleasure is mine. I am only slightly surprised that you..." The programmer suddenly struggled to find the words, for his confident gaze was now a little off-putting.
"I'm surprised that you're surprised," Viktor said, picking up a fresh glass of champagne from the table and handing it to her. "How could a man with two good eyes not want a lady like you to exchange a few words with him?" Abigail couldn't help but blush a little as she accepted the glass. Normally, she would have at least polished it to make sure there were no germs on it. However, her obsession with cleanliness didn't kick in at that moment. To bridge the moment of embarrassment, she looked in James' direction. But he was suddenly not standing where he had been a moment ago. He had retreated discreetly and unnoticed. Perhaps it was a trick one learns at a butler school?
"May I ask what you are looking for, Madame Lindsay? Perhaps I can help you in some way?" said Viktor, his voice still pleasantly soft. It sounded so reassuring and somehow familiar. She could have listened to him for hours. Suddenly the thought occurred to her to ask him if he would record an audio book for her. Now she perked up.
"What makes you think I'm looking for something?" she asked, curling her lips into an innocent pout.
"Forgive me, but I couldn't help but watch you for a while. You were looking around the deck without any apparent company. So I assumed you were looking for something or someone," Viktor said, smoothing his jacket in one place. Abigail cleared her throat, then took a small sip from her glass to buy time for an answer.
"Maybe I'm here with company?" she replied, smiling. In fact, she was curious to see how he would react to that answer.
"That would honestly be painful for me," he said, swirling his glass a bit.
"Are you always this direct?" she asked, taking another small sip.
"Yes, does it bother you?" he confessed.
"No. No, not at all. Directness saves time," she nodded, smiling again.
"Are you just asking me the counter-questions because you want to cover up a slight embarrassment and take control of the conversation?" he asked, grinning teasingly.
"Yes, does that bother you?" she confessed now, laughing.
"No... no, just the opposite," he said, holding out his glass for a toast. As the two glasses made a nice, bright clink, their eyes met for a long time. "You really are... quite extraordinary."
"So are you." Should she dare to tell him what she was really looking for on this deck? He seemed so nice and so different from the men she had met so far. "If I tell you what I'm looking for, will you tell me why you're here tonight?" 
"Gladly, it's no secret. I'm a martial arts fan, always have been, and I train myself, but not on a professional level. I just do it to keep fit. Traditional Sambo has always been taught in the northern cities, and this art has its roots in the even older Japanese school. It is therefore a special thrill for me to witness a real fight to the death. Mankind has come so far in its evolution, yet we still seem to long for those pure moments when we can transcend boundaries, completely shed the cloak of morality and reason, and return to our animal selves. Strange, isn't it? Inexplicable, really? Perhaps it's a kind of outlet that each of us needs in one form or another. Do you judge me for it?" His blue eyes still rested on her expectantly. She smiled, circling the rim of her glass with the middle finger of her left hand as she listened to him.
"Not at all. I know exactly what you mean." That wasn't a lie. It made her think of the moment she had bought her first gun from Harris D. Bonzo. "If you're going to bet money tonight, I'd put it on the fighter with the last name of Harima, if I were you. He has the most potential, in my opinion." Viktor nodded slowly. 
"Isn't that the underdog no one knows who stepped in for the fighter who dropped out? From what I've heard so far, everyone is betting on his opponent, Troy..." he replied.
"You won't regret it," Abigail said with a smile. "I'm sure he'll do a very good job."
"I trust you and will follow your advice," Viktor confirmed. "Thank you."
"I'm here to find out where Dennis Dexter is, by the way," Abigail heard herself say and swallowed. Did she really just say that? She might have jeopardized the whole mission, because she didn't know if Viktor wasn't a close friend of Dennis Dexter. The latter raised an eyebrow and then grinned.
"So you're planning something? One of those pure moments where you knowingly put yourself in danger for a thrill?" he spoke much more quietly now.
"Yes," she whispered. If only he didn't have those terribly beautiful eyes.... She was acting like a teenager, overwhelmed with emotion. She knew it, and she couldn't help it.
"I don't know exactly where he is right now. However, well-informed sources have told me that he will use the finale to have a private meeting in his luxury cabin. What exactly it is and what he wants to do in the cabin, I do not know. He just uses the time because then all the attention is focused on the fight. Maybe this helps you in some way?
"It helps a lot, thank you," she whispered again.
"Promise me you'll take care of yourself?" Viktor took a step closer and she looked back at him.
"I will... why did you give me this information?" Abigail asked and their eyes met again, neither avoiding the other. He didn't answer, but slowly leaned down and kissed her tenderly on the mouth. She was struck by lightning, at first not knowing how to react. But then she surrendered to the moment and returned this unexpected kiss, which now lasted longer and longer. She felt his strong and large hands gently touching her waist and holding her. Where exactly was she and what had she been doing? She had forgotten. Suddenly the whole ship went dark for a second and the two of them broke their kiss, startled. Then the light slowly returned, but only dimly. On the deck below them, spotlights were turned on the battle ring and a loud fanfare sounded.
"Oh... the semi-final is starting already," said Viktor, whose mind also seemed to have been completely absorbed in the kiss. "Shall we watch it together?" he asked Abigail. "There's a good view from here," he said, pointing down. He was right, this spot was like a box seat and you could see the ring cage perfectly from above. Abigail thought about it feverishly and then shook her head. She would have liked to stay with him, but it was not possible. The new information had to be passed on to her comrades. 
"Forgive me," she breathed, "I must go." He was about to protest, but stopped, nodded and forced a smile.
"I understand..." he spoke, then motioned for a slight bow. She swallowed, turned and started to leave.
"Abigail!" she heard him say again from behind her. She turned and he hurried the few steps to her, pulling a small business card from his jacket pocket and holding it out to her. She took it and looked at it. The card had his name and phone number, but no address. She smiled at him, put the card in her pocket, and started walking again.
 
Loud fanfares blared from oversized loudspeakers as guests gathered in large numbers around the ring cage. The lights of Elysium's skyline could be seen several kilometers out to sea, providing a truly breathtaking backdrop. A handful of spotlights created an effective play of light and the atmosphere was comparable to the start of a rock concert. On the way to the dressing rooms, a narrow corridor was kept clear by the security guards for the fighters to enter the ring. Harry put one foot in front of the other. His hands were in black boxing gloves, but their surface was made of very sturdy hard plastic. He wore long black tracksuit bottoms, along with sneakers and a white muscle shirt, over which he wore a cape of black artificial silk, the hood pulled low over his face. Despite his previous research, he had been unable to find out more about his opponent than the name Troy. The preliminary rounds of today's fights had all taken place underground, in shady clubs, backyards, parking lots, or abandoned factory halls. But that made little difference to him. As a former bodyguard, he was used to never knowing the identity of his opponents in advance anyway, and to reacting quickly to new situations. Close behind him was Yanny, carrying a bucket of water and a sponge in one hand and a bag of medical supplies in the other. While he was already deep in concentration, she was noticeably more tense and nervous. The cage had an entrance for each opponent on opposite sides that would be locked during the round. Only three rounds of three minutes each would be fought and basically anything was allowed. Yanny and Harry took the right side of the ring and entered the cage where Travis Campbell was already standing with a microphone in his hand, grinning as he waited for them. The crowd was already roaring with anticipation, and mixed in with the still booming fanfare, you couldn't even hear yourself think. Then the spotlights swung back to the aisle and his opponent made his way to the ring. He too was wrapped in a hooded cloak and there was no way to make him out. He was followed by two men, probably his trainer and a doctor. Then his opponent entered the ring and Harry took off his cape and handed it to Yanny who looked at him with an extremely worried look and then left the ring, closing the door behind her. Harry turned to his opponent, who had also just removed his cloak, and was startled. Troy's arms had both been replaced with mechanical steel prostheses below the shoulder joint, and he was not wearing boxing gloves. His scarred face showed that he had been in countless hard fights. His mohawk and goatee were dyed neon green, giving him an even more surreal appearance. Troy looked Harry in the eye and banged his mechanical fists together hard, making a horribly loud metallic clang that could be heard over the din. Then the fanfare faded, but the jeering of the crowd grew louder.
"What the fuck, this guy's completely cybernetically upgraded! This is even worse than if he had shown up with a gun!" Harry shouted at Travis, who had just started his ring speech. Travis calmly turned the microphone in his hand and stepped close to Harry, speaking directly into his ear so he could hear him clearly.
"That's right. And when he's beaten you to a pulp, I'll take care of your sweet-smelling little girlfriend. It's about time she met a real man."
 
6. Beyond Hate
It was only when Yuri strolled down the long hallway that he realized how drunk he really was. Fortunately, the interior of the ship was nearly empty, as most of the people had made their way to the ring cage to watch the upcoming fight. No one noticed as he staggered through the hallway, bracing himself against the wall. The ship's movements seemed to be amplified many times over in this state, and more than once he had the feeling that the floor was beginning to sway uncontrollably. In reality, however, it was only his knees that had gone soft from all the vodka. The best thing he could do was to go outside and get some fresh air. It would also be a good idea to get some more food. A few more snacks would surely soak up the alcohol in his stomach and help him regain his sobriety. While he was thinking about this, he turned once and looked around. Which way had he come? He no longer knew. He stumbled again and somehow managed to grab hold of a finely carved golden door handle. He fell forward, clutching the handle and accidentally pushing it down as he fell. The door opened instead of slowing his momentum, and after two long strides he fell to the floorboards like a felled tree.
"Ah... what a night, I hope nobody saw that," he spoke slurred in Russian and immediately tried to pick himself up. 
"My goodness, are you all right?" a woman's voice told him in American. He felt two arms supporting him into an upright sitting position and looked into the face of a woman who, judging by her white uniform, must have been a member of the ship's crew. Startled, she looked at him, then let out an *oops* as her long brunette ponytail got caught between their arms, pulling her head back rudely.
"Oh, sorry," Yuri slurred, awkwardly trying to untangle her hair, but it didn't help. 
"Do you need help, Lisa?" a voice asked from further back.
"'Who talking?" asked Yuri, looking confused at the lady holding him.
"No Cassy, I think I'm fine, the gentleman's just a little drunk," the stewardess replied with a grin. The fog in Yuri's head cleared a bit and he looked at the lady more closely. At least the vodka, which consisted almost entirely of water and alcohol, meant that he didn't have any unpleasant alcohol breath and didn't have to worry about that. She was pretty. Beyond pretty, he thought. And it wasn't because he was drunk, he was sure of that. He noticed a name tag on her uniform. The stewardess now noticed that he was eyeing her wordlessly, seemingly fascinated.
"Can you stand up?" she asked, her arms slowly becoming heavy as his upper body carried a considerable weight.
"Do I have to, Mrs. Lisa Muller?" he countered, looking like a quiz show contestant waiting for his answer to be judged.
"Yes!" she replied curtly and began to pull him up. Carefully, he stood with her help. From the looks of it, he hadn't hurt himself in the fall. Her colleague came up behind her and handed her a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice. Lisa handed the glass to Yuri, who looked around. He had apparently landed in a salon with many comfortable sitting areas. The two ladies were preparing a long table with all kinds of snacks. The area was meant to be a diversion for the guests when the fighting outside was over. Yuri nodded gratefully as he accepted the glass of juice and took a big gulp. That felt really good. Lisa already seemed a little impatient as she must have been pressed for time. He had to come up with something, fast!
"Do you have any plans for tonight?" he asked the stewardess with a heavy tongue. It was the first thing that popped into his head. Damn alcohol.
"Yes, I work here," she replied, raising both eyebrows. "The ship's doctor is one deck above us, if you'd like to see him. I'd be happy to call someone to escort you there."
"Don't worry, is not necessary," Yuri replied, continuing to look at her in fascination. It was truly incredible how beautiful she was. That hair, that voice, that attitude.... His posture still swayed slightly. Lisa now put her hands on her hips and her expression became displeased.
"Look, we have a lot of work to do here. So if you don't want to go to the doctor and you think you're feeling better, please leave the salon now," she said in a stern tone. What an incredible woman!
"When you are off duty, we could go out maybe?" he slurred. She shook her head and sighed. Then she walked behind Yuri and began to gently push him toward the door and out of the room. Staggering, he let her do it and found himself in the hallway after a few moments. 
"Be careful and hold on to the railing," he heard Lisa say behind him. He turned to see her give him a quick wave, then close the salon door and lock it from the inside.
"Shit happened," he muttered, staggering further down the hall.
When Lisa returned to her colleague, helping her again to tastefully arrange snacks from large platters on the long tables, she chuckled.
"I guess that was a close encounter of the third kind? We should have locked the door in the first place," Cassy chuckled.
"You're right. Hmm... too bad really, he seemed awkward but also quite likeable. On the other hand, what do you do with a man who gets completely drunk at an event right from the start?", Lisa mused, taking the last small bowl of caviar from her plate.  
"Yeah, he didn't look too bad. Pretty well toned, I guess.... Too bad he drinks so much," Cassy sighed. Then they began smashing a large ice cube with hammers and pouring the shattered pieces into champagne coolers with wooden scoops provided for the purpose.
 
At that moment, Abigail wanted nothing more than her backpack, which contained her walkie-talkie. It was at home next to her bed. With the small handbags and her fancy evening gowns, it had been impossible to bring the relatively large and bulky radios. Besides, they would have caused an immediate stir if they had used those things among all these people. She could only hope to find Yuri as soon as possible. As fast as her new pumps would allow, she hurried down the stairs and was now on the floor where spectators were crowding around the outdoor ring cage, their loud cheers echoing practically everywhere. Somewhere around here had to be the reserved room, number 13. Her heart was beating fast, not so much from the exertion of running, but from the most confusing encounter with Viktor Konakov. What had actually happened there, and how had this man managed to do everything right by her in such a short time? Lost in thought, she almost ran past the door she was looking for, stopped, opened it and stepped inside. It was a nicely furnished cabin with a double bed and a bathroom. On the bed were Harry's clothes, which he had obviously exchanged for the battle dress, and Yanny's handbag. They had agreed in advance not to lock the cabin door in case of an emergency. A gurgling and snorting sound came from the bathroom. Abigail's hand instinctively went to the dagger on her garter, but moments later Yuri emerged from the bathroom, his head soaking wet. "What in the world happened to you?" Abigail asked him in astonishment.
"Ah, just had to wash head with cold water, is long story. Well, maybe not so long, but...", Yuri spoke still with heavy tongue, but already quite a bit more sober.
"Tell me the story when we get home, you *Hero of Steel*. Listen: Dennis Dexter will have a secret meeting in his private cabin during the finals, that's our chance to finish him off. He's holding the meeting there so that all the attention will be on the fight. This gives us an added advantage because the guests will not immediately notice his controlled demise," she elaborated.
"Is very good," Yuri replied, then gave a good burp, causing Abigail to grimace.
"Say, have you been drinking? We're on a red-hot mission here and you're putting a load of booze in your skull?" she huffed indignantly.
"Why no, just a little indigestion," he grumbled, waving it off. "Where's cabin of Dexter?"
"We'll find out in a minute. Dry off some more and we'll be on our way," she ordered firmly. Then she adjusted her bra, in which she had tucked Viktor's business card, and smiled to herself.
 
Harry could hear his own blood rushing in his ears. Travis Campbell's last sentence had thrown him off his game. He wanted to pounce on him immediately and was seething with anger when the announcer left the ring with a mischievous grin in his direction. Losing his cool in a situation like this could be fatal. The jeers and cheers from the crowd grew louder as the gong sounded, signaling the start of the first semi-final. Troy immediately marched towards him, indicating a punch with his left fist and then following it up with a right haymaker. Harry had expected such a feint at the beginning and dodged backwards. It became clear in the first few seconds of the fight that he would have to fight his own reflexes to block his opponent's punches. Many of the techniques he had practiced for years were based on blocking his opponent's attack and, if possible, countering at the same time. There was no way he could stop Troy's arms without risking breaking his own arms or hands. He would have no choice but to dodge the blows and wait for an opening in his opponent's guard. This was highly inefficient as it would cost him a lot of energy the longer the fight went on. Energy he would need to complete this mission successfully. The next fist came flying in and he dodged again, still feeling the breeze of the swinger on his face as the steel knuckles narrowly missed him. Another step or two and he would have reached the bars behind him, for the cage was not very large. If he ran out of room to move, it would be over for him. Troy's left jab shot forward with the sole purpose of pushing Harry further back. Harry reacted again with lightning speed, slipping to his right and throwing a left hook with all his might into Troy's unprotected stomach. Troy gasped for air, but the rush of adrenaline made him barely notice the pain. Immediately after the hit, he turned back to his opponent and unleashed a hail of short, imprecise punches. Harry tried to dodge again, but this time he was hit right in the chest. It felt like he had been kicked by a horse. A sharp pain spread through his upper body, and he had to concentrate hard not to tense up and be distracted by Troy's next attack, who was now trying to end the fight quickly with an uppercut. Harry jumped to the side. Too late he realized that this had also been a feint and so he jumped right into Troy's following low left hook. The blow had been delivered with great force and hit him right in the lower ribs. Harry's breath stopped for a few seconds as he realized what had just happened. He could feel his ribs cracking at the moment of the fist's impact and immediately realized how his labored breathing was causing him additional pain. His vision blurred for a few moments and he was no longer in control as he staggered backwards against the bars, barely avoiding falling to the floor. Troy took advantage of the impact and lunged at Harry, grabbing him by his belt and neck, lifting him over his head like a weightlifter and carrying him to the center of the ring. It was obviously a demonstration of superiority, a display of the dominance of an engineered body over a man of pure flesh and blood. The crowd went wild as Troy held Harry horizontally above him like a trophy. He slowly turned to display him like a slain animal. Harry, on the other hand, didn't know what was going on and took a few moments to reorient himself. Above all the noise, he suddenly heard a voice he recognized. It was Yanny, he was sure of it. He couldn't understand what she was shouting, were they even words? Was she safe? It was too late. Troy threw Harry a good half meter into the air from a standing position, sending him crashing to the hard ring floor. Harry's whole body screamed in pain from the impact, he was coughing, doubled over and could barely breathe. Troy, on the other hand, raised his arms and let the crowd celebrate him one more time in victory pose. Harry tried to breathe, tried to lift the left side of his body off the ground with his broken ribs. But he could not and was on the verge of losing consciousness completely. Then he heard Yanny again and tilted his head as best he could in the direction of her voice. In a blur he saw her pointing and screaming in great panic. Then he suddenly realized what she meant and what she was trying to warn him about. Troy had dropped his victory pose and was approaching him with quick steps. Then he dropped to one knee in front of Harry and took a big swing at his head. Dying, today? Wasn't it a bit early? It was strange what thoughts came to mind in moments of imminent death. And Harry perceived this moment as if in slow motion. Troy swung the haymaker at his head with full force. Harry spun away from the blow in a quick movement that Troy, in all his certainty of victory, had not expected. He was unable to stop the blow due to the force he had applied and the fist broke through the floor of the ring where Harry's head had just been. Harry tried to get up as fast as he could and noticed that Troy's fist was pinned to the floor. He tugged and pulled with all his might but could not free it. Apparently his steel hand had become wedged in one of the slightly springy supports that stabilized the ring floor from underneath when he threw the punch. This was Harry's chance, he had to seize the moment. If Troy broke free now, there would be nothing he could do to stop him. Despite his chest burning like fire, Harry took a deep breath, took a running start, and with all of his remaining strength, launched a kick. He added a slight twist to the movement to increase the momentum. His right foot struck the head of his still kneeling opponent with such force that his neck snapped instantly as his head was jerked at a grotesque angle towards his shoulder. Lifeless, Troy collapsed, his hand still stuck in the ground, and the crowd fell silent from one second to the next. However, when they realized what had just happened, new cheers erupted and instead they began to celebrate Harry as the winner, who barely managed to stay upright. The gong sounded and the fanfare began, and moments later the door to the opponent's corner opened and Travis entered the ring. His expression said it all. Of course he had expected Troy to win. But then he forced a smile, took Harry's left hand and raised it as a sign of victory. He held a microphone in his other hand and was about to make a short speech to announce Harry as the winner of the first semi-final when Harry suddenly tore his left hand from his grip with a jerk, grabbed Travis by the jacket and pulled him close. Travis stared at him with horrified eyes and dropped the microphone. A short, loud screech came from the sound system as it fell to the ring floor.
"No more sniffing for you, asshole..." Harry snarled, lunged and landed his forehead on the ring announcer's face with a thud. A stream of blood immediately gushed from Travis' broken nose as if a faucet had been turned on. Harry, now unable to control himself, struck again and his opponent went down. The crowd, on the other hand, continued to cheer frenetically. They clearly wanted to see more blood, come what may. The gong sounded several times in a row at a deafening volume and three of the security guards ran into the ring to stop Harry from continuing his attack.
"Wasn't that a fantastic fight, people? Wasn't that an extraordinary show? Oh man, I almost peed my pants!" a comparatively high pitched male voice suddenly boomed from the loudspeakers. All heads turned. It was Dennis Dexter, who had been standing on the upper deck watching the fight, just a short distance from where Viktor Konakov was standing. He was wearing a white suit with a large red flower in the buttonhole and round sunglasses with lenses as dark yellow as his hair, which was slicked back with copious amounts of gel. Next to him was his wife, Carla Brandon, with a big smile on her face. For her, everything had gone according to plan; Harry had won the semi-final. "I hope you had as much fun as I did, my dear friends. Congratulations to the winner. A bit unexpected, but what would life be without surprises? But before you dispose of Troy, think about which parts of him are best for recycling. You can have the metal, I'm not interested in that. I'm more interested in his liver," Dexter laughed, then raised his champagne glass and took a big gulp. The crowd was laughing with him now, clapping enthusiastically.
"What a shithole this place is..." muttered Harry as the guards let him go and he walked towards Yanny who was already hurrying his way.
 
7. Cocktail
"He did it, he really did it," Abigail said, closing her eyes briefly and taking a deep breath of relief. 
"Not and never doubted it," Yuri said emphatically and calmly. "Saw our boy jump through open car window, is slippery as eel. If you can do that, you can do anything." The two watched from a distance as Dennis Dexter gave his speech. They had made their way back to the upper deck after learning from other guests that the head of Elysium's largest drug distributor and his wife were also there. Unfortunately, from their current position, there was no view of the ring cage and they had not been able to see exactly what had been going on down there. When Dexter finally finished his monologue, he shoved the microphone at one of the henchmen, gave his wife a hard slap on the butt - which seemed to displease her quite a bit - and then left the place with two security guards in the direction of the ship's interior. Yuri nodded to Abigail and the two made their way to Carla, who was still standing at the railing with a pensive expression on her face. Abigail looked around carefully, but couldn't see Viktor anywhere. Perhaps he had already gone to the dining room?
"May we have a word with you?" Yuri asked Carla in a quiet voice. She turned to the TRAP agents and glanced around to see if there were any personnel nearby who might be eavesdropping. Fortunately, there were none at the moment.
"Can I help you?" she replied, maintaining a very calm demeanor to keep up appearances.
"We have information that our target will be having a secret meeting in his private cabin during the finals. Does that mean anything to you and where is that cabin?" whispered Abigail. Carla looked genuinely surprised and played with her earring as she tried to make sense of this new information.
"I don't actually know anything about a meeting. His private cabin is here on this deck, just forward of the bow. It's the largest cabin on the ship, with picture windows and luxury amenities of the finest," she explained. "Of course, whatever he's up to, it would be the perfect opportunity to–"
"Exactly," Abigail interrupted, smiling. 
"The door to the cabin won't be unguarded, I can't help you with that problem. However, I can give you this to make it easier," Carla murmured and began to rummage in her purse, pulling something out. "Nice to meet you," she said aloud, smiling and extending her hand to Abigail. As she returned the handshake, she felt Carla press a key into her palm, which she took.
"Our pleasure," Abigail said with a friendly face. She then strolled toward the pool with Yuri while Carla made her way to the indoor area.
"Here, take it," Abigail said to Yuri, now handing him the key. He took a quick look at it and nodded.
"How we proceed?" he asked, rubbing the back of his neck. The effects of the alcohol still hadn't worn off. Abigail walked to the railing, leaned forward slightly and pointed down. Yuri followed her gesture.
"The Sea Lord has a lifeboat hanging on each side. I'd say you take care of Dexter and then we'll try to hijack one of them and make a dash for it. That's probably our best bet. As soon as they realize he's dead, the security on the boat will stop at nothing to hunt us down. We'll row to shore and be off the hook," she nodded. "I'll wait for Harry and Yanny in our cabin while you deal with Dexter, then head over there and we'll escape together."
"Sounds like... plan," Yuri grumbled.
"Yeah... plan," the programmer confirmed slowly, curling her lips. 
 
Harry groaned in pain as he lay down on the bed with Yanny's help. She had had to support him all the way from the ring to the cabin as he had barely been able to walk on his own. After the fight, when the initial tension had eased and his adrenaline level had dropped, he felt the broken ribs many times more acutely. He could only breathe shallowly, and when Yanny finally helped him out of his top, you could clearly see that there was an almost open rib fracture where Troy had hit him. 
"You can't possibly go on fighting like this!" gasped Yanny, staring in horror at the huge bruise.
"I have to, we have no choice," Harry groaned. "From a medical point of view, is there any way we can patch me up to some degree before the finals begin?"
"With the ribs, we don't really have a chance. I can inject a numbing agent into the edge of your ribs that will dull the worst of the pain for a few hours. Now, don't talk and just breathe," she instructed as she opened the bag of medical supplies, pulled out a syringe and vial, and slowly drew the contents into the syringe. He did as she instructed. "We're lucky, as far as I can tell. Your lungs seem fine," she explained after listening for half a minute, then administered the painkiller. "It will take a while for it to take effect. Harry, you can't possibly..." He shook his head and waved it off.
"I've taken my share of beatings in the past and I'm used to injuries. I'll just cover the side as best I can, don't worry," he said, smiling at her. They looked into each other's eyes for a few seconds until Yanny relaxed a bit. He was undoubtedly a good fighter and it wouldn't help him if she let her worries about him get the better of her.
"I... have something for you if you want it," she spoke softly, then stood up from the edge of the bed and began to gently pull up the long skirt of her dress. He swallowed, not knowing how to react. What was she going to do now? 
"Yanny...?" he croaked in a dry voice.
"Yes? What is it?" she answered in a whisper.
As if mesmerized, he looked at her, forgetting his pain for a moment as the hem of her skirt slid high above her knees and higher, finally revealing a wide, black lace garter on her right thigh. She watched him and his reaction closely, getting the strong impression that he liked looking at her very much, and smiled. 
"Abigail gave me the tip about the garter, a perfect hiding place," she explained, pulling out a thin vial only a few centimeters long, then lowering her skirt again and holding it out to him. Clearing his throat, Harry took the object and examined it. The vial contained a shimmering reddish liquid. 
"What is this?" he asked. 
"It's a distillate of various active ingredients. It's got all kinds of stuff in it, vitamin supplements, high-dose caffeine, amphetamines of all kinds, and various drugs you can buy around the block," she explained, making an innocent face and running her hand through her purple hair in embarrassment. He looked at her incredulously.
"So that's why you wanted that chemistry set a while back? Drugs?! What exactly do you do while the rest of us sleep at night?" grunted Harry.
"I think I've managed it so that you won't get addicted to this compound. But other side effects are unpredictable, and of course I can't test it on myself. I just thought we might need a dose of the stuff on this job, in case something goes wrong. It would certainly revitalize you..." she continued without answering his question, batting her eyes cutely. He could tell she was doing it to change the subject.
"Is there anything in this stuff that isn't harmful to your health in the long run?" he sighed.
"Yes, the red color comes from pomegranate juice," she explained proudly, giggling. Harry sighed deeply again and turned the vial in his hand, which was sealed with a tiny cork. Meanwhile, the roar of the second semi-final could be heard from outside through the closed door. 
"How do you take this stuff?" he asked skeptically.
"Just swallow it," she said curtly, looking at him expectantly. A completely untested stimulant, then, the exact effects of which no one could predict. The finale was coming, and it would undoubtedly be even harder than the fight against Troy.
"Will it make me grow a second head?" he muttered, shaking the vial a little.
"I don't think so," she replied after a moment's thought, tapping the tip of her nose with her index finger. Why did she even have to think about this question? On the other hand... what other choice did he have?
 
After Roy Hellfist had, as expected, virtually pulverized his opponent - a wiry wrestler from West Elysium - in the ring in the second round, the crowd made its way to the great dining hall. The spectacle had whetted their appetites. Abigail and Yuri took advantage of the general bustle to finally make their way to Dexter's cabin. As if by chance, they strolled down the corridor together, eventually coming into view of two security guards in black suits.
"That must be the right cabin up ahead," Abigail muttered to the slightly swaying hulk beside her, "you gonna be able to handle those two later?" Yuri grunted in confirmation.
"Are you lost?" one of the two guards called to the agents. "The dining room is one floor down, if that's what you're looking for."
"Aaah... no, my wife and I just wanted to tour ship. Is very impressive," Yuri replied with a wry grin and burped. "Come on honey, let's go eat in the hall," he grumbled and Abigail linked arms with him to keep up appearances. 
"Yes sugar, let's go," she pressed between her teeth. Then they turned on their heels and were about to head back down the aisle when a lady in uniform approached them with a food cart full of fancy looking delicacies. She was obviously on her way to Dexter's cabin. Yuri looked at the lady and they instantly recognized each other. Lisa Muller raised both eyebrows and just shook her head with a scowl when she saw him with Abigail.
"Well, we seem to be running into each other a lot these days...and this time your wife is with you," Lisa remarked coldly. "Well, have a nice evening, Mr. Casanova..."
"But I..." Yuri started to explain, but Abigail cut him off with a punch to the ribs.
"Shut up and move along nicely..." she hissed. Yuri looked at Lisa for a moment. What a wonderful walk she had, and how beautifully her ponytail bobbed back and forth as she pushed the food cart. He sighed with a puff. "Did you know the lady?" Abigail asked quietly as they rounded the next corner.
"Only by sight. Lisa her name is. Isn't she beautiful?" he replied, suddenly seeming a little distracted with a dreamy look on his face.
"Tell me, Yuri, you drink like a fish and now you've fallen in love in the middle of a mission?" asked Abigail, looking at him with wide eyes. The giant shrugged.
"I don't know, maybe..." he grumbled, scratching the back of his head.
"Totally unprofessional, don't you think? We're a serious agency. Could never happen to me," Abigail grumbled. Then she felt Viktor's business card scratch the inside of her bra and blushed. "Well, at least I think so..."
  
The walk to the ring seemed much longer to Harry this time. He could hardly wait for the fight to begin and felt fantastic. More awake than ever in his life, he felt no pain at all, wanted to pull out trees. Cheers erupted as the crowd watched him step into the spotlight. The hood of his cloak hung low over his face again and he looked down at the ground. It was as if the light itself was glittering in thousands of reflections of dust particles, and he had the impression that the cheers of the crowd and the roar of the fanfares were creating the brilliant colors of an exploding rainbow. Colors that, like a volcanic eruption, were hurled by brute elemental force high into the night sky of 86, creating a magnificent image together with the slowly passing skyline of Elysium. It was like a strange fever dream: he was bathing in a fantastic clarity of contours and lights, while waves of surreality kept washing over him.
"We have to keep going," he heard Yanny's soft voice and then felt her hand gently pushing him from behind. Only now did he realize that he had stopped on the way to the ring and stared at the lights of the skyscrapers in the direction of the coast, because they had seemed so fascinating to him. He nodded and together they reached their side of the ring. The intense taste of pomegranate juice still lingered on his tongue. Whatever she had given him to drink, it had been a unique experience. How long would this trip last? He was only peripherally aware of Roy Hellfist stepping into the ring. The bodybuilder was almost a head taller than Harry, wearing skintight orange wrestling trunks and white boots. His naked, impressively toned upper body immediately showed that a large amount of anabolic steroids must have been involved in its formation. On his head he wore a cap of the *Elysium Smogsniffers*. Either he was a true fan of the city's most successful of all sucker-punch soccer teams in town, or he was getting extra advertising revenue by wearing their merchandise. Then the announcer, Travis Campbell, entered the ring. His head was completely wrapped in gauze except for his eyes and a slit for his mouth. Harry watched the sniffer closely as he refused to announce the match from the center of the ring, which would have required him to step closer to Harry. Instead, he croaked his spiel into the microphone while hiding behind Roy's broad back. It basically looked like a newly resurrected mummy introducing the opponents to the audience. When this procedure was finally over and Travis left the ring as quickly as possible, the match was ready to begin. Carla Brandon stood one level above the ring, watching the fight from above, but her husband Dexter was nowhere to be seen. The bell sounded. Hellfist was a different character than Troy, acting more wait and see in the early moments of the fight. The two circled each other, testing their opponent's reaction with hints of punches. Then the bodybuilder went for the first real punch. For Harry, it was suddenly as if he was watching his opponent's movements in slow motion. In his infinitely heightened focus, he was already analyzing his opponent's next move based on his first shoulder movement. He countered the haymaker with an elbow block and responded with a quick hail of chain punches to his opponent's chest. Harry's unusually quick reaction rattled the musclehead. The blows had little effect on the massive body, but they caught him off guard. Hellfist immediately swung with his other arm and this time Harry dodged downward. As the opponent's fist flew just above him, he jumped up from his crouch almost a meter and then landed a full-force kick above the opponent's right kneecap. Roy screamed loudly as his leg buckled and he fell to his knees. Confident of victory, Harry began to cover him again with quick punches, this time to the head. He had reached the point where he no longer needed to think and unleashed techniques that had been practiced countless times and were deeply ingrained in his muscle memory. Hellfist raised his guard and let the blows rain down on his forearms. Then, using the strength of his uninjured leg, he lifted himself up and landed an uppercut to Harry's chin, sending him back over two meters and landing on the ground. Harry definitely felt the impact, felt the blow to his jaw, and yet: nothing hurt. Hellfist immediately limped in his direction, forcing him into a ground fight in which he would have had no chance due to his vastly inferior physical strength. Again, it was as if Harry experienced the moments in slow motion. Lying on the ground, he picked up the momentum with both legs and jumped straight into a standing position like an acrobat, spinning in a flash and delivering a full twist kick right at Hellfist's head. Harry did this so quickly that his opponent didn't even have time to raise his guard. Despite the tremendous blow, Hellfist remained on his feet and staggered around the ring with glassy eyes, trying to comprehend what had just happened. Harry's heart was now beating in his throat and he felt a slight nausea. It had to be the drug cocktail that seemed to be taking too much out of his system. He had to stop the fight before the round was over, and under no circumstances could he give his opponent a chance to recover during the break in the ring. What would happen if the effect of Yanny's serum suddenly wore off? Hellfist staggered toward the barred wall and Harry took off running. The mountain of muscle realized what he was about to do and tried to knock him down with an outstretched arm. Harry ducked under the arm like a limbo dancer at full speed, using the momentum of his run. He ran up the bars of the cage just behind Roy, as if the laws of gravity lost their effect for seconds, pushed off the wall almost to the top of the cage, spun in the air and charged at Hellfist. While still in the air, Harry wrapped his thighs around Hellfist's neck, now sitting on his broad shoulders, and immediately began to deliver terrible elbow strikes to Hellfist's head. The crowd went wild and the atmosphere was at its peak. People had expected an exciting finale, but no one had expected this. Dexter's bodyguard grabbed Harry's legs and tried desperately to loosen the grip around his neck. But the hard blows that came down on his head from above drained the strength from his arms after only a few seconds. He staggered and soon fell straight into the center of the ring, along with Harry, who was still sitting on his shoulders, choking and beating him at the same time. As he hit the ground again, Harry was thrown off his opponent and rolled away from him. Anticipating the next attack, he immediately scrambled back up into a fighting stance, but Hellfist had remained motionless. Was it really over? It was over. Holding his side with the broken ribs, Harry took a deep breath, wondering how much longer he could do this without passing out from the pain. He could see clearly now that his jaw wasn't doing so well either. The gong sounded and the fanfare began again. The cage doors opened and the announcer and two guards entered the ring. Harry, however, only had eyes for Yanny, who immediately ran to him and began examining him to see if any first aid was needed. Shortly after, a lady in a festive dress entered the ring carrying a golden trophy. Harry and Yanny looked at each other for a moment and smiled. Too late, they noticed that Roy Hellfist suddenly began to move again as the two security guards already grabbed the presumed dead man to carry him out of the cage. Rising from his prone position, he pulled the gun from the holster of the guard kneeling in front of him, glanced around and spotted Harry. Then he pulled the trigger. Yanny realized what was happening at the last moment and jumped in front of Harry to protect him. The shot aimed at Harry went off and hit her right in the stomach. Then the bodybuilder collapsed dead and the gun fell from his hand. Screams of horror could be heard throughout the yacht.
8. Hiding in plain sight
"Whatever you do, be as quick and as quiet as you can," Abigail whispered to Yuri. Moments ago, the ring announcement outside had ended and the gong had sounded to begin the finals. The inside of the ship had all but emptied and the two had made their way unnoticed back to the side corridor where Lisa Muller had crossed their path earlier.
"Sure. Quick and quiet. Is my specialty," Yuri confirmed, then removed the silencer from the silver paper and screwed it onto his pistol. 
"You can't predict this, of course, but do you have any estimate from previous missions of how long it will take you, roughly?" echoed Abigail.
"A few minutes," Yuri nodded and checked the magazine of his weapon, then reloaded.
"And you have the key, I gave it to you, right? Do you remember where you put it?" asked Abigail with slightly increasing nervousness. The giant had to grin.
"Baby Owl has to get to the comrades quickly now, I can handle it here," he said, hiding the weapon within reach under his jacket. Abigail looked up at him, eyes narrowed to slits, and gave a grunt.
"Good luck, big guy," she whispered and hurried off.
"... Or as they say where I come from, a mountain goat and a car never eat cake together," Yuri muttered, stomping toward Dexter's cabin. By now, two different guards were posted outside the room, talking - about what, exactly, Yuri couldn't understand. When they noticed him, they immediately turned to him.
"Hey buddy, where you going?" one of them called out to him.
"Got call for Mr. Dexter," Yuri replied, pointing to the bulge on his jacket where the gun was. The guards then looked at each other questioningly and seemed to grow suspicious as he walked towards them with a firm stride, unperturbed.
"Last warning, man..." the guard began again as Yuri suddenly reached into his pocket and pulled out his pistol. He fired four times in quick succession, aiming directly at their heads. The two guards collapsed dead before they could draw their own weapons. Despite the silencer, his shots echoed loudly down the corridor. Without slowing his pace, he fired five more shots at the door lock, which broke halfway off its mount from the force of the bullets. When he was close enough, he charged and kicked the lock, causing the door to burst open. Undeterred, he marched into the sprawling luxury cabin. Surprisingly, everything inside was bathed in subdued red light. A large, elegant oak table was covered with exotic food and drinks that Lisa must have brought from the dining car earlier. Otherwise, expensive-looking paintings on the walls, lots of playful accessories, and chic furniture dominated the scene. Near the picture window stood a lady in a strict, skin-tight red lacquer dress and high-heeled boots. She had a riding crop in her hand and a hair band with two fluffy cat ears on her head. She was standing next to a black bed on which Dennis Dexter was lying, naked, handcuffed to the bedposts and with a black rubber ball in his mouth. When he saw Yuri, he began squealing frantically, trying desperately to pull at the handcuffs on his wrists and legs to free himself. These efforts were, of course, completely futile. The lady turned around, holding the riding crop at her hips. It was Gigi Chiwawa herself, whom Yuri had met on the red carpet a few hours ago. She looked first at the damaged cabin door, then at the giant and grinned smugly. 
"You do BDSM here?" Yuri asked, pointing at Dexter.
"Yes. Tell me, sweetheart: weren't you taught not to enter locked rooms?" she asked in a stern tone.
"But I have key," Yuri explained, pulling the room key out of his pocket, showing it to her demonstratively, and then dropping it on the floor.
"Then why didn't you use it?" Gigi asked now, astonished.
"My colleague just asked if I had key with me. Not told me to use," he shrugged. Then he marched over to the bed and Gigi jumped aside.
"What are you going to do? Are you going to shoot him?" she shouted while the drug lord was still squealing in a high-pitched voice and writhing on the bed like a dung beetle fallen on its back. Gigi, on the other hand, threw her arms in the air and waved her riding crop. She didn't understand the world anymore. Why the hell had this fitness trainer, whom she thought she had seen somewhere before, broken in here?
"I can't, have no bullets left in gun," Yuri said, throwing the gun behind him.
"Yeah, so what now?" she said, letting the whip fly at her thigh with a slapping sound.
"Now for next level BDSM," Yuri said, grabbing Dexter's nipple with the heart-shaped ruby piercing. Then, in one swift motion, he pulled the filleting knife from his jacket pocket and sliced off the nipple, including the piercing, while Dexter jumped up and down as if stung by a tarantula and reared up on the mattress. Gigi's mouth dropped open for a moment.
"Honey, you're a crazy monster," she said.
"The guy biggest drug lord of Elysium, I don't know how many dead on his conscience," Yuri shrugged again as he wrapped the nipple in a tissue and stashed it in his pants pocket.
"Oh wow, is that really true?" Gigi asked in horror to which the giant just nodded. "And... What are you going to do now? Are you going to cut his throat with the knife?"
"No, I'm not crazy monster after all," Yuri said. Then he briefly tested the condition of the floorboards with the sole of his shoe, grunted, and grabbed the bed with both hands. Immediately he began to push it towards the picture window. He accelerated as fast as he could for the short distance. The bed, with Dexter still tied to it, crashed through the window with a deafening thud, and a rain of broken glass fell on Yuri. He let go at the last moment to avoid being pulled out himself. The bed flew down in an arc, slammed into the beveled window of the next floor directly below them, and then tumbled to the right, sending more shards flying. At the bottom, it hit the railing and was deflected toward the water. With a loud splash, it finally landed on the water's surface and immediately sank, pulled down by its own weight.
"Holy shit..." Gigi panted, gasping for air. The riding crop fell from her hands. "That was... that was incredible!"
"Oh, thanks," Yuri grumbled, shaking some glass shards off his shoulders and out of his beard.
"Honey... you really are so... cool and strong... like a real action hero!" Yuri walked over to her, fumbled briefly in his other jacket pocket, pulled out a business card, and handed it to her. She took it and looked at it.
"TRAP agency?" she asked in surprise.
"Call me anytime, sweetie. We make special cases happen." As Gigi gave an enthusiastic sigh in response, he turned on his heel and headed for the cabin door, when he suddenly noticed a Japanese-style sword hanging on the wall next to the entrance. It was decorated with elaborate engravings and characters he could not read. It seemed to have been forged for a woman's hand, judging by the filigree construction. Underneath the weapon was a small black wooden plaque with the words *Starry Sky* written in gold letters. Yuri threw down the filleting knife, took the sword from the wall, and weighed it briefly in his hand. The thing was probably worth thousands of dollars, an extraordinary piece of work. It would certainly make his escape easier. As he stepped through the cabin door back into the corridor, he could already hear the excited shouts of the guards.
 
Damage analysis: No internal injuries to skeletal or musculoskeletal system, hip hydraulics intact. Severe damage to human tissue, bullet hole in abdomen, several blood vessels ruptured. Drastic blood loss, sclerotherapy of the tissue is recommended. Healing process is estimated at one week in normal case and two days with the help of external energy supply. Removal of the bullet is strongly recommended for the healing process, it is located near the spine. End of analysis. 
The effect of the stimulant cocktail Yanny had given Harry had worn off quite a bit. But it was still strong enough to keep him standing. 
"You saved my life. I don't know how to thank you... How... how are you?" Harry asked worriedly. They faced each other in the cabin, Harry holding his ribs in pain and Yanny holding her stomach. After being shot by Roy Hellfist, she had quickly put her hand over the wound and pushed her ring finger deep into the bullet hole in a makeshift attempt to stop the bleeding. She had improvised very well, using the commotion and general excitement to fool the people in the ring into thinking that the dying bodyguard must have either missed or the gun had a lucky misfire. Since she had laughingly refused any medical examination and otherwise seemed very much alive, it had been possible to keep up the deception. However, when they noticed how quickly her blood had begun to soak into the black dress, they had hurried back to the cabin and, with a hasty explanation, postponed the award ceremony for an hour.
"It's all right," she told him softly. "It's just my tissue that's a little damaged." Her dress was now completely soaked with blood around her stomach, and it was already dripping from her hand onto the carpet. Then she slowly pulled her finger out of the wound with a smacking sound, and a small spurt splattered onto the white sheet.  
"Oh God! What can I do? How can I help you?" Harry cried in a hushed voice.
"There's a flashlight, a scalpel, a retractor and a pair of tweezers in the medical bag. Would you mind trying to get the bullet out? It's in pretty deep. I could do it myself, but without a mirror I'd have to dig around inside myself because I can't feel exactly where the thing is. Somewhere near the spine. Would that be all right with you, do we have time?" she asked him, smiling. How the hell could she be so calm right now?
"No, well... I mean, yes, of course I'll do it. But is it that easy?" he replied, kneeling down in front of her and nervously ripping open his bag. He rummaged around for the necessary utensils and quickly found what he was looking for. 
"Of course," she said emphatically, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. She hoped it would allay some of his concerns.
"Are you in much pain?" he asked. Yanny shook her head gently.
"I can reduce it by 90 percent."
"All right... What do you want me to do? How do you want me to do it?" he asked, clearing his throat to quell his nervousness.
"I'd better keep standing, or the wound will fill with blood and you won't be able to see anything. Just make the bullet hole bigger with the scalpel, stretch it out properly with the retractor. Then use the flashlight and the tweezers to find the bullet and pull it out. It's all very simple. My body will do the rest in time. As she explained, she took off her dress and dropped it to the floor, now standing in front of him in black lace underwear and covered in blood. It was oozing from the abdominal wound in a thin trickle, so now her panties were starting to soak with it, and the liquid was trickling down her right thigh. Harry had the scalpel and retractor in his hand and looked at her. 
"Yanny... I..." he spoke, noticing that his mouth had gone completely dry.
"You can do it, I know you can," she whispered encouragingly. 
"What if I slip with the tweezers? Could I... how shall I put this... accidentally break something on your spine? And what about all that blood? What if you lose more blood during the procedure?" he asked anxiously, looking at the instruments in his hands. "And you will lose more blood, there's no way around it." Still smiling, she knelt down beside him, so that they were now very close.
"It's really sweet of you to worry so much about me," she replied in a soft voice, looking into his eyes. "But you really don't have to worry. If I lose too much blood, it could easily be temporarily replaced with saline, but I still have a few liters in me. Besides, there's a little generator in my skeleton that can slowly replenish itself if I eat food and drink fluids. And you won't be able to damage my spine with a pair of tweezers, not even by force..." she paused and then briefly avoided his gaze, looking down at the ground for a moment. "I'm not a human, after all... Even if I look like a woman, I will never be one." 
"I owe my life to that fact," he countered quietly. She smiled again, but then pressed her lips together and stood up. 
"Just think of it as fixing a household appliance. It's not much more than that," she said with an intonation in her voice that was difficult to interpret, and with both hands she pulled apart the skin around the bullet hole to make it easier for him to cut with the scalpel.
 
9. Run as fast as you can
Abigail turned with quick strides toward the stairs to return to their reserved cabin when, some distance away, she saw a man emerge from a room with a security door. He was wearing a bulletproof vest over a white shirt. On his belt was a holster with a pistol, and over his shoulder was a shotgun, the barrel of which had been sawed off to a manageable length for maximum damage at close range. The programmer paused. Of course, all the guards on the ship were undoubtedly armed, but so far she had never seen anyone walking around so obviously heavily armed. The man had not yet spotted her, and she took the opportunity to quickly hide in the recess of a nearby door. Holding her breath, she peered out and watched as the man carefully closed the door and walked in the other direction. As he turned the next corner, something flashing fell from his pocket to the floor. Abigail rubbed the bridge of her nose excitedly, thinking. She should be going into the cabin now to prepare the others for their imminent escape, but her scalp was positively tingling with curiosity.
"Ah, screw it..." she whispered to herself as she walked over to where the object had fallen from the guard's pocket and carefully picked it up. It was a key attached to a small metal ring, which also had a few strands of black cloth attached to it. She desperately wished she had some disinfectant with her, for no one could know who had held this key before. Her lips curled at the thought. Probably the key ring had caught on the outer edge of the bag and that was why it had fallen out again. With a quick glance, she made sure no one was watching her in the hallway. Then she crept over to the security door, put the key in the lock with her heart pounding, and turned it. Cautiously, she opened it and peered inside. It was too dark to see much, but the not too large room seemed to contain a few shelves where smaller bags and other items were stored. Suddenly she heard several voices and fast footsteps. A gun was locked and loaded, then a short radio message echoed through the hallway. What now? There was no way she could be caught opening what was clearly a restricted room. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead. Should she just close it and move on? But then she would never know what was inside. This terrible curiosity would one day take her to her grave. She pulled the key out of the lock, jumped into the room and pulled the door shut from the inside. Not a second too late, she heard heavy footsteps outside. Her heart pounding, she held the key in her clenched fist. It was pitch black and she began to feel the walls to the left and right of the door, finally finding a light switch and flipping it on. The chamber was about four square meters, with shelves reaching up to the ceiling. The bags, which Abigail could barely make out from the outside, were obviously bulging with cocaine. In fact, she was not too surprised to find such a stash. It could have been worth millions of dollars. Maybe it was Dexter's private stash? But what had the guard been doing here? She continued to look around and discovered, in addition to a couple of guns and a box of ammunition, a square, very futuristic looking burgundy box about the size of two shoeboxes. The edges were rounded and on the front was a silver symbol with eight circles connected by lines of equal length. The symbol emitted a faint pulsating light. Was it a bomb, perhaps? she thought, then shook her head. Why would Dexter keep a bomb on the ship? The box probably weighed six or seven kilograms and was slightly warm when she pulled it from the shelf. She guessed it was made of some kind of hard plastic. Only then did she discover that there were many different cable connectors built into the back of it. There was also a round power button with the symbol from the front repeated on it. Her eyes began to light up; it was most likely a computer. However, she had never seen a model like this before. It seemed so different from the bulky gray or nicotine-yellow boxes she was used to. She couldn't leave it behind, she thought, clutching the computer like a Christmas present she'd just received. Just then, she heard muffled gunshots and shouts in the distance, and more footsteps approaching from outside. Damn it! Hastily, she put the computer back on the shelf and locked the door from the inside.
Yuri threw open the door and jumped into the cabin. In his hand was the sword he had grabbed from Dexter's wall. Both he and the blade were covered in blood splatters. Yanny looked at him, startled. She had just put on a robe and was also covered in blood from the operation. The bed and carpet were in no better condition. There was a hand-sized, freshly stitched wound on her stomach. 
"What happened here?" exclaimed Yuri, startled to see her like this.
"I'm fine, it was just..." she started to explain as Harry came out of the bathroom, staggering slightly. He had just finished washing his hands. He was still wearing the clothes from the last fight. Both they and his hands were drenched in blood.
"Yuri? What happened to your face? What's going on, why do you have a sword in your hand? Did you deal with Dexter?" he asked him, and then had to hold on to the bedpost for a moment to keep from falling over. Yuri, on the other hand, just pointed in the direction of the hallway.
"Yeah, got nipple at Dexter's BDSM party. Big shit coming!" he yelled.
"You know, I really hate it when you say that..." Harry gasped, trying once again to summon all his strength. If he collapsed now, it could end in disaster.
"Where's Baby Owl? Should be here by now?!" Yuri asked nervously, looking around.
"She wasn't here! I hope nothing has happened to her," Yanny blurted out in dismay.
"Maybe she had to go down already?" asked Yuri, slamming the cabin door from the inside. Moments later, screams were heard and several people were running along the corridor outside. "We have to get out of here, fast! If they find us here, it's the end!"
"Where are we going?" Harry asked.
"Down to the lifeboat! Abigail said we use it to escape and row to shore," Yuri explained quickly.
"All right," Harry confirmed, nodding to Yanny. Yuri immediately yanked the door open again and took a quick look around. 
"Now go, move legs!" he grunted, and then started running towards the stairs. People started screaming. The giant had run through a group of guests, sword in hand. Panic spread and many scurried through the corridors or hid in their rooms. Even the approaching guards with drawn weapons could not keep track of the situation in the growing commotion, causing even more fear among the passengers. Harry and Yanny followed as best they could, hurrying down the stairs together. One level below, they made their way to the lifeboats.
"Abigail's not here!" Yanny exclaimed in horror after looking around for a moment. "We can't leave without her!"
"There he is, and the other two are with him! Stop them!" a voice shouted from the direction of the boats.
Yuri turned on his heel and ran back inside and toward the stairs, the others close behind. Fortunately for them, other passengers ran toward them, preventing the guards from opening fire. Arriving at the stairs, Harry held on to the railing for a moment and took a deep breath. He felt as if everything around him was spinning. It wouldn't take much to make him throw up, but he was startled again when he heard a long scream from above. It was Abigail, running down the stairs at great speed. She must have taken her shoes off somewhere so she could run better. She was carrying a red, expensive-looking box.
"To the lifeboats, damn it!" she shouted to her comrades.
"Don't work, it's all full of guards!" Yuri yelled back, waving at her. 
"Then... just go further down!" she shouted, her voice slightly desperate, and ran down the stairs another floor.
"But down there... isn't that the engine room?" Yanny asked. 
"Freeze!" one of the guards yelled from behind, pushing aside an older man who had gotten in his way during the chase.
"Let's go!" Harry gasped, and the three of them immediately set off after Abigail. After only a few steps, however, Harry threw up on the stairs, immediately forcing himself to keep running. On the lowest floor, the way to the stern was blocked by a heavy security door. Behind this door must have been the ship's engine, which was roaring at some volume. The only way left was in the direction of the bow. There was also a door in this direction, but it was open. A few smoked cigarettes, empty plastic bottles and other leftovers gave the impression that until recently there had been guards here who had been called up in a hurry. From the stairs above, they could hear a loud thump as one of their pursuers slipped on the stain left by Harry and crashed down the stairs several meters. The TRAP team kept running, swiftly closing the door behind them to buy as much time as possible. Yuri managed to persuade Abigail to give him the computer to carry and she reluctantly handed it over, while Yanny took the sword in return. Harry still had his hands full trying to stay on his feet. As they continued to follow the narrow passage through an airlock toward the bow of the ship, a big surprise awaited them. The front underbelly of the giant yacht carried a small submarine about five meters long, held in place by two enormous grappling arms inside an armored glass dome. The dome itself was open to the water at the bottom to allow the boat to be released from the yacht. The submarine's boarding hatch closed upward to an entrance in the dome. On the walls were various machines to control the mechanism of the grappling arms.
"Squad, into the sub!" Yuri ordered, running to the hatch and climbing in with the burgundy computer in his arms without even waiting for his companions to react.
"Um... do any of us know how to operate a submarine?" Abigail asked. Her and Harry's eyes drifted to Yanny, who smiled in response.
"I can try..." she said, nodding.
"Wonderful, that's good enough for me," Abigail replied and ran to the hatch as well. Harry also made it into the submarine with Yanny's help and immediately fell asleep on one of the seats in the cramped interior. 
"Now what?" exclaimed Abigail nervously. They heard the airlock door being forced open from outside and orders being shouted. Yanny searched the control panel and thought. Then she seemed to have found what she was looking for. She opened a small flap containing a plug, grabbed it and used it to pull a long cable out of the panel. Then she brushed her hair aside and, with a quick tug, pushed the plug into a small socket at the back of her head. Her violet eyes began to glow slightly and she smiled.
"Much better, everything goes much faster this way," she said. A second later, the submarine's access hatch closed as if by magic, and the grappler arms holding the boat opened, releasing it into the depths of the sea. The engine started, a red light came on, and they picked up speed. Abigail had gone pale as she watched Yanny jam the cable into the back of her head.
"Now I remember why I never wanted to get a driver's license," she muttered.
 
10. The cards have been reshuffled
Breathing heavily, Harry, Abigail and Yuri slowly rose to their feet as the ripples of the waves washed over their bodies. The swim to shore had exhausted them more than they had expected. It was good to have solid ground under their feet again, even if this sandy beach could hardly be called solid ground. From here it was about 25 meters to the boardwalk. The inviting looking entertainment mile that stretched along the beach to the marina where they had boarded the Sea Lord was lit with slightly futuristic looking lanterns and neon signs. Even at this early hour, the discos and bars were still open, and the soft music could be heard all the way to the water's edge, melding with the gentle sound of the ocean. The few revelers on the boardwalk, so close to sunrise, took no notice of the TRAP agents in their soaked clothes. In the distance, they could see the lights of the Sea Lord on the horizon.
Yanny had surfaced in the submarine off the coast and had to let her three comrades off, so to speak. They could not avoid swimming the last part of the way, otherwise the sub would have been in danger of running aground. The North Beach did not have a large draught over a wide area and was too shallow for a submarine anyway. At the marina, on the other hand, it would have been difficult to land the sub without attracting unwanted attention from the harbor keepers. Yanny had gone on alone, looking for a good place to hide the vehicle. There were a few secluded bays with caves that would do the trick. From there, she would simply walk ashore with the captured, mysterious-looking computer and then continue on to the nearest phone booth. Finding a phone booth was also the plan of the other three. Wordless and tired, they shuffled through the pale sand toward the boardwalk, when suddenly a white lump fell to the ground from Abigail's soaking wet dress. As she picked it up, the first rays of the new day poured over the beach.
"What's that?" asked Yuri. At first Abigail didn't know what this little lump was either, but then it suddenly dawned on her. With trembling hands, she tried to unfold Viktor Konakov's completely soaked business card. But all caution was in vain; the thin cardboard was completely softened by the salt water and fell in two pieces. The name and phone number were completely smudged and illegible. Thunderstruck, she stood staring at the sad remains of the card.
"This... this can't be..." she breathed incredulously in a hoarse voice, biting hard into her cheek. How could she have been so incredibly stupid and completely forgotten to protect the card from the water in any way before swimming?
"What's wrong?" Harry gasped, holding his aching chest again. He and Yuri had stopped and were looking at her questioningly. Abigail turned to face the sea and was blinded by the sun's rays. In the backlight, the Sea Lord was now unrecognizable. The shreds of card fell from her hands back into the sand.
"Nothing... it's nothing..." she said with a thick lump in her throat, then shuffled off to the boardwalk, her head hanging. Harry just shrugged and staggered after her. Even the daylight seemed to cause pain in his eyes now. Only Yuri looked at the horizon for a few more moments. Would he ever see Lisa again? 
"Ah shit..." he murmured softly, sighed deeply and made a dismissive gesture with his hand. Then he turned to his comrades and called out to them from behind, "Hey, you think we can send nipple to Bronko Boyz by mail too?"
 
The photographer readjusted his camera's lens and glanced at the flash's indicator light. Satisfied that there was enough power left in the batteries, he focused on the half-eaten body in front of him and pressed the shutter.
"How many of these incidents is that now?" he asked the officer standing next to him. Will Morgan sighed and pulled a pack of cigarettes and a lighter from his jacket pocket without taking his eyes off the body on the ground in front of him. It was rather unusual for him, the head of Elysium's homicide division, to go to a crime scene himself. The man with the strikingly old-fashioned monocle over his right eye was known to prefer to stay in the background. But this case had become too conspicuous, too dangerous, and too mysterious. 
"The twelfth..." he finally replied, putting a cigarette in his mouth and lighting it. "*Incident* my ass... these are fucking massacres, man, just look at this shit." With that, he gestured around the subway station, where the bodies of dead passengers were strewn everywhere. "And we got nothing but these crazy rumors.... Little humanoid creatures with coal-black skin, running on all fours, suddenly appearing out of nowhere like ghosts in subway stations and start killing people. Then they disappear, faster than they came..."
"The twelfth already?" The photographer shifted his position slightly and took another picture. Morgan nodded and took a deep drag on his cigarette.
"Aye. In a very short time, and it's happening all over the city. In some cases even at the same time in places far away from each other. If the rumors are true, we've got these creatures down here in droves. I'll inform Mayor Stanford personally first thing in the morning. We need security at all stations immediately." The shutter clicked again, then the photographer paused and looked thoughtfully down the subway shaft. 
"The tunnels are all connected?" He slowly lowered the camera and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Morgan nodded and exhaled a cloud of blue haze.
"I know exactly what you mean. There are plenty of places to hide, and we definitely don't have enough people to comb the whole damn tunnel system and keep the city safe at the same time." The photographer pressed his lips together, refusing to comment on the statement. The security situation in some areas of the city was already catastrophic. Suddenly, a cold shiver ran down his spine. Had something just moved in the shaft back there? Or were his eyes playing tricks on him?
 
The series continues with the title:
                The Fruit of Darkness
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