                The soul becomes dyed with the color of its thoughts.
                                Marcus Aurelius
 
1. Family
Irina lowered her hand with the cup of steaming tea and looked through the window pane thickly covered with ice flowers, while the old enamel pot of beet soup simmered on the worn gas stove in front of her. The thin woman with the kind features squinted her eyes in the faint hope of seeing something outside in the twilight. But in vain. Nothing seemed to move on the vast, flat land that lay still under its thick, white blanket of snow. There was nothing to hear but the gentle wind that caressed the branches and tops of the scattered trees. Nothing to soothe her heart. It was this kind of silence and solitude that people so often feared out here on the outskirts of the Northern Cities. It was the time between times, when the winter sun disappeared, leaving the plains to the unknown. Away from the lights of the metropolises and the comforts of civilization, in a place like this, one was still aware of what the night could really mean. 
"Where are you, my boy? Where are you...?" she whispered softly in her ancient sounding Russian dialect, her voice full of concern for the last person in the world who really meant something to her. Her nephew was already two days overdue. What would she do if something happened to him? What would she do if he didn't return? Normally, he always kept to the appointed times when he went hunting. No one around here could afford long range radios, an old yellowed dial phone was the only means of communication in this poor house, and if you were lucky it sometimes worked....
"Please almighty God, you have taken so much from me already, don't take my dear boy too..." she whispered again and swallowed. Her thoughts began to spin in ever-widening circles as her worries grew. There had been many misfortunes in the past years that had made her family smaller and smaller. She would never forget the day 20 years ago, when all their fates had begun to take a strange and tragic turn. The day when Sergey, her dear little boy, the younger of her sister's two sons, had run away at the age of five. It had been winter, like now. He had disappeared suddenly, and the few traces they could find showed that he had probably gone to play in the nearby forest. Or maybe he had just run after an animal. They had run, searched the whole area for days, screaming his name until their voices failed them and they couldn't find him. The winters out here were so impossibly cold at night that their hope of ever seeing him alive again quickly faded, giving way to a searing despair filled with self-blame. Her sister and husband were devastated, as was she, of course, who was unable to help in the search as she had to take care of Artyom, the older of the two brothers, while the parents left no stone unturned in their search for their youngest son. 
 
After more than a week, a miracle happened that no one could have expected. In the middle of the night, while they were still awake, staring wordlessly into the fire of the wood stove, unable to speak in their grief, it had happened. There had been a knock at the door, three times, slow and firm. The sound had startled them and made them jump, for who would have expected someone to suddenly demand entry on a freezing winter's night out here? Her brother-in-law had stood and taken the axe before carefully opening the door. Under the circumstances, he felt more comfortable with a weapon in his hand, his familiar axe that had served him so well in the past. However, he had not been prepared for the sight that met his eyes. About ten people were standing in front of his house. At first glance, they looked like humans, but they were all much smaller and more delicate in stature. Their clothes looked strange, finely crafted from thin white fabrics that seemed to keep them perfectly warm out here. Some of them, men and women with noble features and unusually fair skin, held long walking sticks with fist-sized pearls forged into the ends, giving off a deep blue shimmering light. Their eyes were slightly larger than a human's, and some of them had eyes that shone with a faint orange light, while others had blue eyes. In the middle of this group stood his little son, wrapped in a white blanket. When little Sergey saw his father, he immediately ran to him. The father dropped the axe, ran to his son, picked him up and hugged him.
"Papa, Papa, the forest spirits have brought me back, the little one squealed happily. "I was lost and they found me and gave me food and water. I'm so sorry, please don't be angry. I'll never run away again," said little Sergey, barely able to catch his breath as his father hugged him so tightly, tears of joy streaming down his face as he thanked God for this miracle. The joy of the boy's return overcame any fear a human might have when confronted with beings whose existence he had never expected.
"'Sergey! Sergey!" he cried, not knowing what to do with his happiness, as Irina and her sister came running out of the house, hugging the boy and showering him with kisses. The strangers just watched and smiled in silence.
"How can we ever thank you? How can we ever repay you?" asked Irina at last. "Please come in and warm yourself by our fire. Are you hungry? Would you like something to eat?" Some of the people looked at each other questioningly and began to speak to each other in short sentences in a language the family had never heard before. Words that sounded like parts of a soothing song with many ups and downs, sounds from an unknown world. Finally, one of the men raised his hand to Irina in farewell, smiled, and shook his head gently. Then they all turned slowly and walked back into the darkness, towards the forest. Silently they disappeared, the night wind and falling snow covering their tracks. It was not long before the lights of their walking sticks were no longer visible.
"See you again, dear forest spirits," Sergey called after them, waving. But they did not see each other again, and if they had not all been together at this strange meeting, they would have doubted their sanity. The next day, except for Sergey, they had only two things to prove this unreal meeting. One of them was the thin white blanket made of the strange material in which the boy had survived the cold. The other, which they had noticed only later, was that their son now had a tattoo on his left shoulder about the size of two fingers. This image looked like writing, the characters of which they could not read or interpret. Sergey himself kept confirming and insisting that these spirits, as he called them, had found him in the forest when he got lost playing and could not find his way back. They had not understood him at first, but they had listened attentively, and after a few days of wandering through the wilderness together, they seemed to have grasped the meaning of his words. He kept trying to explain to them what his family's house looked like, and when they finally realized what he was trying to tell them, they brought him right back. Sergey also reported that they painted the writing on his shoulder with a thick liquid paint instead of tattooing it. It did not hurt him, but the paint stayed on his skin. He did not know what the writing meant. The woman who painted him had hummed a beautiful tune while doing it and had been very kind to him, as had everyone else in the group. 
 
And so the weeks, months, and years passed, and Artyom and Sergey grew into teenagers, when disaster struck the family. Irina's sister and brother-in-law were driving together to Neo Yakutsk for a big shopping trip when the brakes on their old pickup truck failed just outside of town. The truck crashed through the poorly constructed fence of a serpentine road in the mountainous terrain and overturned several times as it hurtled down the slope. The couple did not survive the accident, and Irina continued to raise the two boys on her own. Of course, the brothers were not unaffected by this tragedy, but they reacted to it in very different ways. While Sergey became withdrawn, taciturn, and repeatedly fell into severe depression, Artyom became aggressive and downright choleric. The few children at the distant school suffered so much from him that he was eventually expelled. Irina did not know how to help herself and was completely overwhelmed by him. She was all the more grateful when an acquaintance at the weekly market advised her to send Artyom to the military. She hoped that this would give her nephew a foothold in life. Perhaps he would learn to control his anger and grow into a good man with discipline and rigor. Perhaps life in the troops could give him what his aunt, with her soft nature, was obviously incapable of.
 
After Artyom was drafted to the barracks in Neo Yakutsk, Irina and Sergey heard nothing from him for a long time. After six months of basic training, the first letter arrived, written in short words. Another after a year. Then the news that his company had to leave to quell an uprising further east, then another. Meanwhile, the political situation in the periphery was becoming increasingly unstable, as people in many places rebelled against the harsh regime and the high tax burden. There were news reports that the government was "setting an example" by being particularly ruthless against the people in these uprisings. Artyom had been decorated for his service in the field and was rapidly rising in the military hierarchy. Irina and Sergey increasingly sensed what this must mean. One day, when Sergey visited his brother at the base and listened to Artyom's stories, he finally knew. His brother had become a ruthless killer on the battlefield, allowing himself to be used by the government as a tool to suppress the freedom of innocent civilians. Sergey had tried to talk some sense into Artyom, but of course he would not listen to his younger brother. He was convinced of his cause and enjoyed the recognition in the form of promotions, medals and money he had received for his atrocious deeds. He just sent Sergey away laughing, and Sergey returned to his aunt and told her how much Artyom had changed. More time passed, and three weeks ago a letter arrived from the military saying that Artyom had been killed in action during a military operation off the coast of Tennogawa. The official letter, written like a cross between a memo and a propaganda leaflet, spoke of a heroic death. No explanation, however, was given as to what the Northern Cities troops were doing on the coast of Japan's northern island in the first place, or why they were there. While Irina cried and took a few days to recover from the shock, Sergey became defiant.
"Don't you feel it too, Auntie?" he had said. "Don't you feel it? Artyom is not dead. It's not like with my parents, when I felt they were dead even before I saw the burned car. This time it's different, my brother is alive, I'm sure of it."
"I know you loved him despite everything he did. But what's done is done. You can't go against the truth, it will only eat you up inside," Irina had answered him, but he continued to insist on what his innermost self was telling him. They even argued about it repeatedly, because as much as she understood her nephew in his grief, she didn't want him to get caught up in this obsession. And now... now he was out there in the deep, cold night. Again, just like that time. Irina lowered her eyes to her cup and sighed deeply with all the pain that gripped her heart.
 
The walk through the knee-high thawing snow had been long and arduous. In the twilight, the familiar light of their old log cabin, his childhood home, appeared on the horizon. Not much longer and he would have reached his destination. A cold wind blew toward him, his waist-length, pitch-black hair clinging to his face, thin and wet with sweat. Absentmindedly, he grabbed a handful of the slushy white mass and put it in his mouth, letting it slowly melt and quench his thirst. Then he adjusted his heavy backpack, the straps of which cut painfully into his shoulders. It carried his bow and quiver and the two hares he had killed. The snow was still too high for him to tie his prey to his belt, as he normally would have done. He marched on, step by step, through the darkness, now pierced by the rising howls of the wolves, who must have picked up his scent some distance away. Impassive and unimpressed, he trudged forward, oblivious to the potential danger that seemed to be approaching from behind. It was no surprise that the scent of hares attracted such roving packs. At this time of year, the predators found little to eat out here in the wilderness, and the enticing scent made them forget their natural repulsion of human scent. The howling came closer and he sighed. Why couldn't they just leave him alone? Was this complete exhaustion really necessary, so close to the finish? He had no desire to fight or sacrifice one of the two hares to gain time. His hands, protected by thick mittens, gripped the straps of his backpack tightly and he quickened his pace to an easy run. It was the fastest possible in this deep snow and considering the distance he had already covered. After only a few minutes, sweat poured into his eyes, which were narrowed to thin slits, and his throat burned from the cold air he was quickly sucking in through his open mouth.
"Why can't it go smoothly just once, damn it..." he muttered to himself as the howling sounded again behind him. At least the gap to his pursuers didn't seem to close any more. It was not far to the hut, he was almost there. Those beasts wouldn't follow him to the front door, would they? Even as he thought that, he felt a sharp pain in his right foot and fell forward, landing on his knees and hands and sinking into the snow. Damn it, what had happened? Had he gotten stuck on a root or a larger boulder? He didn't know. He was breathing hard and loud, his heart was racing. He would have preferred to lie down in the soft snow, fall asleep right there. Then he looked up, saw the flickering light of the windows of his house through the puffs of his expelled breath. Not far now. Get up! As he scrambled to his feet, he heard a howl and a growl behind him, ominously close.
"Screw you all," he hissed and stomped off again, gritting his teeth to mask the pain of the overstretched tendons in his foot and accelerating again.  His vision flickered. Was it his circulation or the pain? What would happen if he fainted now? He was running now, he didn't know how. Running through the snow, not daring to look back as he ran. The door of the house in front of him opened and a figure rushed out through the light. It was his aunt, coming out of the house with his father's rusty rifle. She must have seen him and the wolves chasing him. As he approached her step by step, she raised the rifle and fired, the sound breaking the silence of the night like thunder. The wolves recoiled, turned and fled. Then she ran towards him, catching him as he stumbled with his last strength into her warm arms.
"Sergey, my little Sergey," she sobbed as she held the young man, who towered over her by a head and a half. He huffed and puffed and then smiled.
"I brought hares, Auntie. They'll make a nice soup for the next few days," he said finally. "It will be our farewell dinner." Irina jumped at his words.
"You...?" she started.
"Yes," he interrupted her immediately. "I was thinking while I was hunting. I have to do it to get certainty, I'm going to town. In the barracks I'll hopefully find out what really happened to Artyom."
"They won't let you in," Irina shook her head and supported her grandson, walking slowly towards the house with him. "You'll only put yourself in danger. Again. And for nothing. For now, come inside, warm up and rest. Tomorrow we'll see." Sergey smiled again. His decision was final. When he regained his strength, he would go to the city. And he would find what he was looking for, he was sure of it. Be it in the barracks or on the streets of the metropolis. He would finally learn the truth and find his brother. It would finally bring him peace.
 
2. The tunnel
Anton looked at the three figures in their radiation suits a little skeptically and whimpered softly. The dog did not seem to be unfamiliar with this kind of clothing, quite the opposite. His reaction and his worried look showed that he didn't have any good memories in connection with the current appearance of Abigail, Harry and Yuri. 
"Oh, my little one, don't be afraid. I'm sure we'll be back very soon," Abigail purred sympathetically, kneeling down beside him and nuzzling his ears once more. 
"Yeah, we don't want to die in ghastly monster cave back there, with probably hundreds of crawlers in it," Yuri grumbled affirmatively, noisily releasing the safety on his submachine gun. He was wearing an oversized hazmat suit that made him look like he was auditioning for a role as a dishwasher detergent commercial mascot - even if he didn't want to hear it. Harry, looking toward the security door to the tunnel ahead, heard another frightened whimper. This time, however, he had the feeling that it was no longer Anton's, but Abigail's. The three of them had filled several bowls with water and food for the dog, not knowing when they would return. 
"Ready?" Harry asked and the other two followed him wordlessly into the decontamination chamber. They closed the door behind them. Anton sat down in front of the glass and watched the trio with a worried look on his face. They could no longer hear his soft whimpering through the thick bulletproof glass. 
"Remember: must keep critters far away from us. Mustn't damage our suits, those crawlers," Yuri explained. Abigail checked again the loaded barrel of her small silver Colt, which was not easy to grip with the suit's gloves.
"I'll try," she replied somewhat sourly. At first, she took the giant's sentence as an uncharitable allusion to her involuntary scuffle at the entrance of this underground base in the subway network, where he had only been able to save her at the last second from the snapping jaws of one of those horrible creatures. But she had known the big man from the Northern Cities long enough to know that this was no malicious joke. Then, as the door to the corridor opened to reveal the path ahead, Abigail was glad they were wearing those slightly bulky suits, and not just because of the obvious presence of radiation. The area with the bodies of the guards and crawlers must have been filled with a terrible stench, which she was fortunately spared. Silently, they stepped over the bodies and followed the lighted corridor slowly and carefully. Yuri led the way, his weapon at the ready. Harry had stowed his sword on the belt of his suit for the time being and now took a small radiation meter from his leg pocket and turned it on. The radiation had actually been a little higher near the bodies, and it dropped a little with every step they took down the corridor.
"Wait a minute," Harry said, walking back to the bodies for a moment. Then he examined them more closely with the meter and made a surprising discovery.
"What's back there?" Abigail asked, trying not to shout too loudly. Her voice sounded strangely muffled under the helmet.
"There's a noticeable amount of radiation on the bodies of the crawlers," Harry replied. "They are radiating much more than even the protective suits of the dead guards here. They really should be taken to a toxic waste facility. I don't know if it wouldn't be pretty dangerous to just - let's say - incinerate them."
"And we've all had pretty close contact with these things," Abigail puffed slightly nervously. Had they ended up with more invisible damage from the fighting than the wounds inflicted by their enemies?
"Don't worry, not been long enough to get bad consequences because of it. When you fly, in plane also have a lot of radiation, is quite normal," Yuri tried to reassure her. He still had some basic knowledge on the subject from his military training. Maybe they should at least have Ralph get some iodine tablets from the pharmacy as a precaution when they were back on the surface? 
"Yeah, right. I regularly fly to tropical paradises on vacation to tan my luxurious body in the sun," Abigail sighed resignedly, then followed him when Harry had rejoined the group. Harry pondered. 
"That doesn't necessarily mean that all the crawlers are giving off radioactive radiation everywhere underground, does it? Maybe just a group of them wandered into this area and that's why they're radiating? There was nothing about that in the police report," he commented.
"But Yanny didn't mention that the body with the tattoos had a radiation scan done either," Abigail replied, holding her gun in both hands, the barrel pointed at the ground in front of her as she walked. "She would have told us, she's thorough."
"Probably not standard procedure either. Not even in forensics. At least not unless there are visual signs," Harry continued to think.
"So open wounds, blisters and so on...?", Abigail picked up the thought and he nodded.
"The question is also," Yuri interrupted her, "why was crawler able to teleport through me during fight?"
"Yeah, right, crap. I noticed that out of the corner of my eye while I was trying to help the guard on the ground. Completely forgot about it in all the excitement though," Harry replied.
"Remember that after it happened, I suddenly had strong metallic taste in my mouth. I felt really nauseous," Yuri continued. "Would suggest that crawlers outside are also contaminated with radiation."
"Yeah, I guess they all have that in common then," Harry nodded slowly, now looking at his comrade with a worried expression. Had he perhaps been exposed to a little more than they had suspected? "I still don't understand how he was able to teleport through you," Harry continued. Yuri just shrugged. None of them could make sense of it.
"It seems not all of them can. And not all the time, otherwise we would have no chance," he said.
"True enough," Harry said, finally stopping with the others when they reached a fork in the road. He looked at the gauge again. The radiation at this point was stronger than before. 
"Left or right?" Yuri asked the other two. While the left corridor continued to be illuminated by neon lights, the right corridor ended in darkness after only a few meters. Yuri pulled one of the two flashlights he had brought from his leg pocket and, after a few steps, shone it briefly into the gloomy blackness. Surprisingly, the passage seemed to lead into a natural tunnel. The beam of light reflected eerily off the damp, smooth walls. From their position, however, not much could be seen.
"Left. We're going left," Abigail announced, trying to sound casual but in a slightly shaky voice as she turned towards the well-lit hallway.
"Alright," Harry confirmed with a grin, who could easily imagine why she had made that choice so quickly.  
"Are you coming?" she added in a slightly authoritative tone.
"I'm getting a little hungry," Yuri merely remarked, then took the lead again.
"You should have put a sandwich in your helmet earlier," Harry replied, taking the rear as before. But the giant was right; they hadn't eaten for a long time, and Harry's stomach was starting to growl as well. As they continued on their way, the radiation became much stronger and faster. It didn't take long for the corridor, which wound its way through the underground in several bends, to widen noticeably. After another five minutes of marching, it seemed to have reached its maximum width. Now two cars could easily fit side by side. The corridor was now supported at regular intervals by wider pillars, which, they hoped, would give them some cover in case of an emergency. Of course, they still tried to move as silently as possible, although this proved to be extremely difficult given the reverberant acoustics of the place. Again, only a short time passed before they reached the entrances to numerous side passages that were accessible on both sides of the wide tunnel. These side passages were not blocked by doors, but they were not lit either. As far as they could see, there were five entrances on each side of the corridor, spaced at regular intervals directly opposite each other. Yuri was about to move to one of these entrances to take a closer look when they suddenly heard the sound of an engine. Yuri immediately turned off his flashlight and hesitated for a second. Abigail and Harry had immediately ducked behind one of the pillars and hurriedly gestured for him to stop running towards them. He paused for a moment and understood. The engine noise was coming much too fast. So he ran in the opposite direction, directly towards the side entrance he had wanted to take a closer look at anyway. He ran into the darkness, hoping desperately that no one would see him. The clattering sound came closer and closer, getting louder by the second.
"Fucking shit," he gasped, flicking the flashlight on for a few seconds to get his bearings. It was a risk, he was aware of that. But he had to take it. If he ran into an abyss or a horde of crawlers, it would be the end for him anyway, and he wanted to at least see what was waiting for him here. But he saw nothing of the sort. What he saw surprised him even more. He found himself in a room with an area of about ten by ten meters and a height of about five meters. Several dozen large yellow barrels were scattered around the room, stacked in all corners. They all bore the radioactivity warning symbol. Many of them were rusty and poorly sealed, their liquid contents dripping onto the floor. They were clearly made of inferior metal, totally unsuitable for storing radioactive material. In some places on the floor, larger pools of this liquid had formed. What the hell was going on here, what was that supposed to be? After all, they were still at the level of the subway network, relatively close to the city. Nobody would be crazy enough to dump nuclear waste or something like that right under populated areas. Or would they? He turned off his flashlight as soon as he heard the vehicle turn in his direction from behind. Then he took off running and jumped to the side with all his might, rolling on the ground and landing in front of a stack of barrels. Seconds later, the beams of two headlights appeared where he had just been. Again, moments later, a rack truck appeared, carrying several barrels of the same design. They glowed dimly. The cab doors opened and three men in hazmat suits stepped out. Two of them held shotguns and large flashlights. He had not been able to see the third man because he had to duck for cover. His own suit was too conspicuous and too easy to spot if he tried to keep an eye on these men. Yuri held his breath, hoping they wouldn't come his way but choose another corner to unload their cargo. His hands clenched tightly around his submachine gun. He was certainly not the timid type, but he knew full well that any damage to his suit in this room full of leaking barrels could be fatal. The cones of light from the lamps scanned the room roughly.
"I told you, I haven't seen any of the creatures," said a rough and deep voice. "Besides, they would have attacked us by now."
"Yeah, you're right," another confirmed. "Okay, let's drop this crap and get back to the hole. I hate this place, too much shit has happened here already."
"Yeah, all right," the first replied. "But think about the old deposit, that was even worse. I still get goose bumps just thinking about it."
"Don't remind me," replied the third man. "I'll never go back to the old deposit, no matter how much money they offer."
"Maybe I'll go in again to loot. We didn't go through all the houses," the first man said again. "There's probably a lot of valuable stuff still lying around, we shouldn't let it rot there. It would be a shame."
"What good are a few gold coins and some jewelry in the middle of all that other damn junk if I get torn apart by those creatures afterwards? They swarm back there."
"They travel in packs. You just have to know what times the old tract is abandoned, and I'm sure you could make a pretty penny, believe me."
Then one of the men laughed sharply and boldly, while the other two cursed something unintelligible and obviously disagreed with the idea. Yuri didn't understand what the men were talking about. What kind of hole? An old deposit? Looting? Houses? What kind of houses? Gold coins? Then he heard the sound of the lever lowering the tailgate of the truck. The men were obviously beginning to slowly unload their cargo from the back of the truck, barrel by barrel. He would have loved to interrogate these guys and squeeze the information out of them that would surely be of great value to TRAP. At least they hadn't seen Abigail and Harry outside. Again he held his breath and made himself as small as possible.
 
3. The truth is somewhere down there
Harry and Abigail waited motionless outside behind the wide column for minutes, breathing shallowly to listen after the car with the yellow barrels had passed them. They might have even succumbed to the temptation to remove their helmets to hear better, had the radiation in the area not been alarmingly high.
"What do you think, should we go after them?" Abigail whispered. She was worried about Yuri. From their cover, they had at least been able to see that the people in the pickup truck passing them were armed. They probably wouldn't hesitate for a second to shoot intruders on sight.
"At the risk of being wrong... it's probably better to wait here for a while. We don't know what's going on back there, but we would definitely have heard the sounds of battle. If Yuri is hiding, we might escalate the situation if we just show up from behind," Harry replied. He didn't feel comfortable leaving his friend alone in a dangerous situation.
"Okay," Abigail replied hesitantly. "We'll wait." Her tone indicated that she felt the same way. Some time after the engine stopped, they could finally hear the barrels being unloaded from the wagon. The men's voices were muffled as they gave each other instructions on how and where best to stow the cargo. A short time later, there was a loud crash. Abigail jumped slightly and looked at Harry with wide eyes. He shook his head gently.
"That wasn't a gunshot. Sounded more like a door slamming or a metal flap?" he replied, adding a mumbled "I hope". At that moment, he froze in shock as he made out a moving black spot on the ceiling far behind them in the hallway. 
"What is it?" Abigail asked in a choked voice, then turned in the direction Harry was facing. It was the direction they had come from. At first she couldn't see anything and squinted her eyes. It wasn't until the crawler moved slowly again, its body moving directly in front of one of the neon lights, blocking its light, that she could see it more clearly. Abigail tried to keep her breathing even and steady to suppress the rising fear and instinct to flee.
"It hasn't spotted us yet," Harry muttered. Then he slipped the radiation meter into one of his suit pockets and drew his sword from his belt with a silent movement. The movement caused him pain, the broken ribs complained. At least the medication he had taken a few hours ago was suppressing the worst of it. Abigail's mind was racing. If she was forced to shoot now, their cover would be blown instantly. Here in this wide corridor, the sound of the gun would carry far and unhindered, just like the sound of the engine earlier. The crawler, on the other hand, remained silent. It was almost as if it was studying the light system with interest.
"Harry...?" Abigail whispered softly.
"That's probably just a scout, the vanguard. As far as we know, they always come in groups, don't they?" he replied.
"Yes," she replied almost without a sound. They were both undecided about the wisdom of slowly creeping around the pillar behind which they had taken cover from the truck to better hide from the crawler. However, it would probably be able to pick up any movements or sounds more easily. Then suddenly an engine was started, rattling and humming from the direction Yuri had fled earlier. Abigail squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, noticing a few drops of sweat running down her nose from her forehead.
"Please don't..." she forced out quietly. "Don't look here, you bastard..." Harry expected an attack at any moment and only hoped that he would be able to move reasonably well in this suit. The crawler heard the sound of the engine and looked in the direction of the TRAP agents. For a moment, the light from the white neon lights on the ceiling reflected horribly in his jet-black pupils. Harry thought they locked eyes for a second, that the crawler had seen them clearly now. The sound of the engine came closer, grew louder. The crawler opened its mouth and let out a gurgling hiss. Instead of attacking, however, it tensed all its muscles, dropped from the ceiling, and landed on all fours. Then it turned in place and ran back down the hallway in the opposite direction.
"You were right, it must have been just a scout," Abigail gasped, retreating with Harry even further behind the pillar to avoid the approaching headlights of the truck. The vehicle pulled out of the side entrance slowly, but then quickly picked up speed, plowing down the corridor in the direction it had come from. After about 100 meters, the truck made a right turn and disappeared from view. Moments later, they heard Yuri's heavy footsteps marching briskly toward them from the side corridor.  
"Quick, have to go after truck," he declared curtly, waving to his comrades without slowing his pace.
"Ah, what luck, you're all right," Abigail rejoiced, some of the tension falling from her as she caught sight of him. "There's probably some crawlers waiting for us back there..." she began to explain, pointing in the direction the crawler had disappeared.
"Quick, gotta go check out very end of that tunnel there," Yuri returned hastily. Harry and Abigail glanced at each other and immediately took up his pursuit. 
"What actually happened?" Harry asked.
"No time to explain, we have to get to hole. Got to take a look at this. Something is going on here. Maybe help us with solution of case?", Yuri puffed and went into a light run.  
"A hole is helping us?" Abigail muttered confusedly, trying to keep up with the two men and their longer legs. At least they were together again, which would greatly increase their chances of survival in the event of another crawler attack. At least she hoped so. The three of them walked past the other side entrances and Yuri explained to them in a few short sentences that there must be badly sealed nuclear waste in all of them. Based on that, Harry pulled the meter out of his pocket again. The closer they got to the curve where the truck had turned, the higher the radiation got. It spiked again. Just before the curve they stopped and ducked. The computer specialist looked back and took a deep breath when she was sure no one was following them. But there were sounds coming from ahead. Engines, voices, the noise of work... They turned cautiously further into the curve. Harry peered around the corner in a crouched position. Ahead was a sprawling cavern where he estimated about 40 people were engaged in various activities. A forklift brought more barrels to the back of the truck, which had stopped again. He saw men pumping what appeared to be radioactive waste from a rusty and dripping tank into more of these barrels. Several guards with comparatively heavy weapons were posted to secure this underground hall. He could also make out two guard dogs wearing only makeshift armor. Their heads were almost unprotected, their ears and mouths uncovered. Without their sense of smell and hearing, the animals would have been completely useless for their task. Harry knew what this meant. The animals were doomed to die; the radiation here was far too high. Even if they survived for a long time, they could not be brought back to the surface. They would not leave this place alive. Was *Anton* destined for the same fate? Was that what the dog kennels they had found at the entrance to the corridor were for? He let his eyes wander further. There were dried bloodstains on the floor in places, bullet holes in the walls. Above it all, a large round hole in the ceiling that must have gone straight up. An elevator platform, suspended from four thick steel cables, had been lowered to the floor through the hole, but the platform was empty. Most likely, the radioactive waste was brought down from there. On the elevator's control panel was a sign that read *POWERS Generating Plant* with a symbol for high voltage in the lettering. Then his eyes fell on a large dumpster containing not only various pieces of scrap metal. The dumpster also contained several dead crawlers next to tattered and bloodied protective suits. It gave the impression that this place was regularly attacked by crawler packs. Two more passages led out of this hall. But Harry could see no sign of where they might lead. This underground complex had to be much bigger than they had thought. Harry cautiously retreated to the bend with the other two and told them what he had seen.
"*POWERS Generating Plant*, does that mean anything to you?" he asked after finishing his report.
"Yes," confirmed Abigail, who was the only one of the three originally from Elysium and therefore naturally had the best local knowledge. "POWERS is the biggest power company in town, they run a huge nuclear plant in the industrial district. So we must have drifted pretty far south on our way. In fact, we're probably right under the power plant?"
"Is it normal here to dump radioactive waste and fuel rods right under city?" Yuri interjected.
"No, of course not," Abigail shook her head, slightly stunned. "I don't know much about that company, except that they occasionally take up a whole page in the paper with their ads promoting safe and clean energy. It all looked pretty respectable when I flipped through it, as far as I can remember. Of course, I just skim the ads like everyone else, they're not that exciting," she shrugged.
"Clean energy..." Harry repeated, shaking his head as well. "They just dump their waste here, regardless of the consequences. There are nuclear power plants in Neo Tokyo and Fukomata, of course, but there the waste is taken to a common dump far away from any inhabited areas," he explained. "My home is far from perfect, but at least the waste disposal works there." 
"I thought the same was true here," Abigail replied.
"At least in Elysium is always room for a few bodies in dumpsters," Yuri noted, alluding not only to the dead crawlers but also to his own disposal operation in Elysium's North Quarter a few months ago. "And now?"
"There are two other corridors leading out of that big hall, but to get to them we'd have to march right through all those men. We won't survive that. Let's go back," Harry suggested. "We may have witnessed a huge scandal here, but I'm not sure we've really made much progress with our actual mission in the crawler matter." The others agreed. There wasn't much more they could do here, so they made their way back as quietly as possible. Fortunately, the corridor was now empty. There was no sign of the crawler that had been frightened away by the engine noise earlier. Unimpeded, they could make their way back to the fork in the road that led to the unlit, natural cave.
"Wait a minute, guys," Yuri brought the others to a halt. "While we here..."
"No," Abigail said without waiting for his further explanation, trying to hide her fear.
"He's right," Harry said. "We should take a look at the unlit corridor while we're here." Her lips curled uncomfortably. The crawler had probably disappeared into that very corridor and they'd be right on its heels. Probably right into the next pack.
"I know what you're thinking," Yuri spoke softly to the computer specialist. "Nothing will happen to you, we're with you."
"You go first," she sighed. She knew the others were right. Otherwise they might miss important clues that could help them solve the case. They had no other clues anyway. She was beginning to wonder if this was really worth a luxury villa in the best part of town. Then Abigail remembered her little castle in the air, where she would stroll down the boardwalk at night in a pretty cocktail dress. The colorful lights, the music, the sound of the ocean in the background, a balmy breeze in her hair.... Maybe one day Viktor would come back to Elysium and find her there.... A smile crossed her face at the thought. What a beautiful fantasy.
"I always go first, is my job," Yuri explained in a loud voice. "Hey baby owl, are you dreaming or what? Follow me now into dangerous creepy cave...!" Then he turned around, switched on his flashlight and stomped ahead. "Got a mighty hunger, will eat raw next crawler we meet."
"What have I gotten myself into?" sighed Abigail, following the giant. Hadn't he just tried to calm her down? It had almost worked. Almost.
"Still better than a boring office job," Harry commented from behind, now carrying the radiation meter in his left hand and his drawn sword in his right. Abigail thought for a moment. How far her old life was behind her now.
"True..." she finally replied with a grin. This tunnel dragged on for quite a while, sloping slightly and taking them deeper and deeper into the ground. The floor gave the impression that many people had walked here in the past. Longer stalactites hanging from the ceiling had been cut off in the middle of the tunnel. Their pieces were often still scattered along the walls. Whoever had come through here had obviously not wanted to duck and weave all the time. Silently, the TRAP agents walked side by side, listening to the echoing sound of their footsteps and observing their surroundings as best they could in the darkness. However, fatigue, thirst and hunger were becoming a real problem. In their protective suits, all three of them had sweated profusely and dehydrated accordingly. Harry also noticed that the painkillers were starting to wear off, but he wasn't complaining. His tongue was dry against the roof of his mouth, and the air in the suit was stale and stuffy. After about three-quarters of an hour of descent, Abigail finally stopped.
"That's enough, boys, let's go back," she said resignedly. "We're all tired. If we run into those things again, we won't even have the strength to fight back." Yuri, who had already taken a few more steps, shook his head. He pointed in the direction of his flashlight's beam and took a deep breath.
"Look ahead," he said calmly. The others came closer and saw what he had discovered.
"Those are... Steps?" Harry remarked, slightly incredulous. He had somehow stopped expecting to find a man-made area down here after the long walk through the natural tunnel. Abigail gasped. Despite her exhaustion, her curiosity had been reawakened.
"Okay, we need to take a quick look at this," she muttered, walking over to Yuri and pushing him in front of her toward the stairs. "You first, big guy," she instructed. Yuri just grinned, let himself be pushed for a moment, and then resumed his stride. Harry took a deep breath as well, summoning the last of his strength to follow them. 
 
The stairs went down very steeply in a wide left turn and were wide enough for two people to walk side by side without difficulty. However, the steps were also somewhat damp and slippery, so they had to be very careful of their steps as they continued down. After a few minutes, they reached an archway at the end of the stairs made of intricately carved stones that opened up a view of a vast area. The three comrades stopped abruptly, as if rooted to the spot, when they saw what lay before them so far underground. No one could have expected this sight. No one could have prepared them for this discovery. What they saw would change everything.
 
4. Things are changing
When Sergey stepped out of the dilapidated dark gray bus with its many dents and rust holes in the center of Neo Yakutsk, he looked like one of the simple farm workers who tried their luck here in the metropolis, just to be swallowed up by the gigantic behemoth of concrete and steel after only a few days. The sons and daughters of farmers from far away were lost in the dangerous streets and alleys in large numbers, never to return to their families for one reason or another. The city was like a beehive, with all the bees working against each other unless held together by a greater force. That force was the PFN, the *Party Future Northlands*. It had grown out of an early movement in the settlement period and had great influence over almost all of the cities, which were mainly of Russian culture. The party leadership itself resided in Utopia, the largest and most influential metropolis in the Northlands, several hundred kilometers away. They ruled with a firm hand, officially presenting themselves as the party of law and order, with a focus on the military and expansion. In reality, however, corruption, anarchy, and brute force reigned in many places. And things were getting worse, as even Sergey had noticed far out in the country.
 
Shortly after his arrival, Sergey's clothes began to stand out, not so much because of how poor they looked, but because of his fashion, which, in contrast to the people here, looked as if he had spent the last 200 years in a cave. Passersby in futuristic clothing gave him scornful looks as he walked through the large hall of arriving trains. They probably thought he was a homeless day laborer with his homemade backpack and fur-trimmed jacket. It was late afternoon, and a perpetual, thick bell of smog hung over the city. Here in the north, even during the day, it was already darker than in the south of Purgatory because of the diffuse light. But the gray veil of exhaust fumes that covered everything intensified the oppressive atmosphere of the dense prefabricated buildings and skyscrapers many times over. There was no nature here, not a tree, not a bush, not a bird. There was only concrete desolation. How could people voluntarily live like this? Sergey shook his head in disbelief, paused, and looked around for orientation. The only bus line near his parents' house had taken him directly to the city center in six hours. His real destination, the barracks, one of the first buildings of the settlement, was west of here. He could still remember his first and only visit with his brother there many years ago. Hopefully, he would be able to find the cross-shaped building with the high barbed wire fence again. He would rather save his money than take the subway or a taxi, after all, he would have to return home sometime and his budget was extremely tight. His plan was to walk there directly from here. Breathing in the cool but stuffy air, Sergey trudged in his heavy boots along the poorly cleared sidewalk and through an ankle-high layer of dirty snow. He was leaving the area of the main station, where, of course, all sorts of shady characters roamed. It had been no different years ago. Several times he was approached by prostitutes of both sexes who openly offered their services. Others tried to sell him drugs, waving injection equipment and small vials at him from a distance. One man even opened his long coat right in front of him on the sidewalk and held up a row of handguns he had lined up on the inside of his coat. Sergey pretended not to hear or see the offers, quickly looked straight ahead again, and quickened his pace to get out of the center as quickly as possible. As fast as his still aching foot would allow.
 
As he walked, he continued to look around, seeing the windows of stores that offered just about anything you could imagine. The neon lights and advertising signs dazzled him in an unusual way through the milky fog that hung motionless in the valleys of the skyscraper canyons. A jumble of voices, car noise, music from the shops, occasional shouts from the distance. Sergey brushed his long black hair out of his face, thinking as he put one foot in front of the other. It was an open secret that the police of this city were generously bribed by the underworld and therefore seemed to turn a blind eye. But he had not expected this place to be so rotten already. It seemed to be much worse than he remembered. He had to be careful, he didn't know the customs of this place, he had to be as inconspicuous as possible. At the same time, he had to find his brother. He was still sure that he could do it. The feeling that Artyom was still alive had not left him.
 
A loud horn behind him jolted him out of his thoughts and made him jump as he found himself in the middle of the crowd heading west along the main artery. He turned to see a recklessly speeding car slam into another waiting at a red light. Tires squealed and the crash of metal boomed loudly over the already considerable background noise. The apparently drunk driver got out and staggered into the street. The driver of the car waiting at the light got out and immediately began hitting the other. Moments later, bottles and other objects from the passing crowd flew onto the scene, and the aggressive mood erupted into a rapidly growing brawl with more and more people involved. He had to get out of here, fast! Just as Sergey thought this and turned around to continue on his way, he bumped into a brutal-looking man wearing a blue-painted suit with lots of silver studs and even more conspicuous sunglasses with green lenses. In his left hand he held a relatively thin but very sturdy looking chain. It was made of small steel rings and at the other end was a black iron ring forged around the neck of a girl. The girl looked at Sergey somewhat absentmindedly. She must have been about 20 years old, her clothes were worn and far too revealing for the temperatures. Her shoulder-length brown hair hung unkempt and shaggy over her unwashed face. Her pupils were dilated, probably from drugs.
"Hey, asshole, what are you bumping into me for?" the man yelled at him in an angry voice in his tough city dialect. "Watch where you're going!"
"Sorry..." Sergey mumbled, trying to step aside to avoid getting into trouble.
"Sorry's not good enough, punk! I know scum like you! You bumped into me because you wanted to steal my wallet!" the man shouted obsessively. He must have snorted a line of coke or been on some kind of stimulant like the girl? What was going on here? Did this happen in other cities? The man reached into his suit and cursed. Sergey narrowed his eyes and growled tensely as the noise of the street fight grew louder. Sergey was a hunter and could sense danger as it approached. He had to defuse the situation, try to de-escalate. 
"Look, I really just want to walk down the street here... we don't have to..." Sergey began. That was as far as he got. The man, still holding the chain with the girl in a tight grip, pulled a pistol out of his suit pocket with his right hand.
"I'm going to blow you away!" the man growled, stretching the gun forward to aim at Sergey. His hand shook slightly as he did so.
"No, you won't..." Sergey hissed. Then he grabbed the man's wrist with his left hand out of a half turn and pushed the gun to the ground. The man had not expected this action, apparently his reaction had also been slowed by the substances in his blood. The man pulled the trigger and a shot went off straight into the cobblestones. Nearby people screamed and ran away in panic. Sergey didn't know what to do. The man did not drop the gun and began to hit him with his other hand. The chain tightened and the girl on it screamed as she was pulled towards them with a jerk. What could he do? This had to end, quickly! Now! Sergey jerked the man's gun out of his hand with all his strength, and the man lost his balance and stumbled forward. Another shot was fired from the gun. What if one of the passers-by or he himself was hit in the scuffle? Suddenly Sergey panicked. In one swift movement, he reached behind him and grabbed the handle of his father's old hand axe, which he had hidden in the back of his backpack. He drew the axe and swung, striking the man in the side of the neck with a powerful blow. The axe lodged in his opponent. The man stared at him in disbelief, eyes wide as blood began to gush from the wound. Then he finally dropped the weapon. Sergey pulled the axe from his neck with a jerky motion and the man collapsed slowly, dropping the chain as well and pressing his hands to the gaping wound. A cold shiver ran down Sergey's spine. In a moment of life and death, only his instincts had responded. But the battles he had fought so far were nothing like this. Against predators, in the wild. It was something else to wound and kill a man in self-defense. By now, there was open panic all around him, and the fight in the street was still raging.
"You have to get out of here..." the girl addressed him somewhat dispassionately, suddenly standing close to him and slowly seeming to realize what had just happened. The death of her tormentor had awakened her, the veil over her eyes lifted.
"I didn't really want anything else... I just wanted to get away from here," Sergey replied erratically, looking at her for a moment. Strange how she stood there so calmly in all the commotion and excitement.
"You should take the gun," she continued, pointing thoughtfully at the man's pistol that had landed at his feet.
"Well, I don't know..." replied Sergey, dazed.
"You should take it, you might need it," the girl insisted, wiping her face as the pool of blood under the twitching man's body grew larger. He hesitated for a moment, then nodded, picked up the gun and slipped it into his pants pocket. Then, with a practiced motion, he tucked the bloody hatchet back into the holder on his backpack.
"I... I have to go now...", Sergey spoke to her. She nodded.
"Yes," she replied curtly. He was about to leave when she called after him.
"Wait!" He turned to her again. She walked up to him and held out the end of the chain. 
"Take me with you, don't leave me here," she instructed him dryly.
"W-what?! You want me to take you with me?" Sergey yelped in surprise and made a dismissive gesture with his hands. "That's absolutely impossible! You don't even know where I'm going."
"Why? Why wouldn't it be possible? Take me with you. What am I supposed to do here? He's dead," she explained, pointing to the man on the ground who had dragged her here. 
"This... I can't do that," he stammered, suddenly uncomfortable.
"I'm sure the police will be here soon. Killing a man in the street is no small thing, even here. They'll lock me up. Because of you. Is that what you want?" she spoke now with an offended undertone. 
"Fucking hell..." Sergey muttered and rubbed his eyes for a moment. What had he gotten himself into? He had been in this unspeakable city for less than an hour and was already in the biggest trouble possible. 
"Take chain!" the girl ordered sternly, waving its end in front of his face. Sergey took a deep breath. For a slave, her tone was rather authoritative. But she was right: he had to leave this place, too.
"Can't we do without the chain? Just run after me like that?" he replied, slightly annoyed.
"What, without the chain?" she asked incredulously, raising her eyebrows. Sergey groaned loudly. There was no time to argue. He took the chain and started to leave with her. She made a satisfied face and followed him through the crowd and into the bustle and stinking fog.
  
5. Encounter
The TRAP agents stood side by side in the archway in silence for several minutes, taking in the almost surreal scene. It was Abigail who broke the silence first.
"Could someone pinch me? Surely none of this is real? Am I just dreaming?" she asked softly.
"Do you really want me to pinch?" replied Yuri, tugging at the gloves of his protective suit. 
"On second thought, no thanks," Abigail croaked.
Another set of stairs led down from where they were standing. They were on some sort of platform, from which they had a good view. The dimensions of the cavern that stretched before them were so gigantic, however, that they could not make out its end. It was filled with houses of all sizes and designs, there must have been thousands of them. An entire city, connected by countless paved paths and alleys, with lanterns placed at relatively regular intervals. The milky and pulsating light of these lanterns emanated from pumpkin-sized spheres, but many of them were already destroyed. They seemed to be made of some kind of jelly that lost almost all of its luminosity when its outer skin was damaged. Many of the houses, built in a completely alien architecture, were also badly damaged. This must have been done by force and not by natural decay. The style of the buildings, which were probably made mostly of clay and rock, looked ancient from up here, almost a little primitive. However, they were also - as far as one could see with the help of the remaining light sources - artistically decorated with patterns and sculptures. There were no doors or windows, each house was freely accessible. They could also make out larger plazas that had obviously been used for trade, as evidenced by the remains of market stalls. There were also artificial fields where large mushrooms and other fern-like plants still grew, with small round ponds in between. But nothing moved in this city that had obviously been home to tens of thousands. It lay extinct before them, dead. A quiet graveyard, silent witness to an unknown culture. And yet it seemed as if it had been inhabited not so long ago. Too neat and clean were the areas that had escaped destruction.  
"Look down there," said Harry, who had now taken a few steps forward. He pointed down the stairs. The other two joined him and saw what had been hidden from them from further back. The area around the stairs was a battlefield. Countless crawlers lay around in various stages of decomposition, as well as many dead guards, easily identifiable by their protective suits. Hardly any of them had died in one piece, however; their bodies had been torn apart and scattered. To the left and right of each staircase lay a mountain of barrels of radioactive waste. Most of the containers were broken, and the contents of many of them were still dripping to the ground. Apparently, once they had reached a certain quantity, they had not bothered to bring them down and pile them up. At some point, they just rolled off the platform here. The poisonous liquid must have splashed far and wide from the bursting barrels, contaminating this entrance area for kilometers. As Yuri pointed the beam of his flashlight down and slowly swept it over the decomposing bodies, Abigail closed her eyes for a moment.
"We've reached hell, haven't we?" she whispered. Harry took a deep breath. The sight was no doubt hard to bear.
"Yes," he finally replied curtly. He wasn't religious, but if you'd asked him about his ideas of an otherworldly place of horror and destruction, he probably would have described something like this. 
"Maybe we had to reach hell to finish job..." muttered Yuri and started walking slowly down the stairs. "Now I know what those guys meant by *old deposit*. Must have dumped barrels here first. But then losses too big because too many crawlers." Abigail and Harry followed him down the stairs as well. Harry did not look at the radiation meter again. He just didn't want to know anymore. Maybe it was better that he didn't know how contaminated the environment was at this point.
"This has been going on for a while, judging by those mountains of barrels," Abigail guessed. "Probably a cost thing. They brought all the waste here in the first place to save the money of digging their own storage areas. Then, when there were too many dead, they had to create new areas. Right in the metro area, the barrels would probably have been noticed at some point, but I don't doubt for a second that the consideration was in the air, too, looking at this shit here."
"In any case, they must have been the first to discover this city," Harry agreed. "A find like this would have undoubtedly spread to all of 86 and put every newspaper and TV station from here to Utopia on notice."
"Yeah, it's completely crazy," Abigail nodded. "All of this surely existed before the colonization period. I don't think you can build a city under a city without anyone noticing? Can you?"
"If so, and they had built subways thirty meters lower back then, they would have quickly found city here," Yuri muttered. Abigail stopped just before they reached the bottom of the stairs.
"Guys..." she said in a slightly shaky voice. "Let's say this city here is older than Elysium... that would mean..."
"...That we weren't the first on 86?" Harry finished her sentence. "Well, I don't know too much about history, but isn't that very unlikely? Surely there were all sorts of scanners on the colonists' ships, scanning every planet before they approached? And nothing should have come up?"
"How far underground do scanners go?" interjected Yuri. Harry thought, then nodded. 
"Point taken," he replied. "But why settle underground? Would you want to live on nothing but mushrooms and moss all the time?" Yuri and Abigail took up their weapons again, keeping a close eye on their surroundings. Together they crossed the square with the countless bodies, making their way without stepping on them, and headed for the first houses.
"Good question," Yuri spoke. "Maybe like bunkers in my home? Maybe wanted to be safe down here?"
"Definitely didn't work out..." Abigail muttered dejectedly. Up close, they could clearly see that most of the houses here were covered in bullet holes and blood splatter. Most of the furniture, also made of clay, was smashed. However, they also found items that were clearly from the upper world. Vases, cutlery, yellowed books, magazines, and many other things that had been dismantled and put to other uses. Plastic buckets, for example, that had been artistically painted and used as large flower pots for various herbs. Machined metal struts from the sewer system that had been built into fireplaces. A completely hollowed out television set that had been used to store potatoes, and many other things. Always, however, the objects had been altered and decorated with great craftsmanship. Almost as if not only to reduce them to a mere function, but also to take possession of them culturally.
"Guys weren't just there to dump waste, also looted," Yuri explained as he stepped out of one of the ruins back to the others. "Remember, also talked about gold coins and other things of value they found here. Said they haven't gone through all the houses yet, but too dangerous to come here again." 
"Too dangerous..." Harry repeated and walked over to the next house. He had spotted something bright in the rubble and wanted to take a closer look. He crouched down and reached for it, pulling it out from under a pile of dusty bricks. It was a pretty blonde doll with two braided pigtails and a blue dress. It was relatively undamaged, just a little dirty. "Too dangerous..." he said again, thinking as he shook the doll a bit to get rid of the dust and adjusted the little dress. On the right side of her face, three characters were painted with fine brush strokes. They were characters that looked very similar to the ones on the crawler tattoos.
"Did you find anything?" asked Abigail, coming closer. Harry handed her the doll wordlessly, tapping the writing on its face. She took it, looked at it closely, and immediately understood what had piqued his interest.
"What does all this mean...?" Harry asked thoughtfully.
"In a way, it all seems to be connected," Abigail replied, deciding on impulse to take the doll with her. She tucked it into one of the suit's leg pockets, the head sticking out.
"Turn around or keep going?" asked Yuri, who had rejoined them. The three looked at each other for a moment, deliberating. They were pretty much at the end of their tether, and of course they would have preferred to turn back immediately. The way to the surface was long and no doubt dangerous. When they got back to Anton, they would at least be able to quench their thirst with some of the supplies they had left behind. There were also a few cans of dog food for the worst case. Still, Abigail slowly shook her head. 
"Let's look around for a few more minutes," she finally said. "Maybe we'll find something else that can help. I don't know..." At that moment she was interrupted by a noise. Yuri spun around in a flash, shining his flashlight in front of him. There had been movement between two houses a few meters away. Harry drew his sword immediately.
"Crawlers?" he asked.
"Mmh..." Yuri growled. "No, I don't think so," he replied and started walking in that direction. The others followed him. The giant kept up a decent pace despite his exhaustion, running between the houses, his flashlight pressed to his submachine gun.  
"*Don't think so*" Abigail gasped, trotting after him, panting heavily. If he was wrong now, it could be the end for them. The wavering cone of light from Yuri's lamp caught a glimpse of a figure in a yellow suit and helmet bell, far too large for the small stature. It couldn't be, was that a child in front of him? The figure jumped to the right into the next unlit alley and disappeared from his view. Yuri ran faster, breathing heavily. The filters in his suit were still letting in far too little fresh air. The exertion, combined with the lack of oxygen, made him feel slightly nauseous. He rounded the corner and saw the figure again some distance ahead, Abigail and Harry running close behind. Wait, there was something else, further ahead! Yuri jerked his right hand with the flashlight up and shone it over the fleeing figure. There was someone else! A second person in a similar suit with a much too large helmet. They were carrying a long object. 
"Freeze!" he shouted as he continued to run. First in American, then in Russian, hoping for an answer. The upper body of the figure behind him seemed to turn around for a second. Obviously they wanted to check how close their pursuers were. That tiny moment of inattention turned the tide. At full speed, the figure stumbled over the fragment of a chair that had apparently been thrown through the window of one of the houses. The figure fell and rolled over twice, trying to pick itself up immediately, but landing on its stomach again. The second person in front slowed down, turned around, and ran back to help. Moments later, the TRAP agents reached the fallen figure. The two were only about 5 feet tall, slender, petite. The one who had returned pulled the fallen person up and back to their feet with a strong tug. Yuri's cone of light caught the two, but he had to dodge an incoming spearhead. The elongated object one of them was carrying was a weapon.
"Don't shoot," Harry yelled, leaping in front of Yuri and parrying the next stabbing attack with his sword blade. He clenched his teeth as the pain from his broken rib shot through his body like lightning. The giant jumped back a large step, partly to give Harry more room and partly to stand protectively in front of Abigail. The figure turned nimbly and launched another attack at Harry, who again blocked the spear with a skillful parry. As the spearhead struck the blade with full force, it made a bright, almost singing sound. Yuri aimed the beam of the lamp directly at the armed figure's head, blinding it. The figure tried to turn away quickly. Seeing his chance, Harry leapt forward, grabbed the spear and pulled with all his might. His opponent, thrown off balance, stumbled toward him. Harry spun the sword in his right hand and drove the end of the hilt directly into his chest with a short blow. His opponent let go of the spear, gasped loudly, and backed away. The spear fell to the ground and Harry drew his sword blade up in a thousand practiced motions for the strike, ready to deliver the next final blow if necessary. The other figure further back began to scream. She shouted in a bright voice in a language the agents had never heard before. Yuri shone a light on them. For the first time they held still, for the first time one of their faces could be seen. It was a woman who had fallen earlier. She had long white hair, smooth and beautiful, almost childlike features. Her eyes, large in proportion to her delicate features, reflected the light of the lamp in an orange hue, making her look innocent, even vulnerable. The other figure was a bald man with some of the now familiar symbols tattooed on his face. Like the woman, his age could not be estimated. Despite his shorter height and youthful features, they still seemed adult. His eyes were sky blue, his skin as milky white as his companion's. She called to him again. It seemed as if she wanted to convince him to stop fighting. The man grabbed his leg, pulled a dagger from a pocket and pointed it at Harry, who still had his sword raised.
"Harry!" Abigail called anxiously from behind him. "Don't take any chances!" The adversaries stood facing each other for a few more moments, looking into each other's eyes. Harry took a deep breath to calm himself, his sweaty hair clinging to his forehead. He had made a decision. He hoped it would prove to be the right one. Even if they didn't speak the same language, these two people were their only hope of understanding all of this. Slowly, without taking his eyes off his opponent, he lowered his sword and let it fall demonstratively to the ground, where it hit the cobblestones with a bright clang. 
"Please..." whispered Abigail, shaking slightly with excitement. Yuri, on the other hand, smiled slightly and lowered the submachine gun.
"Hope Harry knows what he's doing," he whispered back. The man looked at Harry with a slight confusion in his eyes. His opponent willingly gave up his advantage with the bigger weapon, could have easily killed him with this opportunity.
"Kennak!" the woman called to the man, now limping cautiously in his direction. It was clear that she could no longer escape. Apparently she had been slightly injured in the fall, her steps unsteady and wobbly. Still holding the knife, he stood in front of Harry, stunned.  
"We are not here to fight. We are not here to loot or kill," Harry began to speak, holding out his empty palms to them. He spoke slowly, as clearly and calmly as he could. They might not understand his words, but perhaps they understood the intent behind them? "We are looking for the origin of the crawlers, the monsters that threaten us humans," he continued. The woman tilted her head slightly and narrowed her eyes a little. She listened to him, trying to understand. The man dropped the dagger in his hand to the ground, abandoning his attacking stance as Harry had done.
"The monsters..." he began to speak. His words were unrehearsed and it took him a noticeable amount of effort to form these sounds that were so unfamiliar to him. "The monsters, as you call them, are our people!" He spat this sentence at Harry with the deepest contempt.   
 
6. A tree of concrete
They had walked through the hustle and bustle of downtown for a good half hour. Again and again they had hidden for a few moments in alcoves and doorways, trying not to be seen by the patrol cars that had been moving toward the center with their lights flashing for some time. The mass fight and the dead man had caused enough of a stir to alert the police. Under no circumstances could they fall into their hands, or all would be lost. None of them had enough money to buy their way out of prison. Sergey figured that the officers already had a description of him and his companion. After all, enough people had seen his fight and the fatal blow with the axe.
"Over here!" the girl gasped, pointing to the wide pier of a gray railroad bridge that crossed the main road. "Let's run over there."
"If you say so..." Sergey gasped in agreement. He desperately hoped to get a chance to rest soon. His overstretched foot burned like hell and he bit his lips hard as he ran. He should have given the injury more time to heal. At least his ankle was bandaged in his boot, but of course he hadn't expected a long run at the beginning of his journey. When they reached the bridge pier and were halfway around it, Sergey spotted a rusty ladder on the back, secured with thick bolts. 
"Hurry, we have to get up there," the girl hissed, pointing her head at the ladder. Sergey looked up and saw an iron flap at the bottom of the stairs. 
"You first," he replied curtly, letting go of the girl's leash that he had been holding. It had been a strange feeling to lead her around by that leash. The girl nodded hastily and immediately began to climb. The ladder wobbled and creaked in a way that did not inspire confidence. Many of the metal screws in the concrete of the pillar had loosened over time, and the structure made more crunching noises under the pressure. Nevertheless, she continued to make her way up, undaunted and fearless. It must have been a good seven or eight meters to the hatch. Sergey watched her and then climbed up the struts himself, following her and trying not to look down. He knew he was afraid of heights and hoped with all his heart that the combination of effort and pain would not make him vomit. A few passersby looked up at them in amazement, but kept walking. Suddenly the police sirens sounded again and Sergey's hands tightened around the ladder. Here they hung for the officers as if on a platter. Mechanically, he climbed after the girl until she suddenly stopped. He heard her lean against the metal flap, something scraping, and suddenly a rusty bolt fell from above, hitting his left shoulder, just above his head.
"Sorry," the girl above said, continuing to climb as she pushed the flap up with one hand with a groan and disappeared into the bridge. Once inside, she pulled the flap all the way open and gestured for Sergey to do the same. He climbed into the hollow as well, and the girl quickly closed the flap behind him. It was now completely dark, except for a few rays of light from below, and much warmer than outside. He straightened up carefully and was able to stand in the room. Then he heard what seemed to be her crawling around on the floor, looking for something. 
"What is this place?" he asked quietly, as if expecting them to be discovered in this hole at any moment.
"I don't know," she replied curtly in a hushed voice. "This place has always been here. Could be a maintenance storeroom? Never noticed any tools or workers ever being here, though." Then he clearly heard her shake a box of matches she must have found on the floor. Seconds later, a flame ignited, illuminating the darkness with its small light. Kneeling, the girl looked around, saw a thick, greasy candle, and lit it. And then another, and another. Eventually, four candles were burning, and there were many more in a pile against the wall. The room was about three by three meters and two meters high. On the floor was an old mattress, a sleeping bag, and two blankets. Next to the candles on the wall were five cans of fish and beans, as far as he could read the labels, and a few bottles of clear liquid.
"You... aren't here for the first time?" Sergey asked nervously, more to keep the communication going with her and to reassure himself. She just smiled and slowly unfolded the blankets to check for bugs. Except for two small spiders, which Sergey quickly squashed, they were luckily alone in this cave. 
"There are many places like this in the city," she began to explain quietly. "You can't tell anyone that I brought you here."
"All right," he said affirmatively. "That's easy, I don't know anyone here. Except... My brother." He cleared his throat.
"You're looking for him, aren't you?" the girl said. "That's why you came to town. You don't live here, I can see it in your face and hear it in your voice," she said, still smiling as she sat down on the mattress in front of him and wrapped herself in one of the blankets. He just nodded. "Do you have any idea where he is?" she asked.
"I hope to find him in the barracks. He's a soldier. Is... or was..." he replied hesitantly, wiping the hair from his face. "It's a difficult story, maybe even dangerous. Maybe it's better I don't tell you too much, you're in enough danger as it is. My name is Sergey, by the way."
"That's okay, I understand. You're a good fighter, Sergey," she replied, grinning a little as she looked up at him. "Aksinya is my name." Now he was smiling too. The name, which meant *the hospitable one*, seemed to suit her well under the circumstances. Then she made a welcoming gesture and told him to sit on the mattress as well. He complied, first putting down his backpack and sitting across from her, then taking off his boot and massaging his bandaged foot. She watched him carefully, picked up one of the bottles, removed the cork and smelled it. Then she held the bottle out to him. "Would you like some water? There should be vodka in one of the others if you prefer," she explained. He nodded gratefully, took the bottle and drank. The water tasted, as expected, a bit stale and somehow chemically purified, but it served its purpose.
"Can you explain all this to me, Aksinya? Who was the man dragging you behind him? Why do you have that chain around your neck? Why did you want me to take it when we ran away?" he asked. She hesitantly reached for the metal ring around her neck and gave it a little twist.
"I've been wearing this thing for a few years now, ever since they took me away from my parents," she explained. It was only now that Sergey noticed how much it had affected the skin on her neck, scarred and abraded. There was a small but sturdy-looking padlock on the ring. 
"Wait a minute," he interrupted, opening his backpack and pulling out a small pocket knife. Then he slowly approached her and grabbed the ring. "Don't move..."
"What are you doing..." she asked in a thin voice, but let him go ahead, holding her breath. A little later, the shackle of the lock popped open and he threw it into the corner, carefully opening the metal ring and freeing her. Then he placed the ring and chain beside the mattress. His father had shown him early on how to open traps and locks with little help, and Sergey had great skill in such things. This lock had been no problem for him.
"Who are *they*? Who took you away from your parents?" Sergey asked quietly. She cleared her throat and began to speak.
"The *Eternal Wolves*, as they call themselves, one of the many big gangs here in the city. I was a slum dweller, from the poor neighborhoods on the northern edge of the city. We have no rights and no one to speak for us or stand up for us. Many of us are enslaved and trafficked. The police do very little about it because no one of any rank misses us. Besides, it's almost impossible to find anyone in this city who doesn't want to be found, or shouldn't be found anyway."
"Slavery really exists here?" Sergey gasped in disbelief. As already described, it was well known that conditions in the cities were getting worse and worse. But he had not expected it to come to this.
"Yeah. Didn't you know that?" she countered, and he just shook his head. 
"And that guy I killed in self-defense, he was part of that gang too?"
"He was one of them too," she confirmed, running a hand through her shaggy hair. The more she calmed down and cleared her mind, the more her soft and pretty face came into view. Then she drank some of the water and rubbed her face with a handful of it.
"Good," Sergey replied curtly, grinning darkly. He had never killed a human before, but he felt no remorse. He hated the idea of slavery and could not imagine how anyone could do such a thing to another.
"After they kidnapped me, they put this thing on me to mark me as their property. And believe me, the ring is not as bad as other gang tags. .... You'll never get rid of those for the rest of your life. I wanted you to at least have the chain in your hand during our escape. If I walk around with it and don't have someone to lead me, the gang members will recognize me as an escapee," she explained.
"I think I understand," Sergey replied slowly. He could well imagine what would happen then. 
"This hollow is one of the many hiding places of the Rats. That's what they call us in the slums. Rats, to rob us of our last dignity," she continued. He didn't know what to say. While he was still thinking of something, their hiding place suddenly began to shake. The shaking got stronger and Sergey was about to jump up and get ready to fight when she grabbed his forearm.
"Don't worry, it's just a train," she said so quietly that he could barely hear her. Then it rumbled and thundered above them, and when the rumble of the cars quickly subsided, she was still holding his forearm. "Thank you," she murmured softly, suddenly looking at him seriously. "Thank you for freeing me." He swallowed as their eyes locked. Her eyes... they were as blue, as bright and clear as the water of the streams back home, now that the effects of the drugs had finally worn off.
"I... um..." he stammered, embarrassed. She slowly pulled him towards her, moving closer to him at the same time. Her face approached his. 
"Don't be shy. I have nothing else to give you," she whispered.
"You... don't have to..." he replied haltingly. He felt awkward, had little experience with women. How could he? Where he had grown up, distances were long and the only time you met other people was at the weekly market.
"I know I don't have to... and that's nice. Very nice, even..." she breathed into his mouth. Then she lowered herself to him completely, took his head, slid her lips, still wet from the water, over his, sucked him tenderly. At first he was spellbound, but then he closed his eyes, tasting her deeply and intimately, breathing in her slightly sweaty scent, which seemed delicious and exciting to him. 
"You know how to kill, but you don't have much experience making love?" she whispered teasingly in his ear. He blushed slightly as his body shivered at her touch. When she finally took his cool hands and slipped them under her top to warm them on her soft skin, he felt a power and desire he had never known before. They quickly undressed each other, interrupted by passionate kisses as their mouths met hungrily to taste each other again. As he lay stretched out on the mattress and she slowly slid on top of him under the blankets, they finally forgot everything around them, forgot the bridge they were in, the city, the fear and the past. In that moment there was only the two of them, intertwined and clinging to each other in the flickering light of the candles. He followed her rhythm on the path they walked together, enjoying her heavy breath on him until they finally reached their destination and she cried into him, deeper than the light of the setting sun could ever touch his innermost being. So she lay on top of him, holding him tight. Her feet dug into his legs, her firm thighs wrapped around his pelvis.
"Aksinya," he breathed her name and tried to move a little. She didn't let him and immediately tensed her muscles to hold him in a tight embrace.  
"Tomorrow. Tomorrow we go on. Not until tomorrow," she said in a hushed voice. 
"Y-yes..." he replied with a smile, enjoying every second of this captivity.
"Tonight you are mine. Understand?" she murmured as her lips nibbled along his neck and her hair fell across his face. Her tone was playfully assertive as she did so. With a serious undertone, she added, "...because nothing has ever belonged to me before." 
"I'm not running away, absolutely not," he promised, groaning slightly as she turned back to his neck and continued her work there.
"All right, I'll take your word for it. Tomorrow. Not until tomorrow..." she replied, muttering contentedly. Running away was the last thing he wanted to do right now. Even if he had imagined his trip to the city quite differently.
 
7. The root of all evil
Together they had descended into the basement of one of the larger houses. The man who had introduced himself to them as Kennak-Laar closed a heavy door behind him that had been assembled from various metal plates. These components, some of which were rusty, also appeared to be items found in the sewers. The TRAP agents and Kennak's companion, whose name was Eiri, looked around for a moment.
"Why a door here?" Abigail asked hesitantly as Eiri and Kennak carefully removed their helmets from their protective suits and placed them on the floor beside them.
"To keep the food fresh down here," Kennak replied, pointing to some barrels, clay jugs, and boxes that Yuri briefly examined with his flashlight. 
"Drink wants too?" Eiri asked the group uncertainly, going over to one of the clay jugs, still a little wobbly from the previous fall, and pulling off a thick cork. Her American was clearly less practiced than Kennak's, and she spoke only short sentences, stringing words together with almost no grammar, marked by a heavy accent. Her voice, however, always sounded a bit like she was intoning a soothing melody. They could have listened to her for hours, strange and familiar at the same time. Her eyes, like those of her companion, shimmered faintly in the darkness and seemed to see without difficulty. Harry, on the other hand, who could find his way in the dark much more easily than his companions due to the aftereffects of Yanny's potion and his now red eyes, still needed a source of residual light that simply did not exist here in this cellar. He hesitated, even though he was dying of thirst. The next thing he reached for was the radiation meter, which he pulled out of his pocket and activated with his right thumb. He sighed in relief.
"True, the radiation is still slightly elevated here in the basement, but nothing compared to outside. We can take off our helmets without putting ourselves in danger," he remarked. Then he took off his helmet as well, put it on the floor with the others and took a few steps towards Eiri. Meanwhile, he greedily inhaled the stale air of the cellar, which in the first moments after hours in the suit seemed like the freshest and clearest breeze he had ever breathed.
"Drank... Drunk... Drink?" she asked him, looking up at him a little apprehensively.
"I'd love a sip, of anything," he replied with a smile. She picked up the clay vase and handed it to him.
"Wota!" she declared as he gratefully accepted the vessel. She was right, it was delicious water and after the first few sips Harry didn't want to put the vase down and drank greedily like someone dying of thirst.
"Whoa! Leave some for me!" Abigail protested, taking off her helmet as well. Yuri followed. He could have drunk a whole lake in one go and licked his chapped lips expectantly.
"There's plenty, don't worry," Kennak explained. "The city has several such storerooms. They were common property until the Great Plague."
"Great Plague?" Yuri asked, pricking his ears. Then, with a grateful gesture, he also accepted a jug of water and drank eagerly.
"Yes. When your people dug their way through to Gwyneran - that's the name of our city - about two years ago, the beginning of the end began for us. A few members of the Council of Elders and a small group of warriors went to meet the humans, to welcome them and to negotiate with them. We didn't know how you humans would react to us, but we knew that you had superior weapons, and we had watched closely how quickly you had spread throughout the region," Kennak explained.
"Uh... they weren't *our* people. They belong to the largest power company in Elysium. We have nothing to do with them. We belong to the TRAP agency, and we're really only here to solve the mystery of the crawlers, to provide more security for the *upper world*, as you call it. That is what we are paid for," Harry objected calmly. Kennak and Eiri thought for a moment, then nodded to each other. Kennak, who had learned his American mainly through extensive consumption of radio broadcasts, magazines, books and newspapers of the upper world, already understood better that among humans there seemed to be many different groups and nations, all with different interests, who also worked against each other and even killed each other for this or that reason. He had even seen it himself once, when he had climbed up from the sewers at night. But all this seemed so strange and absurd to him and his companion that it had taken some time to understand this behavior. By all appearances, these TRAP agents were a group that was not hostile to them, and therefore not dangerous. Or were they? Kennak hoped that one day he would not regret this leap of faith.
 
"Good. We understand there's a difference, and you're not one of them," he finally nodded. "So these energy people found our city. We invited them in, showed them how we live and that we are no threat to humans. We also asked them not to reveal our location. However, just one day after the meeting, these men returned with a larger group of armed mercenaries and began looting our homes and shooting those who resisted," Kennak explained.
"But... why?" Abigail asked, stunned. Yuri rubbed his beard thoughtfully, then pulled a brownish turnip from one of the crates. Without hesitation, he bit off a piece and began to chew.
"They were after the gold, coins, and all the other valuables we had accumulated over time. Many things from the upper world ended up in the tunnel system you created, called the sewers. Some of our people also went up through those sewers at night and took what they thought was usable from backyards and alleys," he replied.
"Sounds like bulky waste," Yuri mused, smacking his lips, and Harry nodded in agreement.
"So Gwyneran has existed longer than Elysium?" he said then. Kennak grinned and translated the question again for Eiri, who could only follow the conversation in bits and pieces. A smile crossed her face as well.
"In the newspapers we find from time to time it says that you are in the year 409. The humans started counting after they arrived on the planet. We do too, for us it is the year 2133," Kennak answered the question and sat down on the floor. The others did the same. For the TRAP agents, this new information, which ended all speculation about the age of the underground city, was a shock. All the certainty they thought they had about their own history was shattered at that moment. Harry's mind raced, and he could tell by the expressions on his comrades' faces that they too had questions on their lips. It was imperative that they get as complete a picture as possible of what had happened.
"What happened then, what happened after these people invaded the city? Please continue," Harry asked Kennak.
"Panic broke out in Gwyneran. The energy people retreated after the initial looting, after our warriors finally managed to drive them away. But they probably just ran out of ammunition. Only three days after the incident, while we were still burying our dead, they came back. This time with the first yellow barrels of the Great Plague. There was another clash with our warriors, but our losses were too great and most fled to the far reaches of Gwyneran. The energy people continued to loot and dump the barrels in the entrance area. After a short time, two small mountains were formed from these barrels. When they stopped coming for a long time, the warriors examined the barrels more closely," Kennak said, his voice filled with despair.
"They examined the barrels without protective gear?" Abigail asked, her face turning ashen at this story. Kennak confirmed it with a nod and continued.
"The barrels made them sick. At first we thought they were going to die. Their skin had turned pitch black from the toxic substances, just discolored. Their eyes had turned black as well, and their hair was falling out. But these were not the only changes. Their minds also seemed to be completely erased. They didn't recognize friends or family, and in a mad frenzy they began to prey on the healthy, picking up where the energy people had left off. All this with unbridled vigor. There were about 15,000 people in Gwyneran, and after about two weeks we had already lost a good quarter of them," he continued.
"I don't know what to say anymore," Abigail whispered, wiping her eyes with both hands, trying not to let her emotions get the better of her. Yuri, who had eaten the turnip completely by now, nodded to Kennak to continue his report.
"As time went on, more and more of our people changed because of the poison," he continued. "Many began to flee into the tunnels in all directions. Most, however, would not leave the city and would not be driven out despite the horror. However, according to our current knowledge, the majority of the inhabitants have become *crawlers*. Eiri and I are part of a group of about one hundred and fifty who have settled about two days' walk from here. The suits we use are sewn from pieces of captured protective clothing. We are here to see if we can find anything else useful. Tools or weapons." Harry, sitting cross-legged on the ground, ran a hand through his sweaty hair and blinked for a moment. So this was what had caused the crawlers. POWERS Generating Plant had carried out a genocide of an unknown people here in the caves deep underground in order to dispose of nuclear waste cheaply. They had also hired a ruthless mercenary force that did not hesitate to shoot unarmed civilians for their looting. At the beginning of this mission, he certainly had no idea what the solution to the mystery might be. But he had expected to be relieved when they had found the source of this evil. There had been no relief. Despite all the fatigue and exhaustion, a spark had ignited within him, burning stronger than any prospect of rich rewards and a more carefree life.  
"Those responsible will pay for this," Harry spoke slowly, with an icy coldness in his voice that was completely unfamiliar even to his companions. "These actions will not go unpunished, I promise."
"But can you help us?" Kennak asked in amazement. "Will you bring the energy people to justice?" Yuri, who had watched Harry's reaction closely, pulled another thick turnip from one of the crates and spun it in his hands.  
"No court on this planet will be able to protect energy people from us," he said calmly, then took another large bite of the vegetable. 
"That's right," Harry confirmed. Kennak translated for Eiri, who now seemed to have a glimmer of hope in her eyes. Abigail was just as determined to hunt down those responsible, no matter what it took. But that was not enough. Even if they succeeded in bringing those responsible to justice, it wouldn't be the end of the matter for Kennak's people.
"We need more information to help you better," she began. "What do you call yourselves and how are you organized?"
"Our people call themselves Aon-I. Aon-I means nothing more than *the people* in your language," Kennak readily answered her question. "We are governed by a council of elders and a seer who presides over the senate. The seers all come from a single bloodline. We do not know if the current seer, Tvenan-Dru, is still alive. Otherwise, we are organized into castes. There are warriors, farmers, and commoners who do all kinds of work from trading to prospecting. Warriors like me and members of the senate wear tattoos." He pointed to the marks on his face.
"What if the current seer did not survive?" Abigail dug deeper.
"Then his daughter would have to succeed him. She is a member of our group and too inexperienced for such a great task. That's why we hope that Tvenan-Dru is hiding somewhere," Kennak replied and Abigail nodded.
"What I'd also like to know is that some of the crawlers seem to be able to teleport. One disintegrated, then jumped through Yuri and reassembled behind him," she continued.
"The warrior caste is divided into those who fight with weapons and the scouts. The scouts have strong mental abilities and can teleport over short distances. However, this requires a lot of strength," Kennak explained. "Eiri, for example, is a scout."
"Yes I is," Eiri confirmed. "Not has much power little training."
"You'll get there," Yuri said, nodding encouragement as he ate the last of his second turnip. Eiri looked up at him, then smiled. Next to her, the Northern Cities man, already impressively tall for a human, looked like a giant from an old fairy tale. 
"I hope," she returned.
"By the way, we found dogs down by the big hole. Crawlers are much stronger than dogs, right? Did the energy people also bring dogs here to the city?" Kennak scratched his chin and thought.
"In the ancient lore of our people, there are mentions of four-legged demons that brought evil into the world. They look like dogs. I have seen crawlers who were greatly intimidated by the energy people's dogs. Their minds no longer exist, but a primal fear of the demons still seems to be present at the core of their being."
"That's why the POWERS people bring them here. .... It must have occurred to them at some point that the crawlers are afraid of the animals. They don't care if the dogs get irradiated down here," Abigail grumbled.
"Not with Anton," Yuri grumbled. "We'll take him with us when we go back up there."
"And you really think you can help us?" Kennak asked. 
"We'll do what we can," Harry nodded and slowly stood up. "I think I have an idea too..."
"When we get back to surface, we call for reinforcements immediately," Yuri said, grinning broadly. Abigail thought about it. Was he referring to Ralph?
 
8. My own flesh and blood
Aksinya and Sergey walked slowly toward the main entrance of the barracks. A light wind was blowing, tossing a few snowflakes and blurring the steam that crept viscously through the sewer lids to the street. From his savings, Sergey had bought her new clothes and taken her to the hairdresser. The blonde bob she wore now gave her a fresh look and no doubt suited her exquisitely. Together with the blue scarf she had wrapped around her neck and mouth, the long, thick, dark gray dress that kept out the cold, she didn't have much in common with her old self. Hopefully, it would be enough to make her invisible to the Eternal Wolves for the time being. How long the effect would last was anyone's guess. Aksinya kept looking at him from the side as they walked side by side. He had become quiet in the past few hours, his head hanging slightly. His long, pitch-black hair, almost reaching his belt, hung in his face. They had spent a few wonderful days together. For Aksinya, they had been the best in a long, long time. He had finally told her in detail why he wanted to visit his brother, why he had really started the journey. In the end, it was probably just an irrational feeling that had driven him to the city. She could understand him, understand his need for absolute certainty. She knew what it was like to lose one's family. Even if she was sure that his heart would only be broken a second time after the letter. Slightly restless, she rubbed her fingers to warm them and chewed on a peppermint candy, trying to distract herself from the recurring craving for drugs. Over the past few years, she had become addicted to the narcotic and sleep-inducing Miracle Dust, as the pink powder was colloquially known. Without it, she would not have been able to get through life. The current withdrawal was not as destructive as that of heroin or other powerful drugs, the effects more comparable to a severe nicotine addiction. She tried with all her might to pull herself together, to get her thoughts in order. Then the voice of one of the gatekeepers pulled her out of her thoughts.  
"What do you want?" the soldier asked them in a neutral tone. 
"My name is Sergey Gromov, and this is my fiancée, Mrs. Aksinya Tsvetkov," Sergey began, using both of their real names. There was no point in lying about their names. At the very latest, a lie would have been discovered immediately during an identity check, which the guard actually did immediately. "I'm here because I wanted to inquire about my brother, Lieutenant Artyom Gromov..." Sergey continued, taking back their documents.
"Do you have an appointment?" the guard asked routinely.
"No... it's just... I'd like to see him. It's important, something about our family..." Sergey replied. Until the last moment he didn't know what to say as the reason for his visit. In the inside pocket of his jacket there was an official letter saying that his brother had died at the front. He made no mention of it, of course. The guard went to a shelter near the gate where a telephone was mounted on the wall next to a table with a thermos of hot tea. He dialed a number and asked for his brother in short sentences. Then he returned to them with a somber expression on his face.
"Someone will be here shortly to pick you up at the gate," he turned to Sergey. Aksinya looked at Sergey questioningly after they had stood a little apart to wait. 
"At least it's better than if they had sent us home right away?" Sergey whispered to her, forcing a smile. She nodded and pursed her lips. A little later, the gate opened and a senior officer came to fetch them, a hanging file under his arm. He led them to a secluded private office. Once they were all seated, the officer, who was obviously of captain's rank, began an explanation after a brief pause.
"Mr. Gromov, I regret to inform you that your brother was killed in action a month ago. He died a hero's death during an offensive, for our city union, for our movement, for our party, and for our nation. Your brother made the most supreme sacrifice that a soldier can make. You should have received a report on this long ago, but it has obviously not reached you yet. As it is, I offer you my sincere condolences." Sergey heard the strangely unemotional words and remained silent. After all, it was what he had expected. Wasn't it? He opened his mouth to say something, but stopped short. Something was wrong, didn't fit. The captain wore a black uniform, quite different from the other uniforms in the barracks. Thanks to his brother, he was also somewhat familiar with the usual insignia. However, the symbols this soldier wore on his uniform were stylized differently. On the place on his chest where his battalion number should have been, there was only one word embroidered in silver letters: *Prizraki*, ... *Ghosts? Next to it was a symbol of two crossed swords under a bear's head. Sergey's eyes wandered to the file on the table. It was obviously his brother's personnel file, that much he could read at a glance. He remembered some things his brother had explained to him during his last visit. Files of fallen soldiers were usually marked with a special stamp on the outside, and after being declared killed in action, they were sealed and taken to a central archive. He guessed that such a central archive had to be located in the capital of Utopia and not here, in a satellite city. And why had they been picked up by a captain for such a conversation? His brother was a lieutenant, but his family did not have a high social status. As a marginal peasant, he was not worth much more to the Party than the people in the slums. Why did a captain of all people take time for such a meeting, when he must have had more important things to do? Sergey questioned everything, including this situation. Not least about himself. Was he just imagining things because he didn't want to admit that his brother was dead? Was he just an idiot who didn't want to see reality because it caused him too much pain? The captain noticed his hesitation.
"Such news is not easy to process, take your time. For security reasons, I must ask you to leave now. I will have someone escort you to the exit in a moment," the captain explained, still in a very neutral, unemotional tone.
"Thank you for your time, captain," Sergey replied. "My fiancé and I will find the exit, please don't bother your people," Sergey replied dejectedly. The captain nodded, opened the office door and saw them off. As they left the office building and stepped out into the open, they saw three large personnel carriers drive through the gate. Each carried at least 50 troops. The couple paused briefly to watch as the vans stopped and the soldiers, in full battle dress and heavily armed, rose from their benches and jumped out the back in an orderly fashion. Aksinya took Sergey's hand and squeezed it gently.
"We have to go..." she said quietly as a fourth van suddenly drove into the courtyard. It was painted black with darkened windows, and on the driver's door was a symbol of two crossed swords and a bear's head. Sergey paused, then gripped Aksinya's hand tighter and walked briskly with her around the corner of the building. When he was sure that no one was watching them, he took cover with her behind some stacks of crates.
"What's going on? What are you doing?" she hissed in surprise.
"I just want to see what that van is," he explained, pointing in the direction of the black car. That strange feeling that something was wrong was stronger than ever. Just these few minutes, then he would leave and never come back, no more questions, accepting everything as it was. He would go back to his aunt who needed him, go home.
"If they catch us here now, hiding behind storage boxes..." she murmured nervously to him in a suppressed voice.
"I know, just one minute and we'll be out of here. I promise," he whispered back. The black van opened, the two rear doors swinging open from the inside. First, two soldiers in black uniforms got out, machine guns at the ready. Then a man in a white coat and sunglasses got out and shouted some orders into the van, but Sergey could not understand them from his position. Then the van shook a little and a tall man in a black uniform got out. He was a good two meters tall, had an extremely strong build, a precisely cut side parting, and pitch-black hair. He moved a little slower than the other men, a little mechanically. Sergey's heart stopped at the sight. He stood up, unable to believe what he saw. Aksinya broke into a sweat when she realized that Sergey had suddenly come out of hiding. She had to do something, and fast! Sergey started walking towards the man as if in a trance. She also came out of cover, stepped quickly and grabbed his left hand again. 
"Honey, we have to go out this way," she said loudly, grinning sheepishly and pointing to the main entrance. "I know this was horrible news for you. Let's just go home and talk about it there," she added.
"Yes," Sergey replied hesitantly, his mind racing, reluctantly agreeing with her change of course. Could it really be true? Aksinya pulled him towards the gate, away from the transporter. Whatever was going on here, they could not attract the attention of these men. At that moment it happened. The tall man, whom Sergey had recognized from behind as his brother Artyom, turned to face them. It was him, no doubt. But something was wrong with him. He seemed to be wearing a latex mask, modeled after his own face. For a second, Sergey looked into Artyom's eyes, which moved strangely and jerkily as they followed him as he passed. These eyes seemed lifeless, dead, like those of a doll. The proportions of the body as a whole didn't seem to fit either, they were thicker, bigger. Those dead eyes paused for a barely perceptible moment. Only the slightest hint of distant memory seemed to pass through this thing, this monstrosity that was his brother. A tiny spark of the past, through this clumsy structure covered in a skin of rubber. In the end, it was Aksinya's hand that saved Sergey, that pulled him through the gate and out of the barracks. She noticed that he was trembling, but she did not stop and continued to trudge until they were out of sight of the barracks. Then she stopped in front of him, took his cheek in both hands and looked at him, trying to pull him out of this nightmarish state.
"Did you see that man?" he asked her, his face still white with shock.
"Yes. He was awfully scary, wasn't he? Somehow artificial," she replied.
"It was Artyom, I'm sure. But he didn't recognize me," Sergey explained, despair in his voice.
"He looked like a corpse, a rubber corpse," Aksinya whispered.
"And yet it was him, there's no doubt about it," Sergey insisted. She thought for a moment and then asked:
"What are you going to do now? You can't really do anything about it, can you? They insist that your brother was killed in action and this thing doesn't seem to know you?"
"I don't know," he replied with a slight shrug. "But I have to find out the truth somehow, or I won't get any peace." Slightly nervous, she looked around. No one had followed or watched them.
"If you want, I'll help you. I have no idea how, but maybe together we can find a solution that won't land you in a military prison," she finally said, her lips parting slightly. He took a deep breath and smiled. Thank God she was with him. He nodded slowly at her. 
"Thank you," he said quietly.
 
 
 
9. I see you
Yanny picked up the remote control from the small table and turned off the TV. Ralph was already asleep, snoring on the couch. It was just after two in the morning and he hadn't been able to keep himself awake. She looked at him for a moment, then scanned his body with the thermal camera in her left eye. She noticed that he was losing some body temperature as he slept. Then she went to the bedroom, got a light blanket, and carefully covered him so as not to wake him. Satisfied with her work, she went to the kitchen. The day before, she had thoroughly cleaned the countertops and put them back in order. She knew Abigail would like to see the apartment in an almost sanitized state. Yanny thought as she ran her index finger over the sparkling clean sink. There was nothing left to do but wait. Ralph and she had received no further instructions from the others. It had only been agreed that if there was no news for three days, they would contact the police. But it had been clear from the beginning that the police would not be able to do anything. They would not send out a search party to look for a handful of hired agents in the most dangerous area of the city. Besides, it was simply impossible to predict where Harry, Yuri and Abigail would end up down there in the subway shafts. Right now, they could be anywhere. Yanny went over to the refrigerator and opened it, took a bottle of orange soda out of the door, opened it and smelled it. The smell was tantalizing beyond measure, and yet she stopped, did not drink. It wasn't the same to drink without the others. It was no fun, would bring her no pleasure. She watched the carbon dioxide rise in the bottle and finally capped it again. She wondered what the three were doing? Were they in danger? She made a quick assessment of her thoughts of the day. In the last 18 hours alone, she had worried about the others 54 times. Especially about Harry. He still hadn't fully recovered for the start of this mission, even if he had denied it. She knew that for a fact because she had scanned some of his vitals out of further concern for him, even though she had promised herself not to do so. She blushed at the thought. Why she had not been able to keep that promise, she could not explain to herself. It was probably some kind of permanent malfunction that this humanoid body brought with it. She could barely remember the distant past when her central processing unit, the chip in her head, had been installed in a colonist ship. That information had been erased from her databases. But it had certainly worked more reliably then. 
 
She couldn't help but smile as she suddenly remembered the moment when Harry had taken her hand on the Sea Lord to pull her away from the sleazy ring announcer, Travis Campbell. It was a fond memory for her. She remembered exactly how she had felt at that moment. Cared for and protected. Only now did she realize that she was still holding the bottle of orange soda for no reason, so she opened the fridge again and put it back. It was really strange. She missed her friends and was worried about them. But she missed Harry in a different way and worried about him in a different way. It wasn't less, it wasn't more, it was different and she couldn't define it, couldn't come to a final conclusion for herself. Ever since she had this body, she had been able to feel, and these feelings did not lead to a definite conclusion. There remained an inner conflict about what could not be expressed in simple numbers. An uncertainty that confused her again and again. It was useless, she could do nothing in any direction at the moment. She was most useful to the others when she stood by the phone until they called. Yanny had tried calling Abigail on her cell phone every two hours as a test, but no connection had been possible. 
 
The cyborg thought for a moment and then quietly walked from the kitchen across the living room to the bedroom, closing the door behind her so as not to disturb Ralph. Maybe she could work on her new project, at least use the time productively. On the small dresser in the corner next to the entrance was the computer Abigail had found in a storage room on the Sea Lord and brought with her. It was the red case with the silver symbol showing eight circles connected by lines of equal length. The symbol emitted a faint pulsating light, as it always did. Yanny had plugged it into the wall a few hours ago and connected it to the teletext Internet with another cable. The monitor and keyboard were unplugged. She would not need those peripherals for a little test. If this was really old technology, it would be easy to communicate with the computer. Yanny opened the top drawer of the dresser and rummaged through it, then took out a hair tie and tied it into a ponytail. Then she took a LAN cable that she had laid out next to the computer, plugged it into the socket provided on the device, and sat down on the bed with the other end of the cable, which was actually much too close to the dresser due to lack of space. Then she felt the back of her head and plugged the cable into the socket there. Done, she was now paired with the thing.  
"New device detected," the system monitor inside her reported. "How to proceed?"
"Connect, lower the activation of the microphone in the right ear by 40%. I definitely want to hear if the phone rings and not be too distracted by this connection."
"Microphone activation lowered," the toneless voice replied. "Connecting." After only two seconds, the connection to the computer was completely stable and Yanny began the first system checks. Everything seemed to work fine, this thing had enormous processing power and could be controlled by her without any problems. After she had familiarized herself enough with its operating system, it was time for another test.
"System monitoring: activate firewall and connect computing unit to teletext Internet," she gave the mental command to her inner self.
"Connecting to teletext Internet," the system monitor confirmed, and out in the living room the modem began to squeak, crackle, and squawk. 
"Oops... I hope Ralph doesn't wake up," Yanny muttered. All that came from the living room was a sleepy grunt from the old punk.
"Connecting to teletext Internet now. Select display style," the system returned.
"Display style? Please define," Yanny replied. This computer seemed to interpret the network differently than the new technology computers with their 8-bit pixel images and angular serif fonts.
"The display option is freely selectable, a coherent three-dimensional environment is strongly recommended," the system voice explained. Yanny, who had her eyes closed, raised her eyebrows at the explanation. Three-dimensional environment? Coherent in itself? Well, given the choice, she wanted to see something she had never seen before. After all, she had never left the city for the countryside since the beginning of her humanoid existence.
"Display style *forest* please," she instructed.
"Display style loading..." the system replied. Moments later, she found herself in an empty nothingness, standing on a floor consisting only of faintly glowing grid lines that seemed to extend into infinity in all directions. Her body also glowed dimly, flickering slightly as she raised her hand to her face and slowly moved her fingers.
"Where am I?" she asked into the void. Before the last word had faded, a whole landscape suddenly built up around her. Tall trees grew into the blue sky, with picturesque white clouds drifting overhead. Grasses and bushes sprang up in seconds, and the chirping of birds and crickets surrounded her. Then the warm rays of the sun shone down on her from between the treetops, and as she looked down, she saw two dancing butterflies fluttering around each other.
"Three-dimensional environment fully loaded," the system monitor reported.
"It's really beautiful," Yanny said, taking cautious first steps on the forest floor. This simulated environment actually behaved quite naturally. As Yanny moved slowly through this nature, she tried to touch leaves, tree trunks, branches, mushrooms... everything felt completely real. It was absolutely amazing. Hopefully, she could somehow find a technical solution to show this place to the others as well, once they returned from their mission.
"Firewall medium security," the system monitor suddenly reported, completely emotionless. Yanny paused. She hadn't given any instructions to lower the firewall settings. 
"Reset firewall to high security, report requested. I gave no instruction to..." Yanny began with a questioning tone.
"Changes are being made to the firewall settings, one moment please," she was interrupted by the system monitor. Yanny stopped and looked around. She was still surrounded by beautiful large coniferous trees that gave off a pleasant resinous scent. In the distance, she could make out a bright clearing. 
"Report still requested," Yanny inquired again, growing impatient. Something was wrong here. Not all technical devices always worked properly, she was well aware of that. It was just a... feeling.
"Firewall cannot be reset to high security settings," the system monitor reported. Yanny sighed. No matter, it was time to finish the test anyway. After all, she had learned a lot about this computer and how it worked, so the experiment had been a success. She would deal with the software bug later. But then she was surprised. Had something moved in the clearing? She took a few steps forward when the outline of a large man suddenly appeared. He was over two meters tall and had a very strong, muscular build. His black hair was coiffed in a severe side parting, and he wore an unfamiliar black uniform.  
"This can't possibly be part of the *forest* display style," Yanny whispered. She inevitably tried to zoom in on the figure, but was unsuccessful. Of course she was. This was not her own body, these were not her own synthetic eyes. He was simply too far away to see any detail. Yet somehow this man looked familiar. But it wasn't his appearance or the way he moved. It was something else, something that seemed to surround him. Should she dare to approach him? While she was still hesitating, the man began to move slowly in her direction. He had noticed her. She narrowed her eyes, trying to get a better look at him. She couldn't. At the same moment, she suddenly heard the phone ring in the real world. She had to disconnect; it was almost certainly a call from Abigail. The man marched unflinchingly through the trees toward her, picking up speed. She had to get out of here, fast!
"System monitor: disconnect immediately, shut down computer," Yanny ordered.
"Disconnecting, one moment please," the system monitor confirmed. Even as the environment around her dissolved and her right hand in the real world slowly moved to the jack at the back of her head, she could hear this man speaking to her. Only a single sentence reached her.
"I see you."
Then she pulled the cord from the back of her head and hurried into the living room to the phone.
 
 
The series continues with the title:
                The Hunt Begins
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