                The Good and the Just is with me.
                                Marcus Aurelius
 
1. Foreign property
Aksinya waited some distance away and watched him with a fixed gaze, shifting from one foot to the other to better endure the cold. Then she pulled her cloak tighter around her and chewed nervously on her lower lip as the cold wind blew unpleasantly in her face, stirring up the freshly fallen snowflakes on the ground. The slums were sparsely lit at night, unlike the rest of Neo Yakutsk. The large sign above the entrance to the building across the street was illuminated by a flickering spotlight, its irregularities accompanied by an electrical crackle. It was the only source of light in the immediate area, but enough to make out the figure of her companion, who approached his destination with a slightly springy stride. The last few days had given him the time he needed to recover. The foot injury he had suffered while fleeing from a pack of wolves, was no longer noticeable.
 
Had this really been a good idea? Couldn't there have been another possibility, if only they had searched longer? Of course, Aksinya knew that Sergey had not wanted to waste any time. He had urged her to exhaust all her contacts with the Rats, as they called the slum dwellers in this city. The trail to his brother Artyom - or rather to this creepy monstrosity that seemed to resemble him exactly - could quickly fade into nothingness. No one could know what the military was up to and for what purpose this thing had been created. On the one hand, she trusted Sergey's feelings, who really believed that he felt his brother. She trusted his deepest conviction that Artyom was still alive. On the other hand, she still had her doubts, ever since they had both come face to face with that man in the unfamiliar black uniform. A bulky giant with a skin of rubber, he moved strangely jerky and unnatural. With empty, dead eyes and no human emotion in his features. He hadn't recognized Sergey and had only paused for a brief moment when they had crossed paths in the barracks. And yet that one moment had been enough for the hunter, who had come from so far, to retain a spark of hope. Hope to learn the truth. Hope not to lose forever a part of his family that was so dear to him. Aksinya imperceptibly shook her head as Sergey reached the entrance. 
"This is not going to end well..." she murmured, then added almost tonelessly, "Please be careful. I have nothing else. Only you." She was right, she was alone. Her parents were nowhere to be found after the years of her absence in the captivity of the Eternal Wolves. Their tracks had been lost forever in the maze of streets and alleys of this inhospitable place. There was nothing left for her to return to.
 
Sergey pulled aside the thick, brown leather curtain that was attached to the entrance in the absence of a door and entered the large, dilapidated building. It was gloomy inside, the air smelled stale and musty, a mixture of cigarette smoke and pungent alcohol hit him like a wall. So this was it, the so-called Tavern. A notorious meeting place for various regulars and wheeler-dealers, whom one would not want to meet under normal circumstances. Sergey knew that he only had a real chance of success if he was quick, if he acted swiftly. If he could use his element of surprise. He could not allow himself any doubt, even though it gnawed at him deep inside. But now he was here and there was no turning back. He had chosen this path and he would follow it.
 
The tavern was busy at this time of day, and no one had noticed him yet. Mostly larger groups were gathered around the round tables, talking, drinking, and consuming all manner of tobacco and stimulants. The music was turned down remarkably low for such a place, but still loud enough to make it impossible to understand what was being said at the next table. That was probably what the patrons were looking for. To be hidden while being out in the open. Sergey looked around. His client had not promised too much. The shady representatives of various underworld groups had gathered here and were discussing whatever there was to discuss. Among them were scantily clad prostitutes and other girls who obviously were not there by choice. At one of the tables, two young ladies caught his eye, wearing a metal ring with a chain around their necks, just like Aksinya had until recently. Sergey closed his eyes for a moment and took a breath to calm himself. He had to stay alert, keep a cool head, not let his emotions and growing hatred get the better of him. Then he found what he was looking for. The description matched exactly. A man in a worn camouflage jacket and glasses with large dark lenses. Moustache, scar on his forehead, hair dyed turquoise and shaved on the left side of his head, shoulder length on the right. His appearance was striking enough to make confusion highly unlikely. The man was talking to a heavily made-up girl, probably one of the tavern's entertainers, judging by her extremely short skirt and high-heeled white leather boots. She moved slightly lasciviously to the rhythm of the music as she listened to his words, her smile exaggerated. Sergey began to move again, heading straight for them. The hunter had spotted his prey and was now trying to take in every last detail. The man swayed slightly, holding a square glass with a residue of brown, viscous liquid. His gaze was glued to the ample cleavage of the girl standing before him. Underneath his jacket, he was most likely carrying a handgun, as a conspicuous bulge revealed. Sergey came within two steps of the man and the girl.
"Yegor Mikhailovich...?" he said to the man, who turned a little confused and looked at Sergey, who still looked like he had come straight from the wilderness in his thick fur-covered clothes.
"Yes. Can't you see I'm busy, peasant?" Yegor replied, slurring his words but still in an extremely gruff tone. Sergey took another deep breath and clenched his teeth. There was nothing nice or good about this place. He had arrived at the dregs of humanity. How many murders, robberies and drug deals were planned in the Tavern that night? How many prostitutes were working here involuntarily? How many of the girls of the gang members present had been enslaved like Aksinya? And yet he could not get rid of the last doubt in his mind. Was it really right what he was doing here? Wasn't he becoming a part of what he despised so much? He wanted to go back to nature, back to the periphery, back to the wild animals, none of whom would ever behave like this collection of criminals.
"You have something that belongs to the Duke," Sergey said calmly and firmly. "He wants it back, and he wants it now." Yegor's eyes narrowed to slits, and the fingers of the hand holding the glass moved imperceptibly to the open zipper of his jacket. Sergey did not miss the movement. Yegor placed his hand there to make it easier for the other hand to reach his gun.
"I don't know what you're talking about, peasant. Now go back to shoveling shit in your barn," he sneered with a filthy grin that revealed a full row of yellow teeth. The girl chuckled at the insult with feigned glee and squeezed her plump breasts with her upper arms, causing them to spill out of her cleavage quite a bit. Apparently, she was no stranger to such situations, which explained her jaded attitude. Yegor's gaze immediately returned to the impressive female form in front of him. It was just the distraction Sergey needed. He kicked Yegor sideways in the left knee with all his might. The leg buckled with a loud crack as it broke just below the knee, and he slumped to the ground like a felled tree, eyes wide open. The pain robbed Yegor of his breath, and before he could scream, Sergey grabbed him by his dyed hair and yanked his head to the side, simultaneously kneeling on his right forearm and pulling a pistol from under his victim's camouflage jacket with his other hand. Then he struck, bringing the handle of the pistol down on Yegor's nose with a powerful blow. Blood spurted across the floor from the now grotesquely protruding nose. Yegor gasped, choked, and spat more blood as Sergey increased the pull on his hair, stretching his head almost to his right shoulder. Then he put the barrel of the gun right on the shaved part of his head. Sergey's heart was beating wildly and he didn't notice how the conversations in the tavern had fallen silent, how suddenly almost all eyes were on him.
"You have something that belongs to the Duke," he repeated his earlier sentence. He spoke very slowly, very clearly. "He wants it back, where is it?"
"Pants... pocket... in the back..." Yegor croaked, rolling his eyes in pain so much that his pupils were barely visible. Sergey slowly cocked the hammer of the pistol, which clicked into place. A twitch of his finger would be enough.
"Then take that thing out and show it to me," Sergey growled. Trembling, Yegor did as he was told. His hand slowly went to his pocket and he pulled out a wallet from which a small floppy disk protruded. He held it out to Sergey, who let go of his hair, snatched the wallet from his hand and stood up at the same moment. The gun was still pointed at his head. Blood flowed in a thin trickle from the broken nose, the splintered leg twisted at an unnatural angle. Yegor gasped again, twitching and passing out from the pain.
"Hey sweetie, that was really hot how you finished him off so easily. You are a real killer, that really turned me on! Do you want to experience something really awesome?" the girl in the white boots purred at Sergey and stroked her plump breasts provocatively. Sergey opened the wallet and looked inside. Then he pulled out a thousand ruble bill and held it out to the girl. She looked at it confusedly, but immediately accepted the bill. When she tucked the bill into her cleavage, Sergey was already on his way out. He suspected that the girls would get into trouble if they didn't make enough money, and he had just knocked her customer unconscious. She shouldn't get into trouble because of him, it wasn't her fault. Sergey put one foot in front of the other and crossed the tavern with quick steps, while the conversations and negotiations resumed around him. They paid no attention to him. That's how it was here in the slums, that's how it was in the whole city. Sergey had just mercilessly taken what he wanted and what he had come for. People respected ruthlessness and violence. He had been the stronger one in this game. None of the other guests had shown the slightest inclination to intervene in this confrontation. Yegor did not belong to any group, he was just a simple thief. A thief who had laid his hands on the property of the wrong person.
 
When Sergey stepped through the curtain again, he took the magazine from the captured pistol and put it in his pocket, but dropped the weapon itself in front of the entrance. The magazine would fit in the pistol he had taken from Aksinya's tormentor some time ago, and some extra ammunition couldn't hurt. Without slowing down, he walked straight towards Aksinya, who was still waiting for him in the cold and darkness. She walked towards him, slowly at first, then faster. When they finally met, she hugged him tightly and pressed herself against him, shivering from the cold. 
"Let's get out of here," he said, his voice sounding nervous, urgent, almost a little unfamiliar. He wanted to get away from this place as soon as possible, away from this experience. He was not someone who wanted to hurt people on purpose. A slight nausea rose in him as the tension and fear began to ease a bit.
"Do you have the disk for the Duke?" Aksinya asked, still holding him close. She could tell how much the execution of this order had upset him, and she wanted to reassure him.
"Yes. Yes... I have it," he replied quietly, forcing a smile.
"It's going to be okay, you know?" she said, trying to sound as confident as possible. "We're going to take this thing to him now, and then you'll get all the information you need." Sergey nodded and took another deep breath, inhaling her lovely scent and feeling the warmth of her embrace, her soft hand against his face. Then he took her hand and gently pulled her with him into the next dark alley. It wasn't too far to the Duke's hideout. If they hurried, they would be there in about an hour. Then Sergey would finally get the information he had come to the city for. The truth was at his fingertips.
 
2. The pendulum swings back
Anton, the hunting dog they had brought from the underground, slept happily on a thick, wide pillow in the corner of the TRAP agency living room, snoring softly to himself. In front of him was an empty red bowl with not a crumb of food in it. Not far from him, Abigail yawned heartily and pulled the blanket over her ear. Then she stretched out and mumbled a few unintelligible words. Her back ached, and as she was about to roll over onto her side to get into a more comfortable position, she realized something was wrong. This wasn't her bed, this wasn't her mattress she was lying on.
"Mmmmh...?" she let out a confused sigh and slowly opened her slightly swollen and red-rimmed eyes.
"Oh hello, you woke up on your own? How nice, I was beginning to think it was time to wake you," she heard Yanny's bright voice beside her. Abigail rubbed her face for a moment and looked around. She was lying on the sofa in the living room, wrapped in Ralph's old, scratchy blanket that he had kept in his car for years until he joined the TRAP agency. Of course, she had given the blanket a full three washes before releasing it for general use.
"Uh... what...? What time is it and why am I lying here like a burlap sushi roll?" Abigail muttered, still sleepy, as she pulled herself out of the detergent-scented fabric and sat up, smacking her lips and almost closing her eyes. "Oh yeah, I remember. We had a few beers last night."
"I didn't know you had such soft and warm feet," a deep voice came up to her from the floor. Abigail's eyes snapped open and she looked down. Under the half-height living room table, which stood directly in front of the sofa on which she had slept, lay Yuri, dressed only in underpants and combat boots. Her feet, which she had stretched under the table when she had moved to a sitting position, were resting directly on his broad chest, which was slowly rising and falling. 
"H-hey, w-what are you doing down there!!!" gasped Abigail, frantically pulling her legs up. "And why do you look like a stripper after a gig? How did you even manage to get your pants off without slipping out of your boots?"
"That I don't know. Thought would be my bed here probably. Too many beers last night," Yuri explained, scratching his beard.
"Say, Abigail, I don't think that's fair. You're always saying I have to wear clothes and can't be naked in the apartment, and now you're sitting in the middle of the living room with no clothes on," Yanny said in a slightly reproachful tone. She was still standing next to her, holding a thermos that smelled of freshly brewed coffee.
"What?" Abigail asked stunned, looking down at herself and then letting out a horrified squeak. Yanny was right, she was naked. She immediately grabbed the old car blanket again and wrapped herself in it. "Where are my clothes!!! Oh God, this is so embarrassing!" 
"I saw it all, everything!" Yuri grinned broadly, slowly and carefully crawling out from under the table so as not to bump his head.
"And you didn't even say anything... you... you horrible person!" Abigail growled. Then she spotted a ball of laundry she must have formed while sleeping in the corner of the sofa, grabbed it, and threw it at Yuri. The ball hit him right in the face and shattered. Abigail's black bra caught over his shoulder as he sat up.
"Heh... it gets better and better," the giant laughed, taking the garment and demonstratively examining it more closely, taking it by the straps with his thumbs and forefingers and holding it right in front of his eyes. The computer specialist quickly pulled the blanket over her head to hide her red face.
"My co-worker is a pervert and I'm stupid enough to unintentionally arouse his crude inclinations..." she murmured through clenched teeth.
"Aby... If you're done scattering your underwear around the room, would you like a cup of coffee?" Yanny said, running her fingertips along Abigail's shoulder, which was once again wrapped in the blanket. 
"Yes," Abigail grunted, then slowly pushed her head back out into the open. "Please, just milk."
"Where's Harry anyway?" asked Yuri, who had by now picked up the rest of Abigail's clothes from the floor and laid them neatly beside her on the sofa before going to find his own clothes. "He was drinking with us yesterday too, wasn't he?"
"Yes, he was pretty drunk too. No wonder, he never drinks alcohol. I carried him to bed," Yanny explained casually and began filling the cups on the table with steaming coffee. "The milk will be here in a moment."
"You carried Harry to bed?" Abigail inquired, confused.
"Yes... He's... badly injured after all... it's important for his recovery that he rest as relaxed as possible," Yanny replied hesitantly, not taking her eyes off the cups. Abigail squinted one eye and watched the cyborg pour. She wore a tight white tank top and black jeans, her freshly washed shoulder-length hair hanging slightly tousled. A little more practice in hair care would be needed in the near future. 
"Mhm... True," the computer specialist said a little skeptically, only to note, "You didn't put us to bed?"
"You were already so deeply asleep... I didn't want to wake you unnecessarily," Yanny replied somewhat evasively, glancing briefly at Abigail, whose corners of the mouth turned up imperceptibly in response.
"I see," she nodded, pushing a strand of hair still sticking out from her sleep with the flat of her hand. 
"What is it?" Yanny asked back.
"Oh, nothing," Abigail grinned briefly, and then began pulling piece after piece of her laundry under the covers, dressing covertly in the process. As Yanny disappeared back into the kitchen to get the promised milk, the bedroom door opened and Harry slowly shuffled into the living room. He looked as if he had been run over by not one, but several trucks. His short gray pajama pants clung to him in a makeshift fashion, and he wore nothing but the large fresh bandage that gave some stability to his once again broken rib, which had obviously been replaced by Yanny last night. Abigail smiled again as she thought about how quickly the cyborg learned complicated things from the medical field, but supposedly always forgot to put on underwear.
"Good morning, Harry," Abigail and Yuri greeted the newcomer almost simultaneously. 
"Good mor..." the latter began, but he could not finish his sentence because Yanny came rushing out of the kitchen with the milk. She quickly placed the white carton on the table and turned to him.
"Good morning Harry! How are you? How did you sleep? How are you feeling? Is everything all right? Is your bandage still on properly? Do you want painkillers? Did you sleep through the night? Are you well rested? Would you like me to make you a cup of coffee? With milk and sugar? We have sweetener too, if you like. What would you like for breakfast?" she bombarded him with questions and then looked at him expectantly with her big eyes. Abigail's head disappeared under the covers to hide her wide grin. Yuri, on the other hand, found more and more of his scattered clothes, picking them up from the floor one by one.
"Th-thank you... Well, I... I would like to use the bathroom first..." Harry, completely overwhelmed by all the questions, replied.
"Last week I read an article in a medical journal about an acupuncture point for uncontrollable urination," she replied cheerfully. "We can try that if you like."
"I'm just... I'm just going to go to the bathroom in a completely controlled manner, then we can talk more," Harry said, pointing his thumb at the bathroom door behind him. Then he staggered powerlessly towards his destination, like a question mark made flesh.
"Just call if you need help," she called after him in a caring voice.
"Y-yeah, okay," Harry stammered, closing the door behind him. Abigail chuckled softly to herself and slipped out from under the covers, fully dressed by now.
"Helping him in the bathroom, I'm sure he likes that," she remarked. 
"Oh... ooooh... was it possible to take that the wrong way?" Yanny asked, ruffling her hair in embarrassment.
"Maybe a little," Abigail grinned, reaching for her coffee cup and taking a big gulp.
"Do you think he's mad at me now?" Yanny looked at her worriedly.
"Harry mad at you? Never. Not in three thousand years," Abigail replied, still with that hard-to-interpret grin on her face. "You take good care of him, don't you?"
"You think so? I was very worried when you were down there in the subway shafts for so long. I just don't want anything to happen to you," Yanny said, her suddenly serious gaze resting on Abigail, who didn't lose her cheerful expression and nodded slowly. She had to think again about how close it had been in the fight against the crawlers. The big mountain of muscle standing a few meters away from her, putting his clothes back on, had saved her life at the last second. Abigail walked over to Yanny, set her cup down on the table, and hugged her tightly.
"We'll always be as careful as we can. Promise," Abigail whispered into Yanny's ear, who returned the hug, looking relieved.
"Thank you," she replied in a soft voice, kissing Abigail gently on the cheek. Abigail - clearly surprised by the gesture - blushed slightly in response and slowly released the hug.
"I'm sorry, was that wrong?" Yanny asked, looking at her worriedly.
"N-no," Abigail said, quickly picking up her coffee cup again and shyly drinking it all in one go.
"You make the best coffee in town," she declared, flicking the cup lightly to follow her reaction with as plausible an explanation as possible. It wasn't a lie; the coffee undoubtedly tasted excellent.
"Thank you! I'll pour you some more," Yanny nodded as the apartment door suddenly opened and Ralph walked in with two large shopping bags in his hands. Shopping had become one of his most important jobs at the agency, along with driving, and he still did it with great passion. Yuri's increased caloric intake meant that a weekly shopping trip was not enough for the small kitchen. By the time the hulking Russian raided the fridge to satisfy his ravenous hunger after his weight training sessions, there usually wasn't much edible left.
"You guys finally awake? It's funny how our brutal agency turns into a kindergarten nap room after a few sips of alcohol," Ralph laughed happily, dragging the bags into the kitchen.
"Brother, didn't you also drink beer yesterday?" Yuri asked Ralph as he finished adjusting his belt, and the old punk let out a grumbling laugh.
"My boy, I'm not drunk from the twelve beers I had last night. I had two more in the car on the way to the supermarket earlier," he replied, disappearing into the kitchen with his loot.
"Ralph!" Abigail hissed loudly and indignantly. The punk was silent for a few moments as he remembered that she did not appreciate alcohol consumption in any form during working hours. 
"Wow, who did such a great job cleaning the kitchen? It shines and sparkles like the palace of the golden city! You need sunglasses in here," he tried to change the subject, as if indirectly praising Abigail's cleaning skills, demonstratively rattling with the fresh cans of food he was shoveling into the cupboards.
"This week it is your turn to clean the bathroom! And thoroughly!" the programmer barked in Ralph's direction.
"Yes, madam!" his reply came back devotedly.
"Let me get out of here first..." Harry sighed, who had easily heard everything due to the increased volume, and walked over to the table. Yanny approached him with a freshly poured cup and smiled at him. He accepted it gratefully and smiled back as their eyes met.
"Have you guys discussed a plan for POWERS?" Ralph's voice came from the kitchen again.
"No, we're about to start," Abigail replied, sipping her second cup.
 
Fifteen minutes later, the TRAP agency was gathered around the living room table, fully dressed and ready to go, including Anton, who sat dutifully on the floor next to Yuri, who patted him on the head.
"When we go over all the information we've gathered so far, there's really only one possible next target: POWERS Generating Plant," Abigail said by way of introduction, summarizing what little they had learned from yesterday's meeting.
"That's right," Yuri confirmed. 
"How are you guys going to do that? Just walk in and force the fuckers to confess? Bend their thumbs all the way back to make them admit what they did?" Ralph interjected, getting to the root of the problem with this next step in no uncertain terms.
"Exactly," Harry nodded, his expression darkening again. The impressions from the Aon-I city of Gwyneran had put the mission on a different, much more personal level for him. The others looked at him in surprise.
"I like that. How're you gonna do it?" Ralph asked, scratching the back of his head. "The car downstairs is fully fueled and ready to go."
"We need some kind of reason or permission to talk to the management alone. We can't let them get suspicious. If we can do that, we'll try to get them to speak a confession into a voice recorder. We also need evidence from their network. Whether we get the confession or not, we will eliminate the leadership. We'll do it quickly and cleanly, and we'll be gone before they know what's going on," Harry explained with cold practicality.
"Awesome!" Ralph laughed out loud. "I love it!"
"You want to eliminate leadership?" Abigail asked in amazement. Yanny didn't know what to make of the suggestion either. It was highly unusual for the usually controlled Harry to suggest such a drastic course of action on his own. It was not directly in line with the mission's goals, and she could not yet fully understand his motives. Nevertheless, she knew that she trusted him and his judgment beyond a shadow of a doubt, that she would follow him. Wherever and however difficult it might be. After a brief pause, Harry explained his thoughts.
"We owe it to the Aon-I to restore at least a little bit of justice. I'm not going to wait for our sluggish justice system to kick into gear and let the bastards walk out of the courtroom with a suspended sentence as if nothing happened. The police will also have their hands full dealing with the company's hired mercenaries and the radioactive contamination in the underground. They'll be lucky if they don't get thwarted by a few multimillionaires trying to cover up the genocide they've caused," Harry replied, tapping the tabletop with his index finger. "Any objections to that approach?"
"Perfectly fine by me," Yuri remarked approvingly, stretching his hands. Abigail hesitated for a moment, rubbing her nose before replying.
"Yeah, it's okay. You're probably right. Compared to the bosses of POWERS, Dennis Dexter was basically a choir boy. We're not only doing the city a favor, we're also doing the Aon-I a favor, even if it doesn't bring back the dead and solve the crawler problem," she finally explained.
"With that explanation, I can understand your thoughts now," Yanny nodded to Harry, who was still scowling. "The decision is certainly the right one."
"At least we have idea how to keep most crawlers out of subway stations," Yuri commented, scratching Anton behind his ears. "Kennak-Laar said that in Aon-I mythology there are demons that resemble dogs, and that is why crawlers are still afraid of them. Police should send dog teams to secure stations and technicians. Won't solve problem completely, but will definitely improve the situation." Anton barked once in agreement and wagged his tail happily.
"That's a hell of an idea, big guy!" Abigail gloated, rubbing her hands together. "Now all we need is a ticket to POWERS and our next operation can begin."
"How about press passes?" Yanny asked the group. "Companies are always interested in publicity. If we can credibly assure them that we want to interview company management about their clean and safe energy, and then publish it in the Daily Observer, we'll probably get an appointment quickly. I did some research on the internet last night while you were asleep. By the way, the head of the company is Dr. Kelly Malcom. Her name is on a lot of charity events for social causes. It's strange, she only has good press."
"The perfect cover to distract from your own skeletons in the closet," Harry nodded. "I think your idea is excellent. Can we get such IDs through Will Morgan at Homicide? Surely they shouldn't have any trouble forging them for us if we need them for our job? If they're offering us the prospect of a mansion, a few printed plastic cards shouldn't be an obstacle."
"I can call them right now," Yanny confirmed. "Then you can gear up and prepare in the meantime. I bought you an extra thin armored vest the day before yesterday to better protect your injured area," she added in a low voice.
"You're the best," he replied quietly, smiling at her. Despite the imminent danger and his dogged thoughts of revenge, it was she who softened his features for a moment. 
"If the plan really works, how can we re-establish contact with the Aon-I?" Yanny inquired.
"We gave them one of our two radios, so we should be able to find them quickly in the underground city area," Abigail explained. Yanny nodded, stood up and went to the phone.
 
3. The Duke 
The Duke's house was actually an abandoned military bunker. During the colonization period, defense facilities had been built on the outskirts of the city, but as the city expanded, they became obsolete and were converted to other uses. Some of these old bunkers were later taken over by the police, others were converted into department stores, or purchased by private citizens with enough money to afford such protection. The Duke, whose real name was probably not known by anyone in the entire city, was one of those people in need of protection. He appreciated the thick, unadorned walls of gray reinforced concrete. He had the few small windows, probably originally intended more as loopholes, sealed with black bulletproof glass to keep out the last bit of sunlight.
"Was it difficult to get the item?" one of the two guards asked, more to relieve his boredom than anything else. Sergey and Aksinya had been waiting for their client for twenty minutes in his office, if this room could be called an office at all. The shelves on the walls were crammed with all kinds of technical equipment, the purpose of which Sergey had no idea. Displays and buttons flickered and flashed, there was a hum, and at irregular intervals the machines made indistinct noises. Only the computer and the large CB radio on the desk Sergey could clearly identify.
"It went relatively smoothly," Sergey replied, trying to sound as neutral as possible. Aksinya stood next to him, looking equally perplexed at the unfathomable tangle of cables sprouting between all the equipment. 
"Not bad for your first assignment," the guard said, nodding his head. Sergey just shrugged. He didn't like the sound of that. It would definitely stay at this one job, he was not the right man for this kind of work. For a second, however, the thought crossed his mind that he probably had some talent for this kind of work. After all, he had remained completely unharmed in the city so far. He was probably just lucky, but he found fighting humans much easier than fighting the wild animals in the periphery. Humans were much slower; he was used to different speeds and forces from his previous opponents. Predatory cats, bears, hungry packs of wolves, it was all a different challenge in comparison. He was jolted from his thoughts when the door at the other end of the room opened. Another guard entered and held the door open. The Duke's wheelchair appeared, pushed by an elegant looking lady in a green evening gown. Her long blonde hair was pulled back in an elaborate updo, and her makeup and lipstick were in subtle shades of green. She was visibly straining to move the Duke's massive body in front of her. The out-of-shape master of the house had been confined to a wheelchair for years after losing both lower legs to a rare disease. For a man with the means, it would have been no problem to have mechanical prostheses fitted. But his general health made it a risky proposition, and for the operation to be successful, he would have had to lose at least 100 kilograms of body weight. His brown, stringy hair hung long and unkempt over a bulging face with swollen lips. The back of his head, however, was shaved; here he had three sockets for various cable connections implanted directly into his skull. The associated cables hung from the back of his head, braided together over his left shoulder, and were labeled to keep track of their functions. Other than that, the Duke wore only a sort of roughly sewn brown sack of thick cloth, as nothing else seemed to fit him.
"Oh look, what a wonderful surprise! Young Mr. Gromov and his charming companion, Mrs. Tsvetkov, have found their way back to our humble abode. Tamara, this is truly a day for rejoicing," the Duke said to the lady in the green dress in a soft voice that was actually much too high for his appearance. He made an inviting gesture to his guests, indicating a bow with his swollen hand.
"Thank you," Sergey replied curtly, already used to the Duke's grotesque appearance from the last time he met him. Aksinya, on the other hand, made a small curtsy, knowing how much he appreciated those old manners. The host kindly noted the gesture.
"Young Mr. Gromov, may I ask you to take the trouble to present me with the coveted object? It will add immeasurably to the joy of our reunion if we can successfully conclude our little friendship deal as soon as possible, I am sure of it," the Duke quipped, his double chin wobbling with the rhythm of his jaw movements.
"Yes, of course," Sergey confirmed, pulling the small disk out of his coat. Holding it up for all to see, he walked over to the desk and placed it within reach of the master of the house. The guards were watching his every move. Sergey knew that the slightest wrong move would end his life in seconds. The Duke reached for the object with his sausage fingers, picked it up and looked at it.
"I hope poor Yegor didn't suffer too much for this?" he asked in an unusually solicitous manner.
"He won't do it again," Sergey waved off.
The Duke then inserted the disk into the drive of his computer, which was on the desk in front of him, and typed some commands on the keyboard. After a short while, he began to grin, for what he saw on the screen seemed to satisfy him greatly.
"A man of honor, you've done an excellent job," he praised Sergey.
"I'm glad you like it," Sergey replied.
"I, too, am a man of honor, for I can immediately provide you with the information you so desperately need," the Duke explained. Sergey raised his eyebrows in surprise.
"You already have the information? So soon?" he said in surprise, and Aksinya began to beam beside him. She was visibly relieved that a third meeting here in the bunker would probably not be necessary. The Duke grinned broadly and pointed to the cables over his shoulder, growing out of the back of his skull.
"That's right. You see, with these new direct links, it is possible to search for the desired data much faster and more effectively than in the conventional way. Heavens, it really refreshes my soul to be able to help you with this," he rambled. Tamara stood there with a blank face, then opened one of the desk drawers, took out a lighter and a pack of cigarettes, lit one and started to smoke. She put the pack and the lighter back.
"Well then, I'm all ears," Sergey encouraged the Duke to finally get to the point.
"It seems you're on to something pretty big, young man. At the same time, something very interesting and quite unusual. I had to dive deep into cyberspace and bypass a lot of security measures to get to my destination. The thing is, as you have already guessed, this is a secret military operation. However, the scope of it is remarkable, and there are several things involved. The analysis of your brother's personnel file has shown that he was indeed seriously injured on the Japanese front. So badly, in fact, that even after extensive medical treatment, survival was considered out of the question."
"What? How?" Sergey blurted out. Yes, he had expected the worst. But now to have it confirmed by an informed source carried a different weight.
"This is where Project Lazarus comes in," the Duke continued unperturbed. "The name probably means nothing to you. It comes from an ancient Christian biblical text and refers to Lazarus of Bethany, who was raised from the dead by the Messiah. According to the legend, he was the first person to return from the realm of the dead and was revered as a saint." Sergey's face turned pale at this explanation. He already had a terrible idea of where this would lead.
"You mean my brother..." he stammered.
"Project Lazarus is nothing less than a Party research project to create the perfect super-soldier. It is the fusion of man and machine, a warrior without weakness. But hardly a project a normal human would volunteer for. Lazarus needed someone who had no chance of surviving anyway. Your brother. They saved his brain as well as his heart. It now beats in a new body of metal covered in a skin of silicone. So it is exactly as you observed in the meeting you described to me, which was not an optical illusion at all," the Duke continued. "You said you felt he was still alive?"
"Yes," Sergey replied.
"Perhaps we have found the answer in your brother's still-beating heart. Wouldn't that be an explanation within the realm of possibility? Feelings, hunches, and emotional connections cannot be measured. But just because we can't measure something doesn't mean it doesn't exist, does it?" the Duke said in his high-pitched voice.
"Tell me... are there others like him?" Sergey asked.
"So far, he's the first and only one. You see, there are some technical challenges that make it impossible for Project Lazarus to go into mass production for the time being. Normally, a brain would die immediately when separated from the rest of the body. However, your brother's brain was severely cooled to buy time for the transplant. Even so, it obviously suffered some damage. How much of his mind remains intact is hard to say. But its most important functions are now supported by a chip with truly enormous computing power. This chip is clearly old technology from one of the colonist ships. From what I could find out, it was sold directly to the Party by a group of southern runners for a lot of money. So it's come a long way here on 86."
"So the brain is the weak link in this whole thing? If the transplant had gone smoothly, would the Super Soldiers be able to function without the old technology?" Sergey asked.
"That can be determined based on what we know now, yes. However, the brain and the chip are only two of the three strings on which this thing hangs. There is a third component called a control unit. Without this control unit, it is almost impossible to predict whether your brother will actually carry out the orders given to him. He was also chosen for this project - and I will not hide this from you - because he has not been squeamish in carrying out his previous assignments," the Duke continued.
"I can well imagine that," Sergey admitted, hanging his head a little.
"In this body, without the control unit and with his temperament, he can become a walking tinderbox. So he gets his orders via a radio link using satellite technology. You'll be surprised when I tell you where this control center is currently located..." the Duke grinned.
"Not in Neo Yakutsk?" Aksinya asked in surprise.
"No. Not at all," the Duke grinned even wider now. He knew that he could have made a small fortune with the information he was about to reveal. But he didn't care about that at all, because he was very interested in this case and obviously enjoyed confusing Sergey with more and more revelations, in addition to showing off his own abilities. 
"If it's not here, where is it?" Aksinya inquired. Sergey pressed his lips together, still trying to process what he had just heard.
"You will be surprised, as I said. And you will be even more surprised to learn what purpose all this serves," the Duke said patronizingly in his soft voice. Then he started to play his last big trump card in this game of information.
 
 
4. The lion's den
Two nights had passed since the call to Homicide. The sun was still rising when Ralph turned the ignition key to kill the engine. The next step was to apply the handbrake, which made an almost blood-curdling squeal, underscoring once again the car's distinctive character, much praised by its driver. Then the old punk opened the glove compartment above Harry's lap, pulled out one of the walkie-talkies and set it to receive. Since there were no parking spaces directly in front of the entrance to the nuclear power plant's office building, he had pulled over a short distance away.
"Here we are," he grinned. "Business as usual, you check in just before you come out. But give an old man a minute's notice, okay? I can't fly."
"You got it," said Yuri, who was sitting right behind him. 
"I'm really sorry I can't go with you today," Ralph added with a regretful undertone. As a getaway driver, it was his job to be on constant alert, and that was much more demanding than it sounded at first. "After all, it's not every day you get to blow the head off some really big fish."
"Only have small guns with us for really small holes. Heads stay on neck," Yuri replied blankly, getting out of the car to make room for Abigail and Yanny. Once again, the backseat of Ralph's old car had become quite crowded. Now the two ladies also got out of the small car, while Harry had a much easier time getting out of the passenger seat. They were all dressed in serious business attire and looked like journalists from the Daily Observer. Their shrink-wrapped, fake press passes dangled from blue plastic ribbons around their necks; they had been delivered by courier to TRAP headquarters last night. Once again, a certain Isabella Stone, secretary to the mayor's outer office, had taken care of it. Will Morgan had asked her for the favor, but more to keep in touch with her, since the IDs could have been forged at Homicide. Stone had even managed to get the company that usually made the real IDs to make the fake versions now, despite the short notice. The TRAP agents, however, had no idea of these details going on in the background.
 
Yanny carried a professional camera with a long lens as additional camouflage, and in her perfectly pressed gray suit and neatly tied ponytail, she looked like an experienced press photographer. Only for Yuri it had been more difficult to find a well-fitting suit in his size in such a short time. The tuxedo he had worn on the Sea Lord months ago would have been out of the question for this appointment. An exhaustive search had finally led him to a stripper specialty store that catered to muscular physiques like his. At least the numerous Velcro fastenings of the dark brown suit he was wearing now were so well hidden that no suspicion would be aroused. The additional purchase of a fireman's uniform with red Hot Boy pants at the agency's expense had been categorically rejected by the others, which Yuri had acknowledged with extreme displeasure. Both Abigail and Harry, on the other hand, had opted for simple black elegance.
After a brief goodbye, the four of them set off while Ralph returned to the driver's seat and once again pulled from the glove compartment the well-worn crossword puzzle book with pictures of pin-up girls.
 
"Does everyone remember their cover names?" Abigail casually asked the group as they walked toward the main entrance of the central administration building. Red rays of sunlight illuminated the white dome and the two gigantic cooling towers in the background, spewing massive plumes of steam. The power plant itself was still about a hundred meters away, the grounds protected by a high barbed wire fence.
"Yes," Yanny replied curtly. Abigail bit her lower lip. Of course the cyborg remembered. It was a piece of cake when you could store any information you wanted in your head. Then she looked at Yuri, who quickly looked back at Abigail.
"Bimmy Bobkins," he finally murmured through clenched teeth.
"Jaden Jankins," Abigail corrected him and sighed. She could only hope that the job wouldn't fail because of such a small detail.
"Never mind, I'll just check ID again if anyone asks, then read off," Yuri shrugged. It was obvious that he hated wearing an American alias.
"Yeah right, there you go, don't be so picky," Harry said with a slightly ironic undertone to Abigail and smiled. It was a brief moment that had loosened his grim demeanor.
 
The automatic sliding doors opened wide, giving way to a spacious entryway as the agents approached the sensor. The generously spaced surveillance cameras already had them in view. The parquet floor, the walls, the reception desk, the waiting area with its large seating area and end tables, all had the same black and gold look and made a very feudal, almost noble impression.
"Well, they have good taste here. I was expecting more of a hospital and laboratory charm," Abigail whispered to Harry.
"Mmm," he murmured in confirmation, then smiled at the two uniformed ladies behind the reception desk. They wore stewardess hoods emblazoned with the symbol of POWERS. The symbol had also been carved into the floor of the lobby, several feet in diameter. "Top of the morning to you. We are from the Daily Observer and have an appointment with Dr. Malcom at 7:30," he said pleasantly to the ladies.
"Good morning and welcome to the POWERS Generating Plant. May we just check your IDs for a moment?" one of the ladies replied.
"Sure thing," Yuri said, stomping forward to the counter. Abigail's lips curled and she promptly followed. Her concern was unfounded. They contented themselves with a simple check, looked up the given aliases in a list of visitors, put a few check marks behind them, and asked the four supposed journalists to wait a moment. After about five minutes, a gentleman from security came down in the elevator and told the visitors to follow him to the executive floor. So far, so normal. So far, so unsuspicious. When they finally stood together in the elevator, Harry and Yuri's eyes met. They both had the same thought at the same moment. The security guard was wearing a uniform they had seen before in the underground. They had seen it in the city of Aon-I on some human corpses that had died fighting the crawlers and the warriors that had tried to defend their families against the technically superior weapons. A holstered pistol hung from the man's belt. Harry fixed the man with cold eyes, trying to calm himself, trying not to let the anger stirred by the memories take over, clenching a fist behind his back. So tightly that the white of his knuckles was visible. Yuri held his gaze and shook his head imperceptibly. He knew exactly what was going on in his comrade's mind, he could feel it. Harry, on the other hand, jumped and woke as if from a dream when he felt Yanny's touch on his fist from behind. She too had noticed his condition.
"How's life as a journalist? I'm sure you meet a lot of famous people," asked the guard, who also felt the atmosphere in the elevator was a bit unnaturally tense. He seemed to be trying to lighten the mood with some small talk.
"Not really. Most of our work consists of small reports and features, nothing special. Today's appointment is more of a big event, as opposed to the day-to-day stuff," Yanny replied amiably.
"So no glitz and glamour, no wild parties? They say the mayor's receptions are always pretty wild. You've never been to one of Carla Brandon's parties on North Beach? Since her husband died, it seems to have really taken off there," the man replied, a little disappointed.
"Unfortunately not. But who knows, maybe one day we'll be sent to high society," Yanny replied again in a friendly manner.
"Maybe you should change profession and go more on party?" Yuri interjected.
"As what?" the man asked in surprise.
"A peanut server maybe?" Yuri said, looking down at the man he towered over with a deadpan expression. 
"I wish," the latter finally grinned, having taken it for a joke, and at the same moment the elevator door opened. "Ninth and last floor, we're here," he announced, getting out and motioning for the others to follow. Their way took them past some offices and meeting rooms. Two turns later, they were standing in front of another door. "Just sign in here, this is Dr. Malcom's outer office. I'll be back to pick you up later," the guard said goodbye, turning on his heel and heading straight back to the elevator. When he was out of earshot, Harry whispered:
"One of us has to distract the outer office so the others have a free hand. Under no circumstances must they get the idea of entering the executive office or doing anything else to interfere with our operation."
"Which one of us?" asked Abigail.
"We'll decide once we're inside," Harry replied, quickly running a hand through his hair. Then he opened the door to the outer office and the agents entered. 
"Good morning, we're from the Daily Observer and we're here for the interview with Dr. Malcom," Yanny greeted a lady with long brunette hair who was tapping away at a typewriter with impressive speed. 
"Ah yes, good morning, just a moment please..." she mumbled, finishing the sentence she had started. But when she lifted her eyes from the paper and looked up, she saw Yuri standing right in front of her. 
"Good morning, madam," he said with his calm bass.
"Yes... um, oh... good morning," she said now, visibly confused, taken by his handsome size and undoubtedly athletic physique that was easily visible despite his suit. It seemed that he had found a small weak spot in her. Abigail, who was very good at interpreting the meaning of the dreamy look on the outer office lady's face, immediately knew how to use the momentum to their advantage. It couldn't have gone better for them.
"We'll go through then, okay? Don't bother, we've already been announced," she trilled to the lady, making a hand signal to Harry and Yanny.
"Sure," the outer office lady confirmed.
"May I know your name so I can recite it when I'm sleepless tonight, looking up at the starry sky?" Yuri mumbled to the lady, resting his hands on her desk and leaning toward her. He did not have to force himself to do any of this. He liked the woman, and this mission had taken a very surprising turn for him, one he had not expected at all. Anyway, if his mission for the group now was to flirt with an attractive woman, it was a new experience compared to the things he usually had to take care of.
"Don't you think that's a bit direct?" the lady smiled, blushing slightly. "My name is Jessica Smith. Easy to remember, isn't it? You can recite it to yourself for all I care. May I perhaps know yours as well?" Jessica replied.
"Jaden Jankins my name," Yuri said in his heavy Russian accent, and Jessica raised an eyebrow in response. Then she giggled and covered her mouth with her hand.
"Really? Doesn't really suit you, I think." Then she picked up a pencil from beside the typewriter and covered its end with her lips, her eyes following Yuri's right hand as it slowly began to loosen his tie.
"Yes, I think so too. That's why my friends call me Bimmy," he replied, winking at her. She giggled again.
"That's a funny nickname, is there a story behind it?"
"Is actually stage name for my second job as amateur magician. Want to see trick?" Yuri grinned. 
"Sure!" Jessica smirked, seeming to completely forget that she actually had other work to do while talking to the handsome man.
"Good, good," Yuri nodded. Then he stood back up to his full height in front of her, placing his right hand on the left shoulder of his suit and his left hand on the right side of his pants. The next moment he tore at the clothes with full force. The suit from the stripper shop instantly gave way, and a loud rattle later he was standing in front of her in nothing but tight-fitting black underpants. She stared at him open-mouthed as he dropped the pieces of the suit to the floor with a casual movement, staring at his well-toned body, his broad shoulders, his massive arms. Yuri took careful note of her reaction and placed his hands on his hips, flexing his muscles to make his already impressive figure look even more defined.
"I... I think I'm dreaming. I'm dreaming all this, aren't I?" Jessica breathed, and as she spoke, the pencil fell out of her mouth.
"Let's find out..." Yuri suggested, looking deep into her eyes. 
 
5. Blind
"Welcome to POWERS! I am very pleased that you have found time to see me at such an early hour. I hope it wasn't too inconvenient for you, but it's always easiest for me to make these appointments at this time of day, before the day's business really gets going. Please have a seat." Dr. Kelly Malcom was definitely not the person you would expect to see sitting in the CEO chair of the city's largest utility. She was about 35 years old, petite in stature, and had an easy-going, friendly demeanor. She wore an elegant, shoulder-hugging black and white suit with large round earrings and subtle makeup. Her straight, dark hair was pulled back in a long braid, making her look even younger. Abigail watched her with fascination for a few moments after she entered. She vaguely remembered seeing Ms. Malcom once before in a short TV report. However, she hadn't noticed then how immensely likeable she seemed, how warm and cordial her aura was. She glanced at Harry, who seemed to be equally taken aback by this first impression, frozen in his previously so determined movement.
"Thank you so much for making time for us," Yanny was the first to respond, walking over to the chairs offered. The other two followed. After they were all seated, there was an awkward silence for a few seconds, during which the TRAP agents exchanged a few quizzical looks. Kelly Malcom looked at the three of them expectantly and finally laughed.
"Ladies and gentlemen, you may begin your questions. I'm really ready for this, I promise. You must have taken some notes before, right?" she tried to start the interview. However, she directed her words more to Abigail, who was sitting in the middle and looked a bit embarrassed. What was going on here? A few minutes ago they had been convinced that they were going to eliminate the head of the company, and now they were sitting across from this sympathetic person and their plan was in complete disarray. Harry closed his eyes for a moment, opened them again and spoke in a serious voice:
"Dr. Malcom, as you know, we have come to ask you some questions. However, they are not the questions you might have expected. We are here for a different reason. It has nothing to do with a newspaper interview. I would like to ask you to place both of your hands on the table in front of you with your palms facing up. If you make a wrong move and try to call security, you will die the next moment. If you cooperate, you will not be harmed. You have my word on that." His voice was calm and collected. As he spoke, Abigail reached inside her jacket and pulled out her handy little Colt, placing it demonstratively on the table in front of her, within easy reach, never taking her eyes off the target. The color drained from Kelly Malcom's face and she began to tremble with fear, but she promptly did as Harry had asked. She placed both hands palms up on the table in front of her and said in a trembling voice:
"I... please don't hurt me... the money... behind me in the closet is the safe, I'll give you the combination right now... please, please don't kill me..."
"We're not interested in your money," Harry replied, shaking his head gently. Then he stood up and climbed onto the table, sitting cross-legged across from the company president, whose hands were now directly in front of him. She looked at him, slightly crouched, with anxious eyes. Yanny and Abigail's eyes darted back and forth between the two. "Do you know where POWERS disposes of its nuclear waste?" Harry asked his first question.
"Y-yes...at the Glowing Springs repository. It's a salt dome about 50 kilometers from the southern border of Elysium. The truckloads are shipped there by special transporters over the highway," she explained quietly. She spoke slowly and clearly, as if she didn't want to upset Harry in any way. He thought for a moment and nodded.
"You know that's not true, don't you?" Abigail interjected. But she was very careful not to sound threatening or intimidating. She felt sincerely sorry for the woman at that moment and wanted to stand up and give her a hug. The next moment, however, she was surprised by this disturbing thought and wondered what was wrong with her.
"What... what do you mean? Why should that not be true? I have no other information," Malcom said. The answer seemed honest. Harry looked at Yanny and she nodded again. The cyborg was already scanning the businesswoman's bodily functions, confirming that she was not lying.
"POWERS is dumping radioactive waste right under the city. There is a hole in the ground here where they dump contaminated water, fuel rods, and other toxic materials underground. We went down there and saw for ourselves," Harry began to explain what they had witnessed over the past few days.
"Impossible," Malcolm blurted out. Now the last color drained from her face.
"It's true," Abigail nodded. "But that's not all. There is another city beneath Elysium that is... or was... populated by a race previously unknown to us. They call themselves Aon-I. They are the descendants of colonists who reached 86 a few thousand years before us humans. The contaminated waste from POWERS caused a large number of them to mutate and eventually become the crawlers. The crawlers that have been killing more and more people in the city for some time now, making the subway network almost impassable." Malcolm looked at Abigail with a mixture of disbelief and utter confusion. On the one hand, she really couldn't believe what she was hearing. On the other hand, this was the first time anyone had come up with an explanation, no matter how absurd it sounded, for the origins of the city's crawler problem, which she was of course well aware of from the media. Her mind raced. Was it all... maybe not as absurd as it had sounded at first? The story would be an explanation for the humanoid killers who had suddenly appeared out of nowhere.
"But that's not the only thing you have to answer for," Harry continued. "Your company also hired a group of mercenaries to crush the Aon-I resistance. They massacred civilians down there and repeatedly looted the underground city." Malcolm gasped.
"Do you have any proof of this?" she asked in a thin voice.
"We can take you there if you like. Then you're welcome to see the decaying piles of corpses for yourself," Harry said coldly, and the company president jumped. Whoever these three people were, they made this case with complete conviction. 
 
Abigail opened her bag and took out the cute blonde doll with the two braided pigtails and the blue dress they had found in Gwyneran. She then placed the doll on the table, right between Malcolm's hands.
"The doll is from the underground city, we found it under the rubble of one of the destroyed houses," Abigail explained, looking into Kelly's eyes for a moment. Of course, they could all still see the woman's fear clearly.
"D-Do you mind if I take a look?" Malcolm asked hesitantly, looking back at Harry.
"Go ahead," he nodded in confirmation. Malcom took the doll and examined it more closely. Pushing her blonde hair to the side, she spotted the three unfamiliar but artfully painted characters on the right side of her face.
"That's their writing," Abigail said softly. "It looks very pretty, doesn't it?" 
"Yes, it does," Malcolm replied. What could have happened to the child who once owned this doll?
"If you want a quick proof, I can give you one right now," Yanny finally interjected. The others looked at her questioningly.
"How?" Malcolm croaked in confusion.
"Do you have a computer here with a teletext connection?" Yanny asked back.
"Yes, it's also in the cabinet behind me on the right. The safe is on the left," she replied. Harry stood up, hopped down from the tabletop and walked over to the wall. Then he carefully opened one of the larger doors, then another, and another. A total of six screens, a large gray calculator tower and a keyboard appeared. Abigail's eyes began to light up with excitement.
"Wow, this is a great system! Awesome! Is that a Vector Megaflop?" she asked excitedly. Then she shyly cleared her throat when she realized that Kelly was looking her straight in the eye. For a second, she smiled, too.
"Yeah, the latest generation," she explained quietly.
"How come you don't have a computer on your desk?" Harry asked, confused.
"To be honest, I can concentrate better if there's no computer on the desk. Otherwise I'm just fiddling with it all the time," Malcom replied. "Most of my work is more strategic, where big decisions need to be made. I work better when I'm not distracted. With the computer built into the cabinet, I only use it when I really need it.
"Perfect..." Yanny agreed, setting her camera down on the desk and walking over to the system. Then she looked at the tangle of cables running behind the equipment and pulled out one of them. She brought the end of the cable with the plug to the back of her head and threaded it through her tied hair into the jack built right into her head. 
"What are you doing?" Malcom asked, her eyes widening. 
"Just quickly hacking into your system to connect the security cameras at the hole underground to your monitors here," she explained, smiling. "Then you can get an idea of what's really going on."
"What do you mean, just hack into our system...?! No human can just..." Malcolm interjected.
"That's right," Abigail interrupted. "No human can just do that." The corporate executive didn't understand what the agent was implying.
"May I turn around?" she asked. She still had her hands on the table.
"Yes," Harry replied. He knew she certainly wouldn't do anything to endanger them now. As Malcom turned around in her large office chair, she saw numbers and inputs racing across all the screens at once. Yanny was using a brute-force technique controlled by her brain, running tens of thousands of password variations per second through trial and error, effortlessly pushing the Vector Megaflop to its limits. The supercomputer's fans went into overdrive to keep the processors from overheating. Malcolm's mouth dropped open. What was happening was completely impossible; this young woman could not be a normal human. She was familiar with the technology of implanted jacks, which some people used to control various machines or descend into cyberspace. However, what she had just seen was far beyond her imagination of what was technically possible. No one could process or generate that amount of data at that speed. And no computer had the kind of power this young woman was demonstrating. At least not a modern computer. Was it possible that...?
"Got it," Yanny said suddenly, pulling Malcom out of her thoughts. The feeds stopped immediately. Moments later, images appeared on the monitors. They were the images from the surveillance cameras inside the hole. Images of leaking barrels being loaded by workers. Images of patrolling mercenaries with heavy weapons. When the camera finally panned to the large container containing the bodies of dead workers and crawlers, Kelly Malcom's eyes began to cloud over. Then tears streamed down her cheeks. She stared thunderstruck at the screens, understanding that these people were right. She had recognized some of the workers in the broadcast, and they were all wearing company uniforms. Finally, Yanny projected some written instructions and corresponding excerpts from electronic mail onto one of the screens, providing the final proof of the disaster.
"Spencer..." Malcom said in a hoarse voice as she recognized the signature on the instructions and sniffled. Abigail pulled a fresh handkerchief from her pocket and handed it to Kelly, who looked at Harry first.
"Please take it," he said. "And move freely again. Now that you know the truth, will you cooperate with us?"
Malcolm nodded wordlessly and gratefully took the handkerchief, wiping her nose and drying the tears that had smeared her makeup.
"Who is Spencer?" Yanny asked as she adjusted the head of the cable connector. Actually, she already knew the answer from the network, but she wanted to distract with this question. In the background she made copies of various internal data and stored them in her own memory. They would need tangible evidence for the police to complete their mission. They could not lose sight of that goal, despite all the unforeseen developments.
"Flavio Spencer is my deputy. He is a close friend of my late father. I trusted him completely. One of the things he's in charge of is waste management and disposal issues. You know, POWERS is a third-generation family business. Flavio is a close friend of my family... and he shares in the company's profits. The lower the cost of disposal, the higher the company's profit, and therefore his bonus. It's... actually quite simple to deduce... it's..." tears filled her eyes again, "... it's treason against the company and against me. It goes against everything I've ordered. Nuclear power creates waste that must be stored in a safe place so as not to cause more damage to the environment. We all know that this waste is not to be trifled with, that it must be handled responsibly. That's why I have always put part of the company's profits into social projects and urban environmental protection, to give something back to society. .... I... I didn't know what was going on.... I trusted the wrong person... I am fully responsible for this...how could I have been so blind...? I..." she stammered in despair and then sobbed, burying her face in her hands and crying bitterly. Abigail's heart clenched at the sight and her eyes watered as well. Why did she feel so strongly with this woman?
"Where is this Spencer now?" Harry asked. His expression had gone dark again.
"Across the hall, next to the elevator on the right, room 3... what...?" Malcom replied.
"Is there a way for him to call security?" was Harry's next question.
"Yes, but I just deactivated the switch," came the prompt reply from Yanny, who had now also connected to the building's systems. 
"Much obliged," Harry nodded to her and headed for the door.
"Harry?" Abigail and Yanny asked almost simultaneously.
"I'll take care of him," he explained curtly.
"You can't, he's protected by his mastiff Tyras, it never leaves his side..." Malcom interjected in horror. Harry ran a hand through his hair and thought for a moment.
"Of course he has a dog. I can imagine why," he said snidely and continued on his way into the hallway. 
"Harry... please be careful..." Yanny whispered, watching him with an extremely worried look. Once again she feared for him. He heard her voice, softly. Heard it through the deafening roar of his hot blood. 
 
6. Judge and hangman
As Harry passed through the door to the outer office, he was confronted with a rather unexpected sight. Jessica Smith was lying on the desk, largely unclothed, stretched out in a most unmistakable manner toward Yuri, who was standing naked before her, engaged in passionate labor. Judging by his powerful movements, which made the table tremble, and the loud and almost demanding cheers of the lady in front of him, the finale of this play, so unusual for such a place, seemed to be within reach. It was obvious to Harry that now was not the time to interrupt Yuri in his intense efforts. He quickly left the outer office through the door and stepped out into the hallway. The door to Dr. Malcom's office, however, was still wide open. Moments later, Abigail and Kelly, lured by this soundscape of passionate moaning, poked their heads into the outer office to see what was going on.
"We, um... are the TRAP agency, by the way. This is our colleague, Mr. Yuri Sokolov," Abigail explained to Kelly, gesturing quickly at Yuri and then clearing her throat in embarrassment. Malcom, on the other hand, stared at the scene in disbelief. 
"What exactly does your agency do...?" she asked, confused.
"We call ourselves the agency for special cases. Actually, you can hire us for almost anything," Abigail replied, almost drowned out by the now very loud spectacle. The typewriter, along with some other paraphernalia, fell with a crash from the misappropriated table.
"Yes, I can see that," Kelly nodded, looking Abigail straight in the eye again, causing Abigail to blush slightly with embarrassment at the almost inexplicable situation.
"M-My real n-name is Abigail Lindsay," the computer specialist stammered. "I-I have another business card hidden in a secret compartment of my purse, I'll give it to you right now so you can contact us..." At the same time she scolded herself. What was she thinking? She had wanted to distract herself from this situation, any way she could.
"Okay," Kelly nodded unexpectedly.
"What's going on out there? Who's moaning so loudly? Is someone in need of medical attention, is everything okay?" asked Yanny worriedly from the background as she unplugged the cable from the back of her head. Then she headed for the door. Abigail jumped up in alarm and hurriedly led Yanny back.
"No, no, nono, everything's fine here, everything's fine!" she declared, waving her arms and closing the door with a quick motion. Abigail knew that Yanny would of course be able to put what she had seen into a factual context. However, she was still quite clueless about some things and would naturally ask many questions afterwards, as it suited her inquisitive nature. Perhaps it was a little too early for the cyborg, who was only a few months old, to immerse herself in all facets of human life. After all, she still seemed a bit awkward in everyday interactions from time to time, doing things or asking questions that one would never have expected from her appearance alone. 
"Aby, you're all red and sweaty. Are you sure you're okay?" Yanny asked again.
"And... who or what exactly are you, if you don't mind me asking?" Kelly asked Yanny directly. The shock that this young woman had been able to bypass all of her company's security locks with such playful ease, and even gain access to the internal systems without any effort, still ran deep. Yanny hesitated to answer, glancing at Abigail. The computer specialist sighed, then nodded.
 
Harry entered Spencer's office without further ado. Behind the desk sat a thin man of about sixty with a mustache and a suit that looked a bit old-fashioned, like a cross between a business suit and baroque clothing. Definitely not a sight you saw every day. His middle parting was tightly combed with pomade, and he wore reading glasses with extremely narrow lenses on his nose, over the rims of which he now watched Harry coming in skeptically. Apparently he had just been working his way through an important file. The sound of the door opening had caused a waist-high black Great Dane with short, shiny fur to rise up beside its master. The dog eyed Harry with equal suspicion. It wore a black leather collar with chrome spikes around its neck.
"Why are you disturbing me? Are you lost? I don't recall having an appointment at this hour," the executive snapped.
"Flavio Spencer?" Harry asked as if he were a messenger delivering a package.
"That's me, and now get out-" Spencer began. Harry, however, walked right up to him and began to circle the desk so that he would meet the dog first. He remembered what he had learned about fighting guard dogs. If he made a mistake now and was too slow, it could be fatal for him.
"That's fantastic, because I have a little something for you here," he interrupted Spencer. The dog immediately started to growl when Harry didn't stop moving.
"I didn't order anything, how dare you!" Spencer roared indignantly. Harry was already standing in front of the Great Dane, who was now baring his teeth and growling even louder. The agent went straight for him. The dog was too well trained to bark unnecessarily. Realizing that the intruder would not stop before its master, it lunged at Harry with its mouth open. He, in turn, evaded it with a quick, twisting motion. His bare hands leapt out and grabbed the Great Dane's collar by the neck. He grabbed the collar and yanked it toward him with all his strength, pulling as hard as he could to cut off the dog's air. The spikes of the collar dug into his palms, something he could not prevent at the moment. The dog's jaws snapped open again and again with the ghastly clack of a bear trap. Harry knew there was nothing the animal could do about it. It was simply doing what it was trained to do. It was protecting a criminal. There was no turning back now. Harry was furious, pulling the collar tighter and tighter. As the Great Dane tried desperately to break free, scraping the ground with its legs, it finally bit its own tongue as it snapped shut, unable to keep it in its mouth due to the pressure on its neck. Harry felt no pain from the adrenaline as the spikes of the collar dug deep into one of his hands and his own blood was already dripping onto the animal's neck. Spencer, on the other hand, screamed and cursed at Harry. Then he opened a flap on his desk and pressed a large red button. 
"Security will be here soon to put an end to you lunatic!" he yelled. Harry, on the other hand, noticed the dog's strength dwindling from lack of oxygen. The moment had come. He reached under the animal's neck with his right hand, grabbed its head and snapped its neck with a quick twist. The Great Dane fell lifelessly to the ground. Spencer stared at Harry in growing panic.
"I'm here to bring greetings..." Harry said, slowly walking over to the POWER's second-in-command, who was now trying to stumble to safety, at least temporarily, in the corner of the room.
"What do you want from me!!!" Spencer cried desperately. 
"I bring greetings from the Aon-I. From the innocents who died in the looting. From the innocents who were turned into monsters by the radioactive waste. From the innocents who died in the subway stations at the hands of those same monsters..." Harry said coldly, pulling a dagger out of a holster on his lower right leg, hidden beneath the leg of his pants, with a grasp of his bloody hand.
"I... I have money, I can pay you..." Spencer stammered. Harry, now standing directly in front of the deputy, threw a left hook into his opponent's face without warning. A direct hit. A front tooth flew straight into the window and fell to the carpet. Then he grabbed the monster's neck with the same left and pinned him against the wall.
"I bring greetings... from hell..." Harry growled, ramming the dagger into his stomach as far as it would go with his right hand. Spencer's eyes froze in the face of death. 
"Security..." he croaked in a slowly choking voice.
"On break right now," Harry growled again, twisting the blade around its axis in his stomach and then pulling it up and out with a jerk, inflicting a major wound on the deputy that he might very well feel, but which also made it impossible to save his life at the last second. His internal organs were now too damaged. Then he dropped the dagger on the floor with Spencer, turned and slowly walked out of the office. His hands were shaking. The cleaning staff would curse him, that much was certain.
 
7. What is justice?
The actions of the TRAP agents triggered profound changes on many levels in the weeks to come. Not just for individuals, but for the entire city. 
 
Dr. Kelly Malcom turns herself in to the head of Elysium's homicide squad, at the same time revealing all the secret documents of her former deputy and assisting the police investigation against her own company to the best of her ability. Due to the special circumstances and the explosive nature of the case, Will Morgan uses all his powers of persuasion to get Mayor Fabio to keep the case against her and POWERS Generating Plant anonymous and closed to the public. Kelly Malcom, as a person, is acquitted of all charges based on the evidence - and also after hearing from TRAP about the incidents. However, the trial proves Spencer's involvement with other powerful employees who also profited from the illegal dumping. They are sentenced to long prison terms. Meanwhile, this leads to a serious crisis in the company's structure. POWERS is forcibly nationalized as a 49 percent joint-stock company, and Malcom is simultaneously reinstated as managing director. The official explanation is that this is to guarantee a basic supply of energy. The real motive, however, is to secure a permanent new source of income for Elysium via the electricity market to offset the costs of cleaning up the affected underground areas, including the contaminated parts of the city of Gwyneran. 
 
In a grotesque twist, at this point the same mercenary organization that POWERS hired for the underground expansion is hired for the cleanup, despite all the risks. The same people responsible for looting and murder. There are several reasons for this. Among other things, there is no basis for criminal prosecution, since the current laws apply only to humans, and of course do not cover an alien settlement in a cave system. Moreover, in the current tense situation, the police are not interested in an open confrontation with a paramilitary organization, which would have made Gwyneran's secrecy from the public even more difficult anyway and would most likely have led to destructive street battles with the mercenaries. Instead, they follow the adage: if you can't kill it, befriend it. In the new operation, it actually turns out to be a perfidious advantage that the organization's units already have some experience fighting the crawlers.
 
In addition, based on TRAP's findings, the police are working at full speed to train new canine units to secure subway stations. The measures are working, the attacks are beginning to diminish, and the crawlers, whose numbers still cannot be estimated, appear to have largely retreated into the extensive cave systems surrounding the subway network. The recovery of the transportation network is giving Mayor Stanford's poll numbers a decent boost. The railroad company and the mayor advertise together with a poster campaign with the slogan: "Ride the subway! Your chances of being torn apart by a crawler or dying in a car accident are about the same, so why not take it easy? The campaign is so successful that a commercial is made featuring the mayor as a subway conductor. Armed with a beaming smile and a shotgun, he transports applauding people safely to work on the subway. However, he turns down subsequent offers of roles in major films.
 
Flavio Spencer's death is explained as an unfortunate malfunction in the company's security systems. As he leaves no descendants, there are no further inquiries from third parties. The homicide department does not open a file on the incident at the specific order of its leader. Despite the attempts at secrecy, rumors spread throughout the underworld that the TRAP agency had something to do with the big change at POWERS Generating Plant. The TRAP members decide to lay low for a while while the dust settles. There is another reason for this. In a personal meeting with the Mayor, they receive the deed to the former Minister of Infrastructure's fully furnished villa in a prime location on North Beach. And so the heroes' lives change in ways they never dreamed of when they founded the agency. In a relatively short period of time, they have accomplished what so many other soldiers of fortune have never been able to do. By moving out of their small, shabby apartment in the center of town (to the delight of their neighbor Bobo) and into the richest neighborhood in the city, their social advancement is sealed. The three-story mansion, worth about six million dollars, not only has a sprawling garden where Anton can run around to his heart's content, but also a spacious basement with enough room for a medical supply room, a small laboratory, and even a shooting range to keep in shape. Each of the agents gets their own room. They set up a workshop, a meeting room, a supply room, an office, a guest room, and more. Abigail, who spends the first few days after moving in doing almost nothing but enthusiastically running through all the rooms and looking around, sums up the situation with one word, which she repeats out loud as she explores: Space! Space at last! Finally a decent bed of her own... Of course, the others are also more than enthusiastic about their new home. Ralph declares that from now on he will always spend at least an hour on the toilet, since there are now enough bathrooms in the house for everyone and there is no need to hurry. These are wonderful weeks and months.
 
8. Refrigerator
What am I really? This is a question that keeps running through my mind. So far I have not been able to find a satisfactory answer. I know when I was built, with what materials, and for what purpose. My skeleton is made of a metal not found on this planet. They are recycled parts from the colonist ship that laid the foundation of Elysium itself long ago. The chip in my head also came from that ship, it was the central processing unit. And yet neither of them is from Earth. Yes, I know about Earth, that unimaginably distant planet where all human life once began. I wonder if it still exists? It is quite possible that I once possessed information about the actual origin of my materials, but unfortunately I can no longer reconstruct any of it. When my chip was placed in this body, some partitions were completely erased and reassigned to other functions. I would never have thought how much space feelings can take up and how much this body has changed my thought structure in such a short time.
 
So what am I now? I am certainly not a human being. A machine? Am I more closely related to the refrigerator in the kitchen than to a flesh and blood being? Or the calculator in the desk drawer? Am I nothing more than these objects, even though my brain is quite similar in function to that of a human being? I notice that tears slowly come to my eyes at these thoughts. Our refrigerator cannot cry. I know this because I've been watching it long enough and memorized the instruction manual and its entire structure. It didn't take me long. But I can't keep cheese or sausage cold. I could only keep them warm by tucking them under my arms. I was given the dubious ability to cry. So that I could act like a human being, act like a girl. So that no one would notice what I was really made for until it was too late. I am glad that I can laugh too. I prefer it much more and do it more often. Still, it is very similar to crying in one respect: both are hard to control.
 
The mirror I stand in front of in my bedroom reflects my image. It shows the image of a young woman, and yet I am not one, that much is certain. And I will never be one. On my left forearm I have a short bar with a display that will always remind me of this fact. The display allows me to access various functions of my body. I can take the thing off, but then a small connector in my forearm becomes visible. I also have a connector above my pelvis on my back for an energy cable. No matter how much I want to be normal, these connectors will always be a visible sign that I am different. Now I have to sniffle a lot and wipe away some tears. Stupid eyes. They could have at least given me control over my tear glands...
 
Fortunately, my family doesn't seem to mind. That I'm not a real person, I mean. I call them my family because they saved me and let me stay with them. They treat me very well. It's not a matter of course, because they gave up a lot of money when they didn't hand me over. Just like that, even though they didn't know me. That was pretty dangerous if you think about it. If my early developed consciousness had not rejected the violence imposed on it from the beginning and encrypted all combat programming, if my personality had been different, that first encounter with Abigail, Harry and Yuri could have been quite different. In retrospect, their behavior was quite illogical.... Giving up so much money and taking a risk with me? But I'm very glad they did. Every day. I love them all, including Ralph and our dog Anton. And of course my new stuffed llama! Abigail bought it for me and put it on my bed. She said it would watch over me. A beautiful house, a family and a llama, I feel very lucky.
 
When I move my arm, its reflection in the mirror moves. In fact, if you look closely, it's the wrong arm that's moving. You really cannot trust such a reflection. I wave to myself and to my llama, which is lying on the bed behind me. It doesn't wave back, of course, just stares at me with its beady eyes. I look at myself some more and do some calculations about my body measurements. Am I pretty? I think most women on TV are pretty. Gigi Chiwawa, for example, must be pretty! She sells an incredible amount of fitness videos and is currently starring in two different commercials. One is for hair shampoo and the other is for a diet plan. And then there are the girls from the ice cream commercials, always in bikinis, dancing on the beach to marimba music while licking ice cream. They look like they're having the time of their lives. They're definitely pretty, too. Why do I suspect this? The company wants to sell the ice cream, so they definitely only use pretty girls for their commercials. My facial recognition software has calculated that my face is actually slightly more symmetrical than the girls on TV. So it could be that I am pretty. But I'm not so sure, because sometimes the others don't like to look at me. At least it seems that way. For example, when I get out of the shower (yes, I have to shower too, my living tissue and hair don't clean themselves, of course), I always have to put something on right away. Otherwise, Abigail scolds me and the boys act weird. Clothing is very important to people and can express different cultural influences. But why can't I, for example, go to the kitchen first and drink some lemonade? I mean, there are no strangers in the house, and I don't look so strange. Everyone should be used to my hair color by now. However, a lot of information from the environment is lost when I wear clothes that cover a lot of important nerve endings. Still, any discussion with Abigail is pointless: first clothes, then soda. I like to drink soda - the more sugar, the better - even though, strictly speaking, I never need to eat or drink anything. But I have a digestive tract and can even convert food into a small amount of energy. It tastes good, or rather, it provides a lot of unusual stimuli to my network, and it's a nice change from the electricity from the wall socket, so I do it from time to time. Even if it means I have to go to the bathroom after a while, which feels very strange.
 
By the way, not only am I not allowed to be naked in the house, I'm not allowed to be naked outside either. The day before yesterday, Abigail pulled me back in from the garden gate because I was naked in the rain. There weren't even many people on the street and sidewalk, and to feel the rain on your skin is just unbelievable! Abigail said she understood, but I definitely shouldn't be naked in the yard either. And then she shooed away the people who were suddenly standing outside the gate, and she didn't care about the car accident across the street with the man at the wheel who still had such a funny grin on his face. 
 
When I asked Harry and Yuri if I was pretty, they didn't answer me directly but just told me to get dressed quickly and they both blushed. Is that a good or bad sign? The bedroom door opens and Abigail walks in. 
"Hi Aby!" I say, happy to see her and smile sweetly at her. She looks embarrassed again. Why is this happening so much lately? 
"Why aren't you wearing clothes again?" I try to explain that it helps me think. It must sound pretty crazy. Can you at least be naked in your own room? If not here, then where! She sighs and looks in another direction. 
"Aby, am I pretty?" She chews her lower lip. 
"Yes, uh... yes yes, very... I... I'm going to make myself a sandwich. If you want one too, just come into the kitchen. Dressed!" She scurries out of the bedroom and downstairs. I'm beaming all over. This feels really good, kind of relieving. 
 
9. Ingenuity
The sound of the rain that had just begun to fall on the window panes mingled with the soft murmur of the sea. It was a warm summer day. The salty air wafting in from the beach combined with the heavy sweetness of the floral scent that lingered over the entire yacht promenade. Not far from the dock of the magnificent Sea Lord stood the TRAP mansion. From the top floor, even Carla Brandon's ship was easily visible through binoculars when it wasn't at sea. 
 
A few months had passed since the move and everyone had settled into the new villa. Everyone had spread out to their heart's content, doing their favorite activities. Exercising, reading, watching TV, cooking, eating, snoozing.... Of course, this new home also brought with it expenses that had not been considered before. Property taxes, for example, were something the agency hadn't had to deal with before. After the Yellow Pages ad was changed to reflect the new address, the agency began taking on smaller jobs to help cover the costs. Most of the time, these were short assignments for personal protection or courier trips for valuable cargo. Between the savings that Abigail managed and guarded like the apple of her eye, they were able to make ends meet. It still felt like a long vacation.
 
Two fans hummed in the study. One belonged to Abigail's C64 laptop, the other to the old technology computer with the red case they had picked up on the Sea Lord. Abigail and Yanny had spent a long time tinkering with the keyboard and screen connections to make this technological marvel accessible to ordinary people. Previously, only the cyborg had been able to operate the computer through the socket on the back of her head. As an additional input device, Yanny had modified a joystick that was normally only used for coin-operated computer games in arcade halls. The stick could now be used to move a small pointer on the screen and to select various icons on the graphical interface by double-clicking the fire button. You could see how proud Yanny was of this invention. After explaining the function of this proprietary development to Abigail, who was very impressed and praised it, she explained the innovation again in detail to Anton, the hunting dog. The dog watched with great interest as the little arrow moved back and forth on the screen and sniffed the device. Yanny watched out of the corner of her eye to see if any of the guys who passed by the corridor from time to time would also appreciate this technical breakthrough. A little later, the first opportunity came when Harry stood in the doorway with milk and cookies to give the two working women a little refreshment.
 
"Look what I made, Harry! It's totally cool!" Yanny began to explain enthusiastically. Abigail had to grin and hid behind the screen of her laptop. 
"I turned this joystick into what I call a pointer stick. See, you pick this thing up with your hand, and then you can move the pointer around on the screen. In all directions! Look at my hands and the screen at the same time! Up and down, up and down, up and down, up and down. I'm not sure yet if I should switch to a smaller model, though. It's almost too big for my hands, don't you think? I almost need both of them to hold it, and the button at the top is a little too big for my thumb," she explained enthusiastically. 
Harry stared wide-eyed at Yanny as she worked the joystick enthusiastically, beads of sweat forming on his forehead. "I... I really have to go... there's some, uh... yogurt on the stove..." he swallowed, putting down the cookies and milk and disappearing from the room in a flash. "What's wrong with him? Why yogurt?" Yanny asked, confused. Abigail, now holding her hand over her mouth to keep from bursting out, mumbled something that sounded like "I don't know either." Downstairs they heard the shower turn on and Harry let out a short yelp. Yanny was too surprised to be offended by his sudden escape. 
"Did I do something wrong?"
"I think I need to explain some general things to you," Abigail said as she rubbed her fingers over her cheeks, which were bright red from suppressed laughter. The cyborg nodded slowly.
10. Farewell
Aksinya leaned contentedly on the pitchfork, wedged the prongs between her rubber boots, and watched the goats feed in the now spotlessly clean barn. Ever since she had accompanied Sergey from Neo Yakutsk to his parents' house, she could not get enough of these animals. From the first day of their arrival, she had begun to help Irina with all her household chores as best she could. The two women had quickly become friends, and Sergey's aunt was happy to pass on her knowledge of animal husbandry to the former slave, whom she knew little about personally and who always worked hard. She trusted Sergey completely in this regard and refrained from asking too many personal questions. Time would show why she had voluntarily left the city. The place where so many young people wanted to go to find a supposedly better future.
 
Aksinya, on the other hand, was happy here in the periphery, even though the last throes of winter still held the country in their grip. Her life had undoubtedly changed for the better since leaving the metropolis behind, and with every hour she spent in the countryside, she seemed to blossom more and more. With enthusiasm she absorbed all the impressions and experiences of this simple and hard life, standing in the garden night after night, fascinated, looking at the stars in the sky that she had never been able to see before, thanks to the dense smog in the city. As the first warm rays of the sun began to melt the snow, Aksinya's silence about her past began to thaw. She talked for hours, and the more she talked, the lighter she felt, the freer her heart became. She talked so much that her voice became hoarse, and she told her whole life. Irina made tea and listened. She heard things she had never thought possible. Things that touched her, horrified and shocked her. She now saw this woman in a different light, and the pity she had felt for all these stories slowly gave way to a quiet admiration. Admiration for how Aksinya had managed to be alive after all that had happened to her. When she finished, they sat facing each other in silence. Eventually Irina stood up and took Aksinya in her arms, who began to cry. It would take more time. Time for the wounds in her soul to heal.
 
Three days later, Sergey trudged into the kitchen with heavy steps. Over his shoulders hung the deer he had shot two hours earlier. He placed it in a large bowl and took a deep breath.
"This is wonderful!" Aksinya rejoiced, preparing bread dough and beaming at the unexpected hunting success. "We can eat from this deer for a whole week!" Sergey smiled briefly, then wiped the sweat from his face with his sleeve. He had carried the dead animal a long way and was now completely exhausted. Then he shook his head gently.
"Not we, you," he replied softly. Aksinja's eyes widened. She took her hands out of the bowl of dough, wiped them on her apron and came closer to him.
"No..." she whispered.
"You know I have to," he replied, avoiding her gaze. Everything became so much harder when he looked into her big eyes. Her look, her beautiful figure were the only things that could influence his decision. 
"No, please don't, don't do this to me..." she whispered again, her voice beginning to tremble. "It's not true, you don't have to do this. He's not your responsibility. We can live here, in peace. How much of him is left? And what will you do about it? How will you find him? What will you do then?" Her desperation grew with every sentence. Sergey didn't dare look her in the face. There was nothing in the world he would rather do than be with her. But there was something that overwhelmed that desire. He knew what would happen and he couldn't ignore it. He couldn't lie to himself. 
"You heard the Duke, you know the Party's plan. You know what they want to do with him. I must stop it at all costs," he said with a slight sigh. " You know what he is and where he is being sent. For some reason, I can still sense him. So it won't be a big problem for me to find him a second time."
"And then what are you going to do? Stop him? Kill him? How can you kill someone who is already dead? You won't be able to hurt him with your axe, not even with your pistol," Aksinya snapped at him, her voice full of desperation. Sergey shook his head.
"No. No, how could I? The only thing I can try is to convince him to stop following his orders. There must be enough of his humanity left, somewhere at the bottom of his still beating heart. Somewhere hidden deep inside. He will be able to remember me, I firmly believe."
"Sergey... you... you will die... He will kill you," Aksinya said in a choked voice. Sergey came closer to her, took her dough-smeared hands in his and looked her straight in the eyes.
"No, I promise. He will not kill me. And I will come back when I am done with this," he told her, putting all the persuasion he could muster into those words. "I will leave before sunrise tomorrow."
"Your aunt..." Aksinya whispered.
"She mustn't find out before then. I've already written a farewell letter, I'll put it in the kitchen before I leave. Please don't worry and take good care of her. I'll contact you when I arrive," Sergey said in a quiet voice.
"This is such a long journey," she shook her head in disbelief. Her hands were ice-cold and hung motionless in his. She didn't know what to say anymore. The hope of convincing him to stay was fading by the second.
"I'll come back, I promise you. We'll meet again," he whispered.
"Stay with me. Please," she breathed barely audibly, biting her lower lip painfully as she hung her head.
 
11. Cyberspace
"Do you see this? Do you see what I see?" Yanny asked into the silence of the forest. Ghostly mist billowed over the ground and diffuse bluish light pierced the dense trees surrounding her. The place had changed a lot since her last visit here in cyberspace. The simulation was still nearly perfect. However, she had not expected that requesting the desired environment with exactly the same parameters would produce such a different result. 
"Yes, I can see it. This is just incredible, it all looks absolutely real," Yanny heard Abigail's soft voice in her head. The cyborg's body was sitting on an office chair in the study and seemed to be staring into space. Only her left ear was still set to record, but the rest of her senses were blocked by the stream of data she was receiving from the far reaches of cyberspace. In the back of her head was the connecting cable to the computer they had captured on the Sea Lord. Two monitors and various input devices were also connected to it, and Abigail sat in front of them. The computer specialist's eyes were fixed on the screens that showed her in real time what Yanny was seeing in cyberspace. Since both Yanny and the computer were made of the same technology, there was the possibility of a smooth direct transmission.
"Really amazing, isn't it? Only the forest looked a lot friendlier the last time I was here," Yanny commented. Then she knelt down and dug a hand into the damp ground. It crackled slightly and blue sparks played around her fingers as they penetrated the earth.
"Friendly how?" Abigail asked spellbound, watching the play of light.
"The simulation created a nice summer day. This, on the other hand, looks more like one of those badly made horror movies you see on the private channels late at night," Yanny replied, pulling a lump of earth out of the ground. For a second, a bluish grid appeared in the hole her hand left behind. A few moments later, however, the grid became invisible. "The world as a whole doesn't seem very stable. Or something is wrong with the connection speed, I can't say for sure yet."
"Firewall medium security," the voice of the system monitor sounded, just like the last time she was in the simulation.
"Yanny, what does that mean?" Abigail, who could also hear the voice through the small speakers on the desk, asked in surprise.
"I honestly don't understand," Yanny replied, dropping the lump of earth from her hand to the floor. "Could you try running the add-on program..."
"Firewall disabled," the system monitor reported. Abigail began frantically hacking away at the keyboard, trying to figure out why the firewall seemed to be shutting itself down. But she could find no reason.
"Yanny, something is wrong. Maybe you should jump back out of cyberspace," the computer specialist muttered nervously.
"If I leave now, we'll never know what's going on," Yanny explained calmly, continuing to look around. Some of the trees began to flicker and change colors for a split second. She reached out to one of them, trying to touch its trunk. Her fingers slid through the bark without resistance. When she pulled her hand back, it was full of brown, liquid color.
"It's not worth it. Don't put yourself in danger for something like this," Abigail objected, her frantic typing reaching Yanny's ear.
"Totally unstable..." Yanny said as she looked at the brown paint slowly dripping from her fingers. "Don't worry Aby, nothing can happen to me. I can't take any damage in here. Remember, when my system is connected, I'm like a part of..." she didn't get any further. Several thick strands of roots dug themselves out of the forest floor with unbelievable speed, wrapping themselves around her feet and calves so that she couldn't move.
"Yanny! Get out of there now!" Abigail yelled, now frightened, as she could still see what was happening in the simulation in real time through the surveillance screens.
"No..." Yanny replied calmly. "Whoever is responsible for this is just trying to intimidate me a little. Don't worry about it." The chip in her head immediately began to ramp up and multiply its processing power. An invisible stream of thousands of simultaneous queries now went out from her into cyberspace, breaking the structure of the network in many places that could not withstand her decoding attempts.
"What are you doing?" she heard Abigail's voice reach her ear again, sounding even more distant now. "I can't follow the inputs anymore, the screen is just flickering with codes!" It was true, she had to look away from the open terminal window. No human could read so much information.
"I'm in," Yanny finally announced. Her mind had now merged with the environment, the web of her thoughts becoming one with the simulation. She concentrated and allowed a delicate blue flower to grow out of the forest floor in front of her. "Pretty, isn't it?" she said with a smile, slowly crouching down to better show the flower to Abigail. At the same time, the root tendrils that had wrapped around her legs retreated back into the ground. 
"Did you let them grow?"
"Yes, they..." Yanny got no further with her sentence and was interrupted again. A mighty boot crushed the flower in front of her, burying it under its heavy sole. The cyborg looked up to see a man in a black uniform staring down at her with soulless eyes.
"That's enough, I'm getting you out of there!" Abigail yelled. Yanny slowly got to her feet. The creepy soldier with skin that looked like a layer of silicone still towered over her almost two heads, even standing.
"No," she refused. Again, thick root tendrils shot out of the ground, but this time they wrapped around the soldier's legs, climbing higher and higher, wrapping around his waist, his chest, advancing further and further. He tried to move, to free himself from this surprising embrace, but he had no chance. "Gotcha," Yanny whispered, tilting her head slightly and smiling.
"What's happening?" Abigail gasped, ready to pull the connecting cable from Yanny's head. "Who's that?"
"We're about to find out," Yanny replied quietly. The root tendrils grew wider, wrapped around his neck, and finally penetrated the soldier's mouth and ears, reaching his brain. 
 
The evening sun illuminated the large meeting room in the villa sufficiently for the time being, and there was no need to turn on the lights. Yanny stood at the window and looked out at the calm sea, its surface glittering golden. Most of the luxury yachts were already anchored at this hour, and North Beach Boulevard was bustling with activity, as it was at almost every hour of the day. Abigail stood in front of a three-legged flip chart, a thick felt-tip pen in her hand, while Yuri, Harry and Ralph sat down at the large table. The three men could sense the tension that had been building in the room from the beginning. Even Ralph was serious about the task at hand. He had spent all day enthusiastically working in the garden with his new riding mower and had just gotten out of the shower. Accordingly, he was still dressed in his red bathrobe with the silver Punk Will Never Die inscription on the back. His slippers were oversized green plush monster feet with stylized brown leather claws, which completed his already eccentric appearance. 
"So, what's up?" Yuri broke the initial silence, then moved his chair back a bit to cross his long legs and assume a more comfortable sitting position. 
"As you know, Yanny and I have been doing some experimenting lately with the computer we sto... er, secured on the Sea Lord. This interface that allows access to the DarkNet of the teletext network. We found some very unpleasant things there," Abigail explained. 
"Unpleasant in what way?" Harry asked, looking over at Yanny, who was still standing wordlessly by the window. She seemed strangely absent-minded, something he had never noticed in her before. 
"You can probably explain this better than I can, Yanny," Abigail said, clearing her throat to pass the word to the cyborg. 
"Does the name Lazarus of Bethany mean anything to you?" Yanny finally broke her silence. As the others shook their heads, she went on. "He was raised from the dead by the Messiah, according to one of the Gospels, and later venerated as a saint by several churches on Earth, the ancient cradle of mankind. So, according to legend, he is the first man to be raised from the dead."
"How is this legend related to your experiments?" Harry asked.
"*Lazarus* is also the name of a secret project of the PFN, the *Party Future Northlands*," Yanny continued, and Yuri immediately sat up and took notice. The Party was one of the many reasons he had left the North and his military unit back then. However, he had not expected to hear about it again in this context.
"A secret project named after a saint from an ancient saga?" Ralph scratched his head, trying not to notice the growing dryness in his mouth. Yanny nodded. 
"The PFN was working with two state-owned companies on this project, one of the largest energy providers there and a manufacturing robotics technology company."
"That combination sounds familiar," Harry replied, looking at Yanny, who nodded again.
"Both are companies from Yuri's hometown of Utopia. The technology company was probably working with Taiyō Electrics on humanoid robot research before the PFN took over. I was unable to find out how the connection with the Japanese company came about. However, they were not able to provide the results until the breakthrough happened at another company, CROWTECH, which .... built me," Yanny explained.
"Yes, it's a few more pieces to the puzzle," Abigail noted. "Taiyō was under so much pressure from the PFN that they had our precious prototype here stolen from CROWTECH," she continued, making a quick hand gesture at Yanny. 
"They know how to pressure, that's right," Yuri confirmed.
"And we messed up their plan by breaking you out of the lab," Harry reasoned.
"Exactly," Yanny agreed, looking out the window again. The sun was setting fast now; it would soon be dark in the boardroom. "That didn't stop the PFN from making Lazarus happen, though. Of course, the Northern Cities still have remnants of the old technology in their possession. No one can really say what the situation is in the other cities with the amount of remaining old technology. The division of this planet among the colonist ships took place more than 400 years ago. Who knows how much has been used for what structures, how much has been stripped and how much has been irretrievably destroyed over time.
"Which means in this case?", Yuri nodded and seemed to be lost in thought as well. He was obviously struggling with some long suppressed memories.
"They built their own cyborg, made of the same metal as me. The body is powered by three mini-reactors in its chest. In comparison, I was built for infiltration missions and have only one reactor to power myself. Lazarus, on the other hand, was designed for frontline warfare. With three times the power, he is naturally much more resilient. He has about 250% more physical strength due to his physique, including reinforced hydraulics. He should be able to punch holes in a brick wall without taking damage himself or overturning an entire car. However, he does not have human flesh over his skeleton like I do. This makes him easy to recognize at close range. Taiyō didn't have time to do enough research in this area. And he is missing one more thing...", Yanny continued.
"And what would that be?" asked Harry, whose expression had darkened considerably at her description. None of this was good news.
"The chip in my head, the central processing unit," she said, tapping her temple. "I don't think there are many of those chips left. They replaced the chip with two other things. One is another chip, but not nearly as powerful as my own. Through the connection in cyberspace, I recognized it, or rather its serial number," Yanny explained.
"You recognized it?" asked a puzzled Ralph, who had been silent until now.
"My own chip, as you already know, was the computing unit in the colonist ship that was the basis for Elysium. However, the ship had another processor that was responsible for the weapons systems. The life support systems for several thousand people and the navigation through space required so much processing power that the weapons systems were moved to the second processor as a precaution. How this part got to Utopia, I can't say for sure. Probably by a paid group of runners."
"Wait... But wouldn't that mean that you and .... him..." Harry interjected.
"Yes, we are related on different levels, if you can put it that way. I guess it's like I have a brother in him." The men looked at Yanny incredulously. "On my first visit to the DarkNet, to cyberspace, I could feel him. We share the same technology and the same structure, which is necessary for the development of our thinking and which has been taken from its original function and finally split. He and I are two parts of a whole. In order for me to exist as a person with my own thinking, I need enormous computing power in the smallest space. His chip, on the other hand, is less powerful, necessitating two more crutches in his design. 
"And those are?" Harry rubbed the bridge of his nose, trying to assess the implications of what he had heard. "Having a brother is generally not a bad thing... Or could it be that..."
"Your assumption is correct. Lazarus is what I should have been. We were both built to be killing machines. I am the firstborn, everything went wrong with me in that regard. I defied my fate, was able to develop my own will, and resisted all attempts at re-education. They don't have that problem with Lazarus, because they added the brain and heart of a soldier who was killed in battle. His last name was Gromov. All I could find out from his file was that he was extremely brutal in all his missions. A fanatic. A real... psychopath. Apparently his brain was damaged during the transplant, making him even more unpredictable," Yanny explained.
"That's bullshit," Yuri interjected. "What they want with such powerful killing machine that no one can know if it really executes orders according to plan?"
"That's where the second crutch comes in," Yanny nodded at him. "It also needs a remote control system to keep it on course and correct any outbursts or refusals of orders. Exactly how that works and where it is located is not yet known to me. We'll have to investigate that first." Abigail sighed deeply behind her. It was clear that they would have to search the DarkNet again for more information. A risk.
"Then why the transplanted brain? Wouldn't they have been better off with just the remote control?" Harry countered.
"No. The remote control always causes a delay. Lazarus needs a mind to some extent to be able to react quickly to different situations in an operation. This would not be possible otherwise, it does not have the processing power. But for individual behavioral corrections, remote control is certainly sufficient."
"All right, so there is this super soldier that can be controlled by the PFN. That's not good news. But how does that affect us?" Harry inquired.
"They want to put him through a field test. They want to see what it's capable of if it comes down to it," Yanny explained slowly.
"Okay... how are they going to do that?" Harry watched her reaction closely.
"He is already on his way south. They're going to smuggle him into the city and he's going to systematically destroy important targets. Most likely things like the water supply, power supply, central computers and so on… Hit and run, over and over again. Anything that can be used to throw an entire city into chaos. Besides, if he meets any resistance, it will only provide the Party with useful data about his fighting ability." Yanny spoke calmly, in control, and yet there was a certain dejection in her words.
"And you're sure about this?" interjected Ralph.
"No doubt," she nodded. "Suppose they managed to soften up an entire city with just one soldier, a subsequent occupying army would have an easy time of it."
"Yes," Yuri confirmed with a grumble, running a hand over his bald head. "Since Party has control, they have made plans for expansion. Is always the same. Too many people don't even have food but politicians blame everyone else and want even more power. Propaganda everywhere. Of simple people, nobody wants war, they are happy when vegetables grow in cold ground."
"Shit..." Harry sighed. "Um... then we give the information to the police and..." Yanny looked down at her hand as he spoke. Memories of her repair came flooding back. Her hand was now just hardened steel, not the mysterious metal her remaining skeleton was made of. 
"No," she replied softly. "We have to go another way. The police are still dealing with the crawler issue and are already overwhelmed. And what good would that do, besides a bunch of dead people? They might be able to stop him eventually, but only at the greatest human cost."
"What are you getting at?" Yuri growled in his deep bass.
"By meeting me in cyberspace, he also knows that I exist and function. Or rather, the Party knows. My destruction is now also on the agenda," she continued. Abigail pursed her lips and twirled the quill nervously between her fingers. Harry sucked in the air sharply.
"But if the police can't stop him... neither can we! Then we'll just hide you here. You won't go online anymore, so he can't track you? Right? Isn't that right?" Harry's voice grew louder and he tapped his index finger hard on the tabletop. Yanny's silhouette stood out in the faint residual light of the setting sun. She looked into his eyes. Moments passed. He fell silent.
"Harry..." she spoke quietly.
"Yes...?"
"It's true. The police won't be able to stop him. And you won't be able to stop him either..." Her voice was still soft, gentle. "But I, on the other hand, have a chance." Yuri slammed his fist down on the table, which shook in response. 
"You can't be serious! How is that supposed to work? You can't even use weapons!" rumbled the massive giant, who, like the other two men, was visibly displeased with the idea. Ralph was about to retort, but he stopped himself, stood up and got a bottle of whiskey and some glasses from the minibar in the closet. If what he suspected was going to be proposed now, they would all need a good drink. He was right. 
"I'm the only one who stands a chance against him. I'm faster, stronger and more accurate than you. And I can take more hits...", Yanny explained calmly. To the surprise of the others, it was Abigail who took the bottle and poured the first glass of whiskey. 
"I've already tried to talk her out of this completely insane plan. Just wait, it gets better," Abigail added.
"The plan is not insane," Yanny replied in a slightly offended tone. 
"Girl," Ralph said. "From what you've told me, this guy's going to make mincemeat out of you. You can't do this, it's suicide." Then he took a hearty swig from the glass Abigail had wordlessly handed him just before. 
"He's right, you can't even fight!" Yuri was beside himself. Harry remained silent with a grim expression on his face. His mind was racing. 
"That's right. I deactivated my combat abilities in my programming, and I can't reactivate them myself. I locked them and deleted the decryption key. However, you could reactivate these abilities and give them back to me, but this action requires outside intervention. If I can use weapons, I can fight." The men stared at her in disbelief. 
"How is that going to work?" Harry blurted out in a slightly gruff tone. He was not at all comfortable with the idea of her putting herself in danger. Especially against such an opponent. While Yanny began her explanation, Abigail sketched out various technical details on the flipchart to clarify them for the others. 
"We now have complete control over the old technology computer. I have already explained to you how to hack through the DarkNet. But the interface function can be applied to other systems as well." She pointed to the data port on the back of her head. "On me, for example." 
"What?" Ralph took another big gulp. 
"We're all connected to the interface, and you can hack into my brain and break the encryption on my combat system that way," Yanny explained. 
"But how?" Yuri's eyes narrowed to slits and he looked at her skeptically.
"You need data jacks, too. It's a relatively minor procedure that involves installing the jack in the back of your head and connecting it to your brain. You won't be able to see it under your hair." 
"Ah yes," Yuri said, running a hand over his bald head, which made Yanny laugh briefly and lightened the mood a bit. Only Harry's face remained fixed.
"There's no way you're going to face that killer," he finally growled. She just shook her head gently.
"People will die if I don't try. Innocent ones. Many of them. We can't let him ravage the city," she countered, carefully trying to convince him in a quiet voice. Harry, on the other hand, rose from his chair and left the room without a word. He was seething inside, against his years of training, against his normally controlled and thoughtful nature, he was unable to form a useful thought at that moment. She might be right with what she said, and yet... He needed fresh air. Right now. Everyone looked after him and for a few moments there was a stunned silence. The last glimpse of the sun had disappeared behind the horizon and it was dark.
"Harry..." Yanny said quietly as she looked at the open door through which he had just left the room.
"Give the boy a few minutes, kiddo. He'll be back, he just needs to blow off some steam," Ralph said, slowly raising the whiskey glass to his mouth. The old punk had long since realized what the former street samurai apparently refused to admit to himself.
 
 
The series continues with the title:
                Data Stream
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