                Death smiles at all of us,
                the only thing we can do is smile back.
                                Marcus Aurelius
 
1. Sunset
Almost three weeks had passed since their last meeting. It was precious time that was slipping through their fingers, for they didn't know how much of it they had left. Artyom Gromov, the powerful cyborg of Project Lazarus, was on his way south to Elysium. Once he reached the city, he could pose a greater danger to its inhabitants than the crawler threat, which was now largely contained. Of course, the TRAP agency had not been idle. They had needed time to prepare their plan, though it had not been an easy undertaking for anyone involved. In more ways than one.
"Let me check the place again to make sure everything has healed properly," Yanny said, looking over at Harry who had taken a seat to her right as the rising wind played with her hair. The two of them had settled right on the roof of the headquarters, the sprawling and luxurious mansion on North Beach. They watched the sunset from there. The roof had its own access and a round concrete platform that, judging by its dimensions, was probably intended as a helipad. However, the previous owner never seemed to have used it. Harry smiled now, but did not take his eyes off the glaring light that tinted the horizon a fiery orange.
"What place do you want to see?" he asked. Actually, he wasn't sure if she meant his slowly recovering ribs or the new implant Yuri, Abigail and he had had Dr. Frank Stein put in. The doctor had not become any more sympathetic to him since their last visit, but at least he knew his craft and had a lot of practice at what he was doing. The cost of the treatments was also kept within reasonable limits, unless you specifically asked for a government license.
"The back of your head," she explained as a matter of course, moving a little closer to him. "Your chest, meanwhile, is healing quite well, I can tell by the depth of your breathing. However, you'll have to let me examine the area more closely. By the way, you didn't take your calcium tablets today. There are still 32 in the box in the kitchen, just like last ni..." she continued.
"Yanny..." he interrupted her with a sigh.
"What is it?" She looked at him with expectant eyes and made an innocent face. She also raised her voice slightly to hide the fact that she was overdoing it again.
"What did we say about permanent scanning of bodily functions?" he asked, raising his eyebrows. She avoided him, turned her eyes back to the setting sun and began to play with a strand of her hair, giving the impression that she needed to think before answering. Harry had to pull himself together to keep from grinning broadly. She was feigning ignorance quite well, even though her internal memory would have allowed her to replay conversations from months ago with exact wording.
"I'm just worried," she replied quietly, continuing to curl the purple strand of hair around her index finger. They were both silent for a few moments. From time to time, the sound of passing cars and the voices of passersby drifted up to them. Many of them were on their way to the North Beach boardwalk to join the nightlife that was beginning to pick up.
"Yeah, me too," Harry finally nodded, his voice taking on a serious tone again. The upcoming plan would lead to Yanny fighting the cyborg from the Northern Cities sooner or later. He hated the idea, everything in him was against it. She looked at him again, then slowly reached out her hand and gently pushed down the black bandana he wore to hide the freshly operated area and the shaved hair there. Then she felt carefully up his neck to the spot on the back of his head where a jack for a data cable was now implanted. The jack was as small as a dime, and in two months his hair would completely cover the area again. Sensors in Yanny's fingertips allowed her to determine the temperature of his skin, and a quick zoom of her eyes told her that everything was completely healed. The tissue had bonded flawlessly to the implant, both superficially and deeply. Harry had sat motionless during this little examination.
"Everything is perfectly healed," she said. "And don't worry, the plan will work. You are now ready to connect with my subconscious and remove the barrier to my fighting abilities. The rest will be easy," she went on. She sounded confident, but not completely convinced of her own statement. How could she be, considering what kind of opponent this Gromov was. Harry pressed his lips together and exhaled audibly. He cursed himself for not coming up with a better plan to stop this fighting machine. 
"What if it's not easy? What if you lose? What if he damages you or d you?" he retorted.
"Then you do the rest. I'll at least make sure he can't do any more damage. Trust me," she replied. Harry's fingers now gripped the shingles he was sitting on.
"You say that so easily, as if it wouldn't be much of a problem if it actually came to that," he replied in a sharper tone than he had intended. She flinched slightly.
"Harry?" she replied carefully.
"Yes?" he returned after a few moments.
"Imagine having a computer. One like Abigail's, the laptop she's been carrying around since Ralph traded it for her at Bonzo's. She's told me the story before."
"Hmm...yeah, well, okay, but what does that have to do with anything?" Harry looked at her questioningly.
"Well, imagine you have a second computer, you take the processor out and connect it to the first one, so it has twice the power, or rather can calculate more things at once," she continued. Harry nodded, but still looked at her uncomprehendingly.
"Twice as much..." he repeated.
"And then two more processors, so you'll have four in total, quadrupling the power."
"Um, yeah?" He still had no idea what she was getting at.
"Now imagine you have a hundred of these processors... and then a thousand. Put them all together and you get unimaginably powerful computing power...  Harry?", her voice had taken on an unfamiliar tone that he hadn't heard from her before. He looked directly into her eyes. They were enchantingly beautiful, and yet he could read nothing in them. He suspected that she was trying to prevent him from doing so by suppressing the reaction of her pupils.
"Yes?" he asked back quietly.
"Tell me, how many processors do you need to link together so that they eventually become human? How much processing power do you need?" Harry's face contorted slightly at this statement and he shook his head.
"Is that what this is about? You mean, because you're not human, it's not so bad if you actually get destroyed during this mission? Is that it? Because you have no organic *life* to lose?" Again, his tone was harsher than he intended. Then something unexpected happened. She slowly lowered her head and two tears ran down her cheeks. Harry was stunned at first. He knew she was capable of all sorts of physical reactions, but he had never seen her cry. He took off his scarf and gently dabbed at her cheeks.
"I'm sorry, I can't really control it. This emotion thing is..." she started to explain. Harry just shook his head gently again and slowly lowered the scarf.
"What would you do if I died? So far, everything has turned out well, but we still don't have a safe job with this agency. That's what we decided to do, and we've already won more than we ever dared to dream. Still, it could happen someday, couldn't it? So how would you feel if I died? Or Abigail? Yuri? Ralph?"
"I don't know what I'd do if you died. It would be terrible, it's the most terrible thing I can imagine," she replied meekly. 
"Then you know what it would be like for me. What makes you think it would be any different for me if something happened to you? I don't care if you're human or not. I may not fully understand how you were made and how you function, but it doesn't matter. You exist, you are sitting here next to me... you *live*. And I firmly believe that if there were more like you, the world would be a better place. I have never met a kinder, more helpful person," he said calmly. She blushed and finally nodded, almost imperceptibly. He smiled at her, watching her. She no longer avoided his gaze, she was still close to him. Suddenly, he noticed how fast his heart began to beat. A feeling as if he lost himself in her gaze, as if he had a thick lump in his throat. What was this? It came sometimes in the rare moments when they were both alone. Was it her eyes that had suddenly returned to their usual warm and gentle expression? Was it her appearance that seemed so attractive and yet so vulnerable at the same time? Could it really be that...? He wanted to protect her from all the evils of this world as much as he could. But how long would he be able to do that? Because of her nature, she could theoretically exist for hundreds of years without any problems... He was also aware of this. He had been carrying these thoughts and feelings around with him for quite some time, but without finding a clear answer to these confusing emotions. He had to admit that he was not the best when it came to emotions. In his job, he had always had to suppress them as much as possible in order to keep a clear head in dangerous situations, although he had not always succeeded.
"I think I understand now," Yanny finally replied quietly. Then she moved closer so that their upper arms touched. As another light breeze came up, he felt her hand on his, still resting on one of the wide roof tiles. He wanted to say something, but his mouth went dry as she gently ran her fingers over the back of his hand. 
"Yanny..." he croaked in a hushed voice.
"You know how we only touch when we're fixing each other?" she answered just as softly, a smile playing around her lips. "Have you ever noticed that?" He had to concentrate to answer her unexpected question. 
"Thinking back, yes, you're right," he replied. He had removed the bullet from her abdomen back on the Sea Lord, which had penetrated all the way to her spine. Yanny, on the other hand, had always taken care of his broken ribs and other injuries. 
"Only once, on the ship, did you take my hand to pull me away from that sniffing ring announcer," she continued. He nodded and smiled. Then he turned his hand and took hers, sliding his fingers into hers. 
"You remember that little detail?"
"Of course," she replied, pursing her lips. "I can tell you the date and the exact time, I remember it. I keep important events in my archives forever." His heart beat a little faster and he was aware that it was almost impossible that she hadn't noticed. That touch, that brief gesture had been so important to her that she had stored it in her memory forever.... Was there perhaps a real possibility that...? 
"Damn, I'm going crazy here!" Ralph's loud voice rumbled up from below. Then there was a crash and more angry noises.
"Huh?" Yanny said, getting up to walk further forward on the roof and look down. Harry grunted in displeasure. Why did they have to be disturbed at this particular moment? What was it this time? He got up as well and cautiously walked forward. Ralph was standing below, kicking the bumper of the agency car once more, its hood open.
"What's going on?" Harry called down. Ralph, who looked up in surprise to see the two on the roof, gave them a quick wave. 
"I don't know what's wrong with the car. Of course it must be now, when I wanted to go shopping. There are shortened hours in the neighborhood today, and now the damn car has to die on me!" he cursed.
"I can take a look at it in a minute," Yanny replied. There was no doubt that she would find the fault, as she had a good eye for mechanical things. Of course, Ralph knew that too.
"Yes, of course, madam. Okay, I'll take the lawn mower instead. Takes a little longer, but it's better than walking," the old punk yelled back in relief. He knew his car like the back of his hand, but he was still glad for her help.
"The lawn mower?!" Harry asked somewhat incredulously. The question was answered by Ralph's grumbling laugh as he trudged over to his riding mower, parked on the east side of the garden fence. He loved that thing, and the mansion's lawn looked squeaky clean from its extensive use. 
"Sure!" he bleated from below. Then he jumped on the mower and started the engine. Booming rattles filled the romantic evening silence as Ralph drove the misappropriated vehicle toward the gate, then turned onto the road at a walking pace and with a loud *Yeehaw!*. 
"There goes another nasty letter from the neighbors," Harry sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose.
"No problem, I've already created a folder to collect them all. There have been quite a few lately," Yanny chuckled and then walked slowly towards the roof hatch. "I'll take a look at the engine. We may need the car quickly, you shouldn't put something like that on the back burner," she explained dutifully. She loved to make herself useful.  
"Uh-huh," Harry replied slightly sourly. He watched as she slowly disappeared through the hatch. Then her head popped up again and she smiled at him, only to disappear again. That made him laugh. Then he trotted to the hatch as well. His stomach announced itself. It was time to prepare dinner.
  
2. The long way south
Sergey bravely held on to the crossbar that provided the necessary stability for the vehicle not far from the front axle of the van, while the heavy diesel engine roared above him. He had made himself a tightly stretched suspension of three wide leather belts the previous night to be able to hide under the truck as a stowaway. However, he had underestimated the permanent vibrations of the vehicle due to the bad road conditions, as he now had to painfully admit to himself. Too often, he had to compensate for the swaying with his arms in order to keep his balance and not slip. If he made a mistake in the process, in the worst case he would be dragged for miles to his death.
"What a fucking stupid idea!" he hissed angrily and grimly to himself, while his arms got more and more tired. In the parking lot where the journey had begun, there had been no possibility to hide at least in the interior of one of the trucks that were now on their way south. On the way towards Elysium. However, these were not normal military trucks, but vehicles of this mysterious special unit, to which his brother now belonged. They were painted black and bore the image of the bear's head with crossed swords on the doors of the cabs. It was the symbol of the Prizraki, the *Ghosts*. The Duke had helped him one more time and had given him the information by telephone when and where exactly the departure of his brother would take place. This time, however, he wanted nothing in return except a detailed personal report from Sergey once he was back in the north. This eccentric man seemed to be very curious himself about how this matter would develop further. 
 
The convoy had unexpectedly grown to eight vehicles. The three vans from the parking lot had been joined by two tank trucks, two light tanks, and another truck from an outpost. According to the lord, his brother Artyom had been in one of the first three vans. However, he must have been loaded into the truck before Sergey arrived, because he had not noticed that Artyom had gotten in while he waited all night for the departure in his makeshift and uncomfortable hammock. To keep track of time, Sergey had bought a wristwatch from a traveling merchant. Unfortunately, it didn't seem to be very reliable; the minute hand got stuck on the hour hand much too easily. However, the constant vibrations of the journey were good for the watch's performance. A glance at the dial told him that the journey had now lasted four and a half hours when the convoy suddenly stopped in a patch of forest. He sighed and let his arms fall back in exhaustion until they almost touched the ground. Finally, a break. But wait, why did they stop in the middle of nowhere? The area was practically uninhabited. If they had wanted to, they would have had the opportunity to stop in at least one of the small towns that lay along this road every 70 to 80 kilometers. But when the doors of the vehicles opened and the soldiers got out and started talking, it quickly became clear what the problem was. Apparently, two trees had fallen and were blocking the road. Sergey turned his head with difficulty and looked around as far as he could. The thick, big tires of the other vehicles, the legs of the soldiers, then he saw the tree trunks... The convoy could not avoid the obstacle, the vegetation on both sides of the road was too dense, and the ground off the road was probably too soft for the massive transporters. 
"Should we let the cyborg out? He can easily pull the logs away," he heard one of the soldiers say not far from him, and Sergei winced. 
"No, too dangerous. He'll stay on standby until he reconnects. We shouldn't take any chances until he's connected to Base 2," another countered.
"But he's been downgraded to Command Level 5 for the trip as a precaution, he'll obey any of us. What's the problem? Why should we work our backs off now if..." the first voice objected defensively.
"And what if he doesn't for some reason? He's still too unstable for me. What if he suddenly gets some stupid ideas out here?" another interrupted in an energetic, commanding tone. "So forget it, get the chainsaw and axes out of Transporter 1 and get to work! But don't bump into the chest!"
"Yes, sir," the others confirmed the order resignedly and made their way to the transporter that stood directly behind the one Sergei had strapped himself to. Number 1 then, he thought to himself and his thoughts began to race. He couldn't stay here, sooner or later he would run out of strength. The soldiers opened the back door of the wagon and stocked up on tools, then began to dismantle the tree trunks. Could he really dare, should he take the risk? If they found him here, it would be over. He would not be able to stop his brother. Should he do it anyway? Beads of sweat appeared on his forehead and with shaking hands he slowly loosened one belt buckle after the other, lowering himself to the ground as quietly as possible with great body control. The soldiers seemed to be distracted enough. Sergei almost didn't dare breathe as he slowly crawled backwards on all fours.
"Please don't look under the damn truck right now! Just don't look my way!" he kept thinking. His body was stiff from hours in that tense position, every joint and every movement aching. Anxiously, his gaze followed the wandering pairs of legs of a few soldiers who took advantage of this break to smoke a cigarette or go out while the rest of the troops worked. Unnoticed, Sergey managed to crawl under the rear transporter and clenched his teeth when a sharp rock dug right into his left kneecap. He had missed it because he had been so focused on his surroundings. Trembling, he lifted his knee and carefully removed the pest with his right hand. The stone was bloody. Of all things... He couldn't leave any traces of blood if he tried to sneak into the now unlocked cargo hold from behind!
"How's it going up ahead?" a voice sounded from behind.
"They'll need a bit longer, I'll stretch my legs until then," another answered and moved away. This was the chance! As far as Sergey could see, there was no one near the opening. He forced his frozen body into a quick movement, crawled out from under the vehicle, stood up and then quickly climbed up the retractable ramp into the interior. He immediately looked around for a suitable hiding place and found one, while pressing a hand to his injured knee and wiping the blood that had collected on his pant leg. Without hesitation, he crept to the left rear corner. The transporter was full of all kinds of tools, but at first glance they were not in the best condition. It smelled of gun oil, grease, and diesel. He also discovered half-opened crates of technical equipment such as radios, Geiger counters, and even a dismantled radar. To his great surprise, he also discovered some containers of diving equipment. What were they for? He quickly hid behind a pile of crates, finding just enough space to avoid being spotted. The sound of chainsaws and axes at work could be heard from outside. He really had made it, at least this far. The axes and saws would be put back in their places in the entrance area, no one would find him. Hopefully. 
 
He waited, and slowly the warmth returned to his body. When the convoy would continue its journey, he could try to get some sleep. Suddenly his attention was drawn to a strange-looking wide chest, which he spotted through a gap between the crates he was hiding behind. The chest looked extremely high-quality, the surface was chrome-plated and secured with a thick padlock. Sergey thought about it. Maybe he should take a look when the coast was clear? He was familiar with such locks, and just to be on the safe side, he had taken two of Aksinya's hairpins with him before he left.
"Finally, that was some work. Can we at least eat something before we continue our journey?" he was interrupted by an approaching voice. 
"You can eat while we're moving. We're behind schedule anyway," came the voice of the commander Sergey recognized from earlier. Without a word of protest, three soldiers stomped onto the loading area and began to put the used tools back in their places, tying the chainsaws to the brackets with rubber ropes. Sergey breathed as shallowly as he could. His plan worked, no one saw him. When the door of the van was finally closed, it was completely dark, except for the little light that shone through the gap into the cargo space. The engines started and the convoy picked up speed again. Sergey stood up and climbed over to the ominous chest. The movement caused the ground to sway, and combined with the poor lighting, it was not a safe venture. At that moment he didn't think about his bleeding knee and didn't feel the wetness that was slowly spreading down his pant leg. He reached the chest unharmed and examined it more closely, feeling it over. Surprisingly, there seemed to be some slack in the lid due to the padlock. However, when he lifted the chest to assess its weight, he was startled. There was a blue light emanating from the inside, and it was extremely heavy. So it contained something that could produce light by itself? Blue light? How could that be? And more importantly, what could that be? This only fueled his curiosity even more. He eagerly pulled one of Aksinya's hairpins out of his jacket and began to fiddle with the lock. The darkness and the vibrations made it difficult, but after about five minutes he succeeded and the lock popped open. He pulled it off and placed it on the ground in front of his chest. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up with tension and excitement, and his hands tingled as if he had reached into an anthill. He gripped the lid and opened it carefully. The blue light reappeared, shining majestically in the darkness, pulsating. At first Sergey didn't notice it, overwhelmed by the beauty of the color that enveloped him. But after a few moments he realized that this light was pulsating in time with his own heartbeat.
"What is this...? How can this be...?" he stammered, impressed, and bent directly over the chest to take a closer look at its contents. It was a deep blue piece of crystal, a good meter and a half long and the diameter of a thigh. It was just big enough to fit across the chest and had been placed there without any other attachment or protection. All the light emanated from it. However, there was a small crack in the center from which an equally glowing, glittering liquid seemed to have been dripping for hours. A small puddle had already formed at the bottom of the chest. Perhaps this damage was caused by the pressure inside the chest itself? But the crystal itself seemed quite stable?
"A crystal with a liquid core..." he murmured, unable to take his eyes off it. The longer he looked at it, at the pulsating light, the glitter, this fantastic alien structure, the more he felt a deep desire to reach out and touch it. For a brief moment, Sergey shuddered. It was almost as if the crystal was calling him, speaking to him through pure emotion and energy. This couldn't be right, he must be wrong? Even as he thought this, he reached out his right hand. Slowly but steadily, it moved toward the crystal, as if drawn to it. He had long forgotten everything around him, and even if he had wanted to, he could no longer prevent what was happening. First, he touched the crack with his fingertips, the glistening liquid dripping from it. It felt cool, almost like touching ice water. After a few seconds he was overcome by an enormous rush of endorphins, a feeling of happiness he hadn't felt since he was with Aksinya. His eyes widened, he wanted more of it, now! His senses were going crazy. It was as if he was about to explode with happiness as the liquid flowed over his hand. He opened his mouth and gasped for air as his body began to shake. Lights of all colors suddenly flashed before his eyes. He reached his hand to the bottom of his chest and dipped it directly into the puddle. His heartbeat quickened, the pulsing of the light matching his heartbeat. He breathed harder and harder.
"Is this... a drug?" he slurred, his tongue feeling dry. It took him an incredible effort to stand up so that he could breathe better again. He leaned his left hand against the wall and looked at his right hand. It, too, was now blue and glistening from the liquid that was slowly turning into a gelatinous mass on his skin. He stared in disbelief at the metamorphosis of the liquid, which now completely covered his hand and then began to seep into his skin through the pores. He just shook his head in confusion and stared at what was happening, hot and cold running down his spine. Was this a dream or was this really happening? He was no longer sure if he was still in reality. The liquid was now completely absorbed into his skin, his hand still glowing faintly. Then this foreign body slowly followed the blood vessels in his forearm and up into his upper arm. He could feel it, could clearly feel the coolness in his arm as it spread further and further. It wasn't an unpleasant feeling, but it was more than frightening. If he hadn't been in this paralyzed state, he probably would have panicked and screamed for help. Instead, he let it happen and felt the liquid slide through his shoulder and then slowly into his chest. It approached his heart. He forced himself to breathe slowly, trying to calm down. This could only be a dream, there was no other explanation. 
"Aksinya, Irina, don't worry about me. I will come home when everything is over. I promised, and I'm doing it again here and now. I'll come home again..." he whispered and then collapsed, falling to the floor and coming to rest right next to the chest. The shock caused the lid to fall shut. The padlock, however, slipped between two of the nearby crates.
 
Sergey woke up and slowly regained consciousness. He was roughly grabbed by his upper arms and dragged across the floor. There were two men dragging him. Where was he? All that bright light, the sounds. The crisp air brought him back to his senses. He opened his eyes, his vision blurred at first, then clearer. 
"What is your name? What is your mission?" someone yelled at him. He raised his head. Soldiers held him by both arms, he was still too weak to stand on his own. Several other soldiers stood around him with their weapons at the ready. Directly in front of him was an officer. They were all wearing the black uniforms of the special forces.
"W-what?", Sergey answered the question. His thoughts began to race again. What could he do now? They had discovered him. Where were they now? He looked past the officer for a moment. They had stopped somewhere in uninhabited territory again. He had no idea how long he had been unconscious. He couldn't look at his watch now. Maybe it had only been a few hours, maybe even days? This area didn't look familiar. Flat land, a few hills in the distance, a forest not too far away. 
"I will repeat my question one more time: what is your name and what is your mission?" the officer hissed coldly. What should he tell him? He couldn't tell him the truth. He had no choice but to play dumb.
"My name is Danilo Lasarev, from Neo Yakutsk... I just wanted to steal something when I saw the vans in the parking lot... Unfortunately, I hid in the interior when it was locked. I've been in there ever since, hoping that no one would find me..." Sergey bluffed, trying to imitate the dialect he had heard so often in the city. It was the best he could come up with in a hurry. The officer raised his eyebrows. His expression darkened even more. 
"From Neo-Yakutsk, then? And why are you dressed like people from the periphery?" came the question. Everything inside Sergey tensed. Of course, it had been obvious that he couldn't be a city dweller. His lie had been easy to see through. The officer came closer and struck him in the stomach with a powerful blow. Sergey gasped and doubled over in pain, but was immediately picked up by the soldiers who held him.
"I..." he began, but was cut off.
"You opened the chest. We've already found the lock. And you touched the crystal. Your handprint was clearly visible on the bottom of the chest," the officer explained. Sergey nodded. So it was true, it hadn't been a dream. The crystal from which the strange liquid had dripped... Denial was useless now anyway. But why hadn't the crystal enchanted the soldiers with its light? What was different about them?
"Yes," he croaked. "What is that thing anyway?" Some of the soldiers grinned.
"How dare you ask a question in your situation!" the officer shouted at him. Sergey winced and didn't answer. "So... you're either an agent and a saboteur or a thief. In any case, a liar. We're in a convoy with a clear destination, and we don't have the time or capacity to drag along and guard a saboteur or a thief."
"But..." Sergey gasped. The officer drew his pistol from the holster and checked the magazine. Sergey's face turned white and he tried with all his might to tear himself away. But he had no chance against the merciless grip of the soldiers, and he was still very weak from his previous unconsciousness.
"In the name of the Party, you are sentenced to death on suspicion of espionage during a military operation and attempted theft of military property," the officer said to the soldiers. Then he took the safety off his pistol and pointed it at Sergey, who just shook his head in disbelief.
"Aksinya..." he whispered.
 
The loud thunder of the shot echoed over the plain. The bullet pierced Sergey's chest. He looked down at himself, saw the hole from which his blood was flowing. He could not feel his legs. The soldiers let go of him and he fell face down on the stony ground. He could not move or breathe. All he felt was cold as the blackness of death enveloped him and the last spark of life drained from him.
 
3. Read my mind
The furniture in the computer room on the top floor of the villa had been rearranged. In the center of the room were four of the neatly cleaned lawn chairs, covered with soft, bright red cushions. All of them had cables attached to their headboards. These cables led to the red, high-powered computer, the interface. Almost all of the TRAP agents were gathered in the room. Harry, Abigail and Yuri were still sipping their sour tasting vitamin cocktails. Yanny had insisted that the three of them drink this liquid before the mission. After all, there was no way of knowing exactly how long the following procedure would take and how much time the companions would spend motionless on the couches. One thing was clear: it could not last more than three days. Three days was the absolute maximum for a stay in cyberspace. Anything longer would mean too long a recovery period in the real world, and they couldn't afford that.
"When we are inside your mind, what will it be like? What exactly awaits us? I know the forest simulation you were in, but what does your own *mind* look like?" Abigail asked Yanny.
"Visual surfing of the teletext Internet, whether superficial or in the extensively encrypted DarkWeb, is generally malleable to one's own desires. A neutral place where you can create the illusion of any world you want. It is actually just a pure visualization language that interprets existing information from the web. In the simulation, an obstacle can be represented as a ravine or a fence, and the process of overcoming the obstacle can be performed by climbing or jumping over it. The framework of the represented worlds generally remains coherent. However, my own mind, my own world of thought, differs from the big networks in one respect...", Yanny explained at length. 
"Yes? In what way?" Abigail asked and everyone looked at the cyborg with anticipation.
"The question about my mind has already hit the nail on the head. When you are connected to me, this world will not be shaped by your ideas - by the users - but by mine. It is my daydreams that you will find yourselves in," Yanny replied in a softer voice, playing with her fingers. It seemed as if she was slightly embarrassed. The others still looked at her expectantly.
"Daydreaming?" grumbled Yuri.
"Don't look at me like that. You know I'm a total fan of the *Heroes of Ulthrard* series..." she replied a little more quietly.
"You really have daydreams that revolve around that cartoon series?" Harry asked in surprise. Of course, they had all noticed how much the Cyborg loved the series and never missed an episode of it on television. She had been collecting the action figures for quite some time, ever since Ralph had bought the first one, the hero *Caine Powerheart*, from Dr. Niclas Ivanov, the ancient languages specialist at the university. 
"Uh-huh," Yanny said curtly and nodded, giving Yuri a piercing look. He had recently caught her playing with the figurines in her room with the door open. The whole thing was still very embarrassing for her. Yuri kept his poker face and didn't say a word about the incident. He wasn't surprised, as she seemed to be going through several stages of development at the same time and was constantly learning. Wasn't it normal for her to play with dolls? You could talk to her about philosophical questions, and half an hour later she was jumping up and down enthusiastically when Ralph brought her a new kind of lemonade from the supermarket.
"Right, so we come to fantasy world of Ulthrard and then what we do?" asked Yuri calmly.
"The defined goal is to remove the barrier to my combat abilities. But I can't say exactly what that will look like. The barrier is in an area that I can't access, that I can't control - so it's pretty much like the human subconscious. So maybe the barrier is something symbolic, like in people's dreams," Yanny explained. 
"For example, if you see a spider in a dream, is that a sign of creativity? Is it something like that?" said Abigail. She didn't think much of these rigid interpretations. Wasn't the psyche far too complex to be reduced to such simple equations?
"Yes, that could at least be an approach," Yanny nodded. "And I wanted to add: I will be able to observe you on your journey, but I won't be able to influence anything. We won't be able to communicate."
"Anything else we should know about?" asked Harry. He had watched a few episodes of her favorite series with her over the last few weeks and knew roughly what it was about. The fact that Yanny herself didn't know what they were supposed to be looking for in this world didn't make it any easier.
"Yes, you mustn't forget that the dangers in cyberspace are still real for you. If you die there, your brain will be irreparably damaged by a complete sensory overload while directly connected to the interface. This risk is unavoidable when connecting such a sensitive organ to a machine. Some hackers have already paid for their missions with their lives," she reminded the group of the most important detail of all. "On the other hand, if you *only* get seriously injured, you can still disconnect from the simulation, but you can't jump back into the ongoing process." Yuri ran a hand over his beard and thought about it, while Abigail sipped her drink loudly and with thin lips. The computer specialist tried not to think too much about this worst-case scenario. They were risking their lives again, and not even for much money. They were doing it for a chance to save this city - again. Abigail held her nose and poured the rest of the sour juice into her mouth. When this was all over and she asked Yuri nicely, would he perhaps force the mayor to erect a bronze statue of her in the city park as a fitting tribute?
"How many chances do we have?" Harry inquired.
"Only one," Yanny said as a matter of course. "A system under attack will reposition itself as soon as it detects and successfully fends off an attack. My subconscious won't be much different. If it increases its security measures afterwards, a second attempt will not only be much more dangerous, but we will also run out of time."
"She's right. It can't be long now until the cyborg from Project Lazarus reaches Elysium..." Abigail agreed, wiping the corners of her mouth. Harry took a deep breath. He still didn't like the whole thing, but what choice did they have?
"Okay, let's not waste any more time. On the benches," he said.
"Totally agree," Ralph rumbled from behind, stomping into the room with his legs apart and standing in front of the assembled group with his chest outstretched. He was dressed in full leather armor and chains, a shotgun in his hand. He even wore a full cartridge belt.
"Are you going to war?" asked Abigail, her eyebrows raised.
"Well, Madame told me to protect you while you sleep here," the old punk explained loudly, nodding to Yanny. "And I'll do that, of course. If anyone comes near the villa, I'll blow their fucking head off."
"Tonight or tomorrow morning I'll get another package of blank disks delivered. It would be cool if you didn't kill the delivery guy," Abigail sighed as she lay down on one of the couches and plugged the data cable hanging at head height into the new socket at the back of her head.
"I'm never allowed to do anything! But okay, that's fine," Ralph grinned and gave a mock salute, casually tapping his temple with two fingers.
"If that guy who always wants to sell sports magazines comes back, please kill him," Yuri grumbled and lay down on one of the couches, which creaked under his weight. Harry said nothing, just rolled his eyes. Was it really such a good idea to have Ralph take care of them? Did they have to expect the mansion to be surrounded by a police task force when they woke up from the simulation? 
Then he settled into one of the two remaining chairs and connected to the interface like the others. The plug snapped into place with a quiet click. Apart from a slight tingling sensation on his scalp, nothing else was noticeable. 
"We're ready," Abigail confirmed.
"Then let's not waste any more time," Yanny replied, taking a seat on the last chair to Harry's left and plugging in the cable as well. "I need you to close your eyes now, just relax." They closed their eyes and followed her instructions. Ralph went to the light switch and turned off the overhead light. He took one last look at his comrades lying quietly, made a thoughtful face, and then quietly left the room. He had been told that it would be enough to check on them every half hour or so.
"Relax... Just relax... Just breathe..." Harry heard Yanny's voice, which had taken on a pleasantly calming tone. A soothing buzz spread through his body. As he drifted off to sleep, he felt something. It was Yanny's warm and velvety hand holding his left hand. With the last bit of consciousness, he returned the touch, squeezing it gently. Then he fell, weightlessly downward.
 
4. Blue
The rain had stopped a few hours ago, but drops were still falling from the leaves and needles of the surrounding trees. It had lasted a long time, and the ground was soaked and muddy, with large puddles forming everywhere. Especially in the deep tire tracks where the earth had been compacted by the weight of the vehicles. Thick clouds of fog crept steadily overhead. The large claws of the carrion crow deftly clung to the fabric of the soaked jacket. It wasn't interested in the numerous earthworms that had been pushed out of the ground by the wetness. It had found something better. The bird puffed up its white and black feathers as it stalked over the lifeless body to better withstand the rising cold wind. It made a low croaking sound. When it reached the collar of the jacket, it began to peck at the body's neck, gradually tearing small pieces from the grayish flesh. It devoured them greedily, pecking deeper and deeper into the hole until its beak was full and sticky with dark blood. Minutes passed and the bird suddenly stood still until it began to shake uncontrollably. Panicked, it spread its wings, flapping and screaming, then rose from the corpse and flew a few meters until it fell to the ground like a stone. Lying in the mud with its wings twisted, it twitched a few more times until the life drained from it.
 
Another day passed, and another night, until the rays of the morning sun broke through the darkness and touched the corpse. Light. Warmth. A piercing pain, so deep and piercing, so intense and powerful, as if it came from another world. The corpse trembled. The cold, dead heart beat once and then again. It lurched and stumbled erratically from one movement to the next. A muscle that seemed to have found eternal peace long ago woke up against all the laws of nature. Sergey slowly raised his head, lifted his face out of the dirt, and with difficulty spat out the mud in his open mouth. Then he gasped for air. It burned as if he was breathing liquid fire, a feeling as if his chest would burst at any moment. Life had returned to him. He wanted to scream out the pain that was raging inside him, but he couldn't. Only a gurgling groan escaped his throat as he slowly tried to sit up. He struggled to get up and staggered as if he had just learned to walk. Sergey tried to take a step when his knees failed him and he fell forward into the mud again. Everything was spinning around him, he was suffocating. Half an hour passed before he tried again. This time he was more successful. The dizziness had subsided, his heart beat more evenly, his breathing calmed, and he could see more clearly. He finally stood, awkwardly wiping the dirt from his face and arms. Then he was startled to see his skin. It was gray, blotchy, and his fingertips were almost black. What had happened? How did he get here? It wasn't a dream, it felt too real.
 
"Good morning," he heard a soft voice behind him and was startled again. Turning, he saw a slender figure sitting on a large stone. The body was blurred, almost transparent. It seemed to be made of dull light. There were no facial features. Sergey couldn't tell if it was a man or a woman, and the voice didn't allow him to draw any conclusions. He narrowed his eyes, and although the figure was only a short distance away from him, he still couldn't make out any details.
"Who are you?" asked Sergey, slurring his words. It was terribly exhausting to speak. His tongue felt numb and heavy. He wasn't sure, but he had the impression that the figure was amused by the question. 
"You need names, don't you? Just call me Stella," the figure replied, continuing to sit quietly.
"Stella?" Sergey repeated, wiping the long, sticky hair from his face. It sounded like a woman's name to him, but obviously it meant nothing in terms of gender. It was more like the figure had just made up a name for itself.
"What's your name?" Stella asked as a counter question. Sergey thought about it. His name... It took him a few moments to remember it.
"Sergey. Sergey Gromov," he finally answered. That was his name, wasn't it?
"You must still feel bad, Sergey," Stella said, examining him closely. In response to the question, he spat a mixture of dirt and blood onto the ground, which had just come up from his stomach into his mouth. His clothes were soaked with mud, and small lumps kept falling from him. He looked like a fresh bog corpse. 
"Yes," he confirmed, thinking again. "How did I get here?"
"What do you remember?" Stella replied.
"I remember driving. With... With something. Or on something. Then there were colors and a flash. A flash that hit me..." As Sergey tried to remember, his right hand inevitably slipped to his stomach. There was a hole in his clothes. He took off his jacket and let it fall to the ground. In this soaked state it was of no use to him anyway. Then he lifted his shirt and felt his skin. There was a scar, like a bullet hole. Could it really be that he had been shot? He felt his back and felt a scar there as well. It was a little deeper than the one on his stomach. "What happened? What happened to me?" he stammered, stunned.
"You were dead. It took a lot of effort to make you functional again," Stella replied as if it was the most normal thing in the world. 
"You... what? I was dead?" he gasped.  
"Of course you were. Sergey, you were face down in the mud for the ninth day. I'm sure there are people who can hold their breath for a long time, but that would make you the sole and eternal record holder. Besides, you've already seen your arms, right? What does a body that has started to decompose look like? By the way, why don't you try your neck," Stella explained calmly. Sergey wasn't sure if he really understood what had just been said. But he obeyed and felt his neck. There was a hole in his flesh, so deep that he could stick half of his index finger into it.
"What...?" he began.
"You don't feel the pain yet, do you?" said Stella, pointing at his neck. Sergey just shook his head. It was true, he couldn't feel the injury. Should that worry him? He didn't know.
"How can all this be and ... why? If I was dead, why did you bring me back? Who killed me and what am I doing here in the middle of nowhere? Where did I come from?" he asked helplessly. "And who are you?" Stella hesitated to answer.
"I can't tell you who I am. Not yet. The time is not right, it would be too much for you now. And unfortunately I can't tell you who you are either. I wish I knew. Unfortunately, we haven't been connected long enough for that," the figure of transparent light nodded. 
"Connected?" Sergey asked. "Connected in what way?"
"Yes, connected. Well, if we weren't connected, you'd still be lying in the mud decomposing. I think the way it is now is the better option for you."
"To be honest, I'm not sure yet. But what happens to me now? What should I do?" Sergey kept asking. He was too weak and helpless to be angry about all this. He just wanted answers, and he couldn't ask anyone but Stella.
"You will heal. It will take a while, but your body will recover. I think so. But the question of what to do can only be answered by you. Listen deep within yourself. Maybe you'll remember something, maybe you'll find something. Details from your past. Don't forget that your brain was also dead for nine days, and your memories may be lost forever because of the damage. A human brain suffers enormous damage when it is not properly supplied with blood," Stella explained. Sergey just nodded resignedly and began to think. At first there was nothing, nothing but his name. It seemed to him as if he had never had a past, as if he were a blank sheet of paper with nothing but a single signature on it. Then he remembered the outline of a woman for whom he had positive feelings. But there was nothing more. No name, no place, no voice, no information. He tried again, but to no avail. Suddenly, something dawned on him. He had a purpose before he died. That was why he was here, in the middle of nowhere. He had wanted to go south.
"South," he muttered.
"South?" asked Stella.
"Yes," Sergey confirmed.
"And why?" the figure replied, making a gesture with both hands that was difficult to interpret.
"I don't know. Not anymore, it seems. Where do you get to if you follow this path south?" he asked, nodding in the direction of the poor gravel road.
"We'll see. At least we have a direction now. That's a start," Stella said, her voice more cheerful now. 
"Does that mean you're coming with me?" Sergey asked in surprise.
"I will. We're connected now. Forever. It could just be that..."
"That what?" interrupted Sergey. Stella hesitated again before answering, apparently searching for the right words. Sergey at least realized that he would have to be patient if he wanted to find out more.
"Let's put it this way: we'll see how your brain develops," the figure replied. The former hunter didn't know what to think. Maybe everything would work out? But he had a feeling that the chances were slim. But Stella was right: at least they had a direction now.
"Before we leave..." he began.
"Yes?" the figure caught his eye.
"I'm suddenly so hungry, don't you have anything to eat?" Stella looked amused again.
"That's also a good sign, a sign that your body is starting to work again. If you look over there in the mud," the figure rose silently from the stone she was sitting on and pointed to the spot, "there is a dead bird. It's a little soggy, but it should still be edible." Sergey wiped a lump of earth with a few blades of grass stuck in it from his shoulder. A bird, that didn't sound too bad. He stomped over and picked up the dead carrion crow, then took the gravel road south. He shuffled along slowly, limping slightly as he gradually plucked the feathers from the bird in his hands to make it edible. The dull, shining figure floated wordlessly beside him. Only the crunching of stones under Sergey's boots could be heard from the unlikely pair.
 
5. What is reality?
The street samurai fell into the sheer endless blackness of a form of being and existence unknown to him. Entering this sphere might seem like a dream at first, but it was more than that. It was more than the mere reliving of impressions and images that had been collected while he was awake and were waiting to be processed in a phase of rest. More than the return of memories and things learned, blended into a mash of random fragments that had fallen out of the retrospective of an unstable timeline of memory. More than what an almost unfathomable subconscious was willing to reveal. Harry felt the fall through the clouds and their cool touch on his skin in a wash of sunlight and blue sky and didn't stop falling, down towards a green world. What would happen when he hit the ground? Would he be shattered into a thousand pieces and his atoms scattered across the plain? Overwhelmed by the perceptions, his consciousness returned to him like a thunderclap. He knew where he was again as he was hurled downward and closed his eyes. Had something gone wrong when he entered Yanny's mind? Had his body perhaps assembled in cyberspace far up in the atmosphere due to a malfunction, only to shatter upon impact at high speed? Holding his breath and not daring to open his eyes, he pressed his hands to his face and reached the ground.
 
Grass between his fingers. Harry felt the ground carefully and slowly opened his eyes. He was lying on a meadow. Crickets were chirping all around him, bees were buzzing and he could hear the occasional bird song. There was an intense smell of flowers and herbs. He was alive and had not been scratched by the impact, nothing seemed to hurt. He slowly sat up and looked at himself. His clothes looked like something from the depths of an invented human history, where different eras had been thrown together. Brown, sturdy cloth, trousers and a very wide shirt were laced with leather straps and simple boots. Only now did he discover a sword lying next to him in the meadow. A well-balanced one-handed weapon, he picked it up and looked at himself in the reflection of its polished blade. What did reality mean in a world of all-encompassing illusion? Everything here seemed completely real, and yet he was only in the mind of another person. It was, as Yanny had explained, a representation of information stored so deeply within her that she no longer had any control over it. And yet he experienced everything as his own reality.
"No time to think, must go," Yuri's deep voice growled behind him. Harry turned to see his comrade, dressed only in a loincloth and fur boots. A wide leather strap hung across his massive torso, holding a mighty double-edged axe on his back. It made him look exactly like one of the heroes from the TV series, much more authentic than himself, Harry thought. Abigail stood next to him, her arms crossed and her hair completely disheveled. They must have fallen from the sky too. Abigail was wearing nothing but a bra and a skimpy leather skirt with light, high-heeled sandals. 
"Don't stare so hard," she hissed at Harry as he eyed her. "Why do women always have to wear so little in fantasy movies?"
"I have no idea. Maybe it's a matter of money to save on costumes?" Harry replied evasively and grinned, taking off his loose brown shirt and holding it out to her. The programmer gratefully accepted the garment and put it on. It was cut so large that it even covered the little person's skirt and almost reached her knees. Now she looked like she was on her way to a slumber party, but she seemed much happier.
"I didn't even get a weapon," she muttered, rolling up her way-too-long sleeves to free her hands from the fabric.
"Where are we going, anyway?" Harry asked Yuri in response to his first greeting. They were in a large meadow that bordered a wide, densely overgrown cornfield. A path ran along the edge of the field. The hilly landscape was lush green. Judging by the position of the sun, it was just before noon. The giant pointed in one direction, and as Harry followed his gaze, he could see the roofs of many houses and rising smoke in the distance. The path next to the field led directly to the settlement, which lay directly in front of a huge wooded area.
"That village there, first point of reference," Yuri explained and stomped off. The other two looked at each other, nodded, and followed without protest. One direction was as good as another when you had no known destination. Abigail was glad when they had crossed the meadow and reached the path, and she no longer had to worry about accidentally stepping on a grasshopper or snail in the meadow. Having their slimy remains stuck to her sandals was like a nightmare.
"I think I know why these heroes all wear so little," Abigail announced after a while, alluding to the high temperature as she trudged along beside Harry. She was right, it was oppressively hot, a true midsummer's day. Even she, a southerner on 86, used to the warm climate of Elysium, was struggling here. Yuri, who was leading the way, was already sweating like a waterfall and Harry tried to estimate how long it would take them to cover the distance. The walk dragged on and the scattered trees along the way offered no shade to speak of. There was no wind either.
 
It must have been at least an hour by the time they reached the village. There was a surprising amount of activity among the simple houses, some with thatched roofs and others with wooden shingles. A few craftsmen were repairing the wheel of a horse-drawn cart, others were making repairs to their houses, several hunters were offering rabbits and wild boar for sale at a stall, and a woman was carrying a full bucket of water from the village well. The arriving troop of TRAP agents certainly drew a few surprised looks. To greet them, they were nearly run over by a group of frolicking children playing tag around the well.
"Why do people look at us funny?" muttered Yuri, who of course had also noticed the stares.
"Are you surprised? We're walking into a foreign village armed and topless, while Abigail looks from a distance like an oversized shirt walking around on its own," Harry shrugged.
"Hey!" the programmer protested, and in response she slapped his upper arm.
"Shirt, stop hitting. Better look for the inn," Yuri grumbled and stomped further into the settlement. He was hungry and thirsty and knew only one destination.
"Why am I *shirt* now? Even Baby Owl was better than this! You're always making fun of me," Abigail barked, punching Harry in the upper arm again and then trying to keep up with Yuri.
"What was that for?" Harry sighed and rubbed his arm.
"Just because," she replied cheekily, fixing her still disheveled and now completely sweaty hair as he caught up with her again.
"I see..." he replied, looking at her skeptically from the side. The temptation to pull her shirt over her head from behind was great, but he generously refrained from returning the favor. 
"It smells like meat up ahead," Yuri explained, licking his lips and immediately changing direction into a side alley, noticeably increasing his speed. The others rushed after him. A few passersby made way for the determinedly marching giant and jumped aside in surprise. His nose had not deceived him and had led him straight to a cozy looking inn, despite its simple appearance. He pushed open the heavy oak door and the three of them entered. Since it was still dinnertime, the place was busy and many of the patrons looked suspiciously at the newly arrived visitors. Yuri, who by now didn't care at all about the reactions to their appearance, went to one of the two empty tables and offered Abigail a chair. She approached, slightly intimidated by all the stares, and then sat down in the chair. He carefully pushed her to the table like a true gentleman.
"Thank you," she said in a hushed voice as Harry sat down as well. It wasn't a minute before a young man approached, obviously to take their order. He had a damp cloth in his hand.
"You know we don't have any money?" Harry whispered to the others, watching the approaching cupbearer out of the corner of his eye.
"Never mind. Have you ever seen a TV show where the heroes pay for their food?" Yuri countered with a grin. "It's certainly no different here." Harry thought about it. The Northerner was right, paying for equipment or food had never happened, at least in the episodes he had seen. 
"What can I get for you, ladies and gentlemen?" the young man asked as he reached the table and wiped the edge of it with his cloth, more out of embarrassment than anything else.
"Food and drink, and a lot of it," Yuri nodded in a friendly invitation. 
"We have roast boar, potatoes, beer, pressed apple juice, apple sauce... What would you like..." he continued.
"A lot!" Yuri confirmed this time with more emphasis in his voice and his mighty chest muscles twitched with impatience.
"Very well!" The man widened his eyes, turned on his heel and stormed off towards the kitchen.
"Why are we all so hungry? It can't be just because we ran in the blazing sun?" Harry wondered.
"Ghrelin," Abigail said. 
"Bless you," Yuri replied.
"No... It's a hormone produced by the stomach that, for some reason, is released in high levels by the body when you fall into that coma-like sleep when you enter cyberspace. What triggers this release has not yet been scientifically researched. Normally one would assume that the whole metabolism is less active," Abigail explained.
"Will we even get full from the food here?" Harry asked.
"Yes, the brain is satisfied with the illusion of eating. You also get drunk on alcohol, high on drugs, and so on. By the way, the more you go into cyberspace, the less you feel hungry."
"We should rent Interface as a diet program later," Yuri grumbled, his eyes always returning to the kitchen. His fingers tapped impatiently on the tabletop. Finally, the young cupbearer returned with a large bowl filled with a mountain of fried meat and potatoes and three plates. He distributed the plates, placing a piece of meat and three potatoes on each, and was about to take the bowl with the rest of the food back to the kitchen when he was suddenly yanked back. Yuri had stuck two fingers into his belt and pulled him back effortlessly.
"Where are you going with main course?" he growled even more indignantly and the man began to sweat with fear.
"B-but I didn't think you had that much..." he defended himself meekly. The giant gave him a dirty look, took the bowl from him, placed it in front of him, poured what was already on his plate back into it and handed him the empty, dripping plate.
"Don't think, bring beer. Otherwise I'll have to remodel this place. Give my regards to the kitchen," Yuri grumbled.
"If I were you, I'd listen to him. He can get pretty nasty when he's hungry," Harry confirmed with a grin.
"On my way!" the Cupbearer gasped, sprinting into the kitchen. Abigail looked after him, eyebrows raised.
"You know, guys, sometimes I wonder if we're really the *heroes* or if we're more like the *bad guys*..." she mused, scratching her neck. The methods they sometimes used might not always be the gentlest. But she quickly pushed those thoughts away. "Oh damn, that guy hasn't brought any cutlery yet," she added as she wanted to start eating.
"Cutlery?" grunted Yuri, who already held a half-eaten piece of meat in his hand and took a bite, the oily sauce running down his beard. With his other hand, he grabbed a steaming hot potato and took a bite, keeping a straight face. His loud smacking noises silenced the conversations of the other guests in the room and all eyes were once again on the agents.
"Ah, not so important," she replied, watching her companion with fascination. Of course she knew how much he could eat, but this would be a special experience. While she was still thinking, the young man returned with five mugs of beer and spread them out on the table, placing three in front of Yuri, who nodded in approval.
"Now bring some cutlery so we don't have to eat like the last barbarians," he instructed him, his cheeks stuffed and a few pieces of potato falling out of his mouth.
"O-Of course!" he replied and ran off again. A few moments later they were all equipped and Abigail and Harry began to eat, while Yuri ordered dessert as a precaution. Meanwhile, it was suddenly getting dark outside. It was not dusk, however, but black storm clouds pushing themselves in front of the sun. The wind picked up and the first drops of rain were followed by a wall of water and thunder. A storm the likes of which the agents had never seen before.
 
6. Blood and iron
Sergey chewed mechanically on a large piece of tough sponge he had torn from the bark of a dying oak. The days passed endlessly slowly as he wandered. He drank from streams and puddles and ate anything that was digestible and would not run away. When night came, he walked until he couldn't walk anymore, and then he just collapsed and slept until he woke up the next morning and started all over again. It would have been impossible for him to hunt an animal for a more substantial meal in this condition. By now, he stank so badly that any potential prey would have smelled him from afar and run away. From time to time, he would be circled by flies trying to land on him. However, his skin was gradually losing its grayish tint, and the blackness on his fingertips was fading. However, it was no longer noticeable under the crust of dirt that still covered him and grew thicker with each passing day.
"Sergey," Stella said, looking at him from the side. The creature, whose blurred outline was often hard to see, depending on the light, had been hovering silently next to him the whole time and had usually remained quiet. They hadn't exchanged any words in the last few days and hadn't met anyone else.
"Hm?" Sergey grunted and continued to chew on the piece of sponge, his tired eyes never leaving the path. Undeterred, he continued to shuffle along the dirt road. His boots were now in a desolate state.
"Sergey, this is boring! Nothing exciting is happening. It's been ten days! How much longer do I have to watch you eating weeds? How much longer is it going to be?" asked Stella with a clearly reproachful undertone. But he took his time to answer, swallowed the dry and tasteless mass in his mouth with difficulty, and then coughed briefly.
"How should I know?" he replied. The midday sun beat down on him. Not much longer and he would have to look for water again to keep from drying out. 
"Still no memories?" Stella asked impatiently.
"No," Sergey sighed and bit into the tree sponge again. "My head is empty, just empty. No matter how long I think about it, nothing new comes to mind. It's as if I never existed." Stella was still looking at him.
"I'm sorry to have to say this, but it looks like these memories won't come back on their own. While your other organs have stopped working, I was able to preserve your brain at least enough to keep your basic abilities intact. I could imagine a memory returning if you were directly confronted with something or someone from your past. Other people, places, certain impressions, something like that. But maybe not, I don't know enough about you humans for that," Stella explained.
"Maybe I wanted to go south because that's where my home is?" Sergey interjected. It was at least a glimmer of hope that he wanted to keep. "If what you say is true, could I possibly remember when I meet people from my past? Maybe someone down south knows me?"
"Yes, maybe," Stella replied. "And hopefully that will happen soon. Or at least something else, this boredom is almost unbearable. Anything is better than this." Sergey turned to the figure and threw the rest of the tree sponge at her. The bitten piece flew through the faintly glowing figure and landed in the grass behind her.
"I'm not responsible for your entertainment, you pleasure-seeking cloud of exhaust fumes!" Sergey growled at her, irritated. "I didn't ask to come back from the dead and wander around aimlessly in the middle of nowhere! Should I be grateful for that or what?"
"I'm sorry, you're right," Stella whispered, slightly dejected. "I just thought it would be different, more exciting..."
"More exciting?" He shook his head in disbelief. The whole situation was bizarre enough, and now this.
"Yes, more exciting. More interesting, more thrilling. You know. Big cities with pulsating life, lights, sounds, languages, music, lots of new impressions... I want to learn something!" Stella said, circling around him. Sergey stopped and followed the figure with a confused look.
"You want to learn something and that's why you brought me back to life? It sounds to me more like you just wanted to have fun?"
"You don't understand," Stella replied, doing a quick pirouette next to him.
"Then explain..." Sergey started to answer, but was cut off. There had been a sound, a bang like an explosion, far away from here, coming from the south. 
"Did you hear that?" Stella asked.
"Yes," he answered curtly, listening intently to see if anything else could be heard.
"I know for a fact that you heard that. I fixed your hearing right after I fixed your brain. The sound came from the direction we're heading. Maybe it's the target you're looking for?" The former hunter just shrugged, swatted at a fat blowfly crawling on his head, and resumed his march. 
"One minute you're silent, the next you're babbling like a waterfall..." he grumbled.
 
It was late evening when they reached the source of the sound. Before them was a huge hole in the landscape, dug in stages by heavy machinery. It was an iron mine, as several information and danger signs explained. Sergey estimated that the circular mine must be at least two kilometers in diameter. In the last light of day, excavators and dump trucks were still driving around, their heavy engines roaring up from below. A large group of them had gathered around an uneven area deeper inside the giant funnel. They had probably hit harder rock there and set off an explosion around noon. That was the sound they had heard.
"Look, there, other people! Sergey, look! You must go and talk to them right away! This is probably where you wanted to go. This place is conspicuous enough, it can't be otherwise," Stella instructed enthusiastically.
"Yes, that sounds quite likely," Sergey agreed, nodding. "The shelters are over there," he said, pointing to a collection of rusty construction trailers, tents and containers, also well past their prime, a few hundred meters away.
"Wonderful! Hurry!" the shadowy figure urged him on, and he set off. As they approached the makeshift settlement, they could make out three men in dirty work clothes sitting around a campfire, guarding a cauldron over the fire and chatting. When they noticed Sergey, they got up and slowly approached him, stopping in front of him with a skeptical look.
"Hello," Sergey said curtly. The middle man was the tallest of the trio. Stocky, broad chin, forearms covered with colorful tattoos, short cropped hair. The one on the left was the complete opposite, rather slight, black curls, glasses with extremely thick lenses on his nose, making his eyes look comically oversized. The one on the right was also stocky, with short blond hair, a few broad scars on his face, and bony paws for hands.
"What are you doing here? Didn't you read the signs? This is a restricted area," the middle one replied coldly.
"I wanted to ask you if you know me. My name is Sergey Gromov," Sergey replied. The three looked at each other uncomprehendingly for a moment.
"Nobody knows you here. Now get out!" the middle one snapped at him.
"He's probably got some kind of disease, let's not get too close to him," the lanky one said, taking a step back.
"Aye, just look at his skin," the one on the right agreed. "He looks like a leper! Get out of here!"
"You don't know me, what should I do? Do you have any ideas?" said Sergey to Stella, disappointed. The figure was still hovering right next to him.
"Who are you talking to? Guys, he's crazy too and he smells like a sewer!" the middle one barked at his comrades more aggressively now.
"Sergey, they can't see me, only you can. Maybe I should have told you before," Stella said meekly.
"What? Damn it, why are you only telling me now?" Sergey growled at Stella.
"Hey, calm down, this is the first time for me too, okay?" the figure defended herself.
"Enough of this shit, get out of here!" the middle one yelled at him, while the lanky one took another step back, now holding a stained handkerchief to his mouth and nose.
"Stay here, Dimitri," the right one grunted. "You'll be back in your office soon enough."
"So... um... could I have something to eat and drink? I'm not causing any problems, certainly not, I can work for it too...", Sergey turned back to the middle one, despite his aggressive attitude. Maybe he could defuse the situation. He had to take this chance. Even at the risk that this place might not be the destination of his journey. He had to talk to other people, live among them. How else would he get information, how else would he be able to answer his questions? And he had had enough of tree sponges and grass, the tea over there on the fire smelled delicious to them.
"Last warning, bum!" the middle one snapped at him.
"I'm not causing any trouble, I just want to work for you," Sergey asserted, raising his hands defensively. But the other one stomped towards him and punched him in the stomach with his fist, knocking the air out of Sergey's lungs. He fell to his knees and coughed.
"Sergey!" shouted Stella. "I don't think he wants to negotiate, or do you want to try again?" The man in question gasped and slowly sat up. 
"Good punch, Alexander," he heard the man on the right say from behind.
"I think... this... is a misunderstanding... I really just want to eat and work for it..." Sergey gasped. Alexander was surprised that his opponent had gotten over the hook relatively easily. The foreman was one of the strongest men in the mine, and no one dared to stand up to him. This dirty homeless man was undermining his authority by disobeying his orders. He could not let that happen under any circumstances. He lashed out again, punching Sergey in the face with his fist. The force of the blow knocked the former hunter, who was still bent over from the hook in his stomach, to the ground. He groaned in pain, blood streaming from his nose.
"Get out of here, now!" Alexander shouted again.
"Sergey, it doesn't work like that," Stella said. "Sergey, can you hear me?" But he just groaned and remained curled up on the floor. Stella thought about it. "I've come to the conclusion that the men there don't want to negotiate. You have to defend yourself, Sergey, you have to earn respect. I think that's normal here."
"And how?" he murmured so quietly that the men couldn't hear him.
"This is going to be exhausting for me, I can't keep this up for long. Hurry up Sergey, be quick..." the figure explained. Suddenly he felt something inside him, an indefinable force rising from his solar plexus. His breathing calmed. The force flowed from the center of his body into his arms and legs, into his head. He stood up again. Only the skin on his left shoulder burned as if boiling water had been poured over it. Unable to bear the fabric of his torn shirt, he pulled it from his body and tossed it behind him. The markings on his shoulder, tattooed there as a child by the strange spirits of the forest, shimmered a bright blue in the twilight, just as his eyes now began to glow in the same color. Alexander had to step back. Sergey now looked downright frightening in the twilight, his long black hair hanging in his face. Alexander shook his head. He could not retreat now, no matter who the stranger was who challenged his authority.
"All right, you've had your chance," he growled, preparing to strike again.
"Fight back, Sergey, fight back!" shouted Stella. Sergey saw Alexander's left fist fly towards him. He caught it with his right and twisted Alexander's arm downward, forcing his upper body to bend inexorably downward. Sergey grabbed his attacker's head, pushed it down even further, and kept hitting him with his knee right in the face, which was getting wet with his blood. Then he let go of the head and gave Alexander a powerful uppercut that brought him back into a straight stance. The foreman, his face covered in blood, didn't know what had hit him and staggered backwards as he saw Sergey flying towards him. Another blow hit him right in the face, on his already broken jaw. Alexander fell muffled to the ground, let out a gurgling scream, but was immediately grabbed by two hands. Sergey grabbed him by his belt and neck, lifted him off the ground as if he had no weight, and threw him over five meters against the wall of a nearby construction trailer, which shook from the impact. Alexander crashed into it, bounced off, and fell back to the ground, lying motionless. Realizing that his strength was failing him, Sergey looked around. The man on Alexander's right had obviously fled. Meanwhile, Dimitri was crouched beside the campfire, holding his arms above his head and whimpering.
"Don't hurt me, please, don't hurt me!" he repeated fearfully, trembling. Sergey came closer and looked at him with his bright eyes.
"Why should I hurt you? I just want food and work. That's all I ever wanted. How many times do I have to tell you?" replied Sergey. Dimitri looked up at him, horror written all over his face.
"You are... a forest devil," he stammered.
"A what?" asked Sergey. His eyes and the tattoo on his shoulder slowly lost their glow.
"You are a forest devil, for sure. The old people in our village have told stories about you. Of creatures with pale skin and shimmering eyes that live in the forest. Of marks like the one on your shoulder that no one can read. We always thought they were fairy tales, myths. Stories to scare us children. We laughed at them and didn't believe them. Don't kill me!" Dimitri said with a trembling voice.
"The man must be imagining things. I don't know about that tattoo on your shoulder, but you're a normal person, or at least you were when we bonded," Stella said. "But at least they seem to respect you now, and the fight was really exciting!" the figure added, doing another enthusiastic pirouette. Sergey sighed.
"Food, now!" he ordered Dimitri. Dimitri looked at him with wide eyes, nodded frantically, got up and ran to one of the construction trailers to follow the order.
"Amazing, he does exactly as you say!" Stella rejoiced. "It worked!"
"It's... a start..." Sergey replied. He still had no idea where it would all lead. But the prospect of a proper meal made him happy. If he stayed here for a while, he would hopefully regain his strength. And maybe these men would have soap and fresh clothes for him. He would pay for everything with his own hands, he didn't want to owe anything. Then he looked over at the still motionless Alexander and wondered if he would get up again. 
 
8. The harvest of thunder
The storm had continued throughout the night. At first, the TRAP agents had assumed that they would be able to continue on their way after dinner. But that hope had been dashed, and they had been forced to spend the night in the inn, which fortunately had a room directly under the roof where they could find shelter. They had barely been able to sleep with the roar of wind and thunder. Harry was the first to wake in the morning when a few thick drops of water fell on his face. The storm had taken its toll on the roof, which was leaking in several places, one of them right above him. The light of dawn shone through the holes, revealing the dust flying around. At least Abigail hadn't noticed how dirty it was up here last night because of the darkness. Tired, he got up from a bundle of blankets the innkeeper had kindly given the group so they wouldn't have to sleep on the bare ground. Then he woke the others, who were quickly on their feet after a brief orientation.
"So what now?" Abigail finally asked the group. She longed for a shower and fresh clothes, even though she knew it was all an illusion. "We haven't made any progress and we're running out of time. The storm has cost us at least half a day."
"Now we go down one floor first and then we climb out of window so we don't have to leave house past counter on the first floor," Yuri explained calmly, shouldering his heavy axe.
"W-why is that?" Abigail asked him in astonishment and Harry was taken aback as well.
"It's simple: so we don't have to pay the bill for food and lodging. None of us have any money, remember? I'm sure the landlord is waiting for us downstairs at the bar," Yuri replied, completely relaxed and just shrugging his shoulders.
"Excuse me?! But you said yesterday that in these fantasy worlds the heroes never pay for their food?" the programmer hissed back.
"I was wrong. Landlord told me yesterday before we went up here that he wants twelve silver coins for everything, and I put him off until today. I said we'd pay right after breakfast, everything very simple. It's just a shame we will miss it. Today they have honey cake...", Yuri explained and made his way to the stairs as quietly as he could with his weight. He hoped the old wooden floorboards wouldn't creak too much.
"He's not serious, is he? Harry, say something!" Abigail ordered Harry, shaking her head as if she expected him to defuse the situation somehow. But he made a dismissive gesture with his hand and then quietly followed Yuri.
"When you sneak, always bend your knees and cushion your steps, then you'll be quieter. And make sure your huge shirt doesn't get caught on the shutters when we climb out," he replied as he walked past her, winking at her. She was about to say something in reply, but she let it go and shuffled angrily after him. 
 
About ten minutes later, they were far enough away from the inn to be reasonably certain that they would not be discovered by the innkeeper or his employees. There were large puddles in the streets and alleyways, and roof tiles and other items that had been carried by the storm during the night were scattered almost everywhere. Many villagers were busy cleaning up, and the renewed heat made for a sweltering climate. The TRAP agents looked around, eventually reaching the edge of the settlement that bordered the vast forest. A large crowd of people piqued their interest.  From the chatter around them, they learned that a group of people had just returned from the forest. They had brought a wagon piled with all sorts of things, which they were now distributing among the villagers.
"What's going on here?" Harry asked an extremely cheerful lady who was about to leave with an ornate vase in her hand.
"Rurrik and his brothers plundered the hermit in the forest. His hut couldn't withstand the storm and was probably half burned down by one of the first lightning strikes before the rain started," she explained, not seeming to care much about his fate. Apparently, this hermit was not very popular when his possessions were plundered immediately after such a disaster. "At least this beautiful vase wasn't damaged. Once I clean it properly, it'll have a good place in my living room. Why don't you have a look around, maybe you'll find something useful?" she encouraged Harry to take a piece of the loot for himself. Then she left the group.
"Rough customs here in village," Yuri nodded, running a hand through his beard in thought.
"Well then, we carousers fit right in," Abigail muttered, trying to get a better look at the wagon, but unable to do so in the dense crowd and with her small size. Yuri and Harry nodded to each other and squeezed into the crowd, making room for their companion to approach the brothers and their quarry. 
"Greetings, fair maiden!" Abigail was greeted by one of them, who gave her a winning smile. 
"Hello, I hear there's something free here?" she replied innocently, looking at the rest of the items. The best items had apparently already been distributed, the rest looked like leftovers from a flea market in the northern part of Elysium. The man looked at her with interest, then lifted a stool and a weaving board to one side and pulled a round mirror from the pile.
"This might be something for you. It might take some getting used to, but surely a lady could use a mirror?" With that, he handed it to Abigail. The piece was about 60 centimeters in diameter, and as she reached for it, she knew immediately what the man meant. The frame was forged of black metal, made up of small snakes woven together to form a ring. The heads of the snakes seemed to stare at the viewer of the mirror, giving the object an oppressive, almost sinister aura. As she reached for the frame, she realized it was cold. A chill ran down her arms and she got goosebumps, as if her hands were slowly freezing. But she tried not to show it.
"Oh, uh, thank you, that's very kind. I'll hang it up at home right away," she said to the man, grinning slightly wryly, curtsying and walking back to the other two.
"Somebody take this thing off me right now," she whispered as they walked away from the crowd. Harry took the mirror from her and looked at it. 
"It looks rather morbid," he said, turning it in his hands so that Yuri could look at it. The surface was flawless and had a slight silver sheen.
"It's freezing cold! How can you hold it so easily?" she said in amazement, rubbing her hands on her thighs to warm them again.
"Cold? I don't feel anything, if anything it's slightly warm," Harry replied, feeling the frame in various places to understand his colleague's statement. Yuri touched it now as well.
"He's right, mirror is warm," he confirmed. 
"How can that be?" said Abigail, coming closer and this time only touching the frame with two fingers. It was like before, only much more frightening. Icy cold shot up her hand, through her arm, her shoulder, and into her head. For a second, the sight of the mirror blurred before her eyes, losing its surface, revealing itself as a mere three-dimensional object without color or texture in Harry's hands.
"What's wrong?" she heard him ask and recoiled, pulling her fingers away from the frame. 
"There's something wrong with this thing," she confirmed. "When I touch it, I even get a display error here in the simulation." 
"So what do we do with it?" Yuri pondered. Harry looked at it more closely. 
"I think... I think I know now why you didn't get a weapon when we fell into this world," he finally said to Abigail.
"What makes you think that?" she looked at him questioningly.
"In that TV show, the main characters are either warriors or mages. It's the same with the Ulthrard action figures Yanny collects, it seems to be part of the marketing strategy. I just hadn't thought about it in the context of our entry into this world. You are the only one who can see something extraordinary in that mirror. So you must be a sorceress in this simulation, that's why you weren't given a weapon," Harry explained.
"I'm supposed to be a sorceress?" Abigail looked down at her hands in disbelief. "But I can't do anything special, can I?"  
"You probably can, you just have to figure out how," Harry said.
"Um... okay, but how does that help us right now?"
"This mirror is the first really conspicuous object we've found. It's also connected to last night's storm, otherwise it wouldn't have come into our possession. So I suggest..." Harry continued.
"... we investigate remains of hermit hut," Yuri finished the sentence and crossed his arms.
"That sounds like a plan," Abigail nodded. Before the three of them set off into the woods, they asked two passing men for the approximate direction to the hermit's home, which, according to them, was not too far from their current location on a clearly visible path. Harry simply carried the mirror under his arm for lack of a bag. They quickly found the recommended path and followed it into the dense forest. At least it was much cooler in the shade of the trees than in the village and they made good progress. Still, Abigail kept looking around anxiously.
"This all seems so familiar," she finally told the others. "In the simulation Yanny was in when she met the other cyborg, she was also in a forest. It looks very similar to this one in terms of its structure, the types of trees, and the rocks lying around."
"What else do you remember? Any useful details?" Harry asked.
"Well, she was like a fish in water, of course, in a world like this. Or should I say almost godlike? After all, she was able to change the environment at will," Abigail explained, tugging at her earlobe, lost in thought. The street samurai piped up.
"Well, she's a computer herself, if you will. But do you know exactly *how* she did it?" he asked.
"Well, she was connected just like we are now, exploiting a vulnerability and then adding her own lines of code to the existing code," Abigail continued. "All at breakneck speed." Harry nodded.
"Then why don't you see if you can do the same? You know how to program and you can hack into other systems," he said. She narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips.
"And how am I supposed to do that without input devices?" Then she held out her empty hands to prove her point. Harry just shook his head and smiled.
"You have a computer with you, metaphorically speaking. We're all connected to it, already plugged into the interface. There must be a way to use it, right?" Abigail made a face that was hard to interpret and pondered his words.
"And... And how? How do I control it? I can't see anything? No keyboard, no screen, nothing. I'm human, unfortunately I need such aids."
"Just try to control it with your thoughts," Harry mused, now sure that this idea must work. If she could change the environment with her thoughts like Yanny, then in this simulation it was nothing else than the magic that was also omnipresent in the TV series.
"Okay... I'll try," Abigail replied and was about to stop and close her eyes when she heard Yuri's voice.
"This is it," he remarked as he spotted the largely burnt remains of the hermit's hut among the trees. The villagers' descriptions were correct. The hut, whose wood must have been old and dry, had burned down almost halfway and then been extinguished by the rain. Two of the four walls and large sections of the roof were missing, and the floor was charred. You could clearly see where the looters had been at work. And they had been thorough. The TRAP agents found nothing of interest. It was only as they continued to circle the house that Harry made a gruesome discovery. 
"Look at this," he called to the others, pointing to the half-charred body of a man lying in an unnatural position on the forest floor. His left arm was outstretched with an open hand, and his head was turned in the same direction. It was as if he was trying to grab something or point at something as he fled the fire. When the other two reached Harry, Abigail turned away, unable to bear the sight, her stomach almost churning. 
"Was this hermit?" Yuri wondered aloud, bending down to examine the body more closely.
"Almost certainly. If the hermit were still alive, he would have scared off the looters and would be retrieving his belongings from the ashes himself," Harry nodded. When Yuri finally turned the body over, he noticed a silver pendant in the shape of a crescent moon that the man wore on a thin chain around his neck. He carefully opened the clasp and showed the find to his comrade.
"Villagers must have missed pendant," he muttered with satisfaction. 
"Did you find anything on the dead man?" asked Abigail, who was waiting a few feet away with her back to the other two. Breathing slowly and with concentration, she calmed herself and controlled the nausea she felt. Yuri walked over to her and handed her the pendant, which began to glitter softly as she took it and held it in her hand.
"It's really beautiful..." she said, examining it carefully.
"Why don't you wear it," Yuri said simply. "Hermit don't need any more and it looks much better on you than on charred corpse." Abigail grimaced at the strange compliment, but then slipped it around her neck. The pendant still glittered and looked extremely valuable. Harry had now taken a few steps in the direction the dying man had tried to flee.
"Come over here, I've found something else," he called to the others. His instincts had been right, the hermit had obviously wanted to escape to a certain place. In the middle of the forest stood an almost grotesque metal construction, consisting of three spiked poles that ran towards each other and held a crescent moon open at the top. This crescent also had thorns that looked like very sharp coat hooks and were much larger than the thorns on the poles. The three-legged construction was about one and a half meters high.
"That's real ugly," Abigail remarked, circling the structure. "It looks like something out of that modern art exhibit the mayor opened in the center the other day."
"It's certainly not a work of art, it must have some kind of function. It's not just standing here in the woods for nothing," Harry replied. As he was about to move the mirror he was still carrying from one hand to the other to give his arm a rest, he suddenly had an idea. He took the mirror and placed it on the thorn-like hooks of the crescent. It fit perfectly and was held at a slight angle. Its surface immediately began to glow and shimmer, just like the amulet Abigail wore around her neck. The other two approached to take a closer look when they suddenly heard a gurgling voice behind them.
"Very good, it's back in its place." Even as they turned to face the voice, Harry saw an unfamiliar projectile heading straight for his chest. Cold fear gripped him, but there was no time to warn his friends.
 
8. The Seer's heiress 
Kennak-Laar's forehead was dripping with sweat, and he was glad that they could now do without the impractical protective suits. He slowly lowered himself to the ground and the other five Aon-I followed his example, their knees shaking. They were all exhausted from the hard work, but they had finally done it, closing the entrance to the underground city at the great staircase with a mighty gate they had forged from metal plates they had collected. At last it was done, and the way to the hole, the former repository of the POWERS nuclear power plant, would no longer allow access to anyone his people did not want on their own territory. Though there were other smaller openings to the vast cave system that had fortunately remained hidden from humans, these entrances would also be sealed off one by one. Even though the workers and mercenaries of the power company had removed all the radioactive waste, cleaned the contaminated areas of Gwyneran meticulously with high-pressure jets, and pumped out the water, there was still a residual danger from the attacks of scattered crawler groups on the returning Aon-I. Thousands of his people had fallen ill. Thousands of his people had fallen sick. Thousands of his people had been sickened by the effects of the repository and had undergone the terrible metamorphosis that had turned them into unfeeling monsters. Their numbers had dwindled in recent months, thanks to the efforts of the police and the mercenaries of POWERS. But no one knew how many were still out there in the underground. They lurked hungrily in the shadows, waiting for an opportunity to prey on the unwary and defenseless.
 
Kennak leaned his sweaty back against the new, cold gate and looked down on the city from the hill. Along with his people, the lights were returning to the area. Every day more survivors arrived and the cleanup was in full swing. Each new light gave him a glimmer of hope for a better future, but none of it could hide the great losses they had suffered at the hands of humanity. How many families had been torn apart or completely wiped out? How much suffering and pain had they endured? How many brothers and sisters had they lost? It would probably take four or five generations to rebuild the population. Besides, the areas around the city had become almost life-threatening because of the crawlers. They would have to train more warriors than before to protect themselves. These were people who would be missing in the fields and in the rebuilding. Kennak, a warrior himself, wondered how much he hated the humans for what they had done to them. The hatred and distrust was now great among the Aon-I, who had wanted nothing more than to live in peace. Again and again, voices were raised calling for some form of revenge. But the returned Seer and the small remnant of the Council of Elders had so far been able to keep these dangerous tendencies at bay. Kennak thought back to the encounter with the TRAP agents that had finally turned the tide of chaos and saved his civilization. Not all humans were the same, not all were evil. He trusted this small group, who had earned great respect for their efforts down here, even if they didn't realize it. But he didn't trust the other humans. As long as they all knew only their one god of profit, any direct contact with them was to be avoided at all costs.
"Have a sip too," he heard Ehl's voice next to him, handing him a bottle of water and he took it gratefully. He was just about to start drinking when he spotted Eiri at the bottom of the stairs. She was running up the stairs towards them and seemed very upset. He got up and went to meet her, she had quickly reached the top of the gate. 
"What's wrong, why are you running like that?" he asked her worriedly when she finally caught her breath. 
"The Seer's daughter has disappeared," she finally explained. Kennak's heart hurt. This was a catastrophe, especially now, after all the misfortunes. Becoming a Seer and leading the Aon-I people before the Senate was a birthright passed down from generation to generation. It was also the law that the gender had to change. Each father was followed by a daughter, each mother by a son. The daughter who has now disappeared was the only child of the Seer. This endangered a line of inheritance that had lasted for thousands of years.
"How did it happen? Did the crawlers kill her? Did she have an accident?" he asked tensely, and the Aon-I standing around now also took notice.
"No, she's not dead. Not as far as we know. She just ran away, she even left a farewell letter for her parents," Eiri continued. 
"What? That can't be true," Kennak hissed. "Why would she do such a thing? Has she gone crazy?" Eiri just shook her head and scowled.
"No. I haven't read the letter myself, but apparently it was a mixture of fear for the future and self-doubt. Her father is not the youngest anymore and she doesn't want to take over the inheritance and the responsibility after the great catastrophe. By leaving, she is forcing him to produce more offspring, another daughter who will one day become the new Seer in her place," she explained. Kennak looked at Eiri as if he did not understand the meaning of her words. He knew the daughter from numerous official occasions and had always perceived her as a well-protected and shy girl. It had never occurred to him that she would ever voluntarily leave her family and home.
"And... Do you know where she went?" he asked tensely. Eiri just shook her head and pointed upwards.
"She only wrote in the letter that she would make her way through the sewers to Elysium. She knows very well that we won't be able to find her up there in the city under the sky without running the risk of getting caught ourselves. A single Aon-I may not attract much attention, but whole search parties of us combing the city will. Besides, we can't spare people down here, there's far too much to do." Kennak-Laar looked up at the cave vault. Eiri was undoubtedly right. Up there among millions of people, there was little chance of finding her. It was another heavy blow for his people. 
 
Almost directly above the cave vault, above the Aon-I, once again facing an uncertain future, stood the main building of the POWERS power plant. Dr. Kelly Malcom believed in Elysium, no matter how dire the situation. She loved her hometown with all its strengths and weaknesses. From the large picture window of her office, she could see the bustling streets of the industrial district below. It had been another long day. Endless meetings, phone calls, making decisions, solving problems. The nuclear waste issue had made everything much more complicated for her than it already was. She couldn't shake the awful feeling that the creation of the crawlers was partly her fault. Of course, she hadn't known about the forbidden dump, but maybe she could have guessed something, should have noticed it somehow? Had she missed clear signs in her deputy, had she been too naive? Had her blind trust led to one of the biggest disasters? She massaged her temples with her middle fingers to banish the growing headache that had plagued her for over an hour and swallowed the lump in her throat. Whenever she thought of how many of the gentle Aon-I had lost their lives because of her company, she could have cried. The moments when she felt weak and helpless became more frequent, and sometimes she wished she could just stay in bed and pull the covers over her head. But she wasn't helping anyone by burying herself in self-pity or sadness, and it was her inherited sense of duty and discipline that got her through each new day. 
 
At least a lot had happened in the last few weeks. Her people had worked hard to remove the barrels of radioactive material from the underground and move them to a safe storage site outside the city. The caves and Aon-I houses had been meticulously cleaned, and many loads of medicine and bandages had been brought down. All of this cost many times more than it would have cost to properly dispose of the waste in the first place. If her deputy hadn't already died, she would have strangled him with her own hands without remorse. But that job had already been done by the Japanese TRAP agent. In retrospect, it had also been necessary to replace some other managers in her company who had known about her deputy's machinations and put them behind bars. By now, however, she was certain that she had only people around her that she could truly trust.
 
The television, which Kelly turned on from time to time, was broadcasting the latest news. It was reported that a newly formed ninja group was spreading further and further into Elysium, and no one knew exactly where they came from. As if this city didn't have enough problems already. At least the radioactive contamination had been contained enough to prevent new crawlers from forming, freeing up some police forces that had been tied up in dog squads due to the threat of the crawlers. However, she was skeptical that it would ever be possible to completely drive these Japanese killers out of the city. The news had mentioned several hundred members of this group, which made her think. As a little girl, she had traveled a lot with her parents, as both her father and mother had businesses in Utopia and much further away in Neo Tokyo. While Utopia was far north of the mainland and had a much cooler climate than Elysium, Neo Tokyo required either a ship or a long-range plane to cross the ocean. Of the three capitals, Neo Tokyo was by far the largest and most modern. Many things were different there than here or in the Russian-influenced north. Would she ever see that endless sea of skyscrapers, that incredible skyline again? After all, she hadn't been able to travel for many years, as her professional responsibilities kept her tied to this office almost constantly. And traveling alone was no fun. She had no one to share her new impressions and discoveries with. Kelly sighed and picked up her cell phone from the desk. Then she pulled the worn TRAP agency business card from the breast pocket of her blouse and turned it between her fingers, as she had done countless times over the past few weeks.
 
"I'm a damn coward! Why don't I just call her? But what will I say?" she said to herself despondently. Just the thought of talking to this interesting young woman on the phone, whom she had only met for a short time and then in the whirlwind of all the terrible events, sent a shiver of strange sensations down her spine. What could she have said? Mrs. Abigail Lindsay, would you like to go on vacation with me? No, never! Besides, she couldn't call the lady by her first and last name... How about: would you like to have dinner with me? Why would Abigail want to have dinner with her? As an agent, she probably had another exciting and dangerous assignment and was on a secret mission somewhere. Maybe she was wearing a skin-tight suit that really showed off her shapely backside? Kelly sighed and made a face. Whenever she got into these thoughts, she started chewing on the antenna of her cell phone. Definitely a bad habit to get rid of. The last few months had probably just been too much for her, which was why these strange images kept coming back to her. She stared at the number pad and then back at the TRAP agency business card. "Damn! Want to get coffee with me? It's not that hard!" she finally called out loud. The cleaning lady, who had entered the room behind her, stared at her in surprise. 
"Oh, Miss Malcolm, I'm still on duty..." she said, confused. Kelly Malcom's head turned as red as a tomato. 
"Uh, I didn't mean... I..." The failed attempt at an explanation was followed by an awkward silence. 
"Shall I come back later?" the cleaning lady asked, pointing at Dr. Malcom's hand, assuming that the boss wanted to have another conversation because of the cell phone she was holding. Kelly sighed deeply again. No, she wouldn't make another phone call today because she was a damn coward when she really liked someone. And the fact that this someone was a woman made her even more insecure. How well did she know herself? Then she shook her head, called the sushi restaurant around the corner and ordered dinner. When she was done, she had a sour look on her face. She was 35 and eating alone in the office tonight. Again...
 
9. Beneath the surface
How could this have happened? How could they have missed and not heard that someone was sneaking up on them? One moment of inattention had been enough. Harry ducked backwards as fast as he could and staggered. The approaching bolt missed him by a hair, whizzing past his chest and then towards the surface of the mirror. When it hit the shimmering glass, however, the mirror did not shatter as one might have expected. The surface bent backwards like an elastic membrane from the force of the impact and then stretched again. The bolt did not come out the other side either, but had disappeared, swallowed by the mirror. All this happened in the blink of an eye. Harry regained his balance and drew his sword from his belt. He saw Yuri already rushing forward, pulling his axe from his back in preparation for battle. The giant charged a group of men. They were five sinister figures in adventurous-looking armor. Their individual pieces didn't seem to fit together and had probably been acquired in raids. One of the men was putting a new bolt on his crossbow. He was the one who had just tried to kill Harry. Next to him stood a warrior with a helmet on his head, leaving only his eyes uncovered. He had also drawn his sword and was gesturing to the three others to pounce on Yuri. These three others looked more like a cross between apes and humans, with hair all over their bodies and even their faces, and a hunched posture. In their hands they carried knotty hardwood clubs covered in crusted blood. When they saw the sign of their commander, they began to grunt and stormed forward without a second thought.
"Run away! Quickly!" Harry shouted to Abigail, who stared at the attackers with wide eyes. The TRAP agents were outnumbered and he probably wouldn't be able to protect her. She had to get to safety before the crossbowman was ready to fire again. Then he ran after Yuri. The first of those grotesque ape-men had already reached him and was charging him, club in hand. Yuri had the presence of mind to turn his long axe and drive the handle straight into the attacker's stomach. As he doubled over in pain and the club fell from his hands, Yuri pulled the handle back and swung, slamming the axe into his back with great force. The ape-man screamed at the top of his lungs as he was slaughtered. But the other two were already flying towards Yuri. He tried to quickly pull the axe from his first opponent, but to no avail, as the lower hook of the blade had become lodged in the ape's spine. 
"Oh shit," he gasped as he lifted the axe with the hairy, still writhing body hanging from the end. At that moment, the others tackled him to the ground at full speed. Yuri immediately tried to get to his feet, but then he saw one of the apes above him bring his club down on him. Then something metallic flashed and passed through his opponent. Blood sprayed down on Yuri, and a moment later the ape's head fell from its neck, resting on Yuri's chest. It had been Harry who had decapitated the creature with his sword. 
"Disgusting," Yuri grunted, grabbing the bloody head by the hair and jumping back to his feet. Then he threw the shaggy head at the remaining ape-man, who now lunged at him, completely unimpressed and death-defying, and hit him in the face. Still, the butcher ran on as if possessed. Meanwhile, the Commander had reached Harry and crossed swords with him. It was immediately clear that he was an opponent of a different caliber than his primitive minions. Moreover, his armor gave him a distinct advantage, while Harry was still clad only in pants and boots. A quick series of attacks and parries ensued between the two. The street samurai realized after the first few seconds that he would not be able to bring this fight to an early end. For the time being, the commander did not offer him any openings into which to push. Now he just had to try to buy Abigail and Yuri enough time to act and turn the situation in their favor.
"No," Abigail gasped, who instead of running away as Harry had wanted, had just taken cover behind the next larger tree. She watched in horror as the crossbowman raised his now reloaded weapon and aimed at Yuri from behind. He was fighting the last ape with his bare hands, dodging the blows of the club. She had to do something! If she didn't act now, Yuri was doomed. But what, what could she do?
"Please, please, please!" she croaked and closed her eyes. This had to work, this was her only chance. She thought about the interface, tried to picture it in her mind's eye and was startled when she suddenly saw it in full detail in front of her. What was different now? Why did it work right away without her ever having practiced it? Never mind, don't waste a thought on doubts or explanations, every second counts! She saw a screen in front of her, with program lines scrolling from bottom to top. It was too fast, she couldn't read what was there, couldn't understand the text! Even as she thought this, wishing the code would slow down, it did, and time seemed to slow down altogether. It was as if she was in control, just by the power of her mind. Now she could understand the code. It was the complete representation in programming language of everything that was happening around her right now, with three inputting entities - Harry, Yuri, and herself - and a fourth entity, the world, responding to those inputs like a sophisticated neural network. She stopped time completely and changed the material of the shooter's crossbow from wood to liquid steel. As she confirmed her input and allowed time to return to normal, she heard his horrified screams. She opened her eyes. With stunned horror and a face contorted in pain, the archer watched as his crossbow, transformed into red-hot metal, flowed over his hands and arms, turning them into smoking lumps of flesh. He collapsed, unconscious from the pain. 
"Oh, um, whoops..." Abigail gasped as she saw what she had just done. She hadn't thought about the consequences of her actions, she had just done the first thing that came to her mind to save Yuri. And it had worked, even if the solution had an extremely drastic effect. But what worked once might work a second time! She closed her eyes again, searched the code for the remaining ape-man's club in the same way, and wrote a motion-sensitive, explosive core into it. There must be some creativity and variation, she thought to herself. Then she ran the lines again. Yuri's opponent was about to swing wide for another blow when the weapon suddenly exploded in his hand, tearing off his entire forearm up to the elbow. Before he realized what had just happened, Yuri's powerful left hook caught him in the face, knocking him to the ground and mercifully knocking him unconscious.
"Wow, what's going on here?" exclaimed the giant, who was of course completely surprised himself. Then he caught sight of Abigail in the background, standing there with a focused expression on her face, seemingly watching the fight, but at the same time mentally absent. The amulet around her neck shone brighter than ever. Had that been her work? Had she really managed to penetrate the very foundations of this world to change it, as Harry had suspected? Only now did he notice the crossbowman, still lying on the ground and smouldering. Yes, there was no other explanation, it had to be Abigail.
"Demons, this is the work of demons!" cried the commander, retreating as he realized what was happening around him. His group was incapacitated or dead, he was the last one left. Yuri, meanwhile, ran to the corpse of his opponent with his axe in it, placed one foot on the lifeless body, grabbed the handle of the weapon and pulled it out with a terrible crack. 
"Demon on the way!" he yelled at the Commander, swinging the bloody axe and running like a steamroller in Harry's direction to help him. When his opponent saw what was coming, he turned and fled in panic. Harry started to follow, but then jumped aside as a precaution to make way for Yuri, who had picked up some speed.
"Gods help me!" the commander screamed desperately, and in the next moment the axe handle, which Yuri held horizontally in front of him with both hands, struck him in the back. The fleeing man was knocked off his feet, flew three steps forward, and landed face down on the thick root of an old tree. He barely had time to look back. The last thing he saw was Yuri driving the axe straight into his chest. The blow had been delivered with such force that it pierced his chain mail, chest, and even went through his back to the forest floor below.
"Not bad," he heard Harry's voice behind him and turned around. The other two had caught up with him and he looked at their exhausted faces.
"Yeah, isn't it?" the giant nodded, grinning and pointing at the still twitching body. "I call it *robber on a stick*."
"Now I want to see who's hiding under that helmet," Harry said, bending down to the defeated man. "He fought damn well, I've never seen a fighting technique like that before." He then grabbed the helmet and pulled it off the Commander's head. When they saw his face, they were taken aback.
"I know him from somewhere," Yuri mused, rubbing his hands together.
"Yeah, me too," Harry confirmed. "I just don't know where to put him now." 
"I know!" Abigail gasped and bent over the dead man. For a brief moment, her excitement overcame her disgust at the corpse. "Don't you remember? He's one of the scientists from the lab we rescued Yanny from. One of the bastards who cut off her hand with the laser."  
"You're right!" Yuri nodded and Harry remembered too. 
"But what's he doing here? These guys couldn't fight, we just tied them up in handy packages with some cut wires," he remembered.
"I think there's a deep psychological reason for this," Abigail mused. "Yanny may not have consciously witnessed the procedure, but she certainly saw this man in the lab. Considering that he was one of the people responsible for the experiments on her, it's almost logical that we would meet him here in her mind in such a role," the programmer continued.
"By the way, you did very good job with magic earlier," Yuri interjected, giving Abigail a thumbs up. She beamed proudly.
"Yeah, it just worked, oddly enough it wasn't as complicated as I thought it would be," she explained. "Imagining the controls and the interface was actually enough. Did you notice time slowing down?"
"Not at all," the other two replied in unison.
"Okay, that's weird, I can't explain it. I really need to talk to Yanny about this when we get back. Maybe she'll have an idea..." the programmer thought. 
"But we still haven't deactivated the barrier," Yuri interjected, wiping the sweat from his brow. "Any idea what to do now?" Harry nodded slowly.
"Yes, I think so. Did you actually see what happened to the bullet that hit the mirror before?" he asked the group. "I saw the bullet go into the mirror, but it didn't come out the other side. It just went into the mirror. This thing is still the only clue we have in the whole mission. Also, that group of robbers seemed to be looking for the mirror. They really wanted it for something." 
"Yes, *Evil* wanted the mirror," Abigail confirmed, glancing over at the strange construction with the spikes holding it to the three bars.
"We need magic again," Yuri smiled.
"I'll try," Abigail whispered, closing her eyes again and returning to the running lines of code in her mind. She searched the environment for the mirror and found it. It was true: it was different from all the other objects, from the trees and bushes, the stones, the burned house and the bodies lying around. In one of them, she could even read that the heart had stopped beating at that very moment. It was the ape-man Yuri had knocked unconscious to the ground earlier. The mirror, however, inexplicably seemed to exist on another plane. Although it was with them in three-dimensional space, it should not be visible. She tried to instruct the interface to begin decoding the object and succeeded, but despite the enormous computing power now running in the background, the result was not positive. There must be another solution, something else. She thought about it, trying to look objectively at all the information she now had. Then she had an idea. Harry was right, the mirror was the solution to the riddle. However, the *magic* she had learned in the meantime would not help. They were still on the same level in Yanny's subconscious, and trying to decipher them here would be just as ineffective as a mere attempt outside of cyberspace would have been. She wouldn't succeed from here, she had to go one level deeper.
"Yuri, would you do me a favor, please?" she asked her comrade when she had opened her eyes again.
"Of course!" the giant said in surprise.
"Would you pick me up and put me upside down in the mirror? That would be really sweet of you," she smiled and winked at him.
"Harry, we've been here too long, Shirt lost her mind," Yuri grumbled, his chest muscles twitching. The man he was talking to just grinned, thinking he understood what she was up to.
"Well, we can try. And you're sure it won't burn your head off? We don't know what happened with the crossbow bolt earlier. Isn't it too dangerous?" Harry asked Abigail.
"I'm just guessing and hoping," she nodded, taking off the large shirt that would have gotten in the way and dropping it on the floor. 
"All right, I'm convinced," Yuri said, walking over to her and effortlessly lifting her by the hips with his strong hands and carrying her to the mirror.
"Hey! I could have walked!" she laughed, waving her arms. 
"Don't struggle, you need to conserve energy," he muttered. When they reached the mirror, he held her with the utmost care and slowly and gently placed her upside down in the mirror. At first the glass membrane bent backwards, but then her head disappeared into the surface. The entrance to the mirror tingled and small electrical discharges flashed across her face. She opened her eyes. Her head was sticking out of a black hole, into an empty void of white light interspersed with a red band of numbers, letters and special characters. She had arrived at her destination. It was the barrier that she now gazed at with fascination.
"I have to understand it, just understand it..." she murmured and the amulet around her neck began to glow again. The connection of the interface to the deeper layer of the subconscious was now established. While Abigail was still thinking, the computing power from outside came to her aid, supporting her with a powerful energy. She began to understand, and the characters and letters of the red ribbon began to arrange themselves in a logical sequence until the encryption was clearly legible. In the end, only one digit was missing, and Abigail had to add it herself. The moment she wrote a seven in the right place, the red ribbon disintegrated and disappeared. The barrier no longer existed.
 
The series continues with the title:
                Time of the Wolf
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